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ISSUE: How do I know if liturgical abuse occurs in my parish? What can I do about it? 

DISCUSSION: Many people contact us with questions about specific acts within the liturgy that could be abuses. In most instances, the issues are easily addressed by applying certain principles and norms of liturgical law. This Faith Fact provides general information that will allow readers in most instances to determine whether a given act is an abuse and how they can properly address it.

Unfortunately, many abuses occur in the liturgy today. There are many reasons for these abuses. Some people refuse to accept the legitimate authority of the Church to establish binding norms for the liturgy. They refuse to follow the liturgical guidelines and honor the documents issued by legitimate authority. Others, because of poor formation, do not know what those guidelines are. Still others do not understand the public liturgies, the signs used in them, and the importance of consistency in worship within a particular rite of the Church.

Finally, and most tragically, many people have lost a sense of the sacred. They view the Mass as an obligation imposed by men rather than as an opportunity to worship the one, true God through the mysterious sacrifice of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. A rather large number of Catholics do not believe in the Real Presence. Because they do not believe Jesus is really present in the fullness of His divinity and humanity, they find no need to worship as the Church intends. That is, during Mass they focus on themselves, one another, or only the humanity of Jesus. They have lost a sense of the sacred.

In most cases, a combination of these reasons contributes to abuses. Those who feel offended often do not know what to do. It is important to understand certain principles that govern the liturgies of the Church. Using these principles, one should carefully discern (a) whether the act is an abuse, (b) the seriousness of the act, (c) whether it is worth addressing, and (d) what constructive steps may be taken.
Public Prayer vs. Private Devotion

The liturgies of the Church are public prayers. That means they belong by right to the Church herself and are governed by special norms particular to the specific liturgy. They require official representation for the worship to occur. In most cases, this representation must be by a man in Holy Orders, but in some cases it may be a religious or a member of the laity. The norms governing the celebration will make this clear (cf. canon 834 §2). These liturgies include the Mass, the celebration of sacraments outside of Mass (e.g., Baptisms), the Liturgy of the Hours, and also certain blessings (ashes, blessing on the memorial of Saint Blase) and other liturgical acts (Eucharistic processions, Benediction, etc.). The celebration of Mass requires a priest, but Communion services may be conducted by deacons or properly deputed laity. The Church encourages the laity to pray the Liturgy of the Hours in the privacy of their homes, but it remains a public prayer of the Church.[1] If offered in a public place, it should be led by "[t]hose in Holy Orders or with a special canonical mission."[2]

[I]n [the liturgy] full public worship is performed by the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, that is, by the Head and his members. From this it follows that every liturgical celebration, because it is an action of Christ the Priest and of his Body, which is the Church, is a sacred action surpassing all others. No other action of the Church can match its efficacy by the same title and to the same degree (Sacrosanctum Concilium 7).

Private devotions are prayers offered in one’s own name. They are not part of the public liturgy of the Church and thus do not require official representation. The Rosary is a good example of a private devotion. Even when prayed in large groups, or in churches, the Rosary is not a public prayer of the Church.

As a general rule, private devotions should not be mixed within the liturgies of the Church. Doing so can confuse, remove, or diminish the value of the signs found in the public liturgies. This mixing can also confuse or diminish the roles of those present. For example, there is nothing wrong with praying a Rosary before or after Mass. There is nothing wrong with the laity gathering, even in a church, to read Sacred Scripture and encouraging one another in the spiritual life. However, the Rosary should not be prayed during the celebration of Mass. Doing so shifts the focus of the one praying away from the actions of the Mass. Likewise, having a member of the laity regularly offer reflections after the Gospel or after Communion confuses the role of the laity with that of the ordained and disrupts the intended order of the Mass.[3]
Sign Value 

The liturgies of the Church, particularly the Mass and other sacraments, are filled with signs and symbols. They pertain to the official liturgy itself. The words, vestments, gestures, postures, and sacred furnishings all contribute to the full worship offered in the liturgies. Most Catholics do not know the theological symbols and signs used. This allows for changes to occur that may seem minor but, in reality, change the meaning of a particular part of the liturgy, or disrupt the proper order of the liturgy as a whole.

For example, we can compare the Mass to a piece of music written for a ballet. The music represents the actions of the dancers. If you are familiar with the story of the ballet, you can listen to Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite and know the events of the story. If you do not know the story of the ballet, the music may be pretty, but it has less meaning. If changed or rearranged, the story changes. You would not notice the changes if you did not know the story.

The Mass and other liturgies of the Church are affected in the same way. If you do not know the symbols and theological meanings of the actions, the Mass has less meaning for you. Some changes may seem minor, but the "story" of the Mass is distorted. As a general rule, signs and symbols pertaining to the celebration of the liturgy cannot be changed. Doing so can change the meaning, confuse doctrinal understanding, or disrupt the order of the Mass.
Different Rites 

Within the Catholic Church, there are numerous rites for the celebration of the divine mysteries. These represent different traditions within the Church, but they express the same truths. For example, the Roman Rite differs from the Byzantine Rite. Both are Catholic, but the celebrations differ. Within the same ritual Church, different liturgies also abound. Within the Roman Rite, various liturgies include the Ordo Missae of Pope Paul VI, the Indult Mass (commonly referred to as the Tridentine Mass), and the Anglican Use liturgy. The liturgies within these differing rites are governed by their own set of laws. Mixing various elements of differing rites is prohibited. Doing so violates both the rubrics of the respective rites and the ancient traditions from which they come.

We must understand that the Ordo Missae of Pope Paul VI is the official Mass of the Roman Rite. Any priest of the Latin Church can celebrate according to the form of this Mass. Additionally, the rubrics and instructions for this Mass allow for certain legitimate variations. For example, the rite of blessing and sprinkling with holy water may be used in place of the penitential rite at the beginning of Mass on Sundays. Also, the Liturgy of the Hours may be merged with the celebration of Mass. If this occurs, the first part of the Liturgy of the Hours replaces the penitential rite of Mass. Furthermore, conferences of bishops may propose additional adaptations for their regions. If approved by Rome, these adaptations become liturgical law within their region. For example, the U.S. Bishops received permission to extend the time of kneeling through the Great Amen, that is, through the entire Eucharistic prayer. The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM), no. 43 (in the universal edition prior to approved U.S. adaptations), notes that wherever this practice exists, it is "laudably retained" (hic laudabiliter retinetur). Consequently, the adaptations for the United States state "in the dioceses of the United States of America, they [the congregation] should kneel beginning after the singing or recitation of the Sanctus until after the Amen of the Eucharistic Prayer."[4] In other countries they are to stand, except at the consecration itself, when they are required to kneel.
Customs 

It is important to note that certain customs which are not contrary to the rubrics and do not violate the order of Mass may arise from place to place. When considering customs as variations to the liturgy, one must keep in mind three points. 
First, customs arise from the spontaneous act of the people. They are not imposed as a required action by higher authority. Second, customs can be suppressed by higher authority. Finally, legitimate customs never violate the intended order of a liturgy or suggest a different interpretation of a liturgical act.

One such example is kneeling after the Agnus Dei (Lamb of God) during the Ordo Missae. Kneeling at this time is not required in the rubrics, but it also does not suggest any different interpretation of the actions of the Mass, nor does it break the intended order of the liturgy.
Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi 

Our life of worship cannot be separated from our life of faith. Our worship is a profession of faith. The liturgies of the Church express the true worship of the People of God, the Body of Christ. Changes in the liturgy reflect a change in faith or a change in the understanding of faith. Mother Church takes this very seriously. To protect the liturgies from abuse, she has decreed:

1.   Regulation of the sacred liturgy depends solely on the authority of the Church, that is, on the Apostolic See, and, as laws may determine, on the bishop.

2.   In virtue of power conceded by law, the regulation of the liturgy within certain defined limits belongs also to various kinds of bishops’ conferences, legitimately established, with competence in given territories.

3.   Therefore no other person, not even a priest, may add, remove, or change anything in the liturgy on his own authority (Sacrosanctum Concilium 22).

This directive has been repeated by various congregations of the Roman Curia as well as by the Pope in numerous documents since the implementation of Sacrosanctum Concilium.[5] 
Most noteworthy are the following: 
The faithful have a right to a true Liturgy, which means the Liturgy desired and laid down by the Church, which has in fact indicated where adaptations may be made as called for by pastoral requirements in different places, or by different groups of people. Undue experimentation, changes and creativity bewilder the faithful. The use of unauthorized texts means a loss of the necessary connection between the lex orandi [law of praying] and the lex credendi [law of believing]. The Second Vatican Council’s admonition in this regard must be remembered: "No person, even if he be a priest, may add, remove or change anything in the liturgy on his own authority." And Paul VI of venerable memory stated that: "Anyone who takes advantage of the reform to indulge in arbitrary experiments is wasting energy and offending the ecclesial sense."[6]

Following this directive, canon 846 §1 of the Code of Canon Law states: "The liturgical books approved by the competent authority are to be faithfully observed in the celebration of the sacraments; therefore no one on personal authority may add, remove or change anything in them."
In his 1988 apostolic letter On the 25th Anniversary of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Pope John Paul II stated:

Side by side with these benefits of the liturgical reform, one has to acknowledge with regret deviations of greater or lesser seriousness in its application. On occasion there have been noted illicit omissions or additions; rites invented outside the framework of established norms; postures or songs which are not conducive to faith or to a sense of the sacred; abuses in the practice of general absolution; confusion between the ministerial priesthood, linked with Ordination, and the common priesthood of the faithful, which has its foundation in Baptism (no. 13).

In his letter The Mystery and Worship of the Eucharist (Dominicae Cenae, 1980), Pope John Paul II further explains:

The priest as minister, as celebrant, as the one who presides over the Eucharistic assembly of the faithful, should have a special sense of the common good of the Church, which he represents through his ministry, but to which he must also be subordinate, according to a correct discipline of faith. He cannot consider himself a "proprietor" who can make free use of the liturgical text and of the sacred rite as if it were his own property, in such a way as to stamp it with his own arbitrary personal style. At times this latter might seem more effective, and it may better correspond to subjective piety; nevertheless, objectively it is always a betrayal of that union which should find its proper expression in the sacrament of unity.

Every priest who offers the holy Sacrifice should recall that during this Sacrifice it is not only he with his community that is praying but the whole Church, which is thus expressing in this sacrament her spiritual unity, among other ways by the use of the approved liturgical text. To call this position "mere insistence on uniformity" would only show ignorance of the objective requirements of authentic unity, and would be a symptom of harmful individualism (no. 12, original emphasis).

Because the Mass is the greatest prayer of the Church, the Magisterium expressly prohibits any changes contrary to the rubrics of the Mass. Yet the Church does not impose rigid uniformity on inessential matters:

It is also up to the priest, in the exercise of his office of presiding over the gathered assembly, to offer certain explanations that are foreseen in the rite itself. Where it is indicated in the rubrics, the celebrant is permitted to adapt them somewhat in order that they respond to the understanding of those participating. However, he should always take care to keep to the sense of the text given in the Missal and to express them succinctly. The presiding priest is also to direct the word of God and to impart the final blessing. In addition, he may give the faithful a very brief introduction to the Mass of the day (after the initial Greeting and before the Act of Penitence), to the Liturgy of the Word (before the readings), and to the Eucharistic Prayer (before the Preface), though never during the Eucharistic Prayer itself; he may also make concluding comments to the entire sacred action before the dismissal.[7]

However, the central texts of the Mass must indeed be expressed verbatim in the form in which they are given in the Missal. Variations in this form are only allowed if permitted by liturgical law. The translations of these prayers approved by the bishops of the region and by the Vatican are the only ones that may be used at Mass or other liturgies. The frequent repetition of such prohibitions appears to reflect widespread disregard for the approved form of the Mass.
Principles of Law 

It is not uncommon that people raise concern over the actions of laity during a liturgical celebration. For the most part, laity are not official representatives of the Church during liturgical celebrations. To act as such requires appointment to a particular task by competent authority or by delegation:

[T]he non-ordained faithful do not enjoy a right to such tasks and functions. Rather, they are "capable of being admitted by the sacred pastors … to those functions which, in accordance with the provisions of law, they can discharge" or where "ministers are not available … they can supply certain of their functions … in accordance with the provisions of law."[8]

Common questions include: May an extraordinary minister of the Eucharist repose the Blessed Sacrament after Communion? May an extraordinary minister preach during a Communion service?

In 1298, Pope Boniface VIII gave us the Rules of Law, which are still used to interpret the laws of the Church. One such rule is "He who may do the greater may do the lesser." 
Canon 138 of the Code of Canon Law adds the following norm: "[A] person who has received delegated power is understood to have also been granted whatever is necessary to exercise that power." With these principles in mind, we must be careful not to judge that a person in these circumstances has acted wrongly.

Distributing the Blessed Sacrament during Communion is arguably "more" than reposing the Blessed Sacrament afterwards. Lay preaching during a Communion service is not considered a homily and is allowable, particularly if the person has a mandate from the bishop to preach. Applying these principles and determining the extent of a person’s appointment or delegation can help us avoid unnecessary confrontations.
Recommendations

Whatever the causes, abuses occur in the liturgies of the Church in North America, particularly during Mass. A most important step in addressing liturgical abuses is gaining knowledge of the liturgical actions, symbols, and norms that govern the liturgies. Obtaining copies of the documents cited above is helpful. "Recommended Reading" provides a list of titles that also would be most helpful to obtain and read. Some documents are readily available in the parish. For example, the General Instruction on the Roman Missal (GIRM) is found at the beginning of every Sacramentary.[9] The Sacramentary also contains the rubrics (rules) for Mass. Certain norms governing Mass readings are found in the front of the Lectionary. Information can also be obtained by contacting the National Conference of Catholic Bishops’ Committee on the Liturgy.  

When an act appears to be an abuse, there are several things that you can do to address it. First, pray. Offer your suffering for the sake of the Church. Consider the act in relation to the norms found in the liturgical documents. If they apply, consider the principles of law. If it is not a clear abuse of the rubrics, charitably inquire about the matter, including the extent of a person’s mandate if the one acting is not a priest.

If you determine that the matter is a problem, you must also determine if it is worth addressing. For example, a priest’s making announcements after the homily is a violation of GIRM, nos. 90 and 166. However, this may be considered a custom in many places and, of itself, does not constitute a serious violation of the norms. On the other hand, changing the Eucharistic Prayer, even if the words of consecration remain unchanged, is a serious violation.[10]

If the matter is worth addressing, we must make sure that our orthodoxy (right belief and discipline) is accompanied by orthopraxy (right action). In other words, we need to cultivate and use the virtues that right faith avails us—virtues such as patience, fortitude, and, above all, charity. Orthodoxy requires us to promote the truth, but never allows us to offend against charity. As the Church teaches, "[O]ne who does not … persevere in charity is not saved" (Lumen Gentium 14; cf. Catechism, no. 837). Resist the desire to speak uncharitably toward lawful authority (cf. Ex. 16:2-12; Num. 16). We should look for an opportunity to express our concerns in a manner that respects both the person and the office of a pastor. If he will not listen, approach higher authority according to the recommendations provided in Appendix II of this book.

Most importantly, we must strive never to lose faith (Sirach 2). In your frustrations, remain close to Christ in the sacraments. He remains present in the sacraments, even in our negligence or absence. Read the lives of the saints. They offer us heroic examples of patience in the face of adversity. It is this genuine fidelity to Christ and His Church that is most effective in fostering authentic liturgical renewal.
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND GROUP DISCUSSION:

1.     Frustrated? Distressed? Combative?

2.     Vatican II teaches that the liturgy is the "source and summit" of the Church’s activity (Sacrosanctum Concilium 10). Do I attend Mass as a critic or do I offer any imperfections or abuses as a suffering in union with Our Eucharistic Lord, for the glory of God and the salvation of the world?

3.     Read CUF’s Effective Lay Witness Protocol. How can I constructively address liturgical problems in my own parish or diocese? How can I express my concerns without showing disrespect to my pastor?

NOTES:

[1] General Instruction of the Liturgy of the Hours, no. 27.

[2] Ibid., no. 23.

[3] The confusion of roles between the laity and the ordained can occur in many situations. Because of the confusion, eight Vatican offices issued a joint instruction to clarify the matter. Entitled Instruction on Certain Questions Concerning the Collaboration of the Lay Faithful in the Ministry of Priests (1997), the document is essential to read for a proper understanding of this issue.

[4] General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM), no. 43.

[5] Cf. Sacred Congregation of Rites, Instruction on the Worship of the Eucharistic Mystery (Eucharisticum Mysterium, 1967); Sacred Congregation of Rites, Second Instruction on the Proper Implementation of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (Tres Abhinc Annos, 1967); Sacred Congregation of Divine Worship, Third Instruction on the Correct Application of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (Liturgiae Instaurationes, 1970). All of the above are found in Austin Flannery, O.P., ed., Vatican II: The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents (Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Co., 1975).

[6] Sacred Congregation for the Sacraments and Divine Worship, Instruction Concerning Worship of the Eucharistic Mystery (Inaestimabile Donum, 1980), foreword.

[7] GIRM, no. 31.

[8] Instruction on Certain Questions Concerning the Collaboration of the Lay Faithful in the Ministry of Priests, as published in Origins (November 27, 1997), vol. 27, no. 24, 402, footnote omitted.

[9] Also known as the Roman Missal, this liturgical book contains the Order of the Mass. Because a new GIRM has just been released, older versions of the Sacramentary will not have the updated norms. It is necessary to check the date of printing prior to purchase to ensure one has the most recent edition of the GIRM before one can determine if a particular liturgical act violates the norms.

[10] John Paul II, On the 25th Anniversary of the Constitution of the Sacred Liturgy, no. 13.
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