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"Jesus is the lodestar of human freedom: without him, freedom loses its focus, for without the knowledge of truth, freedom becomes debased, alienated and reduced to empty caprice. With him, freedom finds itself."
Pope Benedict’s new Apostolic Exhortation: “The Sacrament of Charity” (Sacramentum Caritatis) is a reflection upon the Holy Eucharist, theme of the Eleventh International Synod of Bishops in October 2005.  
His purpose is to encourage the Christian people “to deepen their understanding of the relationship between the eucharistic mystery, the liturgical action, and the new spiritual worship which derives from the Eucharist as the sacrament of charity.”

Today we treat the first section of this long Papal document, which totals 97 paragraphs (58 pages of A4) - the Introduction and the section on “The Eucharist, a Mystery to be believed.” 
The second section, entitled “The Eucharist, a Mystery to be celebrated,” deals more concretely with the parts of the Mass, and the ars celebrandi - the manner in which it should be celebrated.

The final part, “The Eucharist, a Mystery to be lived,” speaks of Sunday worship and the Eucharist’s effect on our daily lives, in terms of morality and social justice. 
My opening quotation, describing Jesus as the lodestar, is a typical “Ratzingerism” – the use of an unusual word to drive home an ancient truth in a novel manner. A lodestar is a guiding star – especially Polaris – used as a reference point in navigation or astronomy. Allegorically it refers to anything that serves as a model or guide.
Christ is the One by whom we navigate, the One who gives direction and coherence to our lives. Without Him, Who is Truth, freedom loses its focus. It merely panders to the passions of the ego. When choice itself becomes god, freedom is “debased, alienated and reduced to empty caprice.” Benedict is echoing Veritatis Splendor.
On Holy Thursday, the night before he died, Jesus first washed the Apostles’ feet. Then he gave them His own Self, His Body and Blood - which the following day would be crucified - in sacramental form of bread and wine. “The Holy Eucharist is the gift that Jesus Christ makes of Himself, thus revealing to us God's infinite love for every man and woman.”  
The Eucharist therefore, says Benedict, is the “food of Truth” because it is He Who is Truth itself.  Truth is ultimately not a set of propositions, however fascinating. Truth is the person of God and of His Christ. “Jesus Christ is the Truth in person, drawing the world to himself. In the sacrament of the Eucharist, Jesus shows us in particular the truth about the love which is the very essence of God.”

In the words of St Augustine, when we sense something attractive and desirable, we are drawn towards it spontaneously. The poet Virgil had written: Trahit sua quemque voluptas - Everyone is drawn on by their favourite pleasure.
Augustine believed that the deepest human yearning was to know the truth: “What does our soul desire more passionately than truth?” Pope Benedict concurs, “Each of us has an innate and irrepressible desire for ultimate and definitive truth.”
The Eucharist is “the sum and summary of our faith.”  Every great reform in Church history has been linked to a rediscovery of belief in the Lord's Eucharistic presence. The Eucharist is always a new outpouring of grace: "Thanks to the Eucharist, the Church is reborn ever anew!"
The Mass is a development of the Jewish Passover meal, yet Jesus brought something totally new to it - his own radical novum.  The Israelites had escaped from slavery in Egypt, but their liberation was incomplete. Sin and oppression still bedevilled their history: something greater was yet to come.

In instituting the Eucharist, Jesus anticipated and made present the sacrifice of the Cross and the victory of the resurrection. He revealed Himself as the true Passover lamb. He brought to fulfilment and surpassed the foreshadowings of the Old Testament.

The Eucharist constitutes the new and eternal covenant in the blood of the Lamb: “In his crucified flesh, God's freedom and our human freedom met definitively in an inviolable, eternally valid pact. Human sin was also redeemed once for all by God's Son.” 
At Mass, we are not simply repeating the historical event of the Last Supper. “Jesus left us the task of entering into his “hour,” into the dynamic of his self-giving death and resurrection.” Benedict compares the Eucharist to “nuclear fission”, a process which introduces a radical change into the very heart of creation. 
A fascinating idea: the Mass is more powerful than Hiroshima or Chernobyl, or indeed Heysham or Dungeness power stations. The transubstantiation of bread and wine into the Divine Presence is “meant to set off a process which transforms reality, a process leading ultimately to the transfiguration of the entire world, to the point where God will be all in all.” Not a destructive, but a recreative force.
At Mass, the priest invokes the Holy Spirit upon the offerings, just as the prophet Elijah called down fire from heaven to consume the sacrificed bull. “As grace comes down upon the victim, the souls of all are thereby inflamed.”
According to Cyril of Jerusalem, we “call upon God in his mercy to send his Holy Spirit upon the offerings before us, to transform the bread into the body of Christ and the wine into the blood of Christ. Whatever the Holy Spirit touches is sanctified and completely transformed.”
Concerning the Eucharist relative to the other Sacraments, the close links between the Sacraments of Initation - Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist - are not always understood. Baptism and Confirmation are ordered towards the Eucharist. Local Bishops’ conferences should re-examine the questions of Christian initiation. I for one can see little point in youngsters being confirmed if they and their families never otherwise attend Mass.
As to Reconciliation, “the faithful are surrounded by a culture that tends to eliminate the sense of sin and to promote a superficial approach that overlooks the need to be in a state of grace in order to approach sacramental communion worthily. The loss of a consciousness of sin always entails a certain superficiality in the understanding of God's love.”
Sin it is never a purely individual affair. It wounds the Church. Serious sin requires personal confession and absolution before re-admission to the Eucharist. “I ask pastors to be vigilant with regard to the celebration of the sacrament of Reconciliation, and to limit the practice of general absolution exclusively to the cases permitted, since individual absolution is the only form intended for ordinary use.”
He advocates “a balanced and sound practice of gaining indulgences, whether for oneself or for the dead,” drawing upon the merits of Christ and His saints. By our own unaided efforts we are incapable of making reparation for our sins. Since the conditions for gaining an indulgence include Confession and Holy Communion, their practice furthers conversion and centres us upon the Eucharist. 

The Eucharist, as the sacrament of charity, has a nuptial character and a particular relationship with the love of man and woman united in marriage. In the words of Pope John Paul II, “The Eucharist is the sacrament of our redemption. It is the sacrament of the Bridegroom and of the Bride.”
In order not to mislead others about the indissolubility of Christian marriage, the divorced in second unions cannot be admitted to the Sacraments: 
“The Synod of Bishops confirmed the Church's practice, based on Sacred Scripture (cf. Mk 10:2- 12), of not admitting the divorced and remarried to the sacraments, since their state and their condition of life objectively contradict the loving union of Christ and the Church signified and made present in the Eucharist. Yet the divorced and remarried continue to belong to the Church, which accompanies them with special concern and encourages them to live as fully as possible the Christian life through regular participation at Mass, albeit without receiving communion, listening to the word of God, eucharistic adoration, prayer, participation in the life of the community, honest dialogue with a priest or spiritual director, dedication to the life of charity, works of penance, and commitment to the education of their children.”
If something was defective in the first marriage, they have the right to seek an annulment. Tribunals should be more accessible. 


However, “…. where the nullity of the marriage bond is not declared and objective circumstances make it impossible to cease cohabitation, the Church encourages these members of the faithful to commit themselves to living their relationship in fidelity to the demands of God's law, as friends, as brother and sister; in this way they will be able to return to the table of the Eucharist…”


The most unanimous vote at the Synod was that in favour of maintaining celibacy for priests of the Latin rite.  Reliable reports have it that some UK bishops were in a tiny liberal minority opposing it. 


In line with Tradition and Vatican II, Pope Benedict writes: “I reaffirm the beauty and the importance of a priestly life lived in celibacy as a sign expressing total and exclusive devotion to Christ, to the Church and to the Kingdom of God, and I therefore confirm that it remains obligatory in the Latin tradition. Priestly celibacy lived with maturity, joy and dedication is an immense blessing for the Church and for society itself.”
