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“I tell you that a moon appeared to her in its splendour, with a little break in part of its sphere. She watched this for a long while, and did not know what this might portend…..

“Then Christ revealed to her that the Church was in the moon, and that the missing part of the moon stood for the absence of one feast in the Church, which He would want his faithful to celebrate on earth.”  


These passages come from the Life of St Juliana of Liège (1193-1258), and refer to our Feast of Corpus Christi.  The city of Liège in modern Belgium, lay then on the fringes of the Holy Roman Empire. 


During the thirteenth century, in the Rhineland and Flanders, many women who wanted to live a more religious life, banded together to follow a penitential life of prayer in poverty and chastity. They came to be known as beguines, from an old Flemish word beghen, "to pray." Their communal dwellings were known as beguinages. Outstanding examples remain in Ghent, Bruges, Amsterdam, Antwerp, Kortrijk and so on. Frequently the Dominicans acted as their spiritual directors and counsellors.

The beguines were not nuns. They could return to the world and marry if they wished. They retained their own property, and supported themselves by manual labour or teaching. They did not beg alms. In their milieu a profound Eucharistic piety developed, with deep devotion to the crucified Christ. They sought frequent Holy Communion. Some fasted for long periods. The beguinages produced a string of female saints.

St Juliana’s parents died when she was only five. She was raised by the Augustinian nuns of Mont-Cornillon, near Liège. In time she made her religious profession with them, and devoted herself to the care of the sick in the nearby Premonstratensian hospital. In 1230 she was unanimously elected mother superior. 


Her visions date from c.1208. She kept them secret for years, before revealing them to her confessors. Central to them was the idea of an annual feast in honour of the Eucharist, an annual apex of Eucharistic devotion. Over the years, aided by Julian’a evident sanctity, the proposal gathered momentum. 

The idea made sense. Holy Thursday is the feast of the Institution of the Holy Eucharist, but it is not suited to a free and joyous celebration of God’s greatest gift to His Church, because it leads directly into Good Friday.

When Robert of Turotte was elected Bishop of Liège in 1240, he consulted local Dominican scholars and the University of Paris about a special Eucharistic Feast. Meeting no objections, in 1246 he established a local Feast on the Thursday after the octave of the Trinity.

Meanwhile Juliana had been sorely tested. In 1233 a cleric called Roger, of vicious and scandalous habits, by bribery and intrigue obtained the position of general superior of the order. He persecuted the saintly Juliana and drove her from the convent. Friends found her a safe house. She was once restored, but evicted by said Roger again. She spent her later years in seclusion in Namur and in the house of the Cistercian nuns in Fosses, where she died in 1258.

Hugh of St Cher, a Parisian scholar, became Cardinal Legate to Germany in 1251. Visiting Liège he too lent strong support to the feast of Corpus Domini, disseminating it throughout the Germanic lands.

Providence supplied assistance next by means of Jacques Pantaléon, a cobbler’s son from Troyes, an archdeacon of Liège and a strong supporter of the Beguines. After diplomatic tasks for the Pope in Prussia, He was promoted to be Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem, and in 1261 was elected Pope Urban IV. 
His priorities as Pope were to unify the church and to spread orthodoxy. Forced to reside in Viterbo and Orvieto, his was not an easy Papacy. He never risked a visit to Rome, because the city supported the Ghibelline party, supporters of the Empire and his foes.

In 1264, by the Bull Transiturus, Pope Urban raised the local feast of Corpus Christi from Liège to the Universal Calendar. It was the first time in Church history that the Pope had decreed a new universal feast.

The miracle of Bolsena (1263) likely provided the final impulse. During a Mass celebrated by the priest Peter of Prague, the Sacred Host bled at the consecration, The linen corporal bearing the spots of blood is still reverently enshrined and exhibited in the Cathedral of Orvieto.

Urban commissioned St Thomas Aquinas to prepare the texts of the Office and Mass for the new Feast. One of the first people he wrote to was Eve of St Martin, a beguine and close friend of Juliana: 


“May this day bring to all Christians the joy of a new feast and be celebrated with great joy, as We recommend fully in the Apostolic Letter We are sending to the entire world.” 

However, following Urban’s early death in October 1264 the new feast languished. Cologne took it up in 1306, Strasburg 1316, England started about 1320. In 1312 the Council of Vienne afforded new impetus by re-commanding its celebration. Today’s slow take-up of Divine Mercy Sunday seems like lightening in comparison.

Corpus Christi processions were a slightly later development, beginning during the fourteenth century, encouraged and indulgenced by Popes Martin V (1417-31) and Eugene IV (1431-47).


In England numerous guilds were established to honour the Blessed Sacrament as it was carried in procession. It was these Corpus Christi guilds, rather than the clergy, which arranged the processions and the accompanying miracle plays, which in many medieval towns became a major civic event. Houses along the processional route were decorated with hangings, flowers and lights. 

It was such a Guild of Corpus Christi, cooperating with the local Guild of the Blessed Virgin Mary, which in 1352 founded Corpus Christi College Cambridge, the only Oxbridge college to have been founded directly by the respective university town’s citizens. For once, Town and Gown united. 

This weekend’s feast is properly entitled Corpus et Sanguis Christi – the Body and Blood of Christ. It conjoins also the Feast of the Precious Blood, which used to occupy the first Sunday in July. 


An Office “For the Blood of Christ”
appeared in 1582 in the diocese of Valencia. Several dioceses were allowed a corresponding Feast in the eighteenth century.  St Gaspare de Bufalo founded the Missionaries of the Precious Blood and in 1822 won permission to celebrate the Feast on the first Sunday of July.

Whilst in exile in Gaetà in 1848, Pope Pius IX extended the Feast to the whole Church, on the very day that French troops recaptured Rome from the Republicans.  In June 1960 Pope John XXIII wrote an Apostolic Letter “Inde a Primis” on devotion to the Precious Blood, and approved the Litany.
“Unlimited is the effectiveness of the God-Man's Blood -- just as unlimited as the love that impelled him to pour it out for us, first at his circumcision eight days after birth, and more profusely later on in his agony in the garden, in his scourging and crowning with thorns, in his climb to Calvary and crucifixion, and finally from out that great wide wound in his side which symbolizes the divine Blood cascading down into all the Church's sacraments. Such surpassing love suggests, nay demands, that everyone reborn in the torrents of that Blood adore it with grateful love.”

May I conclude by offering a little known poem by Fr Gerard Manley Hopkins, called    
“Barnfloor and Winepress.”  The theme uses the wheat and grapes as symbols of Christ, threshed and crushed to produce the Sacrifice, the Corpus et Sanguis Domini, for us. Motifs of the passion and the Eucharist are intertwined.
Thou that on sin's wages starvest, 

Behold we have the joy in harvest: 

For us was gather'd the first fruits, 

For us was lifted from the roots, 

Sheaved in cruel bands, bruised sore, 

Scourged upon the threshing-floor; 

Where the upper mill-stone roof'd His head, 

At morn we found the heavenly Bread, 

And, on a thousand altars laid, 

Christ our Sacrifice is made! 

Thou whose dry plot for moisture gapes, 

We shout with them that tread the grapes: 

For us the Vine was fenced with thorn, 

Five ways the precious branches torn; 

Terrible fruit was on the tree

In the acre of Gethsemane; 

For us by Calvary's distress

The wine was racked from the press; 

Now in our altar-vessels stored

Is the sweet Vintage of our Lord.

In Joseph's garden they threw by 

The riv'n Vine, leafless, lifeless, dry: 

On Easter morn the Tree was forth, 

In forty days reach'd heaven from earth; 

Soon the whole world is overspread; 

Ye weary, come into the shade.

The field where He has planted us

Shall shake her fruit as Libanus, 

When He has sheaved us in His sheaf, 

When He has made us bear his leaf. - 

We scarcely call that banquet food, 

But even our Saviour's and our blood, 

We are so grafted on His wood. 

