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COURIER-JOURNAL Wednesday, September 26,1973 

By FATHER W I L L I A M J. O 'MALLEY 

As I said last week , the concentrat ion of 
r e l i g i o n c lasses, C C D c lasses, h o m i l i e s , 
discussions wi th parents should/ focus on 
fostering a personal relationship between t h e ' 

teenager arid-God - particularly by elders 
honestly sharing wi th their children their o w n 
relationship with Him. One ordinarily does not 
achieve .a friendship w i th a Person, d iv ine or 
human, iyy having a debate about him wi th a 
third party] — a l t h o u g h far too many religion 
classes and fami ly discussions end up that way . 
Qne gets, to know and love a person by 
acknowledging his presence, being wi th him a 
lot, sharing. But how many parents or pastors or 
pedagogues talk openly to teenager's about 
their own prayer life? Mow to begin, how of ten 
they do it, what kinds of things they say, what it 
means to them? W h y should a teenager try to 

. know God better when he has no knowledge 
(other than Mass — if then) that his parents 
communica te wi th God? 

This rea l i za t ion of the God of the Text­
books is not just qne of t h e a i m s of religious 
educat ion; it is the a im. Al l talk of the Church is 
mere historical study, all talk of moral i ty is 
merely e th ica l debate , all talk of l iturgical 
innovation js merely realigning the lodge 
procedures — unless one has met God and 
cares about H i m . 

But meanwhi le , whi le we're wai t ing for the 
Holy Spiri£,to arrive, w e have to -do something 
that will make the obligatory Mass more of a 
help t o w a r d / G o d for the unwil l ing teenager 
than w h a H t n s far too of ten: an actual obstacle 
to meet ing G o d . Those of us w i th fai th know 
that , no matter how slovenly the per formance 
o f the Mass, no matter how dul l and 
meaningless the prayers, no matter how bored 
the priest seems, t h e Mass "works" ex opere 
opera to (au tomat ica l ly ) . But that's no reason to 
make it a lestx j f t h e smoking flax a n d the bent 
reed. • 

« Since t h e advent of English, much of the 
mystique and most of the poetry have been 
sucked ou t of the Mass. Twenty years ago even 
atheists could f ind themselves unwitt ingly 
drawn into the mystery of the Mass through the 
Latin cadences a n d even by the lusty, con­
v inced singing of "Ho ly God W e Praise Thy 
N a m e " . T o them it could bef as fascinating as an 

, Or ienta l rite still is to us. N o w , however, w e 
have a Mass w i th such outlandish phrases as 
"our spiritual dr,ink" and such t a m e literalism as 
'Th is is the Lamb of G o d " in place, of the far 
stronger, "Behold- The Lamb of G o d . " I'm by n o 
means advocat ing a return to Latin, but l i teral ly, 
for God's sake (and ours), let us have a Mass 

, writ ten by a p o e t j a t h e r than one that sounds 
writ ten by a canon lawyer or a speculative 
theologian. 

The answer is not merely to tack on a folk 
group or to turn it into a rock concert w i th the 
Mass part sneaked in while the kids aren't 
looking. Nor are t w o minutes of song practice 
before Mass enough; if choirmasters wi l l l isten. 
they'll hear almost no one singing back! Nor wi l l 
kindly Words f rom the pastor be enough to 
enliven that dismal rnooing back of "and with 
your spir i t / 'Just as the call to Christianity" itself, 
the call to all priests and parish councils today 
is a call to metanoia — a radical inner change. 

ifhe c l imate of the Mass is exactly the 
opposite of the c l imate of a rock concert . O n e 
carl skim up the cause in a single wordl: up-
tightifess0. Peopte are afraid to respond heartily 
at Mass, afraid to stand out . They are still shy 
and somewhat in t imidated even by the greeting 
of peace — in fact husbands and wives* Shake 
hands instead of ki§s each other! O n e wonders 
what cold fear would spread through the 
congregation: if the celebrant asked individuals 
to share the i r o w n "insights into the Gospel 
reading w i th their Brethren. A n d yet I was under 
the impression t h a t t h e Church was to make one 
more free, more wi l l ing t o risk, and therefore 
mdre~alive. 

B In short, I bel ieve the Mass must 
demonstrably be w h a t i t claims to be, & 
celebration r - a c o m m u n a l celebrat ion of our 

Brother's victory over death ^ a communal 
celebration that , ultimately;, there is no sting for 
us in death or suffering or loneliness. 
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(Pract ica Q u a e d a m (Pract ical Suggestions) 

1) The Priest. Since he is so focal and, at 
least for the m o m e n t , the only qne visibly 
part icipating in the Mass, the place f.6 begin is -

with the celebrant. N o matter whatiprayers we 
provide in the Mass, he needn't say them like a 
zombie . I've preached at Masses, j(Where the 
celebrant read the prayers. Witty all the 
deadening object ivi ty of a hews commentator . 
In fact o n e ' t i m e as I wai ted in theisacristy to 
preach and the visiting Celebrant droned on , the 
pastor came in and said, "Isn't . that voice 
awful?" And I said, " W h y don't ybu tell h im 
that?" But the pastor was understandably 
unwil l ing to hurt the priest's feelingjs. And yet 
what o f the feelings of the 500 people he was 
"celebrating" with? 

i' 

The devil in me has sometimes prodded me 
to suggest that celebrants should task their 
congregations, to register their honest approval 
or disapproval of the homi ly arid celebration by', 
the degree of their offering in thei collection 
basket. It's a silly idea, but it might stimulate 
both celebrant and congregation. ' 

Like everything in l i fe, the Mass rnust have 
both its joyful and its solemn momeHts.. W h a t if 
the priest were to ad lib a bit p*Uc'kishly oc­
casionally to the .'congregation? Whenever I've 
done it, there are no great disrespecffur hoots of 
laughter — mere ly a warm smile tljiat spreads 
and adds a bi t to the communiqr i w e seek 
together. But if the priest himself is.Uptight, self-
defensive, insecure, it is not likely that he wi l l 
engender much life in the Mass br in the 
Congregation. If he takes himself tbb seriously 
so wi l l the congregation. A priest needn't be an 
actor, but he can't be — or even appear to be — 
int imidated by his audience. If n £ is, he's a 
living denial of the Gospel .message he 
preaches. . ' ' 

Solemn is not the same as funereal . Nor is 
solemnity comrnunicated through either a 
witless sing-song voice or a rushed, du l l , routine 
voice. I grant f rom experience tha t saying Mass 

every day, over and over and over, cm lessen its 
impact on a priest. For most o f the Sunday 

congregation, it is the only Mass of .the week; 
for the priest it's probably his 10th tyr 11th. But 
if every priest paused for a moment , even if only 
before the consecration, and realized for 
himself t h a t he, an ordinary mark,Was once 
again summoning the Architect of thk Universe 
between his fingertips — there would be no 
need for dramat ic tones.. His convict ion wou ld 
come through to the congregation, and it wou ld 
rekindle their o w n convictions. ' 

2) Homil ies must, of course, Be relevant. 
But w h a t does "relevant" mean? I Surely it 
doesn't mean preaching against drunken off ice 
parties the Sunday before Christma^. Surely it 
doesn<t mean hip talk o r references to Satur­
day's ballscores. Relevant means relating the 
statements of the Scripture selections to the 
actual personal* psychological aria spiritual 
needs of these people. I t does not rriean making 
people in rich parishes ashamed tha i j they have 
succeeded; it means-giving them hfelp to keep 
from being enslaved to their comfort and to the 
promises, of the Americian Dream. |!ln a poor 
parish it. means encouraging struggle w i thout 
one's detesting what he.is how, i 

Paradoxically, the relevant homily relates 
one's problems to the unchanging: hi jw.pit i ful ly 
petty one's grudges are in the face of death, 

one's how self- indulgent is _.,__ 
against the background o f the 
the sucker G o d w h o returns -
pick up the prodigal Israel, 
is one's self-doubt in t h e f a c e 
of love for h im t h a t t h e crucif ix 

how 

Whether the 'parish M rich or poor, 
whether it: is immersed in thi» 21st: or the first 
centiry, ttie gut issues are exactly, the same: 
self-distaste (abet ted now s> cruelly by the 
ideal; projected by; advertising and com­
petition), loneliness, the need to love, the heed 

ov j rcome self-protectiveness arid risk loving 

return. Perhaps few teenagers feel a gut need 
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Nnal ly , since I h a t e been insulted so often 
e last 40 years by . rambl ing, i l l -worded, say­
ing sermons. I have personally resolved 
i to give a homi ly thai I haven' t wri t ten 

erhaps some audience 
g it " read" at t h e m , 

gfegatiion can smell the 
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I've thought careful ly about w h a t I'm 
wri t ing a homily is 
egation is not in-

. I fiind the best help in 
p esume that the congr ,:ed iin the slightest in What I'm goiri.grto 

;uch an at t i tude makes 
them want to listen. 

priest The att i tude of the 
uintessential to enl 
are a few other s m a l l 

sardonic, b u t I sometimes 
standing-sitting-kneeling was injected into the 

contact is lost by 
bu t a t least . the 
midnight oil and 

m e work harder to 
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iverring the Mass. But 

things that wou d 

3) Standing-sitting. Perhaps it's a mi te * 
\ n i r h u t I c r t m a t i m o c u / n n H p r i f 2* I I +n& ^» 

simply" to give the huge silent 
n e g a t i o n the illusion tha t they are at least 
n g something. Surely th'ep didn' t do' it a t the 

Supper. W o u l d it be sc sinful t o have the 
gatlon sit through thj? major par t of the 

, even the Gospel) so . . . . r _ , t h a t t h e y can con­
centrate, and kneel on ly at the consecration 

ever, L grant that .at 
at least; keeps one 

and ifter Communion? How 
a du II Mass the m o v e m e n t 

awake 

I've 
high 

4) Hymns. In nearly - 'Y 
pver said Mass, the h 

that they, are 
coloraturas. W e all know 

l ing about it. "They're^ 
Then transpose t h e m . 
let's hire someone, llt's worth it 

anytl[i 
key.' 
Well 

only 

are 
missa 

livery parish w h e r e . 
ypnns are p i tched so 

ible only to 
, but no one does 
îlI written in that 

I don't know how." 

accessit 
it. 

Also, far too rnany of t i e hymns I hear are 
either too d i f f icul t or t o o d j m b for o n e to care 
to learn t h e m . W o u l d n ' t it b e enough t o get a 

canon" of about 10 hymns the congregation 
likes and finds easy, anc forget learning a 
complete ly new one every week? T h e en ­
thusiasm with which one joins in depends riot 

Dn the strength o f his b 
pleasure he gets from singing this hymn, There 

precious few - hymn-pleasures in the 
ilette. 

5) L e n g t h a n d , s a m e n e s s . M y las t 
suggestions are a bit rr ore potentially in­
flammatory than the foregoing. But they are 
based on the premise that Mass should conform 
fo.th swoibship-needs o f the people and nfot;vice 
versa. I back these suggesti oris w i t h rather good 
authority .that "The Sabbath was m a d e for mdri , 
not n a n for the S a b b a t h " For this reason I 
believe tha t , except for uni formly c o m m i t t e d , 
small congregations used t o prayer^ ho- Mass 
should gcj longer than a h a l H i o u r or so. T h e old 
show biz c l iche is "a lways leave t h e m want ing 
more", and it became a cliche simply because 
the ages Ibave proved i t so t rue. Vet w e smother 
congregations .w i th too many readings and 
prayers l o r ' them to get a^ single, coherent 
realization f rom t h e total experience, h hope 
that approval can soon be f o u n d to aecorfiplish 
this s imply by dropping m a n y of the parts bf the 
Mass thait are verbat im repetitions every w e e k 
— in order to focus c lea r ly on its* three [peak 
moments^ Scripture-homily, consecration] and 
c o m m u n i o n . O n e major problem With Mass for 
teenager^ and others is- that one can feelj he's 
watching a.rerun o f -a T V episode he's a lready 
seen rejrun a thousand time?-. W e rnust 
remember w e are no longejtdealiri'g w i th simple-
peasant fa i th . 

elief but also on the 

of a 
Next week: A suggestion for the structure 
more streamlined Miss. 


