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Why Do We Need A 

New Translation? 
 

 

Kevin J Fritz 

 
On November 27, 2011, the Church is 
introducing a new English translation 

of the Latin text of the prayers of the 
Mass.  The purpose of this article is to 

explain why this new translation is 
being introduced, how it can be seen 
as a step forward, and how it 

challenges us to renew and deepen 
our understanding of the Mass. 
 
When we say the Church is introducing a new 
English translation of the Mass beginning on 
November 27, 2011, we must understand what 
is involved in this.  It is a new English translation 
of the Latin text of the Mass.  The Latin text of 
the Mass is not changing.  The Order of the 
Mass – the way we celebrate the Mass – is not 
changing.  This change only affects the English 
speaking world – those countries and places 
where the Mass is celebrated in English.  All 
that is happening is that we will begin using a 
new English translation of the Latin text of the 
Mass. 
 
The Roman Missal 
 
The prayers and readings of the Mass as well as 
the instructions (rubrics) for celebrating the 
Mass are published in the Roman Missal 
(Missale Romanum in Latin).  Since this is a very 
large book, it is published with the readings in a 
separate book called the Lectionary and the 
prayers in a book called the Sacramentary. 
 

The readings in the Lectionary are not receiving 
a new translation at this time.  The new 
translation applies only to the prayers of the 
Mass contained in the Sacramentary.  This is the 
red book the priest uses at the altar.  The new 
version will use the title Roman Missal instead 
of Sacramentary to better reflect the Latin title 
Missale Romanum.  The readings will continue 
to be taken from the Lectionary. 
 

To understand why a new translation is being 
done at this time, we can look briefly at the 
Roman Missal.  Prior to 1570 there was no 
universal obligatory liturgical book in use in the 
Latin Church.  This does not mean that the Mass 
was celebrated differently because the 
essentials of the celebration were the same 
everywhere but the texts of the prayers used in 
the Mass varied from place to place.  As 
Dominic Serra explains: 
 

“…all the missals used in the churches of the 
West were local expressions of what we now 
call the Roman Rite and, in some cases, they 
represented the form of that Rite as celebrated 
in communities of various religious orders.  One 
did not simply choose freely to use this missal 
or that but one used the missal proper to the 
place or to one’s religious order.” 1 
 

There was no one single missal used 
everywhere and no one really saw any reason 
why there should be.  This worked well up to 
the time of the Protestant Reformation when   
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NOVEMBER 27 2011 
 

WHAT IS HAPPENING? 
 
A new English translation of the Latin 
text of the prayers of the Mass 
 

WHAT IS NOT HAPPENING? 
 

The Latin text is NOT changing 
 
The Order of the Mass is NOT changing 
 
The translation of the Readings 
(Lectionary) is NOT changing 
 
The translation of the Latin text into 
other languages is NOT changing 
 
 
some of the ideas of the reformers led to 
abuses in the celebration of the Mass.  When 
the Council of Trent met to address the 
challenges of the Protestant Reformation, one 
of things they saw was the need for one 
universal missal to avoid these kinds of abuses. 
 
Also in 1470 movable type was invented that 
allowed books to be printed accurately in large 
quantities.  Copies of liturgical books no longer 
had to be handwritten.  This made it easier to 
produce one version of the missal that could be 
printed and used everywhere. 
 
On July 14, 1570 Pius V implemented a Roman 
Missal and declared that this was the only 
missal that could be used.  All other missals 
were now abolished except any missal that had 
been in continuous use for at least 200 years. 
 
This Roman Missal was revised several times 
over the years.  Revisions were made in 1604, 
1634, 1884, 1920, 1955, 1962, 1969, 1975, and 
2000.  Most changes were minor usually to add 
some new prayers and the celebrations of new 
saints.  However, in 1955 significant changes 
were made to the celebrations of Holy Week.   

The most extensive revision was in the 1969 
version that included the changes resulting 
from the Second Vatican Council. 
 
The Need for Translations 
 
The Roman Missal is published in Latin and up 
until 1964 was used in Latin all over the world. 
The Second Vatican Council called for the use of 
vernacular languages in the liturgy.  This means 
the language that the people speak in a 
particular country.  The Church was faced with a 
new challenge.  The Latin text of the Roman 
Missal had to be translated into many different 
languages. 
 

Starting in 1964, some parts of the Mass were 
changed from Latin into the vernacular 
languages of the people.  Between 1964 and 
1969 more of the Mass was changed from Latin 
into the language of the people in a particular 
country so that my 1969 the entire Mass was 
celebrated in the vernacular language. 
 

To facilitate this translation of Latin texts into 
English, the International Commission on 
English in the Liturgy (ICEL) was formed in 1963 
by the Bishops Conferences in the major English 
speaking countries.  They prepared the interim 
translations used between 1964 and 1969.   
 

In 1969, the Vatican issued guidelines for 
translating in the document Comme Le Prevoit .  
The basic principle provided is what we call 
dynamic equivalence translation in which the 
translation expresses the meaning of the text in 
the new language in its total context and 
meaning.  It respects the grammar and 
sentence structure of the new language and 
expresses the message in equivalent thoughts 
rather than a word by word translation.   
 

This principle of translation of dynamic 
equivalence was used by ICEL in the translation 
of the 1969 Roman Missal from Latin into 
English.  This translation was done quickly out 
of necessity and it was acknowledged that a 
new and better translation would be needed. 
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A new translation was begun by ICEL in 1987.  
This translation was completed in 1993 and sent 
to the Bishops Conferences of the English 
speaking countries.  After review and some 
revision, the translation was sent to the Vatican 
for review and recognitio (formal approval by 
the Vatican that is required before a translation 
can be implemented) in 1998.  That was the end 
of it.  The Vatican never approved it. 
 
The reason for this became clear in 2001 when 
the Vatican issued new guidelines for the 
translation of liturgical texts in the document 
named Liturgiam Authenticam.  Instead of 
dynamic equivalence this document called for 
formal equivalence translation.  This is a more 

formal word for word translation retaining the 
grammar and sentence structure of the original 
Latin language.  The result is a more literal 
translation. 
 
Now the work of producing an English 
translation began again using these new 
guidelines.  In 2002 the Vatican set up an 
advisory group to review these English texts 
called the Vox Clara (Latin for “clear voice”) 
Committee.  In addition, the Vatican issued 
specific rules to be followed for Latin to English 
translations in a document Ratio Translationis 
issued in 2007.  The result of all this work is the 
new translation the Church will introduce on 
November 27th.  

 
 

 
DYNAMIC EQUIVLANCE 

 
1969 - Comme Le Prevoit 

 
 
Expresses the meaning of the text in the new 
language in its total context and meaning 
 
Respects the grammar and sentence structure 
of the new language  
 
Expresses meaning in equivalent thoughts 
rather than a word by word translation 
 

 
FORMAL EQUIVALENCE 

 
2001 – Liturgiam Authenticum 

2007 – Ratio Translationis 
 

More literal translation of the original language 
 
 
Retains the grammar and sentence structure 
of the original language 
 
More formal word for word translation 

 
EXAMPLE:  OPENING PRAYER FOR THE 4TH SUNDAY OF ADVENT 

(two different translations of the same Latin text dating back to the 7th century) 
 

 
Lord, fill our hearts with your love, 
 
and as you revealed to us by an angel the 
coming of your Son as man, 
 
so lead us through his suffering and death to 
the glory of his resurrection. 
 

 
Pour forth, we beseech you, O Lord, 
your grace into our hearts, 
that we to whom the Incarnation of Christ your 
Son was made known by the message of an 
Angel, 
may by his Passion and Cross be brought to 
the glory of his Resurrection. 
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The New Translation - A Step Forward 
 
I remember when we got our first television set 
in 1961.  It was very exciting when my father 
came home with a new black and white 
television.  No child would be excited today if 
their father came home with a black and white 
television but we did not know anything else.   
 
You could buy a color TV (I am sure they were 
very expensive) but most shows were in black 
and white anyway.  When a show was in color, 
they would announce it at the beginning of the 
program.  Today we have large, flat screen, high 
definition TVs with hundreds of channels – 
much more than the 6 channels we could watch 
on our first TV (and New York was lucky to have 
6 channels; a lot of areas had 2 or 3).   
 
Over the past 50 years we have learned a lot of 
new technology and made many advancements 
that could not have been imagined in 1961. 
 
We can apply this analogy to the new English 
translation.  This new translation can be seen as 
an improvement and a step forward compared 
with the current translation.  Does this mean 
there is something wrong with the translation 
we have been using? – Absolutely not! 
 
Just as technology has advanced, so has the 
Church’s understanding of translation.  The 
current translation was a good translation at 
the time it was implemented and it has served 
us well.  But after years of experience, the 
Church has realized that improvements can be 
made.  This is a good thing since we should 
always be improving and moving forward or we 
would still be watching black and white 
television sets.  This new translation is a step 
forward in many ways. 
 
The new translation is a more literal word for 
word translation of the Latin text.  It conveys 
the meaning of the Latin text in a more precise 
way.   
 

In the current translation some of the prayers 
are shorter than the Latin text.  The new 
translation restores a lot of the richness and 
imagery of the Latin text. 
 

The new translation is also more formal and 
dignified.  It conveys the poetic images, rhythm, 
repetition, and parallelism of the Latin text as 
well as the grammar and sentence structure in a 
more elevated style of language. 
 
The Catholic Bishops of the United States have 
noted that “the liturgy is fundamentally the 
Bible set to ritual.”2  What this means is that 
many of the prayers of the Mass are based on 
Biblical (scriptural) sources.  This new 
translation will emphasize those Biblical sources 
more faithfully.  This will give us a greater 
appreciation and understanding of the Bible 
and the link between the Bible and the Mass. 
 
As a result, the new translation clarifies much of 
the theology that is part of the Latin text.  It 
uses a theological vocabulary that will give us 
deeper insight into the teaching of the Church 
and the faith that we believe and try to live out 
in our daily lives. 
 

THE NEW TRANSLATION 
A STEP FORWARD 

 
Conveys the meaning of the Latin text in 
a more precise way 
 
Restores more of the richness and 
imagery of the Latin text 
 
More formal, dignified, and elevated 
style of language 
 
More faithful to the Biblical sources of 
the prayers 
 
Uses a more precise theological 
vocabulary 
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“Many will find it hard to adjust to 
unfamiliar texts after nearly forty years 
of continuous use of the previous 
translation….I pray…the change will 
serve instead as a springboard for a 
renewal and a deepening of Eucharistic 
devotion all over the English-speaking 
world.” 
 

                                                   Benedict XVI 
 

 
The Challenge For Us 
 
When the Vatican approved the final version of 
this new English translation in April 2010, Pope 
Benedict issued a challenge: 
 
“Many will find it hard to adjust to unfamiliar 
texts after nearly forty years of continuous use 
of the previous translation….I pray…the change 
will serve instead as a springboard for a renewal 
and a deepening of Eucharistic devotion all over 
the English-speaking world.”3   
 

Remember there is nothing wrong with the 
current translation we have been using for the 
past 40 years.  It has served us well.  However, 
as time and experience has passed, it is the time 
for a new translation. 
 

Is there anything wrong with the current 
translation?  No!  Is the current translation 
perfect?  No!  Will the new translation be 
perfect?  No!  Can any translation be perfect?  
Probably not.  But this new translation is a great 
step forward.   
 

There will be parts of it we like and maybe parts 
we do not like.  But this is the translation we 
will be using and I think it would be a great loss 
for us if we focus too much on the translation 
itself in terms of whether we like it or not.   
 

Perhaps the current translation we have been 
using has become routine and we can say the 

prayers almost without thinking about what 
they mean.  Now we will need to read the 
prayers.  This will give us an opportunity to 
concentrate once again on what these words 
mean and how they challenge us in our faith.  
We should not let our feelings about the 
translation get in the way of our ability to pray. 

 
The U.S. Bishops chose the theme of DEEPEN, 
NURTURE, and CELEBRATE to introduce this 
new translation.  This can be a time for us to 
DEEPEN our relationship with God.  It can be a 
time to NURTURE – promote growth, 
development, and education to increase our 
understanding of the Mass.  It can be a time to 
CELEBRATE with full, active, and conscious 
participation in the Mass. 

 
Let us embrace the challenge of Pope Benedict 
“for a renewal and a deepening of Eucharistic 
devotion” as we DEEPEN, NURTURE, and 
CELEBRATE the Mass in a renewed way.  Let us 
examine the prayers of the Mass in a new way 
so they can bring a deeper meaning in our lives 
and strengthen our relationship with God and 
one another. 

 
Nathan Mitchell tells us something important 
about the liturgy in a wonderful phrase:   

 
“Liturgy is not something beautiful we do for 
God, but something beautiful God does for us 
and among us.”4  

 
Let’s see this new English translation as an 
opportunity to allow God to really do something 
beautiful for us and among us. 

 
 

“Liturgy is not something beautiful we do 
for God, but something beautiful God 
does for us and among us.” 
 
                                      Nathan Mitchell 
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