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1 The Coincidence

Two facts sit side by side in the recent history of the Catholic Church, and neither is seriously disputed. The first is
that between 1962 and 1970 the Church held an ecumenical council and then, in its wake, replaced the most stable
object in her daily life: the Roman Missal, the altar book whose 1570 edition Paul VI himself described as one of
the “numerous and admirable fruits” that the Council of Trent “has spread throughout the entire Church of Christ,”
and which had furnished the Latin Rite’s norm of Eucharistic celebration for four centuries.1 The second is that
in the same decade, across most of the Western world, nearly every measurable index of Catholic practice turned
downward—some gently, some off a cliff—and half a century later most have not recovered. In the United States, the
best long series available reports that 54.9 percent of self-identified Catholics attended Mass in a typical week in 1970;
in 2025 the same series reports 17.6 percent.2 Religious sisters in the same country numbered 178,740 in 1965 and
33,135 in 2025.3

Put the two facts in one sentence and a syllogism forms almost by itself. Before the Council: full seminaries, full
convents, full pews. Then the Council, and the new Mass. After: collapse. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc is a famous
fallacy, but it is famous precisely because the inference is so natural, and here the chronological neighbors are
enormous. One party in the Church has drawn the inference plainly: the Council—or its liturgical constitution, or
the Missal produced in its name—broke something, and the numbers are the sound of it breaking. Another party
reverses the sign: the storm was coming anyway; the Council built the only ship that could sail in it; where the
reform was betrayed or half-applied, the losses were worse. A third position, common in official documents, declines
the causal question and speaks of a crisis of faith afflicting the whole modern West, within which council and Missal
are responses rather than causes.

These are not three moods; they are three incompatible causal claims, and the dispute has never been merely academic:
it has produced an episcopal society in formal rupture with Rome, two papal legislative frameworks in sixteen years
pointing in opposite practical directions, and, in ordinary parishes, a low-grade argument any Catholic under seventy
has overheard. Yet the striking thing, once one reads the primary documents instead of the polemics, is how much of
the argument on every side proceeds from texts unread and numbers unexamined. The constitution on the liturgy
is invoked constantly and quoted rarely. The Missal of Paul VI is treated as the Council’s direct product by both
its fiercest critics and some of its defenders, though the Council closed before the Missal existed. The statistics are
recited in whichever truncation serves, stripped of definitions, geography, and inconvenient counter-trends.

So this essay does the pedestrian thing first and lets the argument earn its conclusions in order: what the Council was
summoned and claimed authority to do; what the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy actually mandates, permits, and
forbids; by what acts the Missal came to be and how it stands to the mandate; what the crisis indicators genuinely
show once their ceilings are stated; how the rival readings of the whole sequence—rupture and reform—were framed
by the pope who posed the question most exactly; where the traditionalist critique is strong, where it fails, and what
the Church has conceded to it; and how the present discipline, from the 1984 indult through Traditionis custodes
and its 2023 rescript, governs a disagreement it has not resolved. One warning is owed at the outset: on the causal
question this essay will end with less than the partisans promise, because the evidence ends there too. What it will
not do is blur the three objects of the title into one. A council, a missal, and a crisis are different kinds of thing;
nothing true can be said about them while they are fused.

2 What the Council Was Called to Do

On 25 January 1959, three months into his pontificate, John XXIII announced to a small gathering of cardinals at
Saint Paul Outside the Walls three undertakings at once: a diocesan synod for Rome, an ecumenical council for the
universal Church, and a revision of the Code of Canon Law.4 The grouping matters. A council flanked by a synod and
a legal revision is a council conceived as governance—the Church’s ordinary machinery at extraordinary scale—not a
tribunal convoked against a heresy. Every ecumenical council that loomed large in Catholic memory had a named
adversary: Arius, the iconoclasts, the Reformers, the rationalists. This one was summoned against no one, and that
fact, fixed before a single bishop had packed a bag, is the first datum for any honest account of what followed.

John XXIII said so himself, in the address that opened the Council on 11 October 1962, Gaudet Mater Ecclesia, and
said it with a precision that both his admirers and his critics have spent sixty years simplifying. Three of its sentences
carry most of the weight. First, against the counselors he heard around him—men “who, though burning with zeal,
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are not endowed with too much sense of discretion or measure,” as the passage goes on—he declared: At Nobis plane
dissentiendum esse videtur ab his rerum adversarum vaticinatoribus, qui deteriora semper praenuntiant, quasi rerum
exitium instet—“We think We must plainly dissent from these prophets of misfortune, who always foretell worse
things, as though the end of the world were at hand” (working gloss).5 Second, the Council’s doctrinal task: that the
“certain and immutable doctrine, to which faithful obedience is due, be investigated and expounded in the manner
our times require. Est enim aliud ipsum depositum Fidei, seu veritates, quae veneranda doctrina nostra continentur,
aliud modus, quo eaedem enuntiantur, eodem tamen sensu eademque sententia”—for the deposit of faith, the truths
contained in our venerable doctrine, is one thing, and the manner in which they are enunciated, keeping nevertheless
the same sense and the same judgment, is another.6 Third, the Council’s tone toward error: the Church has always
opposed errors, “and often condemned them, and indeed with the greatest severity”; but now, Ad praesens tempus
quod attinet, Christi Sponsae placet misericordiae medicinam adhibere, potius quam severitatis arma suscipere—at the
present time, the Spouse of Christ prefers to apply the medicine of mercy rather than to take up the weapons of
severity.7

Deposit distinguished from mode; mercy preferred to condemnation; doom-saying rejected. That is a program with a
built-in vulnerability which honesty requires naming at once: everything depends on the second sentence’s distinction
holding in practice. If the mode can be renewed while sense and judgment remain the same, the program is coherent;
if, in some concrete attempt, the new mode quietly alters the sense, then what presents itself as translation is
change—and adjudicating between those descriptions, case by case, is the labor the postconciliar Church inherited.
The opening address did not resolve that difficulty. It created the terms in which every subsequent fight, the liturgical
one included, would be conducted.

What authority did the finished Council claim? The record is unusually explicit, because the question was asked at
the time and answered by the men responsible. The Council defined no new dogma and attached no anathemas; its
Doctrinal Commission declared on 6 March 1964—repeated to the Fathers on 16 November 1964—that the Council
proposed as binding de fide only what it openly declared to be such.8 Paul VI, closing the Council on 7 December
1965, described its magisterium in the same register: “the teaching authority of the Church, even though not wishing
to issue extraordinary dogmatic pronouncements, has made thoroughly known its authoritative teaching on a number
of questions which today weigh upon man’s conscience and activity.”9 And a month later, answering directly the
question “what authority did the Council intend to attribute to its teachings,” he gave the formula that remains the
controlling one: given the Council’s pastoral character, “esso ha evitato di pronunciare in modo straordinario dogmi
dotati della nota di infallibilità; ma esso ha tuttavia munito i suoi insegnamenti dell’autorità del supremo magistero
ordinario”—it avoided pronouncing in an extraordinary manner dogmas endowed with the note of infallibility, but it
nevertheless furnished its teachings with the authority of the supreme ordinary magisterium, which “must be accepted
docilely and sincerely by all the faithful, according to the mind of the Council as to the nature and aims of the
individual documents” (working gloss).10 Both extremes fall in a single stroke: the Council is neither a super-dogma
before which prior tradition must justify itself nor an optional essay a Catholic may wave away. It is the supreme
ordinary magisterium, binding according to the nature of each document and assertion—which is why the constitution
examined next must be read clause by clause rather than invoked as a mood.

One more sentence from the closing address belongs in the record, because it states, from the Council’s own mouth, the
posture the crisis narrative would later put on trial. Surveying an age in which “the religion of the God who became
man has met the religion (for such it is) of man who makes himself God,” Paul VI asked: “And what happened? Was
there a clash, a battle, a condemnation? There could have been, but there was none. The old story of the Samaritan
has been the model of the spirituality of the council.”11 Whether that wager—mercy as method, engagement as
posture, no anathemas—was prophetic wisdom or a misreading of the twentieth century is, at bottom, what the whole
quarrel is about. It cannot be presumed, and it cannot be dismissed by pointing at what came after until what came
after has been examined. The examination begins where the Council began its work: with the liturgy.

3 What the Constitution Says

Sacrosanctum Concilium, the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, was the first document the Council completed,
promulgated by Paul VI on 4 December 1963 after a vote of 2,147 to 4—a fact worth holding in mind whenever the
reform is described as the project of a faction.12 Because it is invoked far more often than quoted, the useful service
is to set out what it establishes, in its own words: the principle, the authority, the limits, and the particulars.
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The principle is participation. “Mother Church earnestly desires that all the faithful should be led to that fully
conscious, and active participation in liturgical celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of the liturgy,” a
participation which is the baptized people’s “right and duty by reason of their baptism”; in the reform, this “full
and active participation by all the people is the aim to be considered before all else.”13 Around that principle
the constitution builds a general restoration: the liturgy contains “immutable elements divinely instituted, and . . .
elements subject to change,” which “not only may but ought to be changed with the passage of time if they have
suffered from the intrusion of anything out of harmony with the inner nature of the liturgy or have become unsuited
to it.”14 Whatever else may be said of the postconciliar reform, the mandate for real and substantial revision is in the
text, voted by virtually the entire episcopate; the position that the Council intended only cosmetic adjustment cannot
survive articles 21, 25, and 50.

The authority is hierarchical and exclusive. “Regulation of the sacred liturgy depends solely on the authority of
the Church, that is, on the Apostolic See and, as laws may determine, on the bishop”; within limits set by law, on
territorial bodies of bishops; “Therefore no other person, even if he be a priest, may add, remove, or change anything
in the liturgy on his own authority.”15 This is the article both sides of the later quarrel have needed and neither may
halve: against freelance celebrants it forbids improvisation; against those who would place the received rite beyond
authority’s reach it locates the power of regulation squarely in the Apostolic See. And the limits are stated with equal
precision, in the sentence that became the whole argument’s hinge: “there must be no innovations unless the good
of the Church genuinely and certainly requires them; and care must be taken that any new forms adopted should
in some way grow organically from forms already existing”—this within an article that opens by demanding that
“sound tradition may be retained, and yet the way remain open to legitimate progress,” with revision preceded by
theological, historical, and pastoral investigation.16

The particulars are more conservative than the reform’s admirers usually remember and more radical than its critics
usually concede—both at once, which is why partisan quotation is so easy. On the one side: “the use of the Latin
language is to be preserved in the Latin rites” (art. 36 §1); steps are to be taken so that the faithful can “say or sing
together in Latin those parts of the Ordinary of the Mass which pertain to them” (art. 54); Gregorian chant, “specially
suited to the Roman liturgy,” is to be given “pride of place in liturgical services,” other things being equal (art. 116).
On the other side: the vernacular’s limits “may be extended,” since the mother tongue “frequently may be of great
advantage to the people,” beginning with the readings, the common prayer, and, “as local conditions may warrant,”
the people’s parts (arts. 36 §2, 54); the Order of Mass itself “is to be revised in such a way that the intrinsic nature
and purpose of its several parts, as also the connection between them, may be more clearly manifested,” with the
rites “simplified, due care being taken to preserve their substance,” duplications and accretions of the ages discarded,
and “other elements which have suffered injury through accidents of history . . . restored to the vigor which they
had in the days of the holy Fathers” (art. 50); the treasures of Scripture are to be opened more lavishly, with a
more representative portion read over a cycle of years (art. 51); Communion under both kinds and concelebration
are restored within defined limits (arts. 55, 57); rites are to be marked by “a noble simplicity,” “short, clear, and
unencumbered by useless repetitions,” within the people’s comprehension, “normally” not requiring much explanation
(art. 34).17

Two negative observations complete the inventory, both checkable against the full text. First, several of the most
visible features of postconciliar practice are simply not in the constitution: no provision directs celebration facing
the people, none authorizes Communion in the hand, none directs an all-vernacular liturgy—each arrived by later
instruments or concessions, examined in the next section.18 Second, the constitution is a law made of elastic clauses:
“genuinely and certainly requires,” “in some way grow organically,” “noble simplicity,” “suitable place may be allotted,”
“other things being equal.” Every such phrase requires a judge, and article 22 names him. The constitution is thus
not a blueprint but a mandate-with-discretion entrusted to the Apostolic See: real revision authorized, bounded by
standards admitting broad and narrow readings, the concrete missal left to future acts. What the Council mandated
can be stated exactly; whether what followed honored the elastic clauses cannot be answered from the constitution
alone. It requires looking at what was made.

4 From Constitution to Missal

The Council closed on 8 December 1965. The Missal appeared in 1970. Everything in between was the work not of the
Council but of the Apostolic See exercising the authority article 22 reserved to it—a distinction with consequences,
because praise and blame directed at “the Council’s Missal” land, on inspection, on a series of papal and curial acts.
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The revision was conducted by a commission Paul VI established in January 1964 to implement the constitution (the
Consilium ad exsequendam Constitutionem de Sacra Liturgia), working through drafting groups of liturgical scholars,
with instalments of reform issued across the decade: the vernacular’s first expansions, the simplifications of 1964 and
1967, new Eucharistic Prayers in 1968.19 The culminating acts are two, and both deserve exact quotation because
each is routinely misdescribed.

The first is Paul VI’s apostolic constitution Missale Romanum of 3 April 1969. It opens by honoring what it
revises—the 1570 Missal of Pius V, fruit of Trent, which “innumerable holy men” had used to nourish their piety—and
then presents the new book explicitly as the same kind of act: as Pius V promulgated an “instrument of liturgical
unity” by decree of Trent, so Paul VI promulgates a Missal renewed by decree of Vatican II.20 Its own summary of
the “new composition” names four things: a General Instruction prefacing the book with “the new regulations . . . for
the celebration of the Eucharistic Sacrifice”; the Eucharistic Prayer enriched by a great number of Prefaces and by
three added Canons—“we have decided to add three new Canons to this Prayer”—with the words of the Lord made
identical in every anaphora; the rite of Mass simplified, “due care being taken to preserve their substance”; and the
readings reorganized so that, per article 51 of the constitution, “a more representative portion of the Holy Scriptures”
is read, on Sundays in a three-year cycle with an Old Testament reading added before Epistle and Gospel.21 Its hope
is stated in the vocabulary of unity, not experiment: that the Missal “will be received by the faithful as an instrument
which bears witness to and which affirms the common unity of all,” so that “in the great diversity of languages, one
unique prayer will rise” to the Father—a sentence which shows that by 1969 the pope himself, not a runaway bureau,
envisioned habitual vernacular celebration. The prescriptions were ordered into effect from 30 November 1969, the
First Sunday of Advent.

The second act is the decree by which the Sacred Congregation for Divine Worship, “by mandate of the Supreme
Pontiff,” promulgated the finished book on 26 March 1970 and declared it the typical edition: novam hanc editionem
Missalis Romani ad normam decretorum Concilii Vaticani II confectam promulgat et uti typicam declarat—promulgates
this new edition of the Roman Missal, prepared according to the norms of the decrees of the Second Vatican Council,
and declares it typical.22 The edition history after 1970 is short and matters for exactness: an emended reprint in
1971; a second typical edition declared on 27 March 1975, its changes catalogued in the promulgating act (ministries
of acolyte and lector replacing the subdiaconate in the Institutio, added ritual and votive formularies); the third
typical edition approved by John Paul II on 10 April 2000 and declared on 20 April 2000, published in 2002; and an
emended reprint of the third edition in 2008—a reprint, the official notice is careful to say, not a new edition.23

Set the finished Missal beside the constitution, and the honest result is a column of each. Squarely mandated: the
revised Order of Mass with simplified rites (art. 50), the enlarged lectionary (art. 51), concelebration and Communion
under both kinds within limits (arts. 55, 57), the homily and common prayer (arts. 52–53). Authorized by the
constitution’s mechanisms though not commanded by its text: vernacular celebration in the people’s parts and
eventually throughout, which entered by territorial decisions confirmed by Rome under articles 36 and 54 and stood
presumed in the 1969 constitution’s “great diversity of languages.” Nowhere in the conciliar text, and resting on distinct
postconciliar instruments: celebration facing the people, Communion in the hand, and the effective disappearance
in ordinary parishes of the Latin and chant that articles 36, 54, and 116 expected to persist.24 And in one respect
the reform confessedly went beyond restoration to composition: the three added Eucharistic Prayers stood beside a
Roman Canon that had stood textually fixed, in Paul VI’s own words, since the fourth and fifth centuries.

That sorting, dull as it is, dissolves two rhetorically convenient identities at once. “The Mass of the Council” is
not simply the Council’s: the Fathers voted principles and limits; a papal commission, then a pope, made the
determinations, many of which—the scale of new composition, the pace, the effective retirement of the previous book
from parish life—cannot be read off the conciliar text and must be defended, if defended, as prudent exercises of the
authority article 22 confers. But neither is the Missal a rogue product: every operative act from 1963 to 1970 was
performed by the Apostolic See, the one authority the constitution names as competent, and the book’s structure
answers point for point to mandates genuinely in the text. Whoever argues that the reform betrayed the Council
argues against the pope’s judgment, not against a forger; whoever argues that the Council commands every feature
of postconciliar practice must produce articles that do not exist. What neither sorting settles is whether any of
this—mandated, authorized, or added—explains what happened to Catholic life in the decades that followed. For
that, the numbers must be faced.
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5 The Crisis Measured

The word “crisis” is doing argumentative work in this essay’s title, so it must now be earned or surrendered—with
named sources, stated definitions, and visible limits, because in this literature numbers travel farther from their
qualifications than in any other. The figures below come from two long series maintained by the Center for Applied
Research in the Apostolate (CARA) at Georgetown University: a United States series drawn principally from The
Official Catholic Directory and survey estimates, and a worldwide series from the Holy See’s Annuarium Statisticum
Ecclesiae.25 Selected values, exactly as the workbooks state them:

Indicator (United
States)

1965 / 1970 2025

Total priests 59,426 (1965) 33,462
Priestly
ordinations

805 (1970; no 1965 figure) 426

Religious sisters 178,740 (1965) 33,135
Parishes 17,763 (1965) 16,125
Parishes without
resident priest
pastor

530 (1965) 3,674

Infant baptisms 1.237m (1965) 471,717
Adult baptisms 118,622 (1965) 34,501
Marriages 347,179 (1965); 426,309 (1970) 107,271
Weekly Mass
attendance
(survey estimate)

54.9% (1970; none for 1965) 17.6%

Catholic
population
(parish-connected,
OCD)

44.3m (1965) 66.3m

The worldwide series tells a different story in the same decades: total priests 419,728 in 1970 and 406,996 in
2023—essentially flat across half a century—while the Catholic population more than doubled, from 653.6 million to
1.406 billion; religious sisters fell from 1,004,304 to 589,423; parishes grew from 191,398 to 223,834; diocesan priestly
ordinations rose from 4,622 to 5,621.26 Any honest use of “crisis” must carry both columns. What the data support
is this: in the United States and much of the old Christian West, Catholic practice, vocations, and sacramental life
contracted severely and continuously from the mid-1960s onward; worldwide, the Church grew enormously in absolute
terms while religious life contracted and the priest-to-faithful ratio deteriorated. “Collapse” is a defensible word for
American women’s religious life (down 81 percent from 1965, against a rising Catholic population) and for practice
rates; it is an indefensible word for world Catholicism as such.

Now the ceilings, which are load-bearing. Definitions: “priests” and “sisters” are reported counts under Directory
definitions, and “Catholic population” comes in two versions (66.3 million parish-connected versus 73.7 million
self-identified in 2025) differing by seven million—a warning about every derived rate. Instruments: the attendance
series is a survey estimate of self-reported behavior, begins only in 1970, and self-reports are known to run above
observed attendance; read it as trend, not level. The same caution cuts against comfort: the series cannot show what
1955 or 1962 looked like, and the repeated claim that mid-1960s American practice was itself a historical high-water
mark, though plausible, is not established by these workbooks and not asserted here. And belief indicators are hostage
to their instruments in a way the partisans of both readings routinely ignore. In 2019 the Pew Research Center
reported that 31 percent of self-identified U.S. Catholics say the bread and wine “actually become the body and blood
of Jesus,” while 69 percent call them “symbols”; in 2022 a CARA survey designed with different and more careful
wording found responses indicating belief in the Real Presence from 64 percent of self-identified Catholics—and 95
percent of weekly attenders.27 A thirty-three-point gap produced by question wording is a measurement lesson before
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it is a theological one; what survives every instrument is the strong association between belief and attendance—and
an attendance rate under twenty percent.

Last and most important: nothing in any of these series identifies a cause. The contraction is real; its correlation
with the postconciliar decade is real; and correlation here faces every classical obstacle at once—no control group
(there is no parallel Church that kept the 1962 Missal amid the same century for comparison; the traditionalist
institutes’ growth is real but their self-selected membership makes them evidence of vitality, not a counterfactual),
massive confounding (the same decades saw practice collapse in mainline Protestant bodies that held no council, and
in Catholic countries under wildly different liturgical implementations), and timing that fits no clean version of the
liturgical hypothesis: several U.S. series (sisters, total priests, infant baptisms) peak and turn at or before 1965—before
the new Missal existed—while others deteriorate steadily across decades in which the liturgy did not change again.28

None of this acquits the reform or convicts the Council; it establishes only that the syllogism of section 1 cannot be
run on this evidence in either direction. Whoever asserts that the Council caused the collapse, or prevented a worse
one, makes a claim the data cannot carry. What the data leave standing is a question of judgment—how the Church’s
own acts figured among the causes of her losses—and judgment is what the two hermeneutics of the next section were
built to render.

6 The Hermeneutical Fork

Forty years after the Council closed, a pope who had attended it as a young theological adviser asked the Roman
Curia the question this essay has been circling: “Why has the implementation of the Council, in large parts of the
Church, thus far been so difficult?” Benedict XVI’s answer of 22 December 2005 has become the load-bearing text of
the whole argument, and like the other load-bearing texts it is more often paraphrased than read.29 “The problems in
its implementation,” he said, “arose from the fact that two contrary hermeneutics came face to face and quarrelled
with each other. One caused confusion, the other, silently but more and more visibly, bore and is bearing fruit.”

The first he named “a hermeneutic of discontinuity and rupture,” and his description of it should be quoted at
length because it is an exact portrait of a position usually described only by its enemies: it “risks ending in a split
between the pre-conciliar Church and the post-conciliar Church. It asserts that the texts of the Council as such do
not yet express the true spirit of the Council,” that they are “the result of compromises,” and that “the true spirit”
is found “in the impulses toward the new that are contained in the texts”—so that “it would be necessary to go
courageously beyond the texts,” leaving room for a newness only vaguely present in them. The second he named
“the ‘hermeneutic of reform’, of renewal in the continuity of the one subject-Church which the Lord has given to
us. She is a subject which increases in time and develops, yet always remaining the same, the one subject of the
journeying People of God.” Two precisions matter here, both textual. Benedict’s approved hermeneutic is not, as it is
now almost universally cited, a “hermeneutic of continuity” simpliciter ; it is a hermeneutic of reform, and its formula
is double-edged: “It is precisely in this combination of continuity and discontinuity at different levels that the very
nature of true reform consists.” The continuity is of principles and of the one ecclesial subject; the discontinuity is
real, located in “contingent matters”—the address’s worked examples include religious freedom, “certain practical
forms of liberalism,” and the historical-critical interpretation of Scripture—where the Council genuinely corrected
“decisions on contingent matters” that “should necessarily be contingent themselves.”30

For his charter Benedict reached back to the texts of section 2, citing John XXIII’s opening address—the doctrine
transmitted “pure and integral, without any attenuation or distortion,” expounded “through the methods of research
and through the literary forms of modern thought,” since “the substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit of
faith is one thing, and the way in which it is presented is another”—and Paul VI’s closing address as the hermeneutic
of reform stated by the Council’s own popes.31 The genealogy is itself a substantive claim: the correct reading of
the Council was announced before the Council produced a single text, and the rupture reading—progressive (the
“spirit” beyond the texts) or, as the next section shows, traditionalist (the texts as betrayal)—is a deviation from the
Council’s self-understanding, not a development of it.

What does the fork mean for the liturgy specifically? The 2005 address does not apply itself to the Missal, but
Benedict made the application himself nineteen months later, in the letter accompanying Summorum Pontificum:
“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. It behooves all of us to preserve the
riches which have developed in the Church’s faith and prayer, and to give them their proper place.”32 That is the
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hermeneutic of reform applied to worship: one subject-Church, two editions of her one Roman rite, development
without repudiation. And it indicts both extremes symmetrically. The celebrant who treated the new Missal as
“authorizing or even requiring creativity”—Benedict’s phrase for the deformations that “caused deep pain”—was
enacting rupture from the progressive side; the traditionalist who treats the new Missal as a break with the faith
enacts it from the other; and each needs the other’s reading to be true. The freelancing celebrant and the sedevacantist
pamphleteer agree that 1970 marks a new religion and disagree only on whether to celebrate it.

It remains to say what authority the framework carries, because the point is frequently inflated. The 2005 address
is a papal allocution: ordinary magisterial teaching, authoritative in proportion to its nature, not a definition. Its
framework has been effectively received in subsequent papal teaching—Francis’s 2021 letter, no friend of Benedict’s
practical conclusions, restates its premise when it declares doubt about the Council to be doubt about the Holy
Spirit, and his liturgical instruments insist on precisely the continuity of the reformed books with tradition.33 But
a hermeneutic is a rule for reading, not a verdict on its hardest cases. “Continuity and discontinuity at different
levels” does not settle whether any particular change—the new anaphoras, the effective loss of Latin, the reordered
calendar—sits at a level where discontinuity is legitimate. The fork did not end the argument; it disciplined it. Parties
who accept it are committed to arguing about levels—what is principle, what contingent application—rather than
about whether the postconciliar Church is the same Church. The party that refuses it is the subject of the next
section.

7 The Critique and Its Limits

The traditionalist critique deserves to be stated at full strength, because its strongest form is textual, not nostalgic,
and sections 3 and 4 have laid out its evidence. It runs: the constitution promised innovations only when “genuinely
and certainly” required, new forms growing “organically from forms already existing,” Latin “preserved,” the people’s
Ordinary still sung in Latin, chant in “pride of place.” What arrived within seven years was a Missal with newly
composed anaphoras beside a Canon unchanged for fifteen centuries, a reordered calendar, a rebuilt Order of Mass—
produced by commission at speed—and a parish practice in which the Latin, the chant, and the received orientation
effectively vanished in half a decade. Whatever each change’s merits, the critique says, this ensemble is not what
article 23’s language led the Fathers to vote for; the elastic clauses were stretched until they held nothing; and
ordinary Catholics experienced the result not as organic growth but as rupture—an experience the crisis statistics at
least do not contradict. In its sober forms the critique adds a theological worry: that the new books, by their “noble
simplicity” and their opening to the vernacular and to new composition, shifted the practical sense of the Mass from
propitiatory sacrifice toward communal meal, with effects on Eucharistic belief that survey instruments may faintly
register.34

Some of that critique has been conceded by authority. Benedict XVI conceded the phenomenology: deformations
“hard to bear,” pain caused to “individuals totally rooted in the faith of the Church,” and the insistence that what
earlier generations held as sacred cannot suddenly be forbidden or harmful. Summorum Pontificum conceded a
juridical premise outright: the 1962 Missal “was never juridically abrogated and, consequently, in principle, was
always permitted.”35 Rome conceded the aspiration’s legitimacy for decades in practice: the 1984 indult, the 1988
call for its “wide and generous application,” the institutes erected to live from the older books. And Francis, while
reversing Benedict’s regime, conceded the complaint about the reform’s celebration in the very letter that restricted
the old Missal, deploring “abuses in the celebration of the liturgy on all sides.”

But the critique has limits, and they are not minor. The first is textual: the same constitution that contains the
elastic clauses contains article 21’s mandate for real change, article 50’s order to revise the very structure of the Mass,
and article 22’s assignment of judgment to the Apostolic See. The critique reads the conservative clauses as the norm
and the reforming clauses as bounded exceptions; but the text supplies no such ranking, and the authority it names
to do the ranking—the pope—ranked them the other way. To press the critique to the conclusion that the reform was
illegitimate therefore requires a further premise: that a pope exceeded or abused an authority which, on the Catholic
account of the papacy the traditionalist himself professes, includes precisely the regulation of the liturgy. That
premise, pressed consistently, does not stop at 1970; it corrodes 1570, since Pius V’s Missal was imposed by exactly
the same species of act—as Paul VI pointedly noted in promulgating his own, and as Francis noted again in 2021.36

The second limit is theological, and it was drawn by John Paul II at the critique’s breaking point. When Archbishop
Lefebvre, having founded the Society of Saint Pius X in 1970 and made the old Missal its “external mark of identity”
(Benedict’s later phrase), consecrated four bishops without pontifical mandate on 30 June 1988, the resulting motu
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proprio Ecclesia Dei located the error not in love of the old liturgy—whose adherents’ “legitimate aspirations” it
defended in the same breath—but “in an incomplete and contradictory notion of Tradition”: incomplete because it
ignores the “living character of Tradition” taught by Dei Verbum 8; contradictory because it “opposes the universal
Magisterium of the Church possessed by the Bishop of Rome and the Body of Bishops”—as though Tradition could
be wielded against the organ that carries it, when “it is impossible to remain faithful to the Tradition while breaking
the ecclesial bond” with Peter.37 That diagnosis is the traditionalist mirror of the “spirit of the Council” error: where
the progressive reads the true Council against its texts, the integralist reads the true Tradition against its living
bearers. Both are the hermeneutic of rupture; only the direction of the arrow differs.

The third limit is empirical and has already been drawn in section 5: the critique’s causal story—new Mass, therefore
collapse—cannot survive the timing of the American series, the flatness of the worldwide ones, or the parallel collapse
of bodies that held no council. What the evidence permits the critique to retain is weaker and still serious: that
the manner of the reform’s imposition, and above all the practical suppression of what the Council had promised to
preserve, gratuitously wounded a portion of the faithful and handed the Church’s enemies-of-the-Council a grievance
with documentary footing. The distinction between the reform and its manner is not a rhetorical escape; it is where
the honest weight of the critique comes to rest, and it is, notably, the part authority has repeatedly conceded.

Where the critique’s institutional bearer came to rest is a matter of record, and the record now has a terminus.
Benedict XVI remitted the 1988 excommunications in 2009 as an act of mercy toward unity—stating in the same letter
that the Society had no canonical status and its ministers exercised no legitimate ministry—and years of doctrinal
conversations followed. They failed. On 1 July 2026 the Society’s bishops consecrated four new bishops without
pontifical mandate and against the will of the Supreme Pontiff; on 2 July the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith
declared the participants excommunicated latae sententiae, declared the Society’s ministers in schism, applied to
formally adhering laity the criteria of the 1996 Pontifical Council note, and warned that the Society’s confessions and
marriages are invalid.38 Nothing in that sequence settles the liturgical argument—the canonically regular traditional
institutes and diocesan communities using the older books are untouched by it, living proof that the critique, held
within communion, remains a Catholic position. What it settles is the cost of the critique’s absolutized form. A
defense of Tradition that ends outside the communion Tradition exists to transmit has refuted itself; that was Ecclesia
Dei’s point in 1988, and 2026 has not improved on it.

8 The Discipline of Memory

What remains is to state, exactly and in order, how the Church has governed the older Missal since the reform—the
sequence of instruments is the clearest record of what authority has and has not decided, and the current discipline is
mutable law a reader is entitled to have dated. Everything in this section is stated as of 25 July 2026.

The sequence has five stations. First, the indult: in 1984 the Congregation for Divine Worship’s letter Quattuor
abhinc annos granted diocesan bishops the faculty to permit celebration by the 1962 Missal under conditions—a
concession framed as exceptional.39 Second, Ecclesia Dei (1988), which, beside its response to the 1988 consecrations,
directed “a wide and generous application” of the 1984 directives and created a pontifical commission to care for the
faithful attached to the older forms.40 Third, Summorum Pontificum (2007), which replaced the indult regime with a
general law: the Missal of Paul VI as the “ordinary expression” of the Roman Rite’s lex orandi, the 1962 Missal as an
“extraordinary expression” of the same lex orandi, “duly honoured for its venerable and ancient usage”; any priest free
to celebrate it without permission in Masses without the people; parish priests directed to accede willingly where
stable groups request it—“two usages of the one Roman rite,” in which the two expressions “will in no way lead to a
division in the Church’s lex credendi.”41 Fourth, Traditionis custodes (16 July 2021), which reversed the framework’s
premise while retaining papal regulation of the same object: “The liturgical books promulgated by Saint Paul VI and
Saint John Paul II, in conformity with the decrees of Vatican Council II, are the unique expression of the lex orandi
of the Roman Rite”; the diocesan bishop holds “exclusive competence” to authorize the 1962 Missal in his diocese;
groups already existing must not deny “the validity and the legitimacy of the liturgical reform”; their celebrations are
moved out of parochial churches, without new personal parishes; new groups are not to be authorized; priests ordained
after its publication need an authorization for which the bishop “shall consult the Apostolic See”; and “previous
norms, instructions, permissions, and customs that do not conform . . . are abrogated,” with immediate force.42 Fifth,
the clarifications: the Congregation’s Responsa ad dubia of 4 December 2021, approved by Francis, which permit
a bishop to obtain dispensation for celebration in a parish church “only if it is established that it is impossible to
use another church, oratory or chapel,” restrict the older Rituale Romanum (1952) to canonically erected personal
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parishes and exclude the older Pontificale entirely, and direct that a priest who denies “the validity and legitimacy” of
the reform—refusing, for instance, to concelebrate the Chrism Mass—cannot retain the concession, though only after
fraternal dialogue establishes that this is truly his position; and the rescript from the papal audience of 20 February
2023, which settled a contested reading by reserving “in a special way to the Apostolic See” (citing canon 87 §1) both
the dispensation for parish-church use or personal parishes and the permission for priests ordained after July 2021,
obliging any bishop who had granted them to inform the Dicastery.43

The current state of the law is therefore this: Traditionis custodes, read with the 2021 Responsa and the 2023 rescript,
governs the use of the 1962 Missal in the Latin Church. A check of the Holy See’s published acts on 25 July 2026
found no later universal legislative or authentically interpretative act modifying that framework; Leo XIV, elected in
2025, is credibly reported to have continued the framework while directing case-by-case generosity in dispensations,
but reports of practice are not law, and this essay asserts nothing about the present pontificate’s intentions beyond
the absence, as of the stated date, of a further promulgated act.44

Sixteen years from “extraordinary expression of the same lex orandi” to “unique expression of the lex orandi” is, on
its face, a contradiction between papal acts, and this essay will not pretend otherwise; but its exact location should
be marked with care. Both instruments are exercises of the same authority over the same object—Sacrosanctum
Concilium 22 §1 operating in 2007 and 2021 alike. Both affirm the Council; both affirm the reformed books’ full
legitimacy; both regulate, rather than anathematize, attachment to the older ones. Neither teaches doctrine about the
1962 Missal’s intrinsic worth: the one honors its usage, the other judges its continued free use an ecclesial danger. The
clash lies in prudential judgments about unity—Benedict wagering that freedom for the old rite would reconcile its
adherents to the Council, Francis judging after fourteen years that the wager had been “exploited” against the Council
itself—and prudential judgments are what a later pope can reverse, as each of these popes reversed his predecessor. A
Catholic is not required to believe either judgment wise; he is required to obey the one in force, and free to hope, and
to say, that a future act will govern the matter better. That is not a comfortable resting place, and this essay declines
to make it comfortable by pronouncing, as some on each side do, that one of the two regimes was illegitimate. The
Church has said no such thing of either, and what the Church has left open, an essay should not close.

So the three objects of the title come apart cleanly at last, and their true relations can be stated in three sentences.
The Council mandated a real but bounded reform, under elastic standards whose application it consigned to the
Apostolic See, within a program—deposit kept, mode renewed, mercy preferred—whose coherence depends on a
distinction the Council did not finish defending. The Missal is not the Council but the Apostolic See’s determination
of the Council’s mandate: legitimate by every canon the Church possesses, faithful to the mandate’s letter in its
structure, and debatable in its manner and accompaniments precisely where the mandate was elastic—a debate the
Church has governed, conceded ground in, and never adjudicated. The crisis is real, measured, and unexplained: its
correlation with the reform is too weak, too early, and too universal to bear the traditionalist syllogism, and too
painful and too documented to license the complacent one. What binds the three together is not a causal chain the
evidence will support but a question the Church has not finished answering—John XXIII’s question, whether the
deposit can be handed on whole in a new mode to an age that was already letting it fall. The numbers say the age
has so far mostly declined the offer. They do not say the offer was the reason; and the one reading of the whole story
that every authority from 1962 to 2026 has united in rejecting is the one that would make the Council and its Missal
a different Church’s acts. Whatever else remains disputed, the subject of the sentence—the one Church, before and
after—is not.
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Notes
1Paul VI, apostolic constitution Missale Romanum (3 April 1969), opening paragraph, official English text on the Holy See

portal, checked 2026-07-25; the promulgated Latin is authoritative and was checked the same day as reprinted in the registered
reproduction of the 2002 third typical edition (see References). Here and throughout, “the 1962 Missal” means the Missale
Romanum in the typical edition promulgated by John XXIII in 1962, and “the Missal of Paul VI” means the postconciliar
Missale Romanum in its typical editions of 1970, 1975, and 2002 (with the 2008 emended reprint of the third edition); the
edition identifications are documented in section 4.

2Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA), Frequently Requested Church Statistics, workbook state downloaded
2026-07-25 from the CARA site (see References), row “Catholics who attend Mass every week (survey-based estimate).” The
series begins at 1970 and offers no 1965 figure—a limit kept in section 5. The percentages are survey estimates of self-identified
Catholics, not counts.

3CARA, Frequently Requested Church Statistics, row “Religious sisters,” checked 2026-07-25; Official Catholic Directory
reported counts, whose definitions and limits are stated in section 5.

4John XXIII, allocution of 25 January 1959 announcing the Roman synod, the ecumenical council, and the updating of
the Code of Canon Law; official Italian text on the Holy See portal, registered as a dated web state verified 2026-07-24 (see
References); relied on only for the fact, date, and triple scope of the announcement.

5John XXIII, Gaudet Mater Ecclesia, opening address of the Second Vatican Council (11 October 1962), official Latin text
on the Holy See portal, registered as a dated web state verified 2026-07-24; the quoted Latin was re-extracted publication-locally
on 2026-07-25 from a byte-identical response. Renderings marked as working glosses are project translations governed by the
Latin.

6Gaudet Mater Ecclesia, as in the previous note. The clause eodem sensu eademque sententia echoes the First Vatican
Council’s Dei Filius ch. 4 (itself citing Vincent of Lérins); noted as textual observation. Benedict XVI quotes the passage as
the charter of the hermeneutic of reform (see section 6).

7Gaudet Mater Ecclesia, as above. The sentence continues that the Church meets today’s needs better by explaining the
force of her doctrine than by condemning, and the address expressly does not deny that false doctrines and dangers exist
(per se ipsi ea damnare incipere videantur). The medicine of mercy is a strategy stated against formal condemnation, not a
suspension of doctrinal judgment—the address’s own context, preserved here against both celebratory and hostile truncations.

8Declaration of the Doctrinal (Theological) Commission of 6 March 1964, repeated on 16 November 1964; Latin text in the
registered Acta Apostolicae Sedis records (see References); invoked by both dates in Paul VI’s audience of 12 January 1966,
quoted next.

9Paul VI, address at the last general meeting of the Second Vatican Council (7 December 1965), official English text on the
Holy See portal, registered and verified 2026-07-24.

10Paul VI, general audience of 12 January 1966, official Italian text, registered and verified 2026-07-24; re-extracted
publication-locally 2026-07-25 byte-identical. The same audience warns: “Non dobbiamo staccare gli insegnamenti del Concilio
dal patrimonio dottrinale della Chiesa”—we must not detach the Council’s teachings from the Church’s doctrinal patrimony
(working gloss).

11Paul VI, closing address of 7 December 1965, as above. The address adds, in a clause less often quoted, that its teaching
was delivered “ever preserving its own authority and force.”

12Second Vatican Council, Sacrosanctum Concilium (4 December 1963). English quotations are from the Holy See’s English
web text, registered as a dated state with articles verified in July 2026 and re-fetched byte-identical publication-locally on
2026-07-25; the promulgated Latin in Acta Apostolicae Sedis 56 (1964) 97–138 is authoritative and separately registered. The
vote total (2,147 placet, 4 non placet) is common historical record cited as background; nothing depends on the exact figure.

13Sacrosanctum Concilium 14, checked 2026-07-25. The aim is grounded in the nature of the liturgy and 1 Pet 2:9. Article
48 applies the principle to the Mass: the faithful “should not be there as strangers or silent spectators,” but should participate
“conscious of what they are doing, with devotion and full collaboration.”

14Sacrosanctum Concilium 21, checked 2026-07-25. The text does not identify which elements are which, leaving that
determination to the authority named in article 22.

15Sacrosanctum Concilium 22 §§1–3, checked 2026-07-25.
16Sacrosanctum Concilium 23, checked 2026-07-25. Article 4 states the rite-level principle: all lawfully acknowledged rites

are “of equal right and dignity,” to be preserved and, “where necessary,” revised “carefully in the light of sound tradition” and
given “new vigor.”

17Sacrosanctum Concilium 34, 36, 50, 51, 54, 55, 57, 116, all checked 2026-07-25 in the official English web text as above.
Article 36 §2’s extension of the vernacular is bounded in the text by §3 (decision by competent territorial authority, with acts
“approved, that is, confirmed, by the Apostolic See”) and by article 54’s closing provision that “wherever a more extended
use of the mother tongue within the Mass appears desirable, the regulation laid down in Art. 40 of this Constitution is to be
observed”—that is, the procedure for more radical adaptation, which requires Apostolic See consent. The mechanism by which
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vernacular celebration became effectively universal was therefore juridical (territorial decisions confirmed by Rome), not a
direct command of the constitution; section 4 returns to this.

18A bounded negative claim about one document: the complete English text of Sacrosanctum Concilium as delivered on
the Holy See portal was searched publication-locally on 2026-07-25 for these subjects; no article directs celebration versus
populum, mentions Communion in the hand, or directs exclusively vernacular celebration, and articles 36 and 54 expressly
presume continued Latin. The claim concerns the constitution’s text, not the legitimacy of the later instruments through which
those practices were in fact authorized (on which see section 4 and, for Communion in the hand, the instruction Memoriale
Domini of 29 May 1969, cited in the References as identified but not independently quoted here).

19The Consilium was established by the motu proprio Sacram Liturgiam (25 January 1964); the staged instruments include
Inter oecumenici (1964) and Tres abhinc annos (1967). This chronology is orienting background at the level of common
documentary record; the argument rests on the promulgating acts quoted below, and no claim here depends on the staged
instruments’ exact content.

20Paul VI, apostolic constitution Missale Romanum (3 April 1969), official English web text checked 2026-07-25; Latin
text as reprinted in the 2002 third typical edition checked the same day at the registered artifact (physical pages 4–7). The
constitution’s opening account of the conciliar basis quotes Sacrosanctum Concilium 21, 50, 51, and 58 (its notes 4–7), and its
lectionary paragraph quotes article 51 again.

21Missale Romanum (1969), as above, checked 2026-07-25. The prescribed common form of the words over the bread and
chalice is set out in capitals in the constitution’s text (Accipite et manducate ex hoc omnes. . . ; Accipite et bibite ex eo omnes. . . ).
The three added Eucharistic Prayers stand beside the Roman Canon, which remains as Eucharistic Prayer I; the constitution’s
Latin force clause (Nostra haec autem statuta et praescripta nunc et in posterum firma et efficacia esse et fore volumus) was
checked against the 2002 reprint.

22Sacred Congregation for Divine Worship, decree Celebrationis eucharisticae (Prot. n. 166/70, 26 March 1970), Latin text as
reprinted in the 2002 third typical edition, checked 2026-07-25 at the registered artifact (physical page 1). The decree permits
the Latin edition’s use upon publication and commits vernacular editions and their dates to the episcopal conferences with
Apostolic See confirmation.

23The edition-history line (Editio typica, 1970; Reimpressio emendata, 1971; Editio typica secunda, 1975; Editio typica tertia,
2002 ) and the promulgating acts of 1970, 1975, and 2000 were checked 2026-07-25 in the prefatory matter of the registered
2002 reproduction (physical pages 1–3); the 1975 act is Prot. N. 1970/74 (27 March 1975), the 2000 decree Prot. N. 143/00/L.
For 2008, the Congregation’s notice in Notitiae 44 (2008) 367 identifies the reimpressio emendata and its bounded corrections
(registered with the variationes list at pp. 368–387); no claim is made beyond that notice. Vernacular missals are territorial
books confirmed by the Apostolic See and are not otherwise treated.

24For the bounded negative claims about the constitution’s text, see the note in section 3. Communion in the hand entered
by the instruction Memoriale Domini (29 May 1969), identified here by title and date only. Celebration facing the people is a
matter of church arrangement and practice, not a rubrical obligation of the Missal; its history is outside this essay’s scope.

25CARA, Frequently Requested Church Statistics (United States) and the companion worldwide workbook, both downloaded
2026-07-25 from the CARA site (see References). The U.S. series covers the 195 dioceses and eparchies of the U.S. Conference
of Catholic Bishops; its counts are as reported to The Official Catholic Directory, its attendance and self-identification figures
are survey-based estimates, and CARA’s caveat that data are cross-checked “as much as possible” is part of the record. The
worldwide series reports Annuarium counts, which depend on diocesan self-reporting. The 2021 column, labeled a pandemic
year, is not used as a trend point.

26CARA worldwide workbook (Annuarium Statisticum Ecclesiae series), years 1970 and 2023, checked 2026-07-25. The
observation that the priest-per-Catholic ratio worsened even where counts held is the essay’s arithmetic from the stated rows.

27Pew Research Center, “Just one-third of U.S. Catholics agree with their church that Eucharist is body, blood of Christ” (5
August 2019), checked 2026-07-25: 31% “actually become,” 69% “symbols,” 63% of weekly attenders accepting the Church’s
teaching; 43% both call the elements symbolic and think that is what the Church teaches. CARA/NORC with the McGrath
Institute for Church Life, Eucharist Beliefs: A National Survey of Adult Catholics (fielded 11 July–2 August 2022, n=1,031,
margin of error ±4.45 points; published 2023), checked 2026-07-25 via the report and the authors’ Church Life Journal account:
64% gave answers indicating belief in the Real Presence, 95% among weekly attenders; the authors fault Pew’s binary framing
as theologically misleading. Neither is “the” number; the essay uses them only jointly and for the attendance association.

28Timing computed from the CARA U.S. rows quoted above (sisters peak in the 1965 column; total priests 59,426 in 1965
versus 59,192 in 1970; infant baptisms 1.237m versus 1.089m), checked 2026-07-25. The mainline-Protestant comparison is
widely documented context stated at that level; no denominational series is cited, and it carries only the logical point that a
cause common to bodies with and without a council cannot be reduced to the council.

29Benedict XVI, Address to the Roman Curia offering them his Christmas greetings (22 December 2005), official English text
on the Holy See portal, registered as a dated web state verified 2026-07-24 and re-fetched byte-identical publication-locally
2026-07-25. The address was given in Italian; no comparison with the original or a printed Acta witness is claimed.

30Address of 22 December 2005, as above. The phrase “hermeneutic of continuity” does not occur in the address’s English
delivery (bounded negative claim, checked 2026-07-25 against the complete registered text); its own terms are “hermeneutic
of discontinuity and rupture” and “hermeneutic of reform.” The shorthand erases the address’s express acknowledgment of
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discontinuity in contingent applications—exactly what lets the framework describe real change without conceding rupture in
principle.

31Address of 22 December 2005, quoting Gaudet Mater Ecclesia in the Abbott translation (its own citation); the Latin was
checked against the registered web state as in section 2. The address names the speeches of 11 October 1962 and 7 December
1965 as the presentations of the hermeneutic of reform.

32Benedict XVI, Letter to the Bishops on the occasion of the publication of Summorum Pontificum (7 July 2007), official
English text checked 2026-07-25 against the registered web state. Its juridical content is treated in section 8.

33Francis, Letter to the Bishops of the whole world accompanying Traditionis custodes (16 July 2021), official English text
checked 2026-07-25: “To doubt the Council is to doubt the intentions of those very Fathers who exercised their collegial power
in a solemn manner cum Petro et sub Petro in an ecumenical council, and, in the final analysis, to doubt the Holy Spirit himself
who guides the Church.” The letter quotes Benedict’s description of “almost unbearable distortions,” deplores “abuses in the
celebration of the liturgy on all sides,” and grounds its discipline in the reformed books’ being “in conformity with the decrees
of Vatican Council II”—a continuity claim. The convergence noted is hermeneutical only, not practical.

34This paragraph states a position assembled from the texts documented in sections 3–4; its textual observations are verified
there, while its evaluative claims (that the ensemble exceeded the mandate; that the shift altered the practical sense of the
Mass) are the critique’s own, not this essay’s. The classic contemporary statement is the “Short Critical Study of the New
Order of Mass” presented to Paul VI in September 1969 under the names of Cardinals Ottaviani and Bacci; it is named as a
historical fact of reception, from common documentary record, and is not quoted or evaluated, no edition of it having been
examined for this essay.

35Benedict XVI, Letter to the Bishops (7 July 2007) and Summorum Pontificum, art. 1, checked 2026-07-25. The motu
proprio’s operative text permits celebration “following the typical edition of the Roman Missal, which was promulgated by
Blessed John XXIII in 1962 and never abrogated, as an extraordinary form of the Church’s Liturgy.” Whether Traditionis
custodes altered that juridical position is disputed among canonists; the essay reports the enacted texts and takes no position.

36Paul VI, Missale Romanum (1969), opening paragraphs; Francis, Letter to the Bishops (2021): “after the Council of Trent,
St. Pius V also abrogated all the rites that could not claim a proven antiquity, establishing for the whole Latin Church a single
Missale Romanum.” Both checked 2026-07-25. The parallel is the popes’ own; the historical asymmetries a critic would urge
(Pius V codified an existing use; Paul VI promulgated a substantially revised composition) belong to the prudential, not the
juridical, question and are noted without resolution.

37John Paul II, motu proprio Ecclesia Dei (2 July 1988), nn. 3–6, official English text checked 2026-07-25; n. 3 declares the
excommunication of the consecrating and consecrated bishops, and n. 5(c) warns that “formal adherence to the schism” incurs
it. The “external mark of identity” phrase is from Benedict’s 2007 letter; the Society’s founding date is stated at the level of
the papal documents cited.

38Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, decree and explanatory note of 2 July 2026 (Prot. N. 99/2009), official Italian
texts on the Holy See portal, fetched, hashed, and read publication-locally 2026-07-25; working glosses from the Italian. The
decree invokes canons 1364 §1 and 1387 of the 1983 Code as revised in 2021; the note adopts the 1996 Pontifical Council for
Legislative Texts criteria on formal adherence, urges the faithful to abstain from the Society’s celebrations, and states that
penance and matrimony among its ministers are invalid. The 2009 remission and canonical-status statements are from Benedict
XVI’s letter of 10 March 2009 (References), read publication-locally. A full canonical treatment is outside scope; any person’s
concrete situation belongs to the competent authority.

39Congregation for Divine Worship, letter Quattuor abhinc annos (3 October 1984), AAS 76 (1984) 1088–1089. This essay
identifies the instrument through the citation given in Ecclesia Dei’s note 9, checked 2026-07-25; the 1984 letter itself was not
independently examined, and its conditions are therefore not characterized here beyond its nature as an indult.

40John Paul II, Ecclesia Dei (2 July 1988), nn. 5–6, checked 2026-07-25 as in section 7. From this commission’s remit grew
the institutes—the Priestly Fraternity of Saint Peter (1988) and others—canonically erected for exclusive or principal use of the
1962 books; their existence is cited here from the papal documents’ own references to erected communities, and their particular
law is outside this essay’s scope.

41Benedict XVI, Summorum Pontificum (7 July 2007), arts. 1, 2, 5 §1, effective 14 September 2007, checked 2026-07-25
against the registered web state. The accompanying letter’s interpretive statements are quoted in sections 6–7.

42Francis, Traditionis custodes (16 July 2021), arts. 1–4, 8, and promulgation clause, checked 2026-07-25 against the registered
official English translation. The accompanying letter states the motive: the 2020 consultation of bishops revealed to Francis
a situation that “preoccupies and saddens me”; the concessions of his predecessors had been “exploited to widen the gaps,
reinforce the divergences, and encourage disagreements that injure the Church”; and his intention is a return to “a single and
identical prayer”—“This unity I intend to re-establish throughout the Church of the Roman Rite.”

43Congregation (now Dicastery) for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, Responsa ad dubia on Traditionis
custodes with explanatory notes (4 December 2021; papal approval of publication 18 November 2021), and Rescriptum ex
audientia Ss.mi of 20 February 2023, published 21 February 2023, both checked 2026-07-25 against the registered official
English web states. The rescript confirms the Responsa and orders its own publication in L’Osservatore Romano and the Acta
Apostolicae Sedis.
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44Bounded currentness statement, as of 2026-07-25: the Holy See portal’s collections for the relevant dicastery and for papal
legislative acts were checked for instruments subsequent to the 20 February 2023 rescript touching the discipline of the 1962
Missal, and none was found; secondary reporting (e.g., wire and Catholic press accounts of late 2025 and early 2026 describing
renewable two-year dispensations and a letter of Leo XIV to the French bishops urging “generous inclusion”) was read as leads
only and is deliberately not cited as establishing any norm. A negative search of this kind cannot exclude an act published
through channels not checked; the claim is correctable and framed accordingly. Anyone whose rights or obligations turn on this
discipline must consult the competent authority—the diocesan bishop and the Dicastery for Divine Worship—rather than this
essay.

A Scope, Method, and Qualifications

A.1 Reader, question, and method

This is a discursive historical-theological article for a serious general reader—Catholic or not—able to follow
documentary argument. Its governing question: how are the Second Vatican Council, the liturgical reform culminating
in the Missal of Paul VI, and the postconciliar contraction of Catholic practice in the West historically, juridically,
and theologically related—and where must they be kept distinct? Its claim, argued in epistemic order rather than
announced: the Council mandated real but bounded liturgical reform under elastic standards whose application
it assigned to the Apostolic See; the postconciliar Missal is the Apostolic See’s legitimate determination of that
mandate, structurally faithful to its letter, debatable in manner and accompaniments where the mandate was elastic;
the measured crisis is real and severe in the West but will not carry a monocausal liturgical explanation in either
direction; the rival readings of the sequence were disciplined, not ended, by Benedict XVI’s 2005 distinction between a
hermeneutic of discontinuity and rupture and a hermeneutic of reform; the traditionalist critique is textually serious,
partially conceded by authority, and self-refuting only in its absolutized (schismatic) form; and the discipline from
1984 through Traditionis custodes and its 2023 rescript records a prudential disagreement between papal acts that the
Church has governed without adjudicating—which this essay therefore also declines to adjudicate.

The argument is a mixed work under the repository’s articles profile, which governs its structure, authority calibration,
and voice. Two auxiliary claim classes follow the identification rules of other profiles without importing their templates:
(i) liturgical-edition claims—the identity, promulgation, dates, and content descriptions of the 1962 and postconciliar
Missale Romanum editions and their instruments—follow the edition-identification discipline of the repository’s
liturgical profiles (rite, edition, promulgating authority, date, and witness named per claim); (ii) canon-law-adjacent
claims—the discipline of the older Missal, the SSPX penalties—follow the articles profile’s canon-law rules, with
the governing instruments, authority, and as-of date stated below. Theology, history, and law are kept at their own
authority levels throughout: no prudential papal judgment is treated as doctrine, no discipline as irreformable, no
statistic as a cause.

Source class Function in the article Governing boundary

Conciliar text Sacrosanctum Concilium supplies the
mandate analysis of section 3 (arts. 4,
14, 21–23, 25, 34, 36, 48, 50–58, 116
checked at exact loci).

Official Vatican English web text, registered as
a dated state; promulgated Latin (AAS 56)
authoritative and separately registered; no
cross-language collation claimed.

Papal acts,
1959–1969

John XXIII’s 1959 announcement and
Gaudet Mater Ecclesia (Latin, with
labeled working glosses); Paul VI’s
closing address, 1966 audience (Italian,
glossed), and Missale Romanum (1969).

Registered dated Holy See web states; the 1964
declaration from the registered AAS records;
glosses are project translations governed by
the original.

Missal edition
history

The 1970 decree, 1975 act, 2000 decree,
and edition-history line, checked in the
registered secondary digital
reproduction of the 2002 editio typica
tertia; the 2008 reimpressio from the
registered Notitiae records.

The 2002 reproduction is a secondary digitally
typeset witness, checked only at the cited
physical pages; not the printed altar book.
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Source class Function in the article Governing boundary

Discipline,
1984–2026

Quattuor abhinc annos (via Ecclesia
Dei n. 9 only); Ecclesia Dei;
Summorum Pontificum with its letter;
Traditionis custodes with its letter; 2021
Responsa; 2023 rescript; 2009 remission
letter; 2026 DDF decree and note
(Italian, glossed).

Official Holy See web texts, fetched, hashed,
and read publication-locally 2026-07-25; new
source-library records for the principal acts;
mutable law stated as of 2026-07-25 only.

Statistics and
surveys

CARA U.S. and worldwide series
(Official Catholic Directory and
Annuarium based); Pew 2019 and
CARA/McGrath 2022
Eucharistic-belief surveys.

Named sources with instruments, samples, and
definitions; survey estimates distinguished
from counts; 2021 pandemic column excluded;
no causal inference drawn.

Hermeneutical
frame

Benedict XVI’s address of 22 December
2005; its application in the 2007 letter.

Quoted as papal teaching of its genre
(allocution; letter), not definition; the “levels”
question expressly left open.

Project synthesis The three-way sorting of
mandated/authorized/added; the
“elastic clauses” analysis; the symmetry
argument about the two ruptures; the
reform-versus-manner distinction; the
closing three-sentence synthesis.

Original editorial synthesis argued from the
checked sources; attributed to no source;
resolves no dispute the Church has left open.

A.2 Included and excluded scope

Included: the Council’s convocation, purpose, and claimed authority (1959 announcement; Gaudet Mater Ecclesia; the
1964 declaration; closing address; 1966 audience); Sacrosanctum Concilium’s mandate, elastic clauses, and bounded
negative space; the implementation chain and typical-edition history 1970–2008; U.S. and worldwide practice statistics
with ceilings, and the two Eucharistic-belief surveys; the 2005 hermeneutical framework; the traditionalist critique, its
concessions and limits, and the SSPX arc from 1970 through 1–2 July 2026; the discipline of the older Missal from
1984 through the 2023 rescript with a dated currentness check; and the closing synthesis.

Excluded: any prayer-by-prayer comparison of the two Missals or verdict on their merits; the other fifteen conciliar
documents except as cited by the sources used; vernacular translation history and particular law; Eucharistic theology
beyond what the surveys measure; the interior states or canonical situation of any individual; causal modeling beyond
the logical points stated; the traditional institutes’ proper law; Eastern liturgy and law; pre-1962 reform stages; the
1969–1970 Institutio Generalis article-7 controversy and the 1971 English indult, both omitted because their primary
witnesses were not examined; and every question of what a future act of the Holy See may provide.

A.3 Material qualifications

1. The essay’s mandated/authorized/added sorting (section 4) is project synthesis over the cited texts; the “authorized”
column depends on the juridical mechanisms of SC 36 §3, 40, and 54, and a different canonical analysis of those
mechanisms would move items between the second and third columns without affecting the first.

2. The bounded negative claims—that Sacrosanctum Concilium contains no provision on celebration facing the
people, Communion in the hand, or exclusively vernacular celebration, and that the phrase “hermeneutic of
continuity” does not occur in the 2005 address—are publication-local searches of the complete registered English
deliveries, correctable in principle, and claim nothing about other documents or translations.

3. The Sacrosanctum Concilium vote total, the Consilium chronology, the founding dates of the SSPX and the
Priestly Fraternity of Saint Peter, and the mainline-Protestant comparison are common documentary record stated
at that level, carrying no weight beyond orientation and the stated logical point.
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4. All statistics are reported counts or survey estimates under their sources’ definitions; the essay’s arithmetic is
computed from the stated rows and is only as good as they are. No figure here establishes any cause.

5. “Crisis” and “collapse” are used only within the bounds drawn in section 5; the essay expressly denies that the
worldwide Church collapsed and expressly declines the claim that mid-1960s American practice was a historical
peak.

6. The 2005 address, the 2007 and 2021 letters, and the popes’ mutual reversals are prudential and disciplinary acts
at their stated levels; the observation that they share a hermeneutical premise is textual and does not harmonize
their opposed judgments.

7. The statement that Summorum Pontificum conceded the never-abrogated premise reports its enacted text; the
disputed question whether Traditionis custodes abrogated the 1962 Missal or altered that premise is expressly left
open, as is every canonical question the cited instruments leave open.

8. The SSPX account is limited to the cited papal and dicasterial acts; the 2026 decree’s application to any individual
(including the formal-adherence criteria) belongs to the competent authority, and the “self-refuting” judgment
addresses the absolutized critique as a position, not any person’s culpability.

9. The traditionalist critique’s evaluative claims (that the reform exceeded its mandate; that the new books shifted
the practical sense of the Mass) are reported as positions with their textual footing; the essay endorses neither,
and its own resting point—the reform-versus-manner distinction—is labeled project synthesis.

10. The closing paragraph’s theological claims (the Council’s binding authority as supreme ordinary magisterium;
the identity of the Church before and after) restate the cited magisterial texts and are not conclusions from the
statistical or historical material.

A.4 Legal scope and currentness

The canon-law-adjacent claims concern the Latin Church only, under the 1983 Code of Canon Law as revised (Book
VI as of 2021, cited through the 2026 DDF decree’s own invocation of canons 1364 §1 and 1387; canon 87 §1 cited
through the 2023 rescript). The governing instruments for the discipline of the 1962 Missal are, as of 25 July 2026:
Traditionis custodes (16 July 2021), the Responsa ad dubia of 4 December 2021, and the Rescriptum ex audientia of 20
February 2023, each cited from its official Holy See web text. The essay’s currentness check and its limits are stated
in section 8’s final note; reports of dispensation practice under Leo XIV are identified as uncited leads. No claim
is made about any territory’s particular law, any institute’s proper law, or any individual case; this is a study aid,
not canonical advice, and concrete questions of obligation, penalty, or sacramental validity belong to the competent
ecclesiastical authority or a qualified canonist with the complete facts.

A.5 Notes, translations, rights, currentness, and review

The numbered Notes carry exact citations, verification dates, evidentiary ceilings, and the qualifications that would
interrupt the argument; no indispensable premise lives only in a note. Latin and Italian originals are quoted where the
original governs, with English working glosses labeled as project translations; official Holy See English texts are quoted
where the portal provides them, with the original noted as authoritative. Official texts, the CARA and Pew materials,
and all third-party translations remain outside the project’s CC BY 4.0 grant; project-created prose and organization
are project content. Brief quotations are within the bounds of scholarly use, and no complete text, table, or protected
compilation is reproduced. All online witnesses were fetched or re-verified publication-locally on 2026-07-24/25 as
each note states; source-library records (dated web states, artifacts with hashes, and registered passages) exist for the
principal conciliar, papal, and dicasterial acts, including new records created for this essay (the 1969 constitution, the
1970 and 1975 promulgating acts, Summorum Pontificum and its letter, Ecclesia Dei, Traditionis custodes and its
letter, the Responsa, and the 2023 rescript), with publication bindings in this leaf’s research records.

This revision received internal argumentative, source-consistency, quotation, rights, and production review by the
authoring agent. Independent review—historical, liturgical, theological, canonical, statistical, and ecclesiastical—is
outstanding; no imprimatur, nihil obstat, or ecclesiastical approval is claimed, and internal checking is not independent
review. The publication language for this work is: source-audited working article.
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B References

Conciliar and papal acts, 1959–1969
• John XXIII, allocution announcing the Roman synod, ecumenical council, and revision of the Code of Canon Law (25 January

1959), official Italian text, vatican.va; registered web state, verified 2026-07-24.
• John XXIII, Gaudet Mater Ecclesia, opening address (11 October 1962), official Latin text, vatican.va; registered web state verified

2026-07-24, re-fetched byte-identical 2026-07-25. English renderings are labeled working glosses; the 2005 address’s quotation
follows the Abbott translation as given there.

• Second Vatican Council, Sacrosanctum Concilium (4 December 1963), official English web text, vatican.va, checked 2026-07-25
(registered dated state; no translator named); promulgated Latin in AAS 56 (1964) 97–138, registered from the AAS volume
record.

• Doctrinal Commission of the Second Vatican Council, declaration of 6 March 1964, repeated 16 November 1964; Latin text in the
registered AAS records; cited for its existence, dates, and rule.

• Paul VI, closing address of the Council (7 December 1965), official English text, vatican.va; registered web state, verified 2026-07-24.
• Paul VI, general audience of 12 January 1966, official Italian text, vatican.va; registered web state, verified 2026-07-24; working

glosses labeled.
• Paul VI, apostolic constitution Missale Romanum (3 April 1969), official English web text, vatican.va, checked 2026-07-25 (new

source-library record); Latin text as reprinted in the 2002 editio typica tertia, checked at the registered reproduction (below).

Missal editions and their instruments
• Missale Romanum, editio typica tertia (Vatican City: Typis Vaticanis, 2002), consulted in the registered secondary digital

reproduction (restricted; SHA-256 recorded; pages 1–7 inspected 2026-07-25: edition-history line, 1970 decree Prot. n. 166/70, 1975
act Prot. N. 1970/74, 2000 decree Prot. N. 143/00/L, and the Latin constitution). Not the printed altar book; claims bounded to
the inspected pages.

• Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, notice Reimpressio emendata “Missalis Romani” and
Variationes et additiones, Notitiae 44 (2008) 367–387; registered records, cited for the 2008 reprint’s character.

• Missale Romanum, editio typica (Vatican City: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1962); registered edition record, cited for identity only
(“the 1962 Missal”).

• Sacred Congregation for Divine Worship, instruction Memoriale Domini (29 May 1969); identified by title and date only; not
examined for this essay.

The discipline of the older Missal, 1984–2026
• Congregation for Divine Worship, letter Quattuor abhinc annos (3 October 1984), AAS 76 (1984) 1088–1089; cited through

Ecclesia Dei note 9; not independently examined.
• John Paul II, apostolic letter motu proprio Ecclesia Dei (2 July 1988), official English text, vatican.va, checked 2026-07-25 (new

source-library record).
• Benedict XVI, apostolic letter motu proprio Summorum Pontificum (7 July 2007), official English text, vatican.va, with the

accompanying Letter to the Bishops, vatican.va; both checked 2026-07-25 (new source-library records); promulgated Latin of the
motu proprio authoritative.

• Benedict XVI, Letter to the Bishops concerning the remission of the excommunication of the four bishops consecrated by
Archbishop Lefebvre (10 March 2009), official English text, vatican.va, fetched and read 2026-07-25.

• Francis, apostolic letter motu proprio Traditionis custodes (16 July 2021), official English translation, vatican.va, checked 2026-07-25
(new source-library record); with the accompanying Letter to the Bishops of the whole world, vatican.va, checked 2026-07-25 (new
source-library record).

• Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, Responsa ad dubia on Traditionis custodes with explanatory
notes (4 December 2021), official English text, vatican.va, checked 2026-07-25 (new source-library record).

• Dicastery for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, Rescriptum ex audientia Ss.mi on Traditionis custodes (20
February 2023; published 21 February 2023), official English text, vatican.va, checked 2026-07-25 (new source-library record).

• Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, decree and explanatory note of 2 July 2026 (Prot. N. 99/2009), official Italian texts,
vatican.va (decree) and vatican.va (note), fetched, hashed, and read 2026-07-25; working glosses labeled.

• Benedict XVI, Address to the Roman Curia offering them his Christmas greetings (22 December 2005), official English text,
vatican.va; registered dated web state, verified 2026-07-24, re-fetched byte-identical 2026-07-25.

Statistical and survey sources
• Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA), Frequently Requested Church Statistics: United States workbook (1965–

2025; Official Catholic Directory counts and survey estimates) and worldwide workbook (Annuarium Statisticum Ecclesiae,
1970–2023), downloaded 2026-07-25 from cara.georgetown.edu/faqs; values quoted exactly as stated, coverage and caveats in
section 5.

• Pew Research Center, “Just one-third of U.S. Catholics agree with their church that Eucharist is body, blood of Christ” (5 August
2019), pewresearch.org, checked 2026-07-25.

• CARA/NORC with the McGrath Institute for Church Life, Eucharist Beliefs: A National Survey of Adult Catholics (fielded 11
July–2 August 2022; published 2023), report and authors’ account, churchlifejournal.nd.edu, checked 2026-07-25.

Last revised (UTC): 2026-07-25T06:12:30Z

Reuse and rights. To the extent Triptych holds the rights, project-created content and design are licensed under CC BY 4.0. Scripture, liturgical
or official texts, received prayers or hymns, quotations, fonts, and other third-party material retain their own status; public-domain material
remains public domain. Identify changes. Attribution implies neither Triptych nor ecclesiastical approval. See LICENSE and THIRD_PARTY.md in the
source.

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/it/speeches/1959/documents/hf_j-xxiii_spe_19590125_annuncio.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/la/speeches/1962/documents/hf_j-xxiii_spe_19621011_opening-council.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/speeches/1965/documents/hf_p-vi_spe_19651207_epilogo-concilio.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/it/audiences/1966/documents/hf_p-vi_aud_19660112.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_p-vi_apc_19690403_missale-romanum.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/motu_proprio/documents/hf_jp-ii_motu-proprio_02071988_ecclesia-dei.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/motu_proprio/documents/hf_ben-xvi_motu-proprio_20070707_summorum-pontificum.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/letters/2007/documents/hf_ben-xvi_let_20070707_lettera-vescovi.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/letters/2009/documents/hf_ben-xvi_let_20090310_remissione-scomunica.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/motu_proprio/documents/20210716-motu-proprio-traditionis-custodes.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/letters/2021/documents/20210716-lettera-vescovi-liturgia.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_20211204_responsa-ad-dubia-tradizionis-custodes_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_20230220_rescriptum-traditioniscustodes_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_ddf_doc_20260702_decreto-scomunica-fsspx_it.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_ddf_doc_20260702_nota-esplicativa-fsspx_it.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2005/december/documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20051222_roman-curia.html
https://cara.georgetown.edu/faqs
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2019/08/05/transubstantiation-eucharist-u-s-catholics/
https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/the-theological-foundations-of-eucharistic-beliefs-a-national-survey-of-adult-catholics/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	The Coincidence
	What the Council Was Called to Do
	What the Constitution Says
	From Constitution to Missal
	The Crisis Measured
	The Hermeneutical Fork
	The Critique and Its Limits
	The Discipline of Memory
	Notes
	Scope, Method, and Qualifications
	References

