BOOK REVIEW

The Heresy of Formlessness: The

Roman Liturgy and Its Enemy by Mar-
tin Mosebach (Ignatius Press, 2006). 210 pages.

HE Heresy of Formlessness is a collection of
essays and medirations on the ancient Ro-
man (“Tridentine”) Mass and the post-Vatican II
liturgical reform in the Roman Catholic Church,

by the renowned German novelist and essayist
Martin Mosebach.

The basic thrust of Mosebach’s book is by no
means new, and should be familiar to enthusiasts of
the traditional Western Rite. Like other traditional-
ists, Mosebach argues thart the liturgical reforms fol-
lowing the Second Vatican Council were ill-founded
and defective; that the New Mass (Novus Ordo Missae)
is artificial and inferior to the ancient Roman Mass;
and that many of the contemporary Church’s prob-
lems and crises can be traced back to the ruchless sup-
pression of the old liturgical forms and their substi-
tution with new revised forms (allegedly closer to the
worship of the “primitive Church”).

The post-Varican II period has produced moun-
tains of “Traditionalist” literature arguing these
same basic points, condemning the reforms and ex-
alting the traditional forms of worship. I myself have
devoured a fair amount of this literature, and while |
am sympatheric with most of it, I am also somewhat
mystified and put off by certain aspects of the polem-
ic. But I must say that I have never read a book quite
like Mosebach’s, and I would not hesitate to place it
far above the vast majority of “traditionalist” litera-
ture, too often marred by an excessively polemical ap-
proach, lacking in depth, moderation and nuance.

At first glance, the full title of the book, The Heresy
of Formlessness: The Roman Liturgy and Its Enemy, seems
polemical and negative to the extreme. Again, judging
this book only by its cover, one might conclude that
it’s just another angry traditionalist screed. There are
angry and polemical aspects to be found here for sure;
but Mosebach is not preoccupied with these things.
He has so much more to teach us in his profoundly
beautiful and moving meditations on the Liturgy
and the inescapably incarnational/liturgical nature
of Christianity itself.

Mosebach, by his own admission, is not a profes-
sional theologian. This, of course, could lead some crit-

ics to conclude that he doesn’'t know whart he’s ralking
about. Likewise, some might point out that Mosebach
is not a “trained liturgist” when he speaks of the mean-
ing of Christian liturgy and its development through
the centuries. (This, of course, is the same accusation
made against Pope Benedict XVI by opponents of his
recent motu proprio allowing grearter freedom in the cel-
ebration of the traditional Roman Rite). Bue, in fact,
Mosebach’s very lack of these credentials 1s precisely
what makes hiswords so fresh and interesting to me. He
approaches the topic of the liturgy, not only as a poet
and artist, but also as a man who has returned to the
Church through the re-discovery of the old rite of Mass
which he experienced, but never really understood, as
a child. He knows the Mass, not as an academic, but as
a man who has come to experience it and believe in it
as the very foundation of his faith and Christian exis-
tence. Though Mosebach does not possess a doctorate
in divinity, it seems to me that he represents a far bet-
ter class of theologian, the only class recognized by the
fourth-century desert father Evagrius Ponrticus: “If you
are a theologian, you will pray truly. And if you pray truly, you
are a theologian.”

Mosebach is well aware that his love of the ancient
liturgy makes him something of an unsophisticated
troglodyte in the eyes of many. He does not dispute
this accusation; in fact, he delights in identifying
himselt as a “Srone Age materialist.” Because he holds
“the assumprion that marerial actions have effects in
purely spiritual regions,” (the highest material action,
of course, being the act of sacrifice), Mosebach admits
that he is something of an “animist” still “on the low-
est rung of mankind”, for whom “all martter is so full
of spirit and life that they simply pour from it” (p. 22).
Mosebach believes that Christians, in experiencing the
Mass, are participating in the very fulfillment of the
aspirations of all religious cultures, primitive, Jewish,
or Gentile (it’s no accident, by the way, that the tradi-
tional Canon of the Mass references three mysterious
sacrificial figures from the Book of Genesis - Abel the
primitive human sacrifice, Abraham the father of the
Israelite animal sacrifices, and Melchizedek the Gen-
tile king who sacrificed bread and wine). “It was clear
to me,” Mosebach writes,

that the Catholic Mass in its tradiional form - un-
changed for more than 1500 years - should be seen,
not as the rite of one parrticular religion, bur as the
fulfillment of all religions, having absorbed and en-
veloped them all. I was uniting myself wich all men
who had ever lived, from the most distant times un-
til the present, because I was doing what they had
done. Participating in the traditional Sacrifice of the



Mass, I felt that I was a human being doing some-
thing befitting a human being, that I was fulfilling
the most important duty of human existence - per-
haps for the first time - and that I was doing this
for all the others who did not want to, or could not,

fulfill chis dury. (p. 23)

Mosebach believes that the liturgy has greatly suf-
fered at the hands of academics and experts. The litur-
gy has been analyzed to death from a purely historical
point-of-view, to the point where it has lost all sense
of mystery and transcendence. It has come to be seen
as a mere human artifact, a product of the vicissitudes
of history, a thing that can be tampered with to fit the
mentalities and habits of changing societies. The re-
sulr of this meddling by specialists is that “all have lost
somerthing priceless, namely, the innocence thar ac-
cepts [the liturgy] as something God-given, something
that comes down to man as gift from heaven” (p. 25).

In this connection, Orthodox readers will be in-
trigued by Mosebach’s frequent references to the exam-
ple of the Orthodox Church and her liturgical tradition
as being relatively untouched by this modern madness.
“The idea that we [Roman Catholics] have something
to learn from Orthodoxy,” Masebach admirs, “is not a
popular one. But we must accustom ourselves to study-
ing - and studying thoroughly - what the Byzantine
Church has ro say abour sacred images and the lirurgy”
(p- 91). Early in the book, Mosebach quotes the twenti-
eth century Russian Orthodox theologian and martyr
Pavel Florensky: “Our liturgy is older than us and our
parents, even older than the world. The liturgy was not
invented, it was discovered, appropriated ... Our liturgy
comes, not from man, but from the angels.” (p. 23).

Likewise, Mosebach cites the famous passage
from the Treatise De Spiritu Sancto of Saint Basil the
Great, wherein the holy Doctor tells us that many of
the Church’s liturgical traditions (such as prayer fac-
ing the East, or the invocation of the Holy Spirit) are
not found explicitly in Scripture, or invented by men,
but were received by the Church directly from God
himself. And if the liturgy, even in its most intricate
details, is a revelation from heaven, it must be trea-
sured and respected, just as we treat Sacred Scriprure.
Even the rubrics of the liturgy are sacred, according
to Mosebach, and cannot be ignored or jettisoned
without dire consequences for Christian faith and
worship. “The Hasidic Jews ... said that every word
in their holy books was an angel. That is how I want
to regard the rubrics of the Missal: for me, every pre-
scription of the Missal is an Angel.” (p. 36). This, for
Mosebach, is exactly the right attitude that Christians

should have when approaching the liturgical tradition
of the Church. Tt is not a thing created by mere mor-
tals, which can be dissected or experimented upon. It
is a divine mystery that can only be entered into with
reverence, fear and humility.

Itis this approach to the Liturgy, according to Mo-
sebach, that has been almost completely lost with the
introduction of the modern Roman Catholic Liturgy,
a committee-produced product, tailor-made specifi-
cally for modern man’s own peculiar habits and prej-
udices. Annibale Bugnini, the architect of the Novus
Ordo Missae, admitted that his goal was to conform
the Liturgy to the standards of modern secular man
as the perfect and normative and final man. It is not
hard ro see why nothing less than the complere sup-
pression of the ancient Liturgy was necessary to bring
this about. Bugnini was perhapsrightaboutone thing:
modern man has somehow lost the natural ability to
worship and sacrifice. As Mosebach says, once we were
all homines religiosi, “the kind of man who believes he
can make a connection between the macrocosm and
the microcosm by means of sacral acts, who sees the
material form as a mirror of transcendence, and who
lives in the presence of God (or of the gods)” (p. 54).
We have not been the same since the Enlightenment,
and what we need are not new forms reflecting to our
inability to worship, but the old forms ro reach us
how to worship like proper human beings, like our
ancient fathers did.

The “heresy of formlessness” to which the title re-
fers is the idea that Christianity is some sort of reli-
gious philosophy or system of ethics thar is encirely
separare from, or indifferent to, its historic and tra-
ditional forms of liturgical and artistic expression.
Christianity is not really a system of ideals or moral
precepts, most of which can be found clearly in other
religions and philosophies. “The only new thing in
Christianity,” writes Mosebach,

and what distinguishes it from all other religions -
what makes it, so to speak, the capstone of all re-
ligions - is not the doctrine, but the Person of the
God-man, his birth from a Virgin, his sacrificial
death for the sins of mankind, his Resurrection
from the dead. Itis a historical person, not a mythi-
cal one, and the historical events of his life can be
fairly precisely dated from the reports of the offi-
cials of an obscure Roman province ... At the center
of Christianity, however, stands the miracle of the
Incarnation. Only against the background of the In-
carnation do all the words and deeds of Jesus exer-
cise their binding claim upon us. (pp. 66-67)

There simply cannot be a Christianity without Liturgy






