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Mass of St. Gregory the Great

Far too often these days, liturgical discussions pertaining to the Roman Rite start with the popular myth that the Traditional Latin Mass only dates back to the sixteenth century and the Council of Trent (1545-1563). While some make this claim simply due to a lack of catechesis, there are unfortunately others who perpetuate the myth to diminish the very antiquity of the ancient rite. Let us remedy this by busting the myth of the “Tridentine” Mass.

First a note on terminology. The Tridentine Mass is simply another name for the Traditional Latin Mass, also called the Extraordinary Form of the Roman Rite since Summorum Pontificum was issued by Pope Benedict XVI in 2007.

Now for the history. Following the Council of Trent, Pope St. Pius V issued the papal Bull Quo Primum regarding the Mass. It is important to note that Pius V did not promulgate a new Mass (as Paul VI did in 1970), but rather consolidated and codified the Roman Rite already in existence. He also extended its use throughout the Latin Church, granting exception only to those rites demonstrating continuous usage of more than 200 years, such as the Ambrosian Rite found in Milan.

Since the 1570 Missal of Pius V was issued in the wake of the Council of Trent, the ancient rite has often been referred to as the Tridentine Mass. While there is nothing inherently wrong with this term, it can (and has) been used by some seeking to diminish the ancient rite by implying that it only dates back to 1570.

This, of course, is a myth.

Writing 50 years before the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) and the promulgation of the new Mass of Paul VI (1970), Father Adrian Fortescue discussed the very antiquity of the Roman Rite in his classic, The Mass: A Study of the Roman Liturgy (1912):

Essentially the Missal of St. Pius V is the Gregorian Sacramentary; that again is formed from the Gelasian book which depends on the Leonine collection. We find the prayers of our Canon in the treatise de Sacramentis and allusions to it in the IV century. 
So our Mass goes back, without essential change, to the age when it first developed out of the oldest liturgy of all. It is still redolent of that liturgy, of the days when Caesar ruled the world and thought he could stamp out the faith of Christ, when our fathers met together before dawn and sang a hymn to Christ as to a God. The final result of our enquiry is that, in spite of unsolved problems, in spite of later changes, there is not in Christendom another rite so venerable as ours.

And this of course is the point. Not that the Mass didn’t develop organically, because it had. Nor that there were no further revisions to it, since the Missal of 1962 used in the Extraordinary Form today incorporates (as one example) the Holy Week revisions of 1955. But rather, that the Traditional Mass dates back to the oldest liturgy of all “without essential change”, to use Fr. Fortescue’s phrase. When referencing this Mass, we are speaking in terms of millennia, not centuries.

Indeed, some have referred to the traditional liturgy as the Gregorian Rite, or the Gregorian Mass, in deference to the ancient sacramentary bearing the name of that sixth century saint; a pope and liturgy which preceded Trent by one thousand years.

As liturgical discussions move forward within the Church, and both forms of the Roman Rite are studied and considered, let us hope that (at a minimum) we can finally bust the myth that the Traditional Mass is a product of the 16th century. If we are truly to restore all that has been lost for so many, we must first begin with correct information and intellectual honesty.

3 of 33 readers’ comments
Fr. RP: The two biggest myths out there are that the Mass is the same from time immemorial (yes, I have had that said to me many times) and that the Mass ought to be adapted to the 'current' times (ugh, that actually happened). Both are incorrect. The essential elements of the Holy Mass are the same, but there have been many additions and subtractions throughout the ages, however without disrupting what is the essential order and elements of the Roman Rite... until … The Novus Ordo is not that, it is the erasure of the Essential Form of the Roman Rite and the whole sale formation of a "new order' that borrows bits and pieces from the Traditional Roman Rite and cobbles them together with Protestant and semi-Jewish liturgical elements. If you Offer the Novus Ordo in the Most reverent way possible it can be very beautiful, however that does not mean that it isn't still severely deficient in it's very structure (especially with options, options, options everywhere!) because it is.

And when it's offered as it usually is, it's banal at best, mostly a group hug around the Eucharist.

And when it's offered in an even more poor fashion than the usual banal 'community focused' horrible Christian entertainment group psychotherapy session it is out rightly blasphemous.

If it received the reboot that Cardinal Sarah proposed (under Francis that will not happen, Sarah shall be shown the door) it would help it tremendously (I'm speaking of the NO, not TLM, so put the daggers back in there sheathes) and will eventually draw more people to the TLM for it will introduce them to even more elements of the TLM (prayers at the foot of the altar, Latin, Traditional Offertory, more quite prayers by the priest, Ad orientem, altar rail, kneeling for Holy communion on the tongue) especially reverence and the return of the understanding of the Priest as Sacerdot (offerer of the Holy Sacrifice) instead of presider/entertainer/clown/communist agitator/etc..
Fr. RP: It is at least odd that Latin has been almost entirely eliminated in the Latin Rite of the Church. Once again, Vatican II while giving permission for the vernacular, also said that the faithful are to be able to make all the responses in Latin and that it was not supposed to be eliminated.
Fr. RP: Unaccompanied Plain Chant is far more uplifting than (keyboard and guitar) and was designed for the Sacred Liturgy specifically, and according to Vatican Two Gregorian Chant is to have pride of place in the Sacred Liturgy. Every parish could learn it, it isn't difficult. The difficulty lies in ignorance on behalf of most because they were not properly instructed in Sacred music and in personal preference and attitudes of entitlement.
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1. Back in the days before Vatican II, and the Latin Mass was the only Mass, a friend of mine in an additional preparation for Holy Orders studied “The Mass Of The Roman Rite,” by Fr. Joseph Jungmann, SJ in conjunction with the French commentary of Fr. Ceslaus Spicq, OP on the Epistle to the Hebrews. He said that those two works were pivotal in his understanding of, and devotion to, the celebration of Jesus’ Sacrifice. Both have worlds of citations that are very illuminating and helpful. Fr. Jungmann’s book is now online.
2. The Tridentine Missal of 1570 has been described as a “pruning” back to the Missal of Pope Gregory the Great (590 – 604 A.D.). One of the major changes was the reduction in the number of “sequences” which were initially introduced in the Mass of the 10th Century which were long and elaborate vocal music introductions to the Gospel which was about to be chanted. By the time of the Tridentine Missal, every Sunday Mass and principal feast had a sequence which had to be sung before the Gospel at High Mass which probably could take 10 – 15 minutes all of itself. 
From wikipedia “Sequence (musical form)”:

In the Missal of Pius V (1570) the number of sequences for the entire Roman Rite was reduced to four: Victimae paschali laudes (11th century) for Easter, Veni Sancte Spiritus for Pentecost (12th century), Lauda Sion Salvatorem (c.1264) for Corpus Christi, and Dies Irae (13th century) for All Souls and in Masses for the Dead. 
In 1727, the 13th century Stabat Mater for Our Lady of Sorrows was added to this list. [5] In 1970 the Dies Irae was removed from the Requiem Mass of the revised, new Roman Missal and was transferred to the Liturgy of the Hours to be sung ad libitum in the week before the beginning of Advent. [6] The Christmas sequence “Laetabundus,” not present in the Roman Missal, is found in the Dominican Missal. This sequence is permitted for the Third Mass of Christmas, the Epiphany, and Candlemas. The Third Edition of the Roman Missal, which was implemented in the United States in 2010, states that the Sequence is optional except on Easter Sunday and Pentecost Day, and it sung before the Alleluia.
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