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TO THE EDITOR (Kevin Flaherty or Tara Holmes), Catholic Times

CREDO by Fr Francis Marsden for 24th June 2000


The Feast of Corpus Christi is upon us again:

 “At lyftyng up of the holy sacrament

Seythe “Iesu, mercy!” with holly affeccion,

Or seythe som other parfyte oryson [perfect prayer]

Lyke as ye have in custom devoutly.” (Lydgate c.1430)


Such instructions for the elevation of the Host, during the Consecration of the Mass are common from the twelfth century Lay folks’ mass book onwards. Today I will look briefly at how eucharistic doctrine was taught and illustrated in the Middle Ages.

Many people received Holy Communion only rarely, because of the serious preparation required. However the Eucharist is necessary for salvation, in the sense that a Christian who deliberately neglects it, will be morally unable to maintain himself in a state of grace for any long period. “If you do not eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you will have no life in you” (John 6:53). 

For this reason the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) and Trent stipulated that Catholics must receive Holy Communion at least annually, at Easter or thereabouts.

Because of the infrequency of full reception, the gazing upon Christ at the elevation of the Host grew in importance:

“Jhesu, Lord, welcom thou be,

In form of bred as I thee see

Jesu, for thyne Holy Name,

Shield me today fro synne and shame . . 

Grant me shrift, housil and good ending.” (mid 14th-century manuscript)


Squints were cut through the church walls and pillars, to allow more of those present to see the elevated Host. It wasn’t unknown for congregations to call out to the priest to raise the Eucharist higher, so that they all might behold it. Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament in the monstrance grew out of this desire to prolong the moment of elevation and adoration of the Host at the consecration.


The reality of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist was taught to the faithful by catechism and by miracle story. The Lay folk’s catechism of 1370 in its enumeration of the Sacraments speaks thus:

“The fourth is the sacrament of the altar,

Christ’s own body in likeness of bread,

As hale he took it of that blessed maiden;

Which every man and women, that of age is,

Ought for to receive once in the year,

That is to say, at Pasch, as is the usage of Holy Church 

When that he, cleansed of sin through penance . . . 

For he that takes it worthily, takes his salvation,

And who-so unworthily, takes his damnation.”  [English modernised]


Tales of miraculous manifestations of Christ’s presence in the Host (exempla) were carefully recorded and circulated. A heretical group in Ferrara was converted to the true faith when a lamb appeared in the Host. A northern heretic, Gautier of Flos, saw a baby in the Host during Mass celebrated by St John of Cantimpre, and was reconciled to the Church. A woman’s pet monkey strayed into church and ate the host. She burnt her pet and found the sacrament undamaged in its stomach. Such tales strain our 21st century credulity, but they were widely accepted in the faith-filled climate of the 12th-15th centuries.


St Albert the Great considers the reported cases of the Eucharist turning into flesh, as at Lanciano: “If it is transformed in the sight of all, then it seems to me that it should not be consumed, but rather kept as relics and another should be consecrated.”


Even a serious theologian like Paschasius Radbertus, marshalling the arguments for the Real Presence of Jesus in the Sacrament, includes several Eucharistic tales: once when St Basil the Great celebrated the Liturgy, a Jew who was present saw the Host as a child, which was broken and consumed by the participants, and he was led to conversion (not, as one might predict, to disgust and accusations of cannibalism!).  

A woman present at a Mass celebrated by St Gregory the Great chuckled before she received communion. St Gregory reproved her: How dare she laugh? She answered that she herself had baked the bread: how then could God reside within it? Gregory prayed for a sign, and she suddenly saw a bleeding finger in the Host. Thus was she convinced of the real Presence and much chastened.


Such tales may offend our sophisticated modern sensibilities, but they do reveal how strong was the underlying faith of the people of God.


Another group of stories centres upon miracles of nature or of animals: St Anthony of Padova was arguing with a heretic in Toulouse about transubstantiation. He won the argument only after a miraculous demonstration. They starved a mule for three days, then offered it a basket of oats or the sacred Host. Instead of rushing to the oats, the mule knelt in adoration of the Eucharist.

An exemplum which demands most credulity was one of the most widespread: a woman stole the host after communion and hid it in her beehive, hoping that they would produce more honey. When she returned to check the results, she found that the bees had built a tiny church (ecclesiula) in their honeycomb and were venerating the Host! 

Caesarius tells another tale of a Host stolen and hidden in a field. The thief’s oxen refused to plough the area, but knelt and adored the burial spot instead.


Other Eucharistic tales have as their theme the punishment of those who do not believe or who would desecrate the sacred Host. A monk who usually experienced the taste of honey in his mouth after Holy Communion, instead tasted the bitterness of wormwood when he had received it in anger. A woman had killed her husband by burning their house down with him inside: receiving Communion impenitent and unworthily, she choked to death on the Host.


In the case of a count who received communion on his death-bed, without properly confessing his multitude of crimes: “Having dared to receive communion unworthily, he lost the spirit . . . and the demons dragged him horribly chained in fiery chains.”  

With profane music and songs a group of revellers irreverently followed a priest who was carrying Viaticum to a sick person: as they crossed a bridge, it collapsed beneath them, drowning them in the river but leaving the priest, acolyte and Eucharist unharmed.(Nurnberg chronicle 1493)


The most famous medieval account is that of the Miracle of Bolsena (1262). The priest Peter of Prague went on pilgrimage to Rome, to pray at his patron saint’s shrine, because he was experiencing severe doubts about the Real Presence. He stayed for ten days in the Holy City, but received no answer to his petitions. 


Sadly he set off back home, and on his first night lodged in the lakeside village of Bolsena. The next morning he asked to celebrate Mass in the village church. At the elevation of the host, to his horror, drops of blood began to fall from the Host onto the corporal, seen also by the people. The bloodstained corporal and host were taken to the bishop of Orvieto, the neighbouring cathedral city. The bishop and the Pope together welcomed the visible miracle as a great sign from God. The corporal is still visible on permanent exhibition today in a side chapel. Would a DNA test give the same results as Lanciano and the Turin Shroud?


So it was in Orvieto that Pope Urban IV instituted the feast of Corpus Christi in 1264. He originated from Liege in Belgium, where the feast had been instituted locally in 1246. It arrived in England in 1318. Liturgical directives can take a long time to come to fruition!

Urban IV commissioned St Thomas Aquinas to compose the Office for the feast, of which we have his beautiful Latin sequence Lauda Sion Salvatorem. Here are not strange stories for the unquestioning, but the most sublime poetry and theology:

“Whoso eateth it can never

Break the body, rend or sever,

Christ entire our hearts doth fill.

Thousands eat the bread of heaven

Yet as much to one is given

Christ, though eaten, bideth still.

Good and bad, they come to greet him,

Unto life the former eat him,

And the latter unto death.

These find death and those find heaven,

See, from the same life-seed given,

How the harvest differeth.”

