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Recently I was in Santander, northern Spain. Between the railway station and my hostal, I had walked past the local parish church four times before I realised it was a church at all, it was so similar to the apartment blocks surrounding it. Only the slight imprint of a cross in the brickwork betrayed its supernatural purpose.


One evening it was just time for the 8 pm Mass. I slipped in at the back. 


The church interior could be described as cinema format. The ceiling was so low as to obscure the upper part of the sanctuary. On the wall to the right of the altar there was a large ventilation slat – or so it appeared - with a wooden frame around it – the type you might put around a large TV set. What was off-putting was the picture of a monstrance stuck to the ventilation slats. Surely it wasn’t a real Host exposed during Mass?


When we came to Holy Communion the mystery solved itself. The priest went across to the panel with the slats in, and opened half of it. He took out a ciborium. Now the function of the cardboard cut-out monstrance became clear: it was to tell the people that what looked like an air conditioning grille with a wooden surround was actually the tabernacle.

If this is modern church art, give me that old-time religion.

Last week I described the ways in which the Blessed Sacrament has been reserved in Catholic Churches over 1500 years, gradually developing towards the tradition described in the 1917 Code of Canon Law. The Eucharist should be reserved “in the most prominent and honourable part of the church and ordinarily on the high altar unless there were some other place more suitable and decent for the veneration and worship of this great sacrament.” (1268.2)


After Vatican II – but not specified directly by the Council - this practice was overturned in favour of a separate Chapel of Adoration. 


The 1970 General Instruction on the Roman Missal (GIRM) stated:“It is highly recommended that the Holy Eucharist be reserved in a chapel suitable for private adoration and prayer. If this is impossible because of the structure of the church or local custom, it should be kept on an altar or some other place in the church that is prominent and properly decorated.” [§276]

Visits to the cathedrals of Bilbao, Santander and Oviedo, revealed that in each case the tabernacle was not in the main sanctuary, but had been moved to a side chapel. 


Consequently, the sanctuary contained little apart from the altar, a large central chair for the bishop, and smaller chairs for concelebrants. It looked for all the world like an empty stage set waiting for the play to begin. 

Theoretically the altar provides the central focus was, but the bishop’s chair was actually more prominent. In our Anglican cathedrals, which have preserved the medieval Catholic arrangement, the episcopal throne is not the central item in the sanctuary but more modestly sited to one side of the choir. 


In Bilbao’s medium size Gothic cathedral, the whereabouts of the Blessed Sacrament proved a mystery. I had explored the nave and aisles, the ambulatory, the enclosed porch and cloister before finally discovering a Blessed Sacrament chapel at the back of one of the side aisles.

How does this positioning accord with the Code of Canon Law (1983): 938.2: “The tabernacle in which the Most Holy Eucharist is reserved should be placed in a part of the church that is prominent, conspicuous, beautifully decorated, and suitable for prayer.”  Prominent and conspicuous? – Hmmmm.

The church without the Blessed Sacrament at its focal point provides an unhappy allegory for secular society. By moving the tabernacle from the centre of the sanctuary to a difficult-to-find chapel in one corner, are we not doing to our church buildings exactly what we accuse the secularists of doing to our society? That is, corralling God in an obscure corner for that peculiar minority whose hobby or crutch is religion, while the “real” work of society, the big decisions, are taken centrally without reference to Him.

 Liturgists stress the centrality of altar and the Mass, but if a church is open eight hours each day, seven days a week, Mass is likely only being celebrated for a total of 7 hours out of that 56. Consequently, most of the time, the nave and sanctuary are an empty stage set abandoned to tourists, art historians and anybody else who wishes to gawp or chatter. 

In contrast, if the Eucharistic Jesus is located at the focal point of our churches, all who enter in are invited to kneel before Him. The central tabernacle behind the altar states very clearly that the Eucharistic presence continues at all times. He who sacrificed Himself for us upon Calvary, re-presents that sacrifice for us in the Mass, and is still with us. The Risen Lord has triumphed and radiates His grace upon all who come devoutly into His Presence. The Mass cannot be celebrated every minute the church is open, but Jesus is there waiting for us nevertheless. 


Otherwise we have to play Hide and Seek: “They have taken my Lord away and I know not where they have laid Him.” Isn’t the Blessed Sacrament more important than stones and statues and paintings?  Has our Faith in the Real Presence weakened to the point that we consider tourism and artwork to be more important?  


 Sometimes a crucifix occupies the focal point in the main nave while the Sacrament is in a side chapel. The reasoning escapes me. Why should even the most beautiful image take priority over the Eucharist, the Sacramental Reality of Jesus? Rather as if one were to venerate a picture of one’s mother in the sitting room while ignoring the fact that she is left sitting in a cupboard under the stairs. 


With Pope John Paul II, the Church edged back from that dubious 1970 GIRM preference for separate Blessed Sacrament chapels. In Inaestimabile donum of 1980, any mention of such a preference had disappeared. It was only a possibility. [§ 24]

Monsignor Peter J. Elliott of the Pontifical Council on the Family in his Ceremonies of the Modern Roman Rite comments that in “parish churches we find that an academic liturgical rationalism has tried to require a separate chapel" for the tabernacle. He adds, "this extremism has done great harm" and has resulted in the practical end of public Eucharist worship in many places.

Whereas the 1992 Catechism of the Catholic Church stipulated:


The tabernacle is to be situated "in churches in a most worthy place with the greatest honour." The dignity, placing, and security of the Eucharistic tabernacle should foster adoration before the Lord really present in the Blessed Sacrament of the altar. (1183)

The new GIRM (2002) reversed the preferences of its 1970 precursor:


“…… the tabernacle should be placed, according to the judgment of the diocesan Bishop: a) either in the sanctuary, apart from the altar of celebration, in the most suitable form and place, not excluding on an old altar which is no longer used for celebration; b) or even in another chapel suitable for adoration and the private prayer of the faithful, and which is integrally connected with the church and is conspicuous to the faithful.” [315] 


The main sanctuary is now the norm for the tabernacle - and the old high altar is an obvious possibility. The phrase “or even in another chapel” shows that a separate chapel is now a minor option. 


In Sacramentum Caritatis Pope Benedict wrote recently

 “The correct positioning of the tabernacle contributes to the recognition of Christ's real presence in the Blessed Sacrament. Therefore the place where the Eucharistic species are reserved, marked by a sanctuary lamp, should be readily visible to everyone entering the church. It is therefore necessary to take into account the building's architecture: in churches which do not have a Blessed Sacrament chapel, and where the high altar with its tabernacle is still in place, it is appropriate to continue to use this structure for the reservation and adoration of the Eucharist, taking care not to place the celebrant’s chair in front of it….


At last in 2007 there you have it from the Pope. High altars need never have been removed. The Blessed Sacrament need never have been moved. Worldwide, these disruptions involved great expense and much upset, for no benefit. 


Max Thurian, a theologian from Taize, who converted to Catholicism and became a priest, gave a beautiful description of what a church should be like:
 “The whole church should be arranged so as to invite adoration and contemplation even where there are no celebrations. One must long to frequent it in order to meet the Lord there .... The Church, by its beautiful liturgical layout, its tabernacle radiating Christ's real presence, should be the beautiful house of the Lord and of His Church, where the faithful love to recollect themselves in the silence of adoration and contemplation. Every church must be "praying" even when no liturgical celebrations are taking place; it must be a place where in a restless world, one can meet the Lord in peace.”   L'Osservatore Romano (July 21, 1996)
