The pontifical document on the liturgy and a proposal to this issue

His Holiness

Benedict XVI

Supreme Pontiff

Città del Vaticano
Your Holiness,

on 7th July 2007 You issued an apostolic letter on the use of the Roman liturgy prior to the reform of 1969 (70). 

The document was connected with two fears, namely that it will detract from the authority of the Second Vatican Council and that it will lead to disarray within parish communities. You responded to both of them, that the fears are ungrounded. Further You drew attention to the fact that till this time it was possible to celebrate this liturgy only with the permission of a bishop. Now the way of celebrating the liturgy depends only on the decision of the celebrant and on the pastoral conditions in which he finds himself. 
You write: “There is no contradiction between the two editions of the Roman Missal. In the history of the liturgy there is growth and progress, but no rupture. What earlier generations held as sacred, remains sacred and great for us too, and it cannot be all of a sudden entirely forbidden or even considered harmful.”
“In the history of the liturgy there is growth!”
After 40 years of celebrating in accordance with the new Missal of Paul VI from 1970 (5 years after the Council) we can strike a balance. Besides positive elements one has to see also the negative ones and replace and supplement them by positive ones. Moreover, the Missal of Paul VI is not a dogma related to faith and morals where one would speak about unchangeability and infallibility. We have Eastern liturgy and we perceive its richness but we know well also the Western liturgy and some of us even experienced the liturgy which was before 1970.

Our old Byzantine liturgy is connected with St. John Chrysostom and with St. Basil. In the 8th century a positive element of development was the introduction of iconostasis. The motivation for it was the model of the Temple of Jerusalem with the Holy of Holies which offered sacral space connected with the dwelling of God among men. In its reform in 1969 the Western liturgy had for its object intelligibility and the approaching of people. However, by one-sided emphasizing of human aspect the sense of sacrality of the liturgical space and of the divine service has disappeared. We live in a time of desecration of the divine mysteries. Let us put a question with frankness – Does the celebration of the liturgy where the priest is turned to face the people lead to greater piety and sacrality? Is the person of the priest, as a consequence of this change, not rather a disturbing element disproportionately attracting the attention to himself? In the old liturgy the priest together with the people was turned to face God – towards the tabernacle. In the place of the tabernacle the reform has now put a seat – sedes. The tabernacle was mostly removed to a side chapel, which likewise is an element of desecration of the church. Instead of the centre reserved for God there is the seat for a priest who is called by a worldly term – president of the liturgical congregation. The reform separated the table of sacrifice – the altar – from the tabernacle. This separation has its substantiation in the model of the Jerusalem temple. One of us, in the time when he served as a secular Roman-Catholic priest, likewise performed with zeal the liturgical reform in the 1970s. It was connected with the problem of architecture of the church as well as with great psychological resistance and conflicts with the believers. Nevertheless, young priests of that time, to whom he belonged, too, did not care about obstacles and pursued the marked aim. Wounds caused by this external reform remained for years and many of them have not even healed up. Therefore it is hypocritical of Card. M. Vlk to boycott Your apostolic letter by a phrase that believers do not want it and that it divides the parish. The realization of the directives set in this decree will cause not the hundredth part of the suffering which was connected with the liturgical reform of the 1970s.
Nowaday man is desecrated from all sides; however, he is offered false sacralization in esoterics and occultism. 
God made Moses know to all details the model of the temple – the place where in a special manner the people and their representative, priest, are to meet with God. The prophet Ezekiel was also shown the spiritual and symbolic parameters of the temple. 

Let us give heed to three places related to the temple of the Lord, namely – where were the people, where was the priest who offered on the altar sacrifices to God in the name of the people, and where was the Holy of Holies where God was present. In the Holy of Holies there was nothing except for the Ark of the Covenant in which were the tablets of the Covenant, Aaron’s rod and above the Ark two cherubim. All this was separated by the veil. Noone was allowed to enter the most holy place excepting the high priest, but he also could do so only once a year (cf. Ex 25-27; 36-40; Ez 40-44; Hebr 9). This is the biblical model which we, however, forget in our churches. Eastern liturgy with its iconostasis complies to a certain extent with this demand of sacrality which present-day man needs so much. Certainly, this is not the most essential thing in the life of a Christian. The most essential thing is personal conversion and the following of Christ! However, we need certain means and conditions to it. Sacral space makes one disposed to deep adoration; without this space, in the desecrating environment of the world, such adoration is almost impossible. In the 1970s, when we were realizing the liturgical reform connected with modification of the liturgical space, certain critics said that we were turning Catholic churches into cold Protestant prayer-houses. When we were “purifying” the churches and throwing out statues, they said that we were turning the churches into barns. Nevertheless, we pursued our aim with enthusiasm. We had neither the living Christ nor a living community, so we realized ourselves in a liturgical reform, which we fully launched upon. Today the priests in the Eastern Church also perform a liturgical reform, they call it delatinization; however, even in this case it is an escape from the substance, that is from true conversion and from the following of Christ!
Let us put a question – Why could the post-conciliar reform not make even the following steps within the process of true maturation? 
1) Change the position of the priest so that he may unite with the people and celebrate the liturgy of the Eucharist facing the tabernacle – facing God – as it is in our Byzantine liturgy or as it used to be in the old Roman liturgy for whole centuries till 1970.

2) Why could in the front centre of the church not be a space separated by a veil, which would be reserved for the Eucharistic Christ and where only the priest could enter? Supposing that new churches are built, in their central part one could already build a small room where the Eucharist would be placed and this space would be the real Holy of Holies where under the appearance of bread God dwells with His people. The sedes could then be put to another place – and that is all. 

This is only a supplementation to the reform of 1970 in the spirit of the Second Vatican Council. These supplements are a mere continuation of the development which the spiritual need of this time requires. Moreover, there is a continuity here as well as a return to the oldest sources of the Tradition concerning the temple, which traces back to Moses who was given the model of the temple. The description of this model is a part of God’s Word and it is a symbol of the heavenly temple.

Concerning the Missal of John XXIII, the permission and the way of its use were given by You.
So the consummation of the liturgical reform would consist in the following: in the front part of the church there would be the place for the Holy of Holies and the seat would be given to another place. The priest during the officiating of the liturgy of the Eucharist would be turned to God – to the Holy of Holies – together with the people. 

This thought we humbly submit to You, Your Holiness, as well as to the fathers of the Church. We take advantage of this actual time when the Church again turned her sight to the liturgy.

In Christ,

Fr. Cyril J. Špiřík Ing. ThD. OSBM 
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