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Wednesday, September 26, 1973

By FATHER WILLIAM J. O'MALLEY

As | said last week, the concentration of
religion classes, CCD classes, homilies,

discussions with parents should focus - ON _  Eoiher William J. BO!Malley,

_fostering a personal relationship between the
teenager and-God - particularly by - elders
. honestly sharing with their children their own
relationship with Him. One ordinarily does not
achieve .a friendship with a Person, divine or
human,by|having a debate about him with a
third party] — although far too many religion
' classes and family discugsions end up that way.
One gets. to -know and love a person by
acknowdedging his presence, being with him a
lot, sharing. But how many parents or pastors. or
pedagogues talk openly to teenager's about
their own prayer life? How to begin, how often
they do it, what kinds of things they say, what it
means to them? Why should a teenager try to
. know God better when he has no knowledge
(other than Mass — if then) that his parents
communicate with God? d

This realization of the God of the Text-
books is not. just one of the.aims of religious
.education:’it is theaim. All talk of the Church is
mere historical study, all talk of morality is
merely ethical debate, all talk of liturgical
innovation 'is merely realigning the lodge
procedures — unless one has met God and
cares_about Him. - :

But meanwhile, while we’re waiting for the
Holy Spirit to arrive, we have to-do something
that-will make the obligatory Mass more of a
help towdrd,God for the unwilling teenager
than wha:\t)t/is far too often: an actual obstacle:
to meeting God. Those of us with faith know
‘that, no matter how slovenly the performance
of the Mass, no matter how dull and
meaningless the prayers, no matter how bored
the priest seems, the Mass “works” ex opere
operato (automatically). But that’s no reason to
’m'alae it a fest of the smoking flax and. the bent
reed. : : ‘

« Since the advent of English, much of the:
mystique and most of the poetry have been
sucked out of the:Mass. Twenty years ago even

atheists could find themselves unwittingly
* - drawn into the mystery of the Mass through the
Latin cadences and even by the lusty, con-
vinced singing of “Holy God -We Praise Thy
Name”. To them it could be as fascinating as an
. Oriental rite still is to us. Now, however, we
have a Mass ‘with such outlandish phrases as
“our spiritual dgink” and such tame literalism as
- “This is the Lamb of God” in place of the far
- _ stronger, “Behold. The Lamb of God.” I'm by no
_means advocating a return to Latin, but literally,
for God’s sake (and ours), let us have a Mass
. written by a poet_rather than one that sounds
written 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 with the
Mass part sneaked in while the kids aren’t
_ looking. Nor are two minutes of song practice
before Mass enough; if choirmasters will listen
they’ll hear almost no one singing back. Nor will
kindly ‘'words from ‘the pastor. be enough to
enliven that dismal mooind back of “and. with
your spirit.”_Just as the call to Christianity itself,
the call to all-priests and parish councils today
* is a call ta .metanoia — ‘a radical inner change.

" The climate of the Mass is exactly the
opposite of -the climate of a rock concert. One
can jum up ‘the cause in- a single word: up-
tightness. People are afraid to respond heartily
at Mass, afraid to stand out. They are still shy
and somewhat intimidated even by the greeting
of peace — in fact husbands and wives- $hake
hands instead: of kigs each other! One wonders
- what cold fear would spread .through the
congregation-if the celebrant asked individuals
to share ‘their own- insights into the Gospel
- reading with theirbiethren. And yet I was under
the imgréssién thatthe Church was to make one
more

mo??élive. _ , :

In short, |- believe the -Mass must
demonstrably be what it claims to be, a
celebration — a communal celebration of our
Brother's victory over death — a communal
celebration that, ultimately, there: is no sting for
us in death or suffering.or loneliness. - - . .

ree, more willing to risk, and therefore .
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( ?l;actica Quaedam (Practical Sugtgstio_ns)

1) The Priest. Since he is so fotal and, at
least for the moment, the only dne visibly

participating in the Mass, the place to begin is-

_-with the celebrant. No matter what jprayers we
provide in the Mass, he needn’t say them like a
zombie. I've preached at Masses |where the
celebrant read ‘the prayers. with -all the
deadening objectivity of a hews commentator.
In fact one time as | waited in the jsacristy to
preach and the visiting celebrant drohed on, the
pastor came in and said, “lsn’t ,that voice
awful?” And | said, “Why don’t ybu tell him
that?” But the pastor was undetstandably
unwillin% to hurt the priest’s feelipgs. And yet
what of the feelings of the 500 people he was
“celebrating” with?

. . I

The devil in me has sometimes prodded me
to sumgest that celebrants should jask ‘their
congregations. to register their hondst approval

or disapproval of the homily and celebration by',

the degree of their offering 'in thei gollection
basket. It's a silly idea, but it might stimulate

- both celebrant and congregation. *

Like everything in life, the Mass must have
both its joyful and its solemn momefits. What if
the priest were to ad- lib a bit guckishly oc-
casionally to the congregation? Whenever l've
done it, there are no great disrespectful hoots of
laughter — merely a warm smile that spreads

.and adds a bit to the communign we seek
together. But if the priest himself i.s.Li tight, self-
defensive, insecure, it is not likely that he will

- engender -much life in the Mass or in the
congregation. If he takes himself tdb seriously
so will the congregation. A priest needn’t be an
-actor, but he can’t be — or eveh appéar to be —
intimidated by his audience. If hé is, he’s a
living denial of - the Gospel n"&ssage he
preaches. ' R

' .

- Solemn is not the same as fuhtg'real. Nor is
solemnity communicated through either a
witless sing-song voice or a rushed, dull, routine

~ voice. | grant from -experience that sdying Mass
. every day, over and over and over, cAn lessen its
impact on a priest. For most of the Sunday
con%‘regatlon,.lt is the onlxl Mass of the week;
.- for the priest it’s probably his 10th &r 11th. But
if every priest paused for a moment, even if only
before the consecration, and realized for
himself .that he, an ordinary mar, was once
again summoning the Architect of the Universe
between his fingertips — there would be no
‘need for dramatic tones. His conviction would
come through to the congregation, dHd it would
rekindle their own convictions. Yo

2) Homilies must, of course, be relevant.

But- what does ‘“relevant” mean?| Surely it
doesn’t mean preaching against druiken oxfice
parties the Sunday before Christmas. Surely it
-doesn’t mean hip talk or references, to Satur-
day’s ballscores. Relevant means f‘iating the
statements of the Scripture selectigns  to the
actual ‘pe'rso,nal*" psychological .. and ~spiritual

- needs of these people. It does not méan making

succeeded; it means giving them hélp to keep

.people in rich parishes ashamed that Chey have -

.fromi being enslaved to their comfort

parish. it means encouraging struggle without

vt >

one’s detesting what. he is now. ! A
Paradoxically, the relevant hof“ily‘ relates

one’s problems.to the unchanging: how. pitifully
. petty one’s. grudges. are in the fac ?
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- communion: One major problem with Mass for

teenagers and .others is that one can feel he’s
_watching a.rerun of-a TV |episode he’s. alfeady
- seen; teyun ..a thousand 1

be ed to thei nd to the -
" promises. of the American ‘Dream. In a poor

-~ peasant faith.

Vdéath,,l ‘

how |self-indulgent is one’s. guilt when set
against the background of the/Old Testament —
the suicker God who returns again and again to
pick up the prodigal Israel, how.painfully blind
is one¢’s self-doubt in the face of the selfless act
of love for him that the ¢rucifix testifies to.

hether the parish it fich of poor,
whether it is immersed in the 21st or the first
centyry, the gut- issues are exactly, the same:
self-distaste (abetted now sp crifelly by the
ideals projected by adverfising" and com-
petition), loneliness, the need to love, the need
to overcome self-protectiveness and risk quing
in retbrn. Perhaps few teenagers feel a gut need
to worship once a week, butifew will deny the
deep|need to be reassured — even more ‘often
— thiat they are indeed worth loving. -

inally, since | have been insulted so often
last 40 years by_ramblipng, ill-worded, say-
rsonally resalved

in th
nothing sermons, | have p

never to give a homily that | haven’t written
out. Perhaps some audience contact is lost by
havilg it “read” at them,| but at least_the
congregation can smell the midnight oil and
know I've thought carefully about what I'm
saying. | find the best help in|writing a homily is
to presume that the congregation is not in-
terested in the slightest in what I'm goirigto
say; such an attitude makes me work harder to
make them want to listen.

he attitude of the priest and the homily

are duintessential to enlivening the Mass. But
hhelar are a few other small| things that would
elp :

3) Standing-sitting. Perhaps it's a mite
sardonic, but I sometimes lwonder if all the
standing-sitting-kneeling was injected into the
Mass ‘simply to give [the ‘huge silent
congregation the illusion that they are at least
doing something. Surely they didn’t do'it at the
Last Supper. Would it be sg sinful to have the
congregation sit through the major part of the
Mass, even the Gospel, so [that they can con-
centrate, and kneel only at the consecration
and after Communion2? However, | grant that at
a dLL | Mass the movement| at Iea?tz keeps one
awake. - P S

y

4) Hymns. In nearl¥l S
I've ever said Mass, the hymns are. pitched so
high| that they are accessible only to
coloraturas. We all know it, but ho one does
anything about -it. “They're -all written in that

. key.”t Then transpose them. [l don’t know how.”

Well} let’s hire someone. It's worth it.

-

either too difficult of too dumb for one to care
to learn them. Wouldn’t it|be enough to get a
“canon” of about 10 hymns the congregation
likes| and finds easy, an
completely new one every week? The en-
thusiagsm with which one joins in depends not
only on the strength of his belief but also on the
pleasure he gets from singing this hymn, There
are |precious few .hymn-pleasures in the
missalette. . . - -

’l;.‘ength and  sameness. My last
suggestiohs -are a bit more - potentially in-
flammatary than the foregoing. But they are
based on the premise that Mass should conform
to.the worship-needs of the| people and not vice
versa. | back these suggestipns with rather good
authority that “The Sabbath was made for man,

not man for the Sabbath|” For this reason 1.

beligve tlﬁat, except for uniformly committed,

" small congregations. used [to prayer, no. Mass

should go longer than a half-hour or so. The old
biz cliche is “always|leave-them wanting
", and it became a cliche simply because

the dges have proved it so frue. Yet we smother

congregations ~with too
pra

any . readings| and
rs- for’ them to get a;single, coherent
zation from the total experience. I hope
that |approval can soon befound to accomplish
this simply by dropping many of the parts of the
Mass that are verbatim repetitions every week
— in order to_focus cleanly on‘its three Ipeak
monltents,f; Scripture-homily, consec¢ration; and

times. We must

remember we are no. longe

. . S
|Next week: A sug(fq:tcn for the 'siruit'ure
of a\ more streamlined Mass. = |
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very parish where.

Iso, far too l'nany' of the hymns | hear are -

forget learning a -

dealing with simple-
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