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                                                                         JULY 17/DECEMBER 6, 2014
AT THE CATHEDRAL BASILICA NATIONAL SHRINE OF ST. THOMAS, MADRAS-MYLAPORE
Holy Mass: The Sacrifice of Calvary or a birthday party?
At the Sunday Holy Masses in the Cathedral Basilica National Shrine of St. Thomas, the seat of the Archbishop of Madras-Mylapore, there are so many errors, abuses and aberrations that it would take dozens of pages to record them and I have done just exactly that. An enumeration of these errors, abuses and aberrations have been communicated in a series of letters to my Archbishop, a former Apostolic Nuncio, since February 4, 2013, immediately after his installation in our archdiocese, in the hope that he would address them and admonish those responsible for them. To the best of my knowledge, every one of them is still perpetrated. A separate detailed compilation of these errors, abuses and aberrations, which will be sent to the Catholic Bishops' Conference of India and to Rome, is under preparation. 
Instead of witnessing a reduction in or complete cessation of the errors, abuses and aberrations, I have been threatened or intimidated by a senior choir member and a priest who have read the letters but done nothing to correct them. This, too, has been communicated to my Archbishop. But thereafter, he himself referred disparagingly to my letters to him while speaking at a Holy Mass in another parish. Just before that incident, the parish priest of the Cathedral Basilica had done exactly the same at the Easter Vigil 2014 Holy Mass. 
On both occasions, Catholics in the congregation who are aware of or receive copies of my letters to my Archbishop told me that the remarks about some people finding fault with the liturgical services could only refer to me. It also happened that I myself and/or others of my family were present at those very same Masses when these comments were made from the ambo by the priest as well as my Archbishop.
The previous Deacon at the Cathedral Basilica, now an ordained priest, had reduced the Holy Mass to a parody of it with his innovations and dramatics (read as entertainment of the congregation). His being aware of my letters of protest to the Archbishop, I was subjected to ill-treatment at his hands at the Sunday School Catechism classes and Vacation Bible School in 2013. The only one time I had approached him directly (during the tenure of the previous archbishop), he rudely dismissed me after a couple of seconds suggesting that I talk to the parish priest. I had approached the parish priest on several occasions and his response always was i) the people like the innovations at Mass, ii) I should talk to the visiting priest who was celebrating the Holy Mass that I had issues with. My meetings with the other priests of the parish and the visiting priests were equally unproductive, barring one who accepted that my concerns were genuine.
From my experience and from my interactions with lay Catholics who are 'active' at Holy Mass, I can safely charge, without being judgemental or generalizing, that the choir, the readers, the lectors and other categories of lay persons who assist at Mass are completely ignorant of the rubrics of the liturgy of the Mass, untrained and 'uncatechized'. No one that I spoke to has heard of the existence of the General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM) or of any Instruction or Pontifical Document on the liturgy or Sacred Music. 
It appears to me that there is no attempt made to train or catechize these laity; and there is no one who is willing to clarify one’s genuine doubts on the rubrics of the Holy Mass (More on this, with documentation, in my letter to the CBCI/Rome). My experience of discussing these issues with such people has not been good. The reactions have ranged from a casual dismissal of my concerns to open hostility. No one immediately concerned with these errors, abuses and aberrations, including all the visiting celebrants whom I have spoken to (barring one), and the Archbishop, has appreciated my lawful (Can. 212.3) crusade to end them. 
In the matter of the Holy Mass becoming a birthday party and platform to thank, appreciate and honour the celebrant or other priests, the first occasion that I wrote to my Archbishop was on May 19, 2013 (see the following page). At that time, I believed that it was the then parish priest who was responsible, or maybe it was the then deacon who thought that it was his great responsibility to inflict something new on the faithful every Sunday. But the parish priest and the deacon have been transferred -- to corrupt the Sunday liturgies of other parishes (if they have not already been corrupted) -- but the cutting and sharing of a birthday cake occurred again recently. So what do I conclude? That the legacy of the previous parish priest and deacon has been inherited and put to use by the same people who organise and control the "animators" and the others who assist in the Mass services? Or, these sycophants, having been introduced by the deacon to the novelty, now organize a birthday celebration in the sanctuary to ingratiate themselves with the new parish priest?      
THE FIRST INCIDENT OF THE CELEBRATION WITH A BIRTHDAY CAKE IN THE SANCTUARY
An extract from my letter dated May 20, 2013 to my Archbishop, Most Rev. George Antonysamy:
SUBJECT: Liturgical errors/abuses/aberrations at the 9:30 am Holy Mass, Pentecost Sunday, May 19, 2013*
My wife and I attended the Sunday 9:30 a.m. Mass on May 19, 2013. I do not know who the celebrant was, but he was assisted by Deacon Charles… After the blessing, the celebrant invited the congregation to shout three times "Praise the Lord, Hallelujah". The Responsorial Psalm – in line with the theme of Pentecost – was substituted with an unconnected hymn by the choir… The Deacon’s homily contained no reference to the Second Reading or the Gospel of the day. In developing on the First Reading, he spoke negatively about those Catholics who attend prayer meetings, advising us several times to understand that the Holy Mass is the supreme sacrament of the Church. There was no need for him to group the two distinct situations together. It came off as a veiled criticism of charismatics since he failed to use the occasion to warn the congregation about the real danger which comes from the Pentecostals ... Some time after the Holy Communion service was over, Deacon Charles got fully into his element. Reminding us that it was the birthday of the Church, he announced that a cake would be cut and invited children ["You’ll get a cake if you come"] to come up and receive their share. While the cake was cut in what I understand to be the sanctuary, cake was fed to the mouths of some children while others walked away from the altar eating of pieces of cake held in their fingers, to the accompaniment ["Let’s all sing together 'Happy Birthday' for our Church"] of "Happy Birthday Mother Church" – or so it sounded to us – from the choir. The congregation was then invited to "clap your hands", and everyone – well, almost – complied happily as the Deacon thanked them. Next, the "animators" were named and thanked by the Deacon and the audience [I now find it difficult to regard us as a congregation] when he once again called for applause, which he got in full measure.

Finally, the Deacon invited potential animators [for future Sunday Masses] to give their names to "Mrs. Joan".

I have avoided including in this letter the continuance of other errors, etc. that I wrote about in my first two letters. (END)
*ARCHBISHOP OF MADRAS MYLAPORE-LETTER 05 CONCERNING LITURGICAL ABUSES 4 FEB/MARCH 11/19/ MAY 20/JUNE 25/AUGUST 6, 2013 (TO BE UPDATED WITH LATER UNRESPONDED-TO LETTERS)
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/ARCHBISHOP_OF_MADRAS_MYLAPORE-LETTER_05_CONCERNING_LITURGICAL_ABUSES.doc]
EXTRACTS FROM MY EARLIER LETTERS TO THE ARCHBISHOP:

February 04, 2013

SUBJECT: Aberrations, errors and other problems in the Liturgies of the Sunday Holy Masses at the National Shrine of St. Thomas

Applause during Holy Mass has become standard procedure. Obviously, it is always invited by the celebrant. The reasons vary from a priest’s birthday to an appreciation of someone [like, say, the choir]. Recently, applause has been a standard feature of EVERY Sunday Mass that we attended.
March 11, 2013

SUBJECT: Aberrations, errors and other problems in the Liturgies of the Sunday Holy Masses at the National Shrine of St. Thomas, continued
The Sunday immediately following my letter to you was, if I recall correctly, the parish priest’s birthday. I was informed by a cousin of mine that the priest was felicitated and applauded during the Mass. 

I am not aware if a birthday cake was cut and shared in the sanctuary. -Michael
The most recent incident of the cutting of a birthday cake in the sanctuary on an improvised table hastily erected next to the altar, the singing of "Happy Birthday" by the choir and the congregation, applause, and the sharing and eating of the cake during Mass, in celebration of the birthday of the new rector and parish priest Fr. Louis Mathias occurred a few weeks ago. I was present at the Mass.

The birthday celebration occurred after the church notices were read. But the birthday of Fr. Mathias came up three times. The first was at the beginning of the Mass; the second was during the Prayer of the Faithful* when one of the prayers was for him on his impending birthday; and the third was the actual cutting of the cake and sharing it among a select few to the singing of happy birthday by the choir and the audience. 

I wonder if the birthday service was conducted at all Masses that Sunday or only the one that I attended.

I walked out of the church and did not witness what followed but I was informed that a ponnadai (shawl) was awarded to Fr. Mathias and the audience applauded. Recognition of the services of priests by draping the ponnadai over their shoulders during the Mass has been witnessed by me at other parishes too.

Priests, who are 'alter Christus' (another Christ), and act 'in persona Christi' (in the person of Christ) at Mass are being glorified and are taking the glory away from our Lord Jesus Christ. Thus the Masses are not Christocentric but priest-centric. *I don’t find that the GIRM envisages the felicitation of a priest on his birthday (General Intercessions #69-71) especially when his birthday is going to be celebrated at Mass.
If the organizers of these birthday bashes at Mass are lay persons, is it not the duty of the parish fathers to admonish and catechize them and to refuse to take part in the public desecration of the sanctuary?
In response to my many letters, my Archbishop finally summoned me to meet him after taking an appointment from his secretary, but I’m not going. The Archbishop’s acknowledgements of my letters have not expressed any appreciation of this ministry, addressed any of the many issues raised by this ministry or given any assurance that these errors, abuses and aberrations would be corrected or stopped.  
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From: Michael Prabhu To: George Antonysamy; George Antonysamy Sent: Thursday, July 17, 2014 5:22 PM

Subject: HOLY MASS-THE SACRIFICE OF CALVARY OR A BIRTHDAY PARTY? 

Dear Bishop George Antonysamy,
Please find attached herewith my report on the cutting, sharing and eating of "birthday cakes", the singing of the Happy Birthday song, applause and public felicitation of a priest, in the church sanctuary and in the close proximity to the altar, on different occasions at which I was present at Holy Mass on two Sundays at the Cathedral Basilica National Shrine of St. Thomas in Santhome.
Michael Prabhu, Catholic apologist
UPDATE DECEMBER 6, 2014
A Christmas play after the homily

http://www.zenit.org/article-31115?l=english 
Rome, November 30, 2010 (Zenit.org)
Answered by Legionary of Christ Father Edward McNamara, professor of liturgy at the Regina Apostolorum university.

Q: Our parish has a Christmas play during Mass after the homily but before the prayer of the faithful. Is this allowed? My priest tried to find the answer this year but had difficulty. But I think I found the answer in the Lectionary of the Mass for Children No. 52 which says that plays should not happen during Mass. I know that this happens at a lot of parishes in America so an answer would be great! -G.G., Pasadena, California

A: First of all, not finding an express prohibition in liturgical documents does not mean that something can be done. Many, if not most, liturgical abuses are not named because nobody can possibly foresee all that the human imagination can conjure. Specific reprobation on certain abuses arrives only after they have come to the attention of ecclesiastical authority.
Usually it is sufficient to recur to general principles in order to know if something is allowed. For example, there is the elemental principle that no priest may add or remove anything from the liturgy on his own initiative. Another principle applicable to our case is found in the instruction Redemptionis Sacramentum, No. 75:
"On account of the theological significance inherent in a particular rite and the Eucharistic Celebration, the liturgical books sometimes prescribe or permit the celebration of Holy Mass to be joined with another rite, especially one of those pertaining to the Sacraments. The Church does not permit such a conjoining in other cases, however, especially when it is a question of trivial matters."
If there are severe restrictions on joining the Mass to other rites, including officially approved rites, the exclusion of non-liturgical elements such as Nativity plays would certainly be included.
Our correspondent's use of the Introduction to the Children's Lectionary has a certain validity in view of the fact that since the norms for children's liturgies allow for extensive adaptations, the fact that something is forbidden for this kind of celebration means "a fortiori" that it is not allowed in regular Masses.
It must be recognized though that the Introduction to the Children's Lectionary is not a universal document. It was produced by the U.S. bishops' conference and, I believe, has yet to reach its definitive form. It is interesting that the Italian bishops' conference also included a ban on dramas, slide shows and the like during Masses with children in its own directory. Perhaps a more useful universal source would be the Directory for Children's Masses issued by the Holy See in November 1973. The adaptations refer to Masses where the vast majority of participants are children ages 6 to 9. These norms do not apply to assemblies of older children.
I will offer selections of what I believe are relevant texts. The full document may be found at a Web site called www.catholicliturgy.com.
"Chapter III, Part 1. Offices and Ministries in the Celebration
"22. The principles of active and conscious participation are in a sense even more significant for Masses celebrated with children. Every effort should therefore be made to increase this participation and to make it more intense. For this reason as many children as possible should have special parts in the celebration: for example, preparing the place and the altar (see no. 29), acting as cantor (see no. 24), singing in a choir, playing musical instruments (see no. 32), proclaiming the readings (see nos. 24 and 47), responding during the homily (see no. 48), reciting the intentions of the general intercessions, bringing the gifts to the altar, and performing similar activities in accord with the usage of various peoples (see no. 34).
"To encourage participation, it will sometimes be helpful to have several additions, for example, the insertion of motives for giving thanks before the priest begins the dialogue of the preface.
"In all this, it should be kept in mind that external activities will be fruitless and even harmful if they do not serve the internal participation of the children. Thus religious silence has its importance even in Masses with children (see no. 37). The children should not be allowed to forget that all the forms of participation reach their high point in eucharistic communion, when the body and blood of Christ are received as spiritual nourishment.
"23. It is the responsibility of the priest who celebrates with children to make the celebration festive, familial, and meditative. Even more than in Masses with adults, the priest is the one to create this kind of attitude, which depends on his personal preparation and his manner of acting and speaking with others.
"24. Since the Eucharist is always the action of the entire ecclesial community, the participation of at least some adults is desirable. These should be present not as monitors but as participants, praying with the children and helping them to the extent necessary …
"Even in Masses with children attention is to be paid to the diversity of ministries so that the Mass may stand out clearly as the celebration of the community. For example, readers and cantors, whether children or adults, should be employed. In this way a variety of voices will keep the children from becoming bored.

"Chapter III, Part 5. Gestures
"33. In view of the nature of the liturgy as an activity of the entire person and in view of the psychology of children, participation by means of gestures and posture should be strongly encouraged in Masses with children, with due regard for age and local customs. Much depends not only on the actions of the priest, [29] but also on the manner in which the children conduct themselves as a community ....
"34. Among the actions that are considered under this heading, processions and other activities that involve physical participation deserve special mention.
"The children's entering in procession with the priest can serve to help them to experience a sense of the communion that is thus being created. The participation of at least some children in the procession with the Book of the Gospels makes clear the presence of Christ announcing the word to his people. The procession of children with the chalice and the gifts expresses more clearly the value and meaning of the preparation of the gifts. The communion procession, if properly arranged, helps greatly to develop the children's devotion.

"Chapter III, Part 6. Visual Elements
"35. The liturgy of the Mass contains many visual elements and these should be given great prominence with children. This is especially true of the particular visual elements in the course of the liturgical year, for example, the veneration of the cross, the Easter candle, the lights on the feast of the Presentation of the Lord, and the variety of colors and liturgical appointments.
"In addition to the visual elements that belong to the celebration and to the place of celebration, it is appropriate to introduce other elements that will permit children to perceive visually the wonderful works of God in creation and redemption and thus support their prayer. The liturgy should never appear as something dry and merely intellectual.
"36. For the same reason, the use of art work prepared by the children themselves may be useful, for example, as illustrations of a homily, as visual expressions of the intentions of the general intercessions, or as inspirations to reflection.
"45. In the biblical texts "God is speaking to his people ... and Christ is present to the faithful through his own word." Paraphrases of Scripture should therefore be avoided. On the other hand, the use of translations that may already exist for the catechesis of children and that are accepted by the competent authority is recommended.
"46. Verses of psalms, carefully selected in accord with the understanding of children, or singing in the form of psalmody or the Alleluia with a simple verse should be sung between the readings. The children should always have a part in this singing, but sometimes a reflective silence may be substituted for the singing …. 
"47. All the elements that will help to explain the readings should be given great consideration so that the children may make the biblical readings their own and may come more and more to appreciate the value of God's word.
"Among such elements are the introductory comments that may precede the readings and that by explaining the context or by introducing the text itself help the children to listen better and more fruitfully. The interpretation and explanation of the readings from the Scriptures in the Mass on a saint's day may include an account of the saint's life, not only in the homily but even before the readings in the form of an introduction.
"When the text of the readings lends itself to this, it may be helpful to have the children read it with parts distributed among them, as is provided for the reading of the Lord's passion during Holy Week."
In spite of the flexibility allowed for children's celebrations it is significant that there is no opening at all for extra-liturgical dramatizations during Mass. It follows therefore that there is even less support for such an initiative during regular Christmas Masses.
This does not mean that there is no space for such plays in the church. It is almost always better to hold such events in the parish hall, but if this is not possible they could be held in the church building before or after Mass.

