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      “It will not last long; we shall already be agreed on many things by the time the Council 
opens.” (Cardinal Tardini, the Vatican Secretary of State, 1959). Cardinal Tardini was 
resistant to the Council; one of a small group of bishops. The Council documents were 
overwhelmingly approved by the 3500 bishops who wrote drafts and engaged in debates.  

      The first decree or document of the Second Vatican Council was issued in 1963- the 
Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy. The Eucharist and the sacraments are the heart and 
soul of the church – worship of the Lord. This liturgy decree was a broad plan for liturgical 
reform which the Council Fathers wanted to be implemented in the years to come. All the 
sacraments would be revised. 

      I was in the high school seminary, St. Pius X in Uniondale, during the years of the 
Council. The changes in the Mass were introduced gradually. By April 1964, all Catholics 
had changed their communion habits. We now answered ‘Amen’ to the priest words in 
Latin, ‘Corpus Christi’. Before that time, kneeling to receive at the altar rail, we had said 
nothing. By the end of 1964 the priest was saying “the Body of Christ” in English and we 
were answering in English ‘aay-men’ (the English pronunciation) rather than ‘ah-men’the 
Latin pronunciation! Soon after this, the Mass was half in English and half in Latin. 

      The Council had called for ‘full, conscious and active participation’ by all the people in 
the Mass. No longer was the Mass a private prayer in Latin by the priest, quietly following 
along the best we could in our individual Missals. The altar was turned around, with the 
priest facing the people. The Roman instructions eliminated numerous repetitious actions – 
multiple genuflections, altar kissings, signs of the cross over the offerings, and the need for 
the priest to keep thumbs and forefingers joined after the consecration. 

      The new lectionary of readings for Mass was completed in 1969. Now there was a three-
year cycle of readings for Sundays consisting of an Old Testament reading, Responsorial 
psalm, a New Testament reading, and a gospel. The priest would preach on the Word of 
God in Scripture (a homily) rather than church teaching (a sermon). Over the decades, 
believers hungered for more. The readings from the Bible and a homily were not enough 
for the word of God to be truly broken open and internalized. As a result, small Christian 
communities have developed in parishes throughout the United States and around the 
world (Renew and Renew 2000, Arise, Charismatic prayer groups), to reflect more deeply 
on the teachings found in the word of God, and put them into action through justice and 
peace ministries. The feelings of belonging to the church have deepened as a consequence. 
In the ancient church this was called ‘koinonia’ or ‘fellowship’ and Christian community 
life. 

      The liturgy of the Word and the liturgy of the Eucharist are the two major components 
of the Mass. The Mass is not a reenactment of the Last Supper or of Calvary, but a 



remembering (anamnesis) and a memorial celebrated through a shared meal that draws us 
into the death and the resurrection of Jesus by our sharing in it spiritually. It is a 
‘sacrificial meal’ because the Lord Jesus, the new Passover Lamb of sacrifice, has given 
himself over to the will of his Father. 

       We share in that sacrificial death by making it our own. We offer ourselves with Christ 
to the Father in the power of the Holy Spirit. We eat his body and drink his blood. Then 
transformed by the Spirit, we go forth on mission to proclaim his dying and rising to the 
world. 

      “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until 
he comes.” (1 Corinthians 11. 26) “So we who are many, are one body in Christ, and 
individually we are members one of another.” (Romans 12. 5) 

Peace, Father Bruce 


