
To prepare for this year’s homilies on the new 
translations of the prayers of the Revised Roman 
Missal, we’re concluding our series on the History of 
the Mass with a look from the 16th century up until 
the present.  
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At the beginning of the 16th century, the Mass 
began to end after the blessing with what was called 
“The Last Gospel.” The priest would go to the 
Gospel side of the altar and quietly read in Latin the 
Prologue to the Gospel of St. John : “In the 
beginning, was the Word, and the Word was with 
God, and the Word was God” and the rest of 
chapter 1. This was considered to be the really final 
blessing.
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In 1517, Martin Luther posted his 95 Theses on the 
door of the church in Wittenberg, Germany, and 
launched the Protestant Reformation. The impact is 
had on the Mass was the convening of the Council 
of Trent.  I’ll just make a couple observations about 
the Protestant reform. 

Both Martin Luther, who started the Lutherans, and 
King Henry VIII, who started the Anglicans (known 
in this country as the Episcopalians,) kept the Mass 
for their worship service -- they just had it translated 
into the language spoken by the people. A couple 
hundred years later, John Wesley, the founder of 
the Methodists, would also keep the Mass.
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But a different approach was taken by John Calvin, 
whom most evangelical churches look to for their 
origin. His was called the radical reform. He thought 
the Eucharist was only symbolic; he did not believe 
in the Real Presence of Christ. And he took a 
practical approach to designing his worship service.

Since most Christians were accustomed to not 
receiving communion, most Protestants from the 
Evangelical side of the Reform saw no reason to 
receive communion. So they just cut out the 
Eucharist. They figured nobody’s going anyway, so 
nobody’s going to miss it. And they were right. 
Nobody missed it because nobody went. So their
Sunday worship became a non-Eucharistic prayer 
and Word service with preaching. Tabernacles were 
removed from their churches.
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What the John Calvin side of the Protestant Reform 
didn’t know, was the existence of documents from 
the early church, waiting to be discovered 350 years 
later, that showed there was no Word service for the 
first 60 years of the church. What made Christianity 
distinctive, was the Breaking of the Bread and the 
blessing of the cup – of which Jesus said, “Do this
in memory of me.”



A hard line would now set in between Protestants and 
Catholics for 500 years. Worship would become an 
either/or position: the Word of God versus the Eucharist. 
Evangelical Protestants rejected the Mass for worship 
because people could not participate in it, nor could they 
understand it. The mass was understood as a good work 
performed by priests for the spiritual benefit of the church, 
to which the people added nothing. They said, forget it. We 
know God is present in his Word, but he’s not present in 
this hocus pocus you call the Eucharist. 

They were appalled at Eucharistic Adoration. They saw it 
as a horrible idolatry and the Mass became an object of 
scorn and ridicule for them. This Institution of Jesus that 
had been a well of life for the Church for 1500 years, 
became despised. To counter Protestantism, Catholics 
would put all their stress on the Eucharist, on the Real 
Presence of Christ, and unfortunately began to neglect all 
the other aspects of our faith.
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The bishops were running scared as they continued 
to lose the people of Northern Europe to 
Protestantism. So the Council of Trent was 
convened, the Counter-Reformation. The Bishops 
who gathered in Trent, Italy were in a defensive 
frame of mind. There is a “circle the wagons” 
mentality, to beat off these Protestant Reformers. 
Up until then, each bishop had the authority for how 
Mass was said in his diocese. But now the Bishops 
want to create a uniformity of worship to fend off the 
Protestant Reformers and to stop the loss of the 
faithful to Protestantism.

And so the bishops give their authority for the liturgy 
to the Pope. And they will never get it back again. 
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The Pope at the time, Pius V, creates a Commission 
to compile a Missal for use in the entire church, 
based on the liturgy as celebrated in Rome at the 
time. 

Then the Pope creates The Congregation of Rites 
(now called The Congregation for Divine Worship) 
to ensure that the Missal of Pius V is the standard in 
every Catholic church and that no deviations are 
allowed.
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The bishops at the Council of Trent had intended for 
the Mass to be consistent everywhere. They got 
something else instead: the Mass was now put into the 
deep freeze. We’ve been seeing how every century 
brought changes to the Mass; it evolved, like living 
worship should. But no more. The Mass is now “on ice.” 
We’ve seen how parts of the Mass began in other cities 
and countries and eventually spread to the rest of the 
Church. That can’t happen anymore: there can’t be any 
new forms of liturgical expression. The Missal of Pius V 
could not be altered. And so this Tridentine Mass 
continues unchanged for the next 400 years.

By the way, the Council of Trent decreed one other 
thing: it said the faithful should receive communion 
every time they come to Mass. Nothing came of it. 
People blew it off; they still stayed away.
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So the people stay in the dark. Like once before in our 
history, now all the energy goes into devotions, which 
are inadequate when compared to the Mass. 

We start out with a topper: in 1661, the Vatican forbids 
the translation of the Latin Mass into any other 
language. For the next 225 years, and really for the 800 
years prior to this, the People of God have been living 
on blind faith, having no idea of what’s being said at 
Mass, but they remain faithful. It’s a real testament to 
their faith.

Mass became a time for private and devotional prayer. 
Rosaries began to be said during Mass – it didn’t 
matter that Mass was going on, Mass was incidental. 
We see the rolling out of Prayer Books: they provide 
people with some common prayers they can say during 
Mass and some songs they can sing.
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Nature abhors a vacuum, right? The people are just 
sitting in church, doing nothing. So energy goes into 
occupying their senses. 

There’s a renewed emphasis on church music, and 
architecture, and church interiors, to inspire people, 
to arouse in them a sense of the sacred. We see 
the rise of song and choirs. But again, an 
unintended result: the liturgy becomes incidental to 
the music, going to Mass is now like attending a 
concert. The music became extravagant. 

And we see more elaborate paintings, sculptures, 
altars and tabernacles.

The little communion there is becomes a service 
outside of Mass. There’s no connection to the Mass 
at all.
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In the middle of the 19th century, Benedictine monks in 
France and Germany tried to find out where the 
Tridentine mass came from, hoping to improve their 
understanding of that Mass through an investigation of 
its historical origins. Finally, all those early documents 
of the church that had gathered dust in European 
libraries and archives for centuries, that had been filed 
away and forgotten, were discovered. 

The monks were shocked by their discoveries! They 
found out that the Mass in the early church was really 
different from the Tridentine Mass. It wasn’t in Latin –
Wow! Lay people had actually been expected to 
participate in the liturgy – Wow! There were regional 
differences, the parts of the Mass came from different 
places, the Mass had evolved – Wow! The priest had 
faced the people – Wow! It was one Wow! after 
another. One wow after another.
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In 1873 the Didache, the Teaching of the 12 
Apostles, was discovered, that described how the 
Mass was celebrated about the year 150. It blew 
everyone’s mind!

The realization hit home – all the way to the Vatican 
-- that the church’s worship had been considerably 
different before the Council of Trent. Now there 
were historical precedents for Catholics to reform 
their worship.



In 1897, as a first step, the Vatican lifted its ban on 
translating the Roman missal. This enabled ordinary 
Catholics for the first time in over a thousand years 
to follow everything that the priest was saying and 
doing at the altar. 

14



15

Further action continues a few years later with the 
patron saint of our parish, Pope St. Pius X. He 
starts a series of reforms. He champions the idea of 
getting everybody back to the communion table, 
where they’ve been absent for over a millenium.

In 1903, he encourages frequent Communion for 
young children, starting at 7 years old. Two years 
later, he issues his “Decree On Frequent and Even 
Daily Communion” for adults. 

He also issues a decree on church music, where he 
seeks the restoration of simple Gregorian chant, 
because it’s more authentic than all the Baroque 
music excesses that changed church music into 
concert music. He knew that the people in the pews 
would be able to sing the simpler Gregorian chants.
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In 1910, First Communion celebrations appear. 
They become important ceremonial occasions for 
Catholic children.  

Now I had always thought that First Communion 
celebrations had been around forever, but in fact  
they’re a very recent development, just a hundred 
years old.

In 1915, Pope Pius’s communion movement came 
into contact with the liturgical movement. It’s been a 
long time coming, but it’s finally recognized that 
communion belongs in the Mass, not before it or 
after it. God invites us to it; all the prayers of the 
Mass lead up to it. Communion once more stands in 
its natural place as a participation in the Mass.
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In 1929, the Dialogue Mass begins in Germany, and 
spreads. People answered and prayed the parts of the 
Mass that the altar servers said in Latin. But the 
readings of the Mass, and the priest’s solo parts, were 
read aloud in the people’s language. No rubrics were 
broken: the priest still prayed the Mass in Latin. There 
were no rules in the MIssal against other prayers in the 
local language. A great loophole had been discovered!

People could now follow the Mass, understand it, and 
feel a part of it, because they were participating in the 
prayers. People could sense their dignity as Christians, 
and be more aware that they are the Church. 

This happened in the nick of time. As everyone in the 
Western world was becoming more educated, it would 
have been intolerable much longer to have been 
deprived of understanding the Mass.
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In 1947, Pope Pius XII approves attempts to make 
the liturgy more relevant to the laity. 

In 1957, he authorizes evening masses so working 
people can more easily participate in the Eucharist. 
That same year, he shortens the communion fast. 
The law had been to fast from food, liquids and 
even water, from midnight until communion time. 
Now it would only be a 3-hour fast, and water was 
allowed. Again, we see more encouragement here 
from the top to get people to come back to 
communion.

Also in the 1950’s, Pope Pius XII revised the Holy 
Week liturgies, to make their timeline more 
meaningful. No more morning Masses on Holy 
Thursday or the Easter Vigil.
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The next Pope, John XXIII, is elected as a caretaker 
pope. But the old man is full of surprises. He says, 
“Let’s have a Council.” And let’s make the first thing 
we tackle, the liturgy. 

For Pope John and the bishops, our worship was 
the most important thing on the agenda. In fact, 
they would spend the entire first year of the council 
working exclusively on the liturgy.



The one thing where the bishops really fell on their 
face was poor catechesis – not preparing people 
for the changes to the liturgy that were coming up. 
When they happened, it looked like radical things, 
when in reality this was a very conservative 
movement. 

The bishops sought a restoration of the Mass to the 
7th century, when the Mass had reached its highest 
development, before it got sidetracked and started 
to accommodate shortcomings in the church. The 
bishops said let’s go back to those roots, but let’s 
correct the 2 things that went wrong in church 
history: decreasing participation of the people and 
staying away from the Eucharist.
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The result is we now have a Mass we understand in 
our own language. It is a more biblical worship, with 
emphasis on the scriptures and preaching, 
recognizing Christ’s presence in the Word. Lay 
people are participating in ministries of the Mass 
(lectors, communion ministers, cantors, the 
Procession of Gifts, and so on). We have a greater 
appreciation of the Mass as a meal and most 
importantly as a community act of thanksgiving, by 
all the People of God who make up the Body of 
Christ in their parish. And whatever our politics are, 
we see the connection between the Eucharist and 
social justice. 



22

In the 21st Century, we’ve seen the release of the 
General Instruction of the Roman Missal, the “how 
to” book for the Mass.
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And soon we’ll see and hear the New Roman 
Missal, that’s “comin’ to ‘git ya” on November 26th.

I hope this has been interesting for you. I think it’ll 
be helpful background as Deacon Roy and I begin 
to give homilies on the new translations of the 
prayers of the Mass throughout the coming year.



If you missed a part of this series or you’d like to 
spend more time on one of the sessions, this entire 
4-part series on the history of the Mass should be 
available to you on our parish website, www.stpius-
pueblo.com, by this Tuesday night.

The End! 
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