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The name of Amsterdam hardly summons up the odour of sanctity. Nevertheless this human meat market, where trafficked girls pose nakedly in red-lit shop windows, and “coffee shop” signifies a cannabis joint, conceals the quieter story of a Eucharistic miracle and the hidden life of the Dutch Catholic Church.

Just off the hectic shopping street of Kalverstraat, full of designer clothes stores, one turns down a little side alley to enter a large quiet courtyard with grassy lawns and shady trees. It is surrounded by tall medieval houses with their varied Dutch gables. 

From 1346 this was the Begijnhof, the convent of the Beguines, where unmarried laywomen lived together like a religious community. They did not make lifelong vows like nuns, so they could leave to marry. However, they took a vow of chastity and promised obedience to the local parish priest. There were hundreds of such communities throughout Germany and the Low Countries.

In Amsterdam the Beguine chapel was dedicated to the Blessed Virgin, St John and St Ursula. In 1578, Calvinist reformers took over the Catholic city in the euphemistically titled Alteratie. They confiscated all churches, monasteries and convents, and forbade Catholics to express their faith publicly. The reformers were particularly opposed to the “idolatry” of the Host and the “Roman Catholic concept” of the Holy Mass. 

They were, after all, disciples of Calvin who had criticised the Catholic Eucharist, saying that he did not believe in a God who could be “summoned by formulae and dismissed by digestion.” 

Protestant ministers frequently denounced for “Popish idolatry” those houses in which the Mass was secretly celebrated. Fortunately, the city authorities were more willing to tolerate a little Catholic practice, so long as it remained hidden and low-key.

One of the house churches is now a museum, the Amstelkring. It consists of the high loft of a merchant’s house, into which a nave, with altar, organ and indeed balconies with side altars has skilfully been squeezed. It could accommodate up to one hundred people, so long as the floors did not give way. It is touchingly known as the church of Our Dear Lord in the Attic.

Meanwhile the ancient parish church of Amsterdam, St Nicholas’, De Oude Kerk, is an ecclesiastical skeleton, bang in the middle of the red-light district. Every altar, every statue, every image has been smashed or whitewashed. If you like white stone, woodwork and museum pieces of avant-garde modern art, this is the place for you. To quote the leaflet, it “offers a platform for a diversity of cultural and social activities.” One could weep to think that this stark empty hall was once the glorious centre of Catholic Faith in Amsterdam.

The Beguines survived in secret and in 1671 the city council allowed them to build an inconspicuous new chapel. This chapel today commemorates a most remarkable event, the Eucharistic Miracle of Amsterdam (1345).

A few days before Palm Sunday, a priest administered Anointing and Viaticum to Ysbrant Dommer, a seriously ill parishioner, in the Kalverstraat. Soon afterwards the poor man vomited up the contents of his stomach, including the Host, into a basin.  His attendant threw the contents onto the fire.

The next morning, the same woman came to rekindle the fire. Among the still burning coals she was astonished to see the Host, bright and fresh. Puzzled, she took it out – without burning herself – wrapped it in clean linen, placed it in a chest, and sent for the priest. He placed the Host in a pyx, washed the linen cloth, and took the Lord back to the Oude Kerk.

Something even odder now ensued. The next day, the woman opened her wooden chest for some linens, and was astonished to find the Host there again. She sent for the priest. First he checked the pyx in Church: it was inexplicably empty. A second time he returned the Host to the Oude Kerk. The same events were bizarrely repeated a third time the following day.

The priest gathered the local clergy, and they sensed that God wanted this miracle to be made public. The Host was carried back to the Oude Kerk a third time in solemn procession. The city magistrates investigated, obtained sworn affidavits from the witnesses, and endorsed the occurrence as fact. The Bishop of Utrecht held an extended enquiry, and finally confirmed the miracle.

Within two years a chapel of the Holy Stead (Ter Heylighen Stede) had been built on the site of the miracle. Crowds of pilgrims flocked to see the miraculous Host exhibited upon its altar. In 1452 a great fire destroyed much of Amsterdam and badly damaged the Holy Stead. The vessel containing the miraculous Host was found unharmed amidst the smouldering ruins.

Many miraculous answers to prayer encouraged even more visitors to the shrine, like Archduke Maximilian of Austria. There was an annual Eucharistic Procession from the Holy Stead to the Old Church, and back again, to commemorate the miracle. This lasted until 1578, when the chapel was confiscated and ransacked.

Thereafter the Beguines looked after the Sacred Host, until their chapel too was suppressed in 1607. Later, there grew up the custom of a Silent Procession, following the medieval route, as a silent witness to a banned Faith. In 1845, on the fifth centenary of the miracle, the Catholics of Amsterdam held a great demonstration. Now, every year, on the Sunday morning following 12th March, about 10,000 people take part in the same procession, a living link to Holland’s pre-Reformation Faith.    

This Dutch demonstration of Eucharistic power and fidelity brings us once again to John Paul II’s recent Encyclical  Ecclesia de Eucharistia, in which he reminds us of the “perennially valid teaching of the Council of Trent.”  The consecration of the bread and wine effects the change of the whole substance of the bread into the substance of the body of Christ our Lord, and of the whole substance of the wine into the substance of his blood. And the holy Catholic Church has fittingly and properly called this change transubstantiation.” (EE 15)

Jesus promised to raise up on the last day whoever “eats my flesh and drinks my blood.” (Jn 6:54).  The mystical flesh which we receive in Holy Communion is the Body of Christ in His glorified state, after the Resurrection. “With the Eucharist we digest the ‘secret’ of the resurrection.” Hence St Ignatius of Antioch described the Eucharistic Bread as “a medicine of immortality, an antidote to death.” (EE 18)

However, St Paul warns us: “Let a man examine himself, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup.” Chrysostom echoes this: “I too raise my voice, I beseech, beg and implore that no one draw near to this sacred table with a sullied and corrupt conscience. Such an act, in fact, can never be called 'communion', not even were we to touch the Lord's body a thousand times over, but 'condemnation', 'torment' and 'increase of punishment'”. 

Hence, “anyone conscious of a grave sin must receive the Sacrament of Reconciliation before coming to communion . .  . . . In the Church there remains in force, now and in the future, the rule by which  . . . in order to receive the Eucharist in a worthy manner, one must first confess one's sins, when one is aware of mortal sin”.

The Pope wants to encourage Eucharistic adoration outside of Mass. Christians must be distinguished above all by the “art of prayer.” In spiritual converse, in silent adoration, in heartfelt love before Christ present in the Most Holy Sacrament, we are invited to spend time with Jesus, and like the Beloved Disciple to lie close to his breast, feeling the infinite love present in his heart.  “How often, dear brothers and sisters, have I experienced this, and drawn from it strength, consolation and support!”

Saint Alphonsus Liguori wrote: “Of all devotions, that of adoring Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament is the greatest after the sacraments, the one dearest to God and the one most helpful to us.” 

Regular visits to the Blessed Sacrament, have become difficult when churches are closed outside of Mass times. Nevertheless, “In the course of the day the faithful should not omit visiting the Blessed Sacrament, which in accordance with liturgical law must be reserved in churches with great reverence in a prominent place. Such visits are a sign of gratitude, an expression of love and an acknowledgment of the Lord's presence.” Paul VI, Mysterium Fidei 

Engaged in so many different tasks, amidst the bustle of the modern world, today’s priests run a real risk of losing their focus. It is “pastoral charity” which gives unity to the priest's life and work, and this “flows mainly from the Eucharistic Sacrifice, which is therefore the centre and root of the whole priestly life”.

How “distressing and irregular” is the situation of a parish which does not have a priest to lead it. Parishes affirm their identity above all through the celebration of the Eucharistic Sacrifice. When, however, a community lacks a priest, attempts are rightly made to continue some form of Sunday celebrations, led by laity or religious. However, such solutions must be considered merely temporary, while the community awaits a priest.

The lack of the Mass should inspire the whole community to pray with greater fervour for vocations to the priesthood, that the Lord will send labourers into his harvest.
