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At Whalley Abbey on the tea-room noticeboard there was a poster: “Celebration of Corpus Christi.  Solemn High Mass. Procession with the Host. Solemn Benediction. John, Bishop of Burnley.” Only the name of the suffragan bishop hinted at the Anglican nature of the celebration. 

Devastated abbey ruins often put me in a disgruntled mood. My first reaction, I am ashamed to say, was rather peevish. How will they imitate us next? If RCs attend, believing it to be a Catholic celebration, will they inform them it is an Anglican service? 

Secondly, I churlishly reflected that such ceremonies are a mite odd for an ecclesial body whose founding 39 Articles read: “Transubstantiation in the Supper of the Lord cannot be proved by Holy Writ. It is repugnant to the plain words of Holy Scripture and overthroweth the nature of a Sacrament. It hath given occasion to many superstitions . . . The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper was not by Christ’s ordinance reserved, carried about, lifted up or worshipped” (Article XXVIII). Is their Sacrament merely bread or is it God?

Moreover, the advertisement at Whalley had a particular piquancy: the monastery’s last abbot was hanged by Henry VIII’s apparatchiki for supporting the 1536 Pilgrimage of Grace, the rising of the North in defence of Catholic Faith. 

Finally, I resolved to think more positively. Should we not rejoice that some of our Anglican brothers and sisters are now rediscovering the value of that Catholic heritage, of which the sixteenth-century reformers deprived them? It would be unjust and uncharitable, to write off such proceedings cynically, as a mere penchant for lace, bells and smells. Their piety, despite the negativity of the 1562 Articles, and our qualms about the validity of Anglican Orders, nevertheless has something to teach us about our own heritage. 

How many Catholic parishes or deaneries still have a solemn Corpus Christi procession? 

These Anglo-Catholics believe in the Real Presence. They value what some Catholic parishes have thrown out! Surely our generous Lord will not refuse to bless their worship offered in good faith.

Pope John Paul II’s recent Encyclical, Ecclesia de Eucharistia also gives us cause to examine our consciences. He lists some “shadow areas” in contemporary Catholic (lack of) devotion to the Eucharist which cause him “profound grief.” (EE 10) 

1. The abandonment of Eucharistic adoration.

2. Celebrating the Mass as if it were merely a “fraternal banquet.”  One thinks of First Communion programmes which refer to the Mass as no more than a “holy meal” or a “celebration.”

3. Disregard for the ministerial priesthood in the apostolic succession

4. Ecumenical initiatives contrary to the discipline “by which the church expresses her faith”

“The Eucharist is too great a gift to tolerate ambiguity and depreciation,” he insists.

This week I would like to examine the ecumenical aspects of this new Encyclical, which have provoked pained reactions from some separated Christians. 

It is firstly important to realise that Eucharistia de Ecclesia legislates nothing new. It echoes the Pope’s previous Encyclical on ecumenism, Ut Unum Sint.  It restates disciplines already in force, while giving profound reasons for them.

Why does the Eucharist “absolutely require” an ordained priest in the apostolic succession for its full validity? The Eucharist builds the Church and the Church makes the Eucharist. At the Last Supper, the beginning of the Church, Christ gave the first Eucharist to His apostles. From Good Friday to Easter Sunday, its true significance was revealed. 

Thus the Eucharist was from the start apostolic, entrusted to the Apostles. It was celebrated always within the faith of the apostolic Church.

The Eucharist is still a gift which “radically transcends the power of the assembly.” In other words, local communities separated from the apostolic succession, i.e. the gift of Holy Orders handed down from generation to generation, cannot celebrate the Eucharist in its fullness. They need a priest who has been given the power to consecrate. No community by itself can provide an ordained minister. It receives a priest only through the uninterrupted sequence of episcopal ordinations going back to the Apostles. This link is “essential for validly linking the Eucharistic consecration to the sacrifice of the Cross and to the Last Supper.”

According to Vatican II, those separated Christians who originate from the Western Reformation (Lutherans, Anglicans, Calvinists, Zwinglians, Baptists, Presbyterians etc.) and have lost the apostolic succession, celebrate only a partial Eucharist, not the Eucharist in its full, miraculous reality.

“The Ecclesial Communities separated from us lack that fullness of unity with us which should flow from Baptism, and we believe that especially because of the lack of the sacrament of Orders they have not preserved the genuine and total reality of the Eucharistic mystery. Nevertheless, when they commemorate the Lord's death and resurrection in the Holy Supper, they profess that it signifies life in communion with Christ and they await his coming in glory.”

May Catholics receive communion in Anglican or Protestant churches, when so invited?  

No. Catholics may not receive communion in those communities which lack a valid sacrament of Orders. “The Catholic faithful, therefore, while respecting the religious convictions of these separated brethren, must refrain from receiving the communion distributed in their celebrations, so as not to condone an ambiguity about the nature of the Eucharist and, consequently, to fail in their duty to bear clear witness to the truth. This would result in slowing the progress being made towards full visible unity.” 
Sporadic intercommunion, albeit generous and well-intended, spreads confusion and minsunderstanding. It thus damages genuine ecumenism. 

May a Catholic priest concelebrate Mass with a minister of another denomination?  No. In fact, such concelebration constitutes a grave offence which incurs penalties reserved to the Holy See. (De Delictis gravioribus).
Any eucharistic concelebration without prior unity,  would not be a valid means, and might well prove instead to be an obstacle, to the attainment of full communion. It might weaken the sense of how far we remain from this goal and introducing or exacerbate ambiguities with regard to one or another truth of the faith. (EE 44) The path towards full unity can only be undertaken in truth. 

May an ecumenical celebration occasionally replace Sunday Mass for Catholics?  This question attracted wide publicity when a parish Sunday Mass was cancelled, so Catholics could join an ecumenical service and listen to David Jenkins, ex-bishop of Durham. The Pope prohibits such arrangements. 

“It is unthinkable to substitute for Sunday Mass ecumenical celebrations of the word or services of common prayer with Christians from the aforementioned Ecclesial Communities, or even participation in their own liturgical services. Such celebrations and services, however praiseworthy in certain situations, prepare for the goal of full communion, including Eucharistic communion, but they cannot replace it.” (EE 30)

May non-Catholics receive Holy Communion in Catholic churches?
Not as a rule.  “The celebration of the Eucharist . .  cannot be the starting-point for communion; it presupposes that communion already exists, a communion which it seeks to consolidate and bring to perfection.” (EE35) 

The Eucharist is the “summit of the spiritual life and the goal of all the sacraments.” It is the sacrament par excellence of the Church’s unity. It is a sign of communion achieved, not a means towards that communion. Hence it requires that the bonds of unity in Baptism and in priestly Orders also be real. Vatican II taught that to be united in the Eucharist implies unity “by the bonds of profession of faith, the sacraments, ecclesiastical government and communion.” (LG 14)

Certainly, no-one may give communion to an unbaptised person, or to anyone who rejects the full truth of the faith regarding the Eucharistic mystery. Christ is the Truth Incarnate, and the Sacrament of His Body and Blood does not permit duplicity.  (EE 38)

Holy Communion creates communion and fosters communion. This communion is both invisible – the communicant should be united to Christ and neighbour in a state of grace and charity; and it is visible – that is, celebrated in a context where the outward bonds of communion with the local Catholic Bishop and the Roman Pontiff  - are intact.  

“Every valid celebration of the Eucharist expresses this universal communion with Peter and with the whole Church, or objectively calls for it, as in the case of the Christian Churches separated from Rome.”

 “You are the body of Christ and individually members of it,” commented St Augustine.“If you are his body and members of Him, then you will find set on the Lord's table your own mystery. Yes, you receive your own mystery . . . Christ the Lord... hallowed at His table the mystery of our peace and unity. Whoever receives the mystery of unity without preserving the bonds of peace receives not a mystery for his benefit but evidence against himself.”

However, there do exist exceptions, as provided for by the Directory on Ecumenism and One Bread One Body. In certain extraordinary situations, one may administer Penance, Anointing and/or Eucharist to Orthodox, Anglican and Protestant Christians, who greatly desire to receive them, freely request them and manifest the faith which the Catholic Church professes with regard to these sacraments. 

This, however, is only “under special circumstances, to individual persons.” The intention is to meet a grave spiritual need for the eternal salvation of an individual believer, not to bring about an intercommunion which remains impossible until the visible bonds of ecclesial communion are fully re-established.

