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“We celebrate Sunday because of the venerable Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, and we do so not only at Easter but also at each turning of the week" - so wrote Pope Innocent I at the beginning of the fifth century.”

This quotation is mentioned in Pope John Paul’s Apostolic Letter “Dies Domini” – The Day of the Lord (1998). This Easter Sunday it reminds us that Easter is Sunday and every Sunday is an Easter.

Sunday is the Lord’s Day because it was the day of the Resurrection. “Early in the morning of the first day of the [Jewish] week, the women came to the tomb.” It was the morning after the Jewish Sabbath when the tomb was discovered empty.  So symbolically, after the six days of the first Creation in Genesis, and one day of rest (shabat), Sunday becomes the first day of the New Creation.

 St Augustine calls Sunday “a sacrament of Easter.” St Basil spoke of “holy Sunday, honoured by the Lord's Resurrection, the first fruits of all the other days.”

The Eastern Churches regard every Sunday as anastàsimos hemèra - Resurrection Day. In the Russian language its name is “voskresenye”, literally Resurrection. Greek calls it kyriaki – the Lord’s Day – as do the Romance languages: domenica, domingo, dimanche.  It is German, English and the Nordic languages which have clung to the pagan derivation Sun-day.
It is on Sunday above all that Christians are commanded to meet Christ in the Divine Liturgy. It is in the Eucharist that we encounter the Risen Lord of Easter. “The Christian Sunday … lead[s] the faithful each week to ponder and live the event of Easter, true source of the world's salvation.”

I mention this in order to lead into further reflection upon Pope Benedict’s recent Apostolic Exhortation on the Eucharist, Sacramentum Caritatis. Turning to his chapters on Eucharistic adoration and reverence, we can see that this is nothing other than adoration of the Risen Christ. He it is who is present in the monstrance: “Godhead here in hiding whom I do adore.” 

“A convincing indication of the effectiveness of Eucharistic catechesis is surely an increased sense of the mystery of God present among us.” writes Benedict.  On the one hand we see that a near collapse of traditional catechesis in our schools has led to  young Catholics in their hundreds of thousands deserting the Eucharist.

On the other hand, we see counter-cultural movements like Youth 2000 flourishing, drawn increasingly into Eucharistic adoration. More and more parishes are re-introducing weekly exposition of the Blessed Sacrament. In the USA perpetual adoration is spreading widely.
Benedict advocates concrete outward signs of respect, such as kneeling during the central moments of the Eucharistic prayer. In contrast, attend Mass in Spain to see how people just don’t seem to know any longer when and whether to kneel or to stand, so they all end up doing different things. There is little uniformity of practice.

Benedict dismisses a widespread objection to Eucharistic adoration – that the Blessed Sacrament was given to us to be eaten, not looked at. He calls this a false dichotomy. Although he doesn’t mention it, it could have come straight out of the Anglican 39 Articles. 

St Augustine said: “No one eats that flesh without first adoring it; we should sin were we not to adore it.”  Adoration is a natural consequence of the Eucharistic celebration. Outside of Mass it “prolongs and intensifies all that takes place” during the Mass.

“Only in adoration can a profound and genuine reception mature…” Is Benedict suggesting that Eucharistic adoration alone will help us to understand the depths of the Mass?
He urges that: “especially in their preparation for First Holy Communion, children be taught the meaning and the beauty of spending time with Jesus, and helped to cultivate a sense of awe before his presence in the Eucharist.” This suggests a return of Adoration and Benediction for children.
He also wants churches or oratories set apart for perpetual adoration in large towns and cities. He encourages Blessed Sacrament processions, the Forty Hours’ devotion, Eucharistic congresses, and so on.

Some of the most heated debates in recent years have concerned the position of the tabernacle – especially when liturgical experts and architects have relegated the Lord to an obscure side altar or cupboard in the wall, and the people respond: “They have taken Our Lord away and we know not where they have laid Him.”
Some liturgists suffer from a very sensitive scrupulosity. They believe that having the tabernacle on the old high altar behind the new facing-the-people altar is a distraction from the Mass. Benedict has no such scruples. “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.”

“The place where the eucharistic species are reserved, marked by a sanctuary lamp, should be readily visible to everyone entering the church.” If new churches have a separate Blessed Sacrament chapel this should be close to the sanctuary. Otherwise the tabernacle should be in the sanctuary, and not on a side wall but at the centre of the apse.

So after millions of pounds have been wasted up and down the country on unnecessary re-orderings, dethroning the Blessed Sacrament to behind pillars and in side aisles, we are now almost back where we started. But that is not Benedict’s fault.

The next section of Sacramentum Caritatis focuses on the Eucharist in Christian life. Holy Communion brings us a share in “eternal life” even now: “If any one eats of this bread, he will live for ever” (Jn 6:51).
St Augustine – whom Benedict seems to quote most frequently of all the Fathers - imagined the Lord saying to him: “I am the food of grown men; grow, and you shall feed upon Me; nor shall you change Me, like the food of your flesh, into yourself, but you shall be changed into Me.”
The Eucharist is the true spiritual worship – the logiké latreía – which has replaced the carnal and animal sacrifices of the Old Covenant. St Paul urges us to offer our whole lives to God: “present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God.” (Rom 12:1)  This worship should permeate every aspect of our lives.

A vital part of this radical newness of Christian Eucharistic living is to “live in accordance with the Lord’s Day.” It is our gathering Sunday by Sunday for the Mass, living this liberation and hope during the week, which sets the whole tone of our lives.
The Bishops at the Synod reaffirmed the importance of the Sunday Mass obligation for all believers. “The life of faith is endangered when we lose the desire to share in the celebration of the Eucharist and its commemoration of the paschal victory…..To lose a sense of Sunday as the Lord's Day, a day to be sanctified, is symptomatic of the loss of an authentic sense of Christian freedom, the freedom of the children of God.” Sadly this is now true of 80% of Catholics in the UK.
Sunday is the primordial holy day.  weekly day of rest is an ungent need. It helps to break the tyranny of work. “It relativizes work and directs it to the person: work is for man and not man for work.” Remember, this is a German Pope speaking!  Sunday is a protection, it defends men and women from enslavement to work or from idolizing it. It gives them a chance of re-creation and communion with their Creator – when they can come to understand the meaning of their lives and word within a broader framework.
Interestingly he suggests organizing social gatherings, catechesis for children, and charitable endeavours, around the time of Sunday Mass. Even if people attend Saturday evening Mass, they still are obliged to “keep Sunday holy” and not allow it to end up as a day “empty of God.” 

With diminishing numbers of priests in western Europe, what is to be done when a parish cannot have Sunday Mass?
Firstly, the faithful should go to one of the churches in their diocese where the presence of a priest is assured.
It is only “wherever great distances make it practically impossible to take part in the Sunday Eucharist” that Sunday assemblies in the absence of a priest are to be considered. Then a Liturgy of the Word can be led by a deacon or licensed layperson. Benedict is quite restrictive about allowing the distribution of the Eucharist at such services.  
“The importance of the role given to the laity ….. must never obscure the indispensable ministry of priests for the life of the Church.” He does not want such assemblies to “create confusion about the central role of the priest and the sacraments in the life of the Church.”  The absence of a priest should stimulate ever deeper prayer for new vocations. We are not to become priestless lay-led presbyterian-style assemblies.
