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UNDERSTANDING THE FOUNDATIONS OF PRECES
OPUS DEI TRANSLATION

The phrase Preces Opus Dei Translation refers to the intricate
process of rendering the official prayers of the Liturgy of the
Hours, also known as the Divine Office, from their original Latin
into vernacular languages. For centuries, the Latin term Preces
(prayers or petitions) and Opus Dei (Work of God) have
designated the structured, daily prayer of the Catholic Church
that sanctifies the hours of the day. The translation of these
sacred texts is not merely a linguistic exercise but a profound
theological and liturgical responsibility. Translators must balance
fidelity to the original Latin with the need for intelligible,
prayerful, and reverent vernacular text that can be used by
clergy, religious, and laity alike. This article explores the
complexities, history, and significance behind translating the
Preces of the Opus Dei, offering insights for scholars, liturgists,
and anyone who prays the Divine Office.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF OPUS DEI AND ITS

PRAYERS

To appreciate the challenges of Preces Opus Dei Translation,
it is essential to understand what the Opus Dei is. The term was
popularized by Saint Benedict of Nursia in his Rule, where he
described the monastic daily prayer as the "Work of God." This
prayer cycle includes the Invitatory, Office of Readings, Morning
Prayer (Lauds), Daytime Prayer (Terce, Sext, None), Evening
Prayer (Vespers), and Night Prayer (Compline). Each hour
contains hymns, psalms, canticles, readings, and the Preces—a
set of intercessory prayers, invocations, and petitions.

The original language of the Roman Rite Liturgy of the Hours is
Latin, specifically a form of Church Latin that developed over
centuries. The Preces within these hours often draw directly
from Scripture, patristic writings, and ancient liturgical traditions.
When the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) called for
liturgical reform, it mandated that the faithful should have access
to the Liturgy of the Hours in their own languages. This decree
set in motion one of the most significant translation projects in
Catholic history: the vernacular rendering of the entire Preces
Opus Dei.
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Translating the Preces Opus Dei is fundamentally different from
translating a novel, a legal document, or even a biblical passage.
The prayers are meant to be recited aloud, often in a communal
setting. They must possess a certain rhythm, cadence, and
memorability. Moreover, the theological content is dense and
carries centuries of doctrinal nuance.

Liturgical Language Versus
Everyday Language

One of the central debates in Preces Opus Dei Translation is
the choice between formal equivalence (literal translation) and
dynamic equivalence (meaning-based translation). Formal
equivalence strives to preserve the exact wording and structure
of the Latin, even if the resulting vernacular sounds archaic or
cumbersome. Dynamic equivalence aims for naturalness in the
target language, often sacrificing word-for-word accuracy for the
sake of clarity and prayerful flow.

For example, the Latin phrase Dominus vobiscum could be
translated literally as "The Lord with you," but the dynamic
equivalent familiar to English speakers is "The Lord be with you."
In the Preces, similar decisions must be made for every phrase.
Should the translation retain the Latin word order, or should it
conform to English syntax? Should it use "thee" and "thou" to
convey reverence, or adopt contemporary "you"? These choices
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The Role of the Church's
Translation Guidelines

After the Second Vatican Council, the Vatican issued several
documents to guide liturgical translation, including Comme le
prévoit (1969) and later Liturgiam Authenticam (2001). These
documents have had a profound impact on Preces Opus Dei
Translation. Liturgiam Authenticam, in particular, emphasized a
more literal translation approach, seeking to preserve the original
Latin text's vocabulary, syntax, and theological precision. This
directive led to significant revisions in the English translations of
the Liturgy of the Hours, including the Preces.

Translators now must work within a framework that prioritizes
fidelity to the Latin, even when the resulting English feels less
natural. This has been a source of both praise and criticism.
Some argue that a more literal translation enriches the
vernacular with the depth of Latin theology, while others contend
that it creates stilted, un-prayerful language.

KEY CHALLENGES IN TRANSLATING THE PRECES

The Preces contain a variety of literary forms that each present
unique translation difficulties. These include acclamations,
intercessions, invocations, and responsories. Below are some of
the most common challenges faced by translators of the Opus
Dei prayers.
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Latin Grammar and Word
Order

Latin is a highly inflected language, meaning that word order is
relatively free because grammatical relationships are indicated
by word endings. English, by contrast, relies heavily on word
order. A literal translation of Latin word order can result in
confusing or ambiguous English. For instance, the Latin phrase Te
Deum laudamus places the object (Te, "You") before the verb
(laudamus, "we praise"). A strictly literal translation would be
"You, God, we praise," which is awkward in English. The natural
English rendering is "We praise you, O God." Translators of the
Preces Opus Dei must constantly negotiate this tension
between literal accuracy and natural expression.

Untranslatable Latin Terms

Certain Latin words in the Preces carry theological weight that is
difficult to capture in English. The word misericordia, for example,
is often rendered as "mercy," but it also conveys compassion,
loving-kindness, and forgiveness in a way that the English word
does not fully encompass. Another example is gratia, which can
mean "grace," "favor," or "thanksgiving." In hymns and prayers,
the translator must choose which nuance is contextually most
appropriate while knowing that some meaning is inevitably lost.

Hymns and Poetic Meter

Many of the Preces are embedded within hymns that have
specific Latin meters and rhyme schemes. Translating these while
preserving the poetic quality is exceptionally challenging. Some
translation committees opt for rhymed, metrical versions that
attempt to replicate the original poetic form. Others choose free
verse, prioritizing meaning and prayerfulness over form. The
result is that different editions of the Liturgy of the Hours often
have markedly different hymn translations, affecting how the
Preces are experienced.

Gender-Inclusive Language

In recent decades, the Church has had to address the question of
gender-inclusive language in liturgical texts. The original Latin
Preces Opus Dei frequently use masculine nouns and pronouns
to refer to humanity (e.g., homines for "men" or "people").
Translators must decide whether to use "men" (as in the Latin),
"people," or "humanity." Similarly, references to God in Latin are
grammatically masculine, but the Church teaches that God
transcends gender. Modern English translations of the Preces
often retain the masculine pronoun for God out of theological
tradition, but this remains a point of discussion among liturgists.

MAJOR ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS OF THE PRECES
OPUS DEI

Over the past fifty years, several major English translations of the



Liturgy of the Hours have been produced, each with its own
approach to translating the Preces.

The Divine Office (1974)

The first official English translation of the Liturgy of the Hours
after Vatican Il was published in 1974, commonly known as "The
Divine Office." This translation, produced by the International
Commission on English in the Liturgy (ICEL), leaned heavily
toward dynamic equivalence. The language was contemporary
and accessible, but some critics argued that it strayed too far
from the Latin original. The Preces in this edition were praised
for their clarity but faulted for their lack of poetic depth.

The Liturgy of the Hours
(1975)

Shortly after the Divine Office, the "Liturgy of the Hours" edition
was published, intended for more widespread use. This
translation was also ICEL-produced and shared many of the same
characteristics. However, it included additional options for the
Preces and offered alternative texts for some of the intercessory
prayers. This edition became the standard for English-speaking
Catholics for several decades.

The Revised Translation (In
Progress)

Following the release of Liturgiam Authenticam in 2001, ICEL
undertook a massive revision of all English liturgical texts,
including the Preces Opus Dei. New translations of the Missal
were published in 2011, and work has been ongoing for the
Liturgy of the Hours. The revised Preces are expected to adhere
more closely to the Latin, restoring some of the older vocabulary
and sentence structures that had been simplified in the 1970s
versions. As of now, portions of the revised Liturgy of the Hours
have been released for study and experimental use, but a
complete official edition is still awaited.

THE THEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF ACCURATE
TRANSLATION

Preces Opus Dei Translation is not merely a technical process;
it has profound theological and pastoral implications. The prayers
of the Liturgy of the Hours shape the faith of those who pray
them daily. If the translation is flawed or imprecise, it can lead to
misunderstandings of doctrine or a diminished sense of
reverence.

For example, the Preces often include petitions that reflect the
Church's teachings on salvation, the communion of saints, and
the eschatological hope. A mistranslation of a phrase like per
Christum Dominum nostrum ("through Christ our Lord") might
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seem minor, but it can affect the theological emphasis of the
prayer. Similarly, the translation of the Te Deum within the Office
of Readings is a case study in how word choice influences
worship. The Latin phrase Te ergo quaesumus, tuis famulis
subveni has been rendered as "We therefore pray you, help your
servants" in one version and "We beseech you, therefore, help
your servants" in another. The choice of "pray" versus "beseech"
carries different connotations of urgency and reverence.

PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS FOR STUDYING PRECES
OPUS DEI TRANSLATION

For those who wish to delve deeper into the art and science of
translating the Opus Dei prayers, here are a few practical
approaches.

e Compare multiple editions. Obtain copies of the 1975
Liturgy of the Hours, the earlier Divine Office, and any
interim revised sections. Compare how specific Preces are

rendered. Note differences in vocabulary, sentence
structure, and overall tone. This comparative exercise
illuminates the translation philosophies at work.

e Learn basic Latin. You do not need to be a scholar, but
familiarity with Latin grammar and vocabulary will help you
appreciate the choices that translators make. Even
understanding that et means "and" and cum means "with"
can deepen your insight into the translation process.

e Read the Church's documents on translation.
Documents like Liturgiam Authenticam and Comme le
prévoit are essential reading for anyone serious about
Preces Opus Dei Translation. They outline the
theological and linguistic principles that guide the work.

e Join a liturgy study group. Many dioceses and parishes
have groups that study the Liturgy of the Hours. Engaging
in discussion about the language of the prayers can be both
intellectually stimulating and spiritually enriching.



