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The Liturgical Contributions of Blessed Chavara

Rev.Dr. Antony Vallavanthara CMI
(Unpublished Manuscript. Source: The Author)

The Malabar Church is immensely indebted to Blessed Chavara for the promotion and
preservation of its ancient liturgical traditions. The work of Blessed Chavara for the
renewal of the Malabar Liturgy in the 19th century is a great landmark in the history of
the Malabar as well as of the East Syrian Liturgy. But unfortunately, there is a mass of
ignorance among the specialists of Malabar liturgy and among the general public about
the liturgical contributions of Blessed Chavara. In recent past, certain people who pretend
or profess that they are the prophets and promoters genuine Malabar and East Syrian
traditions, seem to present Blessed Chavara as some one who never had any love for the
traditions of his own Church. They tend to equate his liturgical contributions solely to the
introduction of certain rites and rituals which he borrowed from the Roman liturgical
traditions. On that score, they consider him or rather brand him as a promotor of
romanization of the Malabar Liturgy in the last century. What we can detect at the root of
this negative evaluation, is nothing but sheer ignorance of the facts of history and lack of
acquaintance with the genuine historical documents related to Blessed Chavara's work for
the renewal of the Malabar liturgy and his visions and dreams regarding the development
and future of the Malabar Church. It is quite regrettable that the Malabar Church has not
yet realized the value of the liturgical contributions of this great genius of all centuries.
This article attempts to present two very important liturgical contributions of Blessed
Chavara that will throw much light on the liturgical genius of Blessed Chavara and the
greatness of his work for the renewal of the liturgy in the Malabar Church in the 19th
century.

Blessed Chavara's basic concern was the renewal of the Malabar Church and the
transformation of the society. That is what made him to launch many of his projects that
he realized, like the founding the congregations, starting the schools or establishing the
printing press. He very well realized that the renewal of the liturgy is the first step
towards the spiritual renewal of the Malabar Church. Hence, when he was made the Vicar
General of the Syrians (St.Thomas Christians) in the second half of the 19th century, he
initiated a series of efforts for liturgical renewal. In all the liturgical renewal efforts, as
Dr. Lucas Vithuvattickal CMI points out, the basic concern of Blessed Chavara was that
"the liturgical celebration be made with decorum and solemnity so that it generates true
devotion in the participants." Proper celebration and proper participation in the liturgical
celebrations were the twin motives that prompted the renewal efforts of Blessed Chavara.

Proper liturgical rites and proper liturgical books were the basic needs for such a
renewal of liturgy. Hence his attention was turned first to them. In this work he had to
define the rites and prescribe texts for all liturgical functions. His work was in two lines.
For the liturgical rites for which printed liturgical books existed, he prescribed and
prepared the rubrics. For example the proper text for the Eucharistic celebration was
already established and was availabe in the 1844 edition of the Missal. What was needed
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for the proper celebration "with decorum, solemnity" and "unity in celebration" was the
rubrics and instructions. To meet this need he prepared the Thukasa, the book of rubrics
and instructions for the celebration of the Eucharistic. On the other hand, where liturgical
books and rites were lacking, Blessed Chavara prepared them anew and prescribed proper
rubrics for them. In this work he had followed two directions.

The first direction was one of restoration. Being a true son of the Syro-Malabar
Church in love with its ancient traditions, the first step he took was of restoring the
liturgical books according to the ancient traditions. That made him to launch the great
project of the restoration and reorganization of the Malabar Breviary and the Office of the
Dead.

The second direction was one of complementing. For example, the Malabar
lectionary was already romanized and was fixed with the lectionary of 1775 and the
Missal of 1844. Though well established, still it had many lacunae. Reading were lacking
for certain feasts and other occasions introduced from the Roman tradition for which
readings were not given in the missal. Blessed Chavara attempted to complement or fill
in this lacunae by borrowing the readings from the Roman lectionary and prepared a
complementary lectionary. A similar position complementing by borrowing texts or rites
from the Roman tradition when certain rites or texts were lacking in the Malabar and East
Syrian traditions. We have the examples of the office of our Lady, Rites for the Holy
Saturday, the rites for the forty Hours Adoration which he introduced into the Malabar
Liturgy by translating them into Syriac.

We find Blessed Chavara taking a third direction which in fact is a combining of
the first two directions of restoring and complementing. The liturgical calendar was such
an attempt. Influenced perhaps by the roman calendar and following its model he
established the calendar integrating Anno Domini and the Malayalam Era on the one side
and presenting side by side both the romanized Malabar Liturgical Year and the East
Syrian Liturgical Year as it was lived in Malabar. Perhaps the way he realized restoration
and complementing was through juxtaposition or preserving them side by side.

Here he was faced with two realities. On the one hand, we find his love for the
ancient tradition and at the same time, he had to accept the actual existing reality of
established romanised Missal and Lectionary. His love for the tradition prompted him to
reorganize the breviary according to the ancient Malabar traditions and thereby restore
the ancient liturgical year. However, he could not but accept the existing romanized
liturgical year and feastal system established through Missal and Lectionary. Hence he
has taken a position of restoring and complementing by juxtaposition. One is prone to
think of the validity and rationale of Blessed Chavara's approach. We shall discuss it at
the end of this article. Here let us learn more details about his actual work and
contributions.

The Liturgical Works of Blessed Chavara

Blessed Chavara had taken utmost care for the proper preparation of the liturgical
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books. Fr. Kuriakose Porukara his successor and the second Prior General of the
Carmelites of Mary Immaculate, in the Short History of Blessed Chavara, describes his
works for the liturgical renewal:

He prepared the divine office for the whole year with great care and wrote out the whole
book in his own hand. ... He also wrote the Order of the Syriac Mass and the Liturgical
Calendar of the Syro-Malabar Church. With permission they were printed and published
in Malabar. Besides these, he organized the rites for the Solemn Mass, Solemn Verspers,
Office of the Dead and other rites. He prepared them with great care.Fr. Placid in his
writings mentions the four important liturgical contributions of Blessed Chavara: "His
work consisted in the organization of the liturgical books, the Rubrics of the Missal, the
Breviary, the Office of the Dead and the Calendar." The Chronicle of Mannanam
mentions the preparation of the Rituale for the Mass, the Rite of the Holy Saturday, Rites
of the Solemn Mass and Solemn Vespers and the Liturgical Calendar. We know today
that the following liturgical books were prepared and published under his Blessed
Chavara's care: the Thukasa of the Malabar Liturgy, the Lectionary of the Syro-Malabar
Church, the Breviary of the Malabar Church, Calendar of the Malabar Church, the Office
of the Dead, the Little Office of the Our Lady, the Rites of the Holy Saturday, the Rites
of the Celebration of 40 hours adoration and certain Benedictions.

We can distinguish three categories in these liturgical books. Thukasa and the
Lectionary belongs to the first category, the Malabar Breviary, the Calendar and the
Office of the Dead belong to the second category and the Little Office of Our Lady, the
Rites of the Holy Saturday and the Rites of the Celebration of the 40 Hours Adoration
belongs to the third category.

Those in the first category were prepared to help the proper celebration of the
Eucharistic Liturgy. Here Thukasa is a new creation by Blessed Chavara based on the
then understanding of the Eucharistic Liturgy and its celebration, while the lectionary is
an adapted borrowing from the Roman tradition and was only meant to complement the
existing lectionary in the Missal which was already romanized.

Of the second category, namely, the breviary, the office of the dead and the
calendar, the first two belong to the ancient tradition. Blessed Chavara has taken care to
restore the ancient tradition by reorganizing and reediting the ancient texts. The
celebration of the divine office had gone out of practice in many churches. Where they
were still in use were done differently at different places. Hence Blessed Chavara in
consultation with Malapans of Malabar, prepared the text based on the manuscripts
existing in Malabar at that time. The calendar was never in use in the Malabar Church.
Hence this too was a new creation. These three were the most important contributions of
Blessed Chavara. Of these we shall only discuss the breviary and calendar in this article.

The third category is a series of translation from Latin and is totally borrowed
from the Roman tradition. What prompted Blessed Chavara was a concern for the
spiritual renewal of the people of God.
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The Thukasa and the Lectionary

When Blessed Chavara went about the liturgical renewal programmes, he realized
that the Eucharistic celebration, the lectionary and the calendar were already well fixed,
with the Malabar Missal of 1774, the Lectionary of 1775 and the reedition in 1844. All
the three were well romanized. Hence he could only accept situation, as the teological
milieu where he lived and worked was much different from that of our post Vatican II
era. It was the era of Vatican 1. Hence he could not touch anything with regard the Missal
and lectionary. All that he could do was to complement what was existing and promote
the proper celebration of the Eucharist.

With regard to Eucharistic celebration what Blessed Chavara could do was to see
to its proper celebration with "decorum and solemnity" and uniformity everywhere. For
this purpose he prepared the "Thukasa", the book of rubrics, in 1865. It was first printed
in Mannanam in 1868 and later in 1926. This consists of 150 pages and contains the
rubrics of the Mass and certain instructions for related to the Eucharistic celebration.

The lectionary that Blessed Chavara prepared was only to complement what was
existing. He prepared readings for certain feasts that were introduced after the printing of
the Missal in 1774, the Lectionary in 1775 and the reedition in 1844. He prepared the
manuscript and sent it to Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith around
1866. Here he only borrowed the reading from the Roman Missal. The whole reading is
not written but only the indications to the versicles in the scriptures are given. The
manuscript is kept in the Archives of the Congregation for the Oriental Churches.

Borrowed from the Roman Tradition

The three books in the third category, namely the Small Office of Blessed Mary,
the Rite of Holy Saturday and the Rites of Forty Hours Adoration, are borrowals from the
Roman tradition and are nothing but Syriac translations adapted to the Malabar Church. It
was more the pastoral and spiritual need of the community that prompted Blessed
Chavara to prepare these texts.

The Small Office of Our Lady.

This consists of 36 folios written in Blessed Chavara's on hand. The rubrics are
written in red and the text in black. This is a Syriac translation of Latin text of the Small
Office of Our Lady. Here the originality and genius of Blessed Chavara is that he
organizes this according to the triple division of the office into Rmasa, Lelya and Sapra in
the Malabar and East Sryain traditions. And it is here that he reveals his love for the
ancient traditions. This was never printed.

Rites of the Holy Saturday:

In the Malabar tradition as in all the East Syrian traditions, there is no special
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ceremony for the Holy Saturday. To meet this need Blessed Chavara himslef prepared the
ceremony for the Holy Saturday. This is a Syriac translation of the liturgical text and
ceremonies of the Roman rite. From the manuscript written in the hand of Blessed
Chavara we know that his was a free translation. The text was prepared on 1865 and sent
to Rome for approval. The approval was received in 1870, but it was printed only in
1922. We know that a literal translation was prepared and published later in 1934.

Rite of the Forty Hours Adoration

He has introduced the 40 Hours Adoration in the Malabar Church. For the
celebration of this rite he has prepared the text and the rites. This again is a borrowal
from the western tradition and a translation into Syriac form, Latin to suit the Malabar
tradition.

Ritual of Benedictions

Blessed Chavara translated various benedictions from the Latin traditions. The
book was printed only after the death of Blessed Chavara.

The Malabar Traditions preserved

Blessed Chavara's most substantial contribution in preserving the Malabar
tradition is the organization and publication of the Malabar Breviary, the Malabar
Calendar and the Office of the Dead. The most important of all the three is the
organization of the breviary. The Malabar calendar is the most important work after the
breviary. It is in the preparation of these two that we see the liturgical genius of Blessed
Chavara and his great contribution to the preservation of the ancient traditions of the
Malabar Church. The work of Blessed Chavara with regard to the organization of the
Breviary and the Calendar and its importance is the main object of this study.

The Office of the Dead

Blessed Chavara prepared the Office of the dead, a long one and a short one and
the brurial services. Burial services are organised according to the different persons: for
priests, adult lay people and for children. In organizing this Blessed Chavara has not
merely collected the ancient texts, he also edited them making them shorter. The office of
the dead was not printed in Blessed Chavara's life time. It was first printed in 1882 by his
successor Kuriakose Eliseus Porukara. In the preface of this work Kuriakose Porukara
gives this details. "This office consists of the longer office of the dead and the shorter, as
it was divided by our Father Respected Kuriakose Elias whose memory resounds in the
whole Kerala today." Later different editions were published until the year 1967 when
the Office of the Dead was prepared in Malayalam.

The Brevairy
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The Breviary of Blessed Chavara is a great land mark in the history of liturgy, not
only of the Malabar Church, but also of the East Syrian Churches. The Chaldian breviary
edited by Paul Bedjan and published from Rome in 1896, is generally considered as the
first edition of the East Syrian breviary. For that reason the breviary of Badjan, though
romanized and much corrected by Bedjan, is considered by the scholars today as the
source book for the study of the history of the breviary in the East Syrian tradition. For
the same reason, it was taken by the Roman Liturgical Commission of the Congregation
for the Oriental Churches for the restoration of the liturgy in Malabar, as one of the most
important source books. But, in fact, thrity-five years before Bedjan's Breviary was
published, Blessed Chavara had published his own edition of the Oriental Syrian
Breviary, as it was known and was in use among the St.Thomas Christians in Malabar,
basing himself on the Malabar manuscripts and in consultation with the Malpans of
Malabar. This really is a monumental work in the history of the Liturgy of the East
Syrian tradition.

The Calendar

The next important work of Blessed Chavara is the liturgical Calendar of the
Malabar Church which he prepared for the first time in the history of the Malabar
Church. It very well reveals his love for the ancient traditions and his concern for its
preservation. The speciality of this liturgical calendar is that it reveals different layers of
the ancient traditions that had outlived the romanization process during the three
centuries after the Synod of Diamper of 1599. Through this calendar Blessed Chavara
preserved one of the two most ancient traditions of the structure and organization of the
liturgical year that existed in the East Syrian tradition. This in all probability dates back
to a period prior to the reorganization of the Liturgical Year generally attributed to Iso
Yahb III. We shall discuss in detail the history and development of this calendar after
discussing the Breviary of Blessed Chavara.

The Breviary of Blessed Chavara

As we have mentioned above, at the moment when Blessed Chavara went about
the renewal of the Malabar Liturgy, the missal and the lectionary were already in fixed
form with printed texts. But what remained without proper organization, was the
breviary. There was no proper, uniform or common text. Nor was there any uniformity in
the celebration. The celebration of the divine office of the feasts was slowly going out of
use. Almost all the writers of the period are unanimous in reporting the actual plight of
the divine office. Blessed Chavara himself and his two contemporary biographers,
Leopold Missionary, his spiritual father and Fr. Kuriakose Porukara, his succesor witness
to this truth. Fr.Leopold writes: Then the canonical offices in Syriac were recited in
different places differently. In order that there may be unity of order in the recitation of
the divine office, with the order of the vicar apostolic, our father Prior called together
many Malapans from different places in the monastery of Kunammavu and after
consulting them he corrected the differences. With the intention of getting it printed, he
transcribed the whole breviary in his own hand. From these acts of his it is clear how
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much interest and desire he had in performing the sacred ceremonies of the Church.
Father Kuriakose Porukara describes it in his own way:

He desired to organize the canonical office of the priests of the Syro-Malabar Church and
the rubrics of the Mass according to the tradition of the Holy Church. He also wanted,
after having obtained the permission, to make these offices shorter and to establish
uniformity every where in these things. Therefore, he collected the ancient books of the
divine office from different place and with great care reformed its rubrics. He prepared
the divine office for the whole year with great care and wrote out the whole book in his
own hand. He sent this book to Rome through Rev.Father Bernardine, so that it may be
properly examined there and after printing it to be sent to Malabar.This is the version that
we see in the Latin text in Positio which follows slightly different version in the recent
edition in Malayalam of the same biography of Blessed Chavara by Kuriakose Porukara.
Father Kuriakose Porukara writes:

Since the Syriac books of the divine office was in practice in each church differently and
with diversity, in order that there may be unity and uniformity everywhere, our Father
Prior with the order of the Vicar Apostolic collected the ancient books from different
places and gathered many Malpans at Koonammavu and after having corrected the
difference, with much pain prepared the complete breviary very neatly and in an orderly
way, in his own hand.Regarding the work for the reorganization of the book of the divine
office Blessed Chavara himself writes with a lot of clarity in his letter of 1st February,
1869 to the priests of Malabar

Now the second part, that is, the Divine Office, which consists of 7 Hulale for the days of
the (great) Fast, Sundays ten, and for Nativity 21, like that it was very heavy and the
office of the feasts also is long like that. Since it was difficult to write in the book of the
feasts is very difficult and since they did not contain all the feasts given in the Thaksa and
for many other reasons each one recited the canonical prayers differently. Moreover the
mass was often of the saints and the divine office of the week days without proper
integration. Hence the canonical prayer were abridged and reorganized in accordance
with the order of the late Archbishop so as to unify the Mass and the canonical prayers.
All these citation very well show the genius of Blessed Chavara. In the first place, his
main interest was to restore the ancient traditional practice of the divine office in the
Malabar Church. Secondly his concern was that there should be unity or uniformity in the
celebration of the divine office in different places in the Malabar Church. Thirdly he
wanted that there is proper integration in the liturgical celebrations according to the spirit
of the liturgical year. When there is a feast or commemoration the mass and the breviary
should go hand in hand. He was also aware of the heaviness of the office, so he did not
hesitate to shorten them when and where that was needed. His approach was balanced
and methodical. He took care to collect all the available documents and to consult the
available specialists, namely, the Malpans of Malabar. Through all these he wanted to
keep up the ancient traditions of the Malabar Church.

Even as a seminarian under Malpan Thomas Palackal, Blessed Chavara was
aware of the situation of the books of the divine office. Therefore he had shown great
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interest in the organization of the books of the divine office. He had been inspired and en
couraged in this work by his professor, Father Thomas Palackal. We are told of this by
Fr.Porukara Kuriakose: In those days the divine office of (the ordinary days and) the
feasts which has been recited in ancient times was in such a state that it was slowly
disappearing. To restore anew this practice of reciting the divine office, in consultation
with his Malpan, he (Blessed Chavara) collected the books from different places and with
great labour transcribed it with his own hand and very well practiced all the rubrics of
reciting it.This experience and training under Father Palackal helped him in his work in
1862 when Bishop Baccinelli entrusted Blessed Chavara with the work of the orgation of
the breviary when he was the Vicar General of the Syrians under Bishop Baccinelli, the
Vicar Apostolic of Verapoly.

Blessed Chavara had completed the work of organization of the breviary already
in the year 1862. This is very clear from his letter dated 31st May 1869 addressed to the
head of the Congregation for the Propagation of Faith. He writes: We humbly request you
to obtain permission to recite the divine office for whole year according to the order
given in the copies we sent to the Sacred Congregation some seven years back for
approbation.This is how we read in the Latin text of the letter which is a resume rather
than a word by word translation of the original Syriac. In the original Syriac text the date
is clearly indicatd as 1862.

We have another reference in a letter of much earlier date, which Blessed Chavara
sent to Rome with the signature of Archbishop Bernardine. The letter reads: We are very
happy about the interest that you show in getting the Syriac book of cannical prayers
examined and approved which we sent to the Sacred Congregation for approbation about
two years back through Msgr. Vunard. We are glad to hear that the scrutany of the books
are coming to an end. We hope that after having finished the the scrutiny, the book will
be approved soon. Our elderly fathers are waiting with great interest to see the new
approved book of canonical prayers.The letter clearly says that the divine office was sent
to Rome "two years before". But unfortunately in this letter there is no date. Therefore it
is not useful for us for fixing the date when the books were sent to Rome. Still it gives us
a lot of information about the work of Blessed Chavara and the enthusiasm and joy with
which he was waiting for the final realization of the dream he so dearly cherished.

Blessed Chavara had to wait long to get any response from Rome. Already seven
years have elapsed until 1869. He did not have much hope that the breviary could be
printed in Rome as was the missal in 1774. Hence he proceeded to get the printing done
through local means. Both Father Porukara and Chavara speak of it.Father Porukara
writes: Since he found that, under the circumstances of those times, it was difficult to
have the books canonical prayers printed in Rome he decided to print it in Koonammavu
and collected the prices of the book in advance from the priests and the clerics and with
the aid from Mannanam made the types of Syriac, Malayalam and Latin and published
the Psalter and waited for the permission from Rome. Here Porukara is saying that he
waited for the permission after printing the Psalter. But in the letter of Chavara dated 1st
Kumbam (February), 1869, part of which we have quoted above, Blessed Chavara says
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that permission was given. He very well discribes the different circumstances. But he
does not mention the printing of the Psalter. From his letter it would appear that he was
planning to print the whole breviary. Blessed Chavara writes: And since the only
possibility is to get these books printed through him (the Archbishop), as it is difficult
these days to get them printed there (Rome) or by some other means, and since
permission is received to pray it and because it is difficult to do it by writing,
arrangements are made to print it in the stone press under my own supervision. In order
to raise the means to print the book that is in use for all the Sundays Feasts and the Fast
of the year and also (the prayers) for the feasts according to the Thaksa and to make a
calculation of the number of books to be printed this letter is sent.This circular letter is
dated 1st February 1869 and the letter to Propaganda is dated 31st May 1869. In the first
letter Blessed Chavara says that "permission to pray the breviary was received". But in
the second letter Blessed Chavara requests for permission: "We humbly request you to
obtain permission to recite the divine office". This shows that there is some incongruency
in the two letters. If he says permission was received before February 1869, why should
he ask again for permission after three months?

Fr. Placid is of opinion that Blessed Chavara died before getting the per

mission "to print the canonical prayers". For him the permission is for printing. Placid
bases himself on the words of Father Kuriakos Porukara. Placid writes: "As very
Reverend Father Porukara Kuriakos says, Father Chavara printed the Psalms and waited
for the permission to print the (canonical) prayers. But he died in 1871". However, from
Fr. Porukara's writing we cannot make out the year about which he is speaking when he
says "and he waited for the permision". Further, Placid's statement does not agree with
the words of the letter Blessed Chavara wrote on 1st Kumbam 1869, which Placid quotes
on the same page. Since from the circular letter we know that as he found that the divince
office cannot be printed in Rome, he decided to print it in Kunammavu under his own
care. That means, even though he asks the cardinal to obtain the permission, he assumes
it and does not "wait for the permission" as Porukara says. Rather he considers the
permission given as valid for printing the breviary. According to Father Placid the first
part of the breviary prepared by Chavara was published from Koonammavu. But we have
no means to determine exactly the date of the printing of the first part of the breviary.

We have found out a few copies of book of the canonical prayers that satis
fies the description given by Father Placid. There is no indication on the volume as to
when and where it was printed. There is no preface or letter of introduction. It is printed
in the so called stone press (Kallachu). From the type it seems to be printed in Kunam
mavu or Mannanam. Since Father Placid says that the first part of the breviary prepared
by Blessed Chavara was printed in Koonammavu we think this was printed in
Koonammavu.

The Organization of the Breviary
The Breviary of Blessed Chavara, as we know it today, contains the first part of

the Hudra according to the Malabar tradition covering the periods of Annunciation,
Nativity and Epiphany, including the three days of the Prayer of the Ninevites. In the
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structural ortion it follows the ancient East Syrian tradition. However, in its organization
of the commemorations we find the influence of the romanization that began in the Synod
of Diamper and culminated in the two editions of the Thakasa in 1774 and 1844 and the
Lectionary of 1775.

The volume consists of three sections, the first section contains the Psalms and the
hymns of Moses. The second section contains the order of the different offices Ramsa,
Suvaya, Lelya, Sapra and Kuthaya with the common for the Sundays and week days with
the variations of the pair and impair weeks. The fourth section is the Hudra part of the
volume and contains the prayers for the Sundays, Feasts and Commemorations and the
ordinary days that come within it.

The following are the three sections of the book.

Section 1.
Pages  1-249 The Psalter: 150 Pslams and the Hymns of Moses
Pages 259-252 Prayers before the Canonical Offices

Section 2. The Common of the different Offices

Pages 253-276 Office of Ramsa
Pages 276-282 Office of Suvaa
Pages 282-309 Office of Lelya
Pages 310-331 Office of Sapra
Pages 332-338 Office of Quthaya

Section 3 Ordinary for the seven days of the week

Sundays

Pages 348-365 Lelya of Sunday

Pages 365-372 Qala d’Sahara

Pages 373-384 Sapra of Sundays

Mondays of the Weeks

Pages 385-389 Ramsa of Mondays of the Pair week
Pages 390-398 Ramsa of Mondays of the Impair week
Pages 398-407 Lelya of Mondays

Pages 407-412 Sapra of Mondays

Tuesdays of the Week
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