Ctime575
To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times.

Credo for 4th May 2003,

Fr Francis Marsden


On Holy Thursday the Pope signed his new Encyclical on the Eucharist, Ecclesia de Eucharistia. The names of Encyclicals are traditionally taken from their Latin opening words, and this one begins, “The Church draws her life from the Eucharist.”


It is four and a half years since his last Encyclical, Faith and Reason, on one of the Pope’s favourite subjects, philosophy. Has his rate of literary production slowed drastically? Probably the Millennium Celebrations, along with the Apostolic Letter, Novo Millennio Ineunte, and the Letter on the Rosary, have been occupying much of his attention since 1998.

In this new Encyclical John Paul II wishes to revive and rekindle the amazement and gratitude of the Catholic people for the Holy Eucharist, which is the Lord’s greatest gift to His people. 

“The Church has received the Eucharist from Christ her Lord not as one gift – however precious – among so many others, but as the gift par excellence, for it is the gift of Himself, of His Person in His sacred humanity, as well as the gift of His saving work.”


The first section of the new Encyclical concerns the mystery of the Eucharist at the center of Catholic Faith. John Paul II is in the mood for reminiscing upon his own priestly life, and the centrality of the Mass throughout it.  

“For over a half century, every day, beginning on 2 November 1946, when I celebrated my first Mass in the Crypt of Saint Leonard in Wawel Cathedral in Krakow, my eyes have gazed in recollection upon the host and the chalice, where time and space in some way “merge” and the drama of Golgotha is re-presented in a living way, thus revealing its mysterious “contemporaneity”. Each day my faith has been able to recognize in the consecrated bread and wine the divine Wayfarer who joined the two disciples on the road to Emmaus and opened their eyes to the light and their hearts to new hope.”


The manner in which the Eucharist transcends space and time is a theme which he develops at some length.  Christ’s one perfect sacrifice of Himself to the Father is not limited to that particular Good Friday afternoon on Calvary. The Mass allows the saving love and energy of Calvary to slice through the intervening years and thousands of miles, so that we may appropriate the Redeemer’s graces for ourselves. In a deeply mystical way, at every Mass we stand at the foot of the Cross.

As the Pope expresses it: “Whenever the Eucharist is celebrated at the tomb of Jesus in Jerusalem, there is an almost tangible return to his “hour,” the hour of his Cross and glorification. Every priest who celebrates Holy Mass, together with the Christian community which takes part in it, is led back in spirit to that place and that hour.”


At the heart of the Mass, we behold the Divine Victim offering Himself to the Father for our own sakes. May I illustrate this by comparing the Catholic Eucharistic prayers with the most recent Anglican and Protestant communion liturgies. Despite the progress of ARCIC, very significant differences remain, contrasts which frequently escape notice.


One obvious difference is that the Catholic prayers ask that the bread and wine may become for us the Body and Blood of Christ. In contrast the Anglican prayers only request that the bread and wine may be for us the body and blood of Christ.  The distinction is subtle but vital. 

The Catholic Mass expects God to work a transformation, a change of the elements of bread and wine into the very presence of Christ. The Anglican prayers do not demand this objective change in the elements: they ask merely that the bread and wine should now take on new significance for us, as symbols of His Body and Blood. In fact, the Anglican formulae will bear interpretation either way. This is a deliberate policy, and part of the genius of Anglicanism, its ability to accommodate contradictory doctrines under the same outward form of words.


The second point is related to this first. In the Protestant communion services, the central act of praise and worship is that of the assembly, offering themselves and their lives and songs, with the bread and wine to God. 

However, in the Catholic Mass, the principal offering is not that of the congregation. It is that of Jesus Christ, Son of God, in the Sacred Host and the Precious Blood, offering Himself to the Father in atonement for our sins. We join our own praise and prayers with Jesus’ uniquely powerful self-offering, but our prayer is secondary to His.


That is why in the Mass, the music, the praise and any liturgical perfection are all secondary to the one stupendous central fact: that Jesus is present in the consecrated elements, and is sacrificing Himself to the Father for us. The Mass has an objective spiritual power and efficaciousness  - ex opere operato - which the Protestant communion services lack, because they are a human and not a Divine self-offering.

To return to John Paul II’s text. He recalls the many settings in which he has offered the holy sacrifice:

“When I think of the Eucharist, and look at my life as a priest, as a Bishop and as the Successor of Peter, I naturally recall the many times and places in which I was able to celebrate it. I remember the parish church of Niegowić, where I had my first pastoral assignment, the collegiate church of Saint Florian in Krakow, Wawel Cathedral, Saint Peter's Basilica and so many basilicas and churches in Rome and throughout the world. I have been able to celebrate Holy Mass in chapels built along mountain paths, on lakeshores and seacoasts; I have celebrated it on altars built in stadiums and in city squares... This varied scenario of celebrations of the Eucharist has given me a powerful experience of its universal and, so to speak, cosmic character. Yes, cosmic! Because even when it is celebrated on the humble altar of a country church, the Eucharist is always in some way celebrated on the altar of the world. It unites heaven and earth. It embraces and permeates all creation.”

It is a worthwhile meditation for any priest to ponder upon the varied locations in which he has offered Holy Mass, and the different types of celebration he has led. The Pope, no doubt celebrated the Mass daily since his ordination, and must have performed the Holy Sacrifice over 20,600 times. 

Every Mass is a new gift of grace from God, even if the priest is sleepy, distracted or worried. There is always something new, something which strikes one afresh in every Mass – a turn of phrase, one of the prayers, or a line of Scripture. 

What does it mean to say that every Mass is celebrated on “the altar of the world?”  The Holy Father explains:

“The Son of God became man in order to restore all creation, in one supreme act of praise, to the One who made it from nothing. He, the Eternal High Priest who by the blood of his Cross entered the eternal sanctuary, thus gives back to the Creator and Father all creation redeemed. He does so through the priestly ministry of the Church, to the glory of the Most Holy Trinity. Truly this is the mysterium fidei which is accomplished in the Eucharist: the world which came forth from the hands of God the Creator now returns to him redeemed by Christ.”

Here is a most exalted vision of the priesthood and the Mass. In the Mass, God the Son offers Himself back to the Father, along with the whole of redeemed humanity and of Creation. Holy Mass therefore is the pivot of creation. It is the central act of celebration and worship for humanity, for the world, for the entire Universe. In the Mass, rational human beings offer praise on behalf of all the animals, plants and inanimate creatures. 

Jesus gave us the Eucharist at the Sacred Triduum, and the Eucharist encapsulates within itself the events of those three days: the Last Supper, Good Friday, and the Resurrection. It brings us to that holy hour, the hour of the redemption of the world. 

Because the Church was born from the paschal Mystery, from Christ’s death and resurrection, the Eucharist - the sacrament of the paschal mystery - “stands at the centre of the Church's life.”  In future articles I will treat the later sections of the Encyclical.

The Holy Father concludes with this poem of Saint Thomas Aquinas:

Bone pastor, panis vere,

Iesu, nostri miserere...

Come then, good Shepherd, bread divine, 

Still show to us thy mercy sign;

Oh, feed us, still keep us thine;

So we may see thy glories shine

in fields of immortality.

O thou, the wisest, mightiest, best,

Our present food, our future rest,

Come, make us each thy chosen guest,

Co-heirs of thine, and comrades blest

With saints whose dwelling is with thee.
