Liturgical reform

Pidhirci 3rd November 2005

Bishops of the UGCC

Glory to Jesus Christ!

Dear Fathers, Bishops of the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church (UGCC), 

we have written several letters to You concerning actual problems in our UGCC. One of You voiced his opinion that there are many good and inspiring things in our letters, yet at the same time that we are “inciting people to a rebellion”. 

We have to admit that it is true. However, we also have to make it accurate who and what we are rebelling against. We are not rebelling against the authority in the Church but against the abuse of this authority. We are not inciting people against the UGCC but against a covertly planned schism that leads to a liquidation of the UGCC (see the Petition of identity and faithfulness to the Holy Father). Yet in the first place we are inciting people to a rebellion against sin, against the devil and the old self. This is our duty! 

The problem of liturgical reform: 

In essence, it is good to work towards a purity of one’s rite. Nevertheless, there is a big danger that this good thing will be abused. An example may be the so-called post-council spirit in the Latin Church that many times was connected with a liturgical reform. Altars were turned to face toward the people; however, unless this was connected with a true spirit of repentance the hearts did thus not turn to God. It was claimed that this meant a return to the early centuries: the tabernacle was removed from the altar to the side chapel, at some places statues and pictures were removed from the churches. Thank God the State care of historical monuments did not permit the “eager reformers” to carry out the reform so thoroughly as was marked out by the prescriptions. Very often modern artists were bringing the spirit of the world into the sacral places so that the new picture or statue suggested some absent-minded or drunken man or woman sooner than a saint or even Christ and the Holy Virgin. Many times it did not exalt one’s spirit to God but brought in quite the contrary – a decay. The seminaries were bringing up a generation which gave the first place in their clerical life to the carrying out of a liturgical reform. Instead of a true piety and desire for salvation of souls these priests were for years discussing only the issue who managed to realize the prescribed reform in his church most accurately. In place of kneeling during the Holy Communion there was standing introduced and finally even receiving on hand. Two angry women came to a certain priest. One of them insisted that during the Holy Communion one must kneel, the other claimed that one must stand, and in anger they were inveighing against the priest: “Father, which is right, kneeling or standing during the Holy Communion?” “If you want to know which is right,” replied the priest, “I will tell you: neither standing nor kneeling, but lying!” The women made a dull look at him and he explained: “One must lie, for the apostles during the last supper were also lying!”

If we see the centre of clerical and episcopal life in a so-called purification of rite and liturgy, nowadays we will thus bring in just a separation and we will avoid what is now most relevant, namely  leading people to conversion and to a change of lifestyle.

The essence of the Holy Communion is: “The One I receive, in Him I am to be transformed.” The early Christians probably had very simple rites. We have nothing against the liturgical development nor against the tradition, rather the contrary. Yet there are a lot of questions: e.g. which tradition from the past we are to return to. Whether to the apostolic era, or to the era of the Fathers, or to the period before the schism in 1054, or to the times of St. Josaphat, or to the period of the post-Nicaean reform (1666) (so-called Moscow synodal rite). 

Liturgians may have a lot of motivating and even true ideas; however, there must be spiritual authority and discernment of what is harmful and what is spiritually beneficial. 

A response to the liturgical reform in the Western Church was a creation of the movement of Archbishop Marcel Lefebre, which grew up into a schism. His separation was a response not only to the change of liturgy but also to the spirit hiding behind this liturgical reform, namely to the spirit of neomodernism that is liquidating Christianity at the root. Today this spirit of neomodernism works above all through a so-called better interpretation of the Scriptures by help of HCT (historic-critical theology) and through a respect for pagan religions, which leads to a globalization with paganism and to the loss of Christian identity. 

In the liturgic sphere of the Lefebrists works the same ritualistic spirit as with our so-called “Easterns” (promoters of Eastern spirituality) who are bound up with liturgical prescriptions of the Moscow synodal rite. Both sides evidently lost the boundary of discernment and liturgical prescriptions have turned into an essence of their spiritual life. 

Cardinal L. Huzar said in the Bishop’s Synod in Rome on 16th October 2005: “What else divides us from (unity with) the Orthodox Churches when we have the same Eucharist and episcopal succession?” Yet then one can also ask: “And what divides us from unity with the movement of Archbishop Lefebre who in addition recognized the institution of pontifical primacy?” 

Epiclesis: For several centuries there were hard theological-liturgic fights going on between the Eastern and Western Church concerning the epiclesis. The Western Church laid emphasis on the changing of bread into Flesh and wine into Blood until the moment of the consecratory words. The Eastern Church connects consecratory words and epiclesis in one whole, where emphasis is laid upon epiclesis. It would be proper if a priest could pause at least for a few seconds and realize this supreme moment of the Eastern liturgy. In a certain Orthodox monastery in Kiev the epiclesis was expressed in such a way that the priest was doing great bows during which he pleadingly asked the Holy Spirit to descend not only upon the Gifts but also upon all people present, and to consecrate them. During that time the choir was chanting: “We praise Thee…”. This lasted about 3-5 minutes. Our hitherto personal experience is that as our “Eastern” so even our “non-Eastern” priests tend to recite the epiclesis with such quickness that neither the priest nor the believers manage to realize that the epiclesis took place at all. This means that they do not consider epiclesis important and they thus do not differ from Latiners who practically abandoned it. Neither standing nor kneeling, nor mentioning the “Orthodox”, nor even adding hot water is not so important and relevant in Eastern liturgy as the epiclesis which is the centre of the Holy Liturgy and the greatest treasure of the Eastern tradition. 

Keeping Sunday in Eastern tradition: In times of St. Basil the Great and St. John Chrysostom, reformers of liturgy, there was a practice that every Sunday Christians began to celebrate the Day of the Lord as early as Saturday evening and this continued up to Sunday noon. Even here it would be necessary to renew the Eastern spirituality e.g. in such a way that as early as Saturday evening people would meet in churches or in their houses and here they would watch in prayers, in reading of God’s Word and in brotherly community. Another group of believers could have this spiritual programme e.g. on Sunday from 4 o’clock in the morning. A culmination for all would be a common liturgy in the churches at about 11-12 o’clock. In the afternoon, some time after 3 o’clock the believers could again meet e.g. in their houses where they would have a catechesis and a discussion over God’s Word – how to realize it practically in their personal lives. They could likewise pray for their problems and for each other, too. In such a way the conditions for a true Christian life would be fulfilled, ones that could be seen with the early Christians (see Acts 2:42). These had 4 pillars: common prayer, Eucharist, apostolic teaching, community. Unfortunately, this cannot be ordered; however, what one can do is to bring up a new generation of Christians to it, for these nowadays must bear a great pressure of the spirit of this world, spirit of consumption, materialism, atheism and various sects and heresies that affect them. Where are they to draw strength? 

In Christ,

Fr. Markian V. Hitiuk  ThLic., OSBM
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1) The letter  to Cardinal A. Sodano concerning Bishop M. Šašík
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