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My sister who lives here in Portland watched on 

EWTN the Mass I celebrated at the Basilica of 

the National Shrine of the Immaculate 

Conception on April 28. One of her comments 

(after she finished making fun of her younger 

brother!) was about how Holy Communion was 

received. She remembered with some real 

fondness how, when we were children, we 

always received Holy Communion at the 

Communion rail and on the tongue. No one 

dared touch the Holy Eucharist, except the 

priest. 

Whatever anyone reading this thinks about the 

current practices regarding the distribution of 

Holy Communion, the rationale behind the 

former discipline was a profound sense of 

reverence and awe for the presence of our Lord 

in the Blessed Sacrament. It is not just a symbol 

or sign. Jesus Christ is truly present, body, 

blood, soul and divinity in the Holy Eucharist. 

The Real Presence 

That’s what Catholics believe. But our liturgical 

and sacramental practices far too often do not 

reflect that profound understanding and faith in 

the Real Presence. The story is told of a 

Protestant minister who was invited to attend 

Mass. Afterward he was questioned on what he 

thought. He replied that he did not think that the 

congregation really believed in the Real 

Presence. When asked why he thought this, he 

said that he personally did not believe in the 

Eucharist as Catholics do, but if he did, he would 

approach our Lord for Communion walking on 

his knees. He found the casusal and irreverent 

attitude at the time of Communion in that 

particular church very unconvincing. 

As part of a new Liturgical Handbook for the 

Archdiocese of Portland to be released on the 

Solemnity of Corpus Christi (June 3), and after 

consultation, there are two changes in practice I 

am implementing with regard to our 

understanding and reverence for the Holy 

Eucharist. Please consider this a “teaching 

moment” for all of us. As shepherd and teacher 

of the faith, and as the one ultimately 

responsible for the liturgical life of the 

Archdiocese of Portland, my intent is to foster 
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greater devotion to our Lord in the Blessed 

Eucharist and in the Holy Mass. 

Showing reverence 

We will return to the practice of kneeling after 

the Agnus Dei (Lamb of God). The current 

practice is to remain standing, which has been 

an exception to the universal norm of kneeling 

that has been perfectly legitimate and permitted 

by the liturgical norms. Nevertheless, returning 

to the practice of kneeling at this moment in the 

Mass will foster a greater reverence for our Lord. 

The priest at that moment is about to hold up 

before the congregation our Blessed Lord in the 

Holy Eucharist and proclaim, “Behold the Lamb 

of God.” It seems most fitting that we be on our 

knees before the Lord for such a proclamation of 

faith. In the Book of Revelation, when the Lamb 

of God (Christ) is presented before the throng of 

heaven, all fall down in worship before him. The 

Mass is a participation in this heavenly liturgy. 

On Communion and Holy Sacrifice of Mass 

The second change coming is that, in the 

absence of a priest to offer Mass, the distribution 

of Holy Communion on weekdays in the parish 

church during a “Communion service” will no 

longer be permitted. This does not affect such 

Communion services in nursing homes, prisons, 

etc., where the people do not have the 

opportunity to attend Mass on Sunday in the 

parish. 

There is an intimate and intrinsic link between 

three realities that is essential in this context. 

They are the offering of the Holy Sacrifice of the 

Mass, the priest who ministers in the person of 

Christ, and the distribution of Holy Communion. 

These are not to be separated except for serious 

reasons and pastoral need. As long as the 

faithful have the opportunity to participate in 

Mass and receive Holy Communion on Sunday, 

there is no such pastoral need to receive Holy 

Communion outside of Mass. 

When we go to Mass, we are there to do much 

more than just receive Holy Communion. We 

participate actively and consciously in the 

offering of Christ, the Paschal Victim, through 

the hands of the priest, who ministers in the very 

person of Christ at the altar. From this 

sacramental offering, we receive the Body and 

Blood of the Lord, thus culminating our 

participation in the paschal mystery being 

celebrated. This is the way the Church has 

always viewed this. The Church never 

envisioned breaking them apart by distributing 

Communion outside of Mass. This is only done 

for the sick and those otherwise unable to 

participate in the Sunday Eucharist. To do 

otherwise is very poor sacramental and 

Eucharistic theology. 

When Mass cannot be offered on a weekday in 

a particular church, parishioners are invited to 

experience the wider Church by attending daily 

Mass in a neighboring parish. The faithful can 

also gather for other forms of prayer, and our 

Office of Divine Worship has prepared a prayer 

service for such occasions that include parts of 

the Liturgy of the Hours with readings from the 

Mass of the day. This is a way to experience 

another form of the Church’s liturgical prayer. 

These changes may take some time for 

adjustment, but I am confident that they will lead 

us to a more profound reverence for the most 

precious gift of the Holy Eucharist, and a more 

informed, conscious and active participation in 

the Holy Mass. And a greater love for our Lord in 

the Mass and in the Blessed Sacrament will lead 

to a greater love of neighbor and service to the 

poor. 


