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TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR 16.4.00 PALM SUNDAY

FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


Where should we put Almighty God? Where should the Tabernacle of the Blessed Sacrament be positioned in our churches?


Surely God the Son Himself in sacramental form cannot rightfully be put anywhere except in the place of greatest honour and glory? The instinct of adoration and worship demands that He be placed in the most central, the most dignified, the most glorious place in the holy house consecrated to Him – the parish church.


Canon 938.2 specifies that: “The tabernacle in which the Most Holy Eucharist is reserved should be sited in a place in the church or oratory which is prominent, conspicuous, beautifully decorated and suitable for prayer” (situm sit in parte insigni, conspicua, decore ornata, ad orationem apta).


A few months ago I was at a Requiem Mass for a friend’s mother in a very well-appointed Gothic Church. However, the Blessed Sacrament had been hived off to a modernistic tabernacle standing in the side aisle. Behind the main altar, where the tabernacle used to sit, was a large modern metal crucifix.


During the funeral, as we focussed on the Christian hope of resurrection, it dawned on me how ironic it was that the liturgical experts had thrust aside the living Eucharistic presence of the risen Jesus in the central tabernacle to a side aisle, replacing it with a dead image of the dead Christ.


In the last thirty years our parish churches have been the victims of far too much liturgical brutalism: smashed-up high altars, dismembered altar rails, whitewashed frescoes, discarded statues, dethroned tabernacles, demolished baldacchinos, sawn-up pulpits, sold-off vestments, banal translations, junk muzak and brass candlesticks in the skip. 

It has been a catastrophic torrent of Puritan iconoclasm. As Pope Paul VI said: “The smoke of Satan has entered the Catholic Church.” The Enemy has wielded his axe in a diabolical frenzy against all that is beautiful in worship, in order to destroy the sense of the sacred.


All this was done “in the name of Vatican II”, when in fact Vatican II demanded nothing of the sort. Millions of the faithful’s hard-earned cash has been wasted on extravagant “re-orderings” to no discernible spiritual advantage – money which could have gone to build chapels and hospitals in Africa and Asia for poor Catholic parishes.


Most modern art reflects the bankrupt spirituality of our age. The growing popularity of traditional icons, from Eastern Christianity, is a sign of the faithful seeking true beauty and holiness to nourish their spirits, amidst the barren ruins of our Christian culture.


As to the placing of the reserved Sacrament, in the Byzantine rite the tabernacle or kivot (ark) sits behind the iconostasis on the principal altar itself. It takes the form of a model of a Greek or Russian orthodox church, with gilded cupolas, domes and coloured lights. Since the priest celebrates the liturgy facing east, behaving not like a TV show compere, but in solidarity with the people in fervent supplication before the All-Holy God, he faces the tabernacle throughout the canon of the Liturgy.



In the west the trouble started from confusion (and conflict?) within Rome itself. In 1964 the Sacred Congregation for Rites said that reservation should be “in the centre of the high altar or on another altar if this is really outstanding and distinguished.” 

Their 1967 document Eucharisticum Mysterium said the tabernacle should be “truly prominent” and “suitable for private prayer.” “It is therefore recommended that, as far as possible, the tabernacle be placed in a chapel distinct from the middle or central part of the church, above all in those churches where marriages and funerals take place frequently and in places which are much visited for their artistic or historical treasures.” (Para 53).

This novel idea passed into the liturgical norms in the revised General Instruction on the Roman Missal (1970). Paragraph 276 states: “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 other place in the church that is prominent and properly decorated.”


This was at the time when the ill-starred Archbishop Annibale Bugnini was in charge of the liturgical reforms. Later, because he disobediently refused to implement Papal directives, Paul VI suddenly dismissed him from the post of liturgical supremo, and appointed him Papal Nuncio in distant Tehran.


From 1970 professional liturgists (and no-one else) suddenly discovered that it was terribly distracting to have the tabernacle on the old high altar, behind the new altar on which Mass is celebrated facing the people. The Liturgy Commission of the American Bishops’ Conference felt that: “A room or chapel specially designed and separate from the major space is important so that no confusion can take place between the celebration of the Eucharist and reservation. Active and static aspects of the same reality cannot claim the same human attention at the same time.”


Well, maybe their brains get confused, but it doesn’t seem to be a problem for the rest of the world’s Catholics.


A thousand year old custom was about to be overturned by this latest fad. The Luddite tendency moved in, disfiguring and dis-orienting many beautiful Gothic churches, whose architecture naturally leads the eye to focus upon the high altar and tabernacle. The Vatican document Opera artis (1971) bewailed the abuses taking place in the name of liturgical reform, and the wanton destruction of the Church’s artistic heritage – a document interestingly excluded from the standard English collections of Vatican II documents.


The later direction from the Congregation for Sacraments and Divine Worship, Inaestimabile Donum (1980) backtracks, leaving the options open: “The tabernacle in which the Eucharist is kept can be located on an altar, or away from it, in a place in the church which is very prominent, truly noble and fittingly decorated, or in a chapel suitable for private prayer and adoration by the faithful.”


The definitive judgement of Canon Law stipulates only that the siting must ensure the tabernacle is “conspicuous, prominent, beautifully decorated and conducive to prayer.” This certainly excludes arrangements which leave the faithful confusedly “seeking the Lord” in a church, echoing Mary Magdalen’s distress: “They have taken my Lord away, and I know not where they have laid him.”


It appears from Canon 938.2 that no bishop has juridical power to force a particular arrangement or his personal preference upon a particular parish, provided that the Sacrament is in a place “conspicuous, prominent, beautifully decorated and conducive to prayer.” We are all equal before the Law.


Parishioners are rightfully upset when the Blessed Sacrament is removed from the centre of their altars to a side room: “Now our church seems empty”, is a typical reaction. It ceases to be the house of God and becomes secularised. People chatter and talk instead of praying before Mass. The late Cardinal Hume expressed grave concern about the lack of respect now shown to the Blessed Sacrament. Surely the tabernacle relocations are partly to blame for this.


In cathedrals where many tourists mill about, it is certainly preferable to have the Blessed Sacrament in a side-chapel reserved for undisturbed prayer. I have no objection to that. However, in ordinary parishes the displacing of the Lord to a side-altar is mere academic rationalism and liturgical legalism, contrary to the custom and practice of a thousand years. And custom is the best interpreter of law.

