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I am very grateful for a meeting I had last year with Andy McNally and Tony Hanna in Brisbane, Australia at which they invited me to come to the SpiritFest here in Armagh this year. Today I’d like to congratulate them on a truly inspiring and moving gathering of prayer and fellowship.  I feel sure that the fruits of this festival of prayer will be transmitted widely by all of us here as we go our different ways today.

To celebrate the Eucharist in this moment is to bring to a high point all that we have been sharing these last few days.  It is also a sending forth. At the end of each Mass we say ‘Go in peace’:  that means, go out into ours families, our places of work and take that peace that we have celebrated in the Eucharist and the presence that we have known in the Eucharist with us.’ I would like to share some reflections on the mystery of Eucharist that we are celebrating today at this high point of the Spirit Fest.  

Every Mass is both centra-petal and centra-fugal. That is, it gathers energy in but it is also throws out that energy into the world in every direction.  That is the eternal dynamism of the Eucharist.  

The word ‘Eucharist’ means thanksgiving and we are thanking God, in and through the person of Jesus in every Mass, for all manner of graces.  Some of those graces are explicit and we have many obvious things to be grateful for. In some areas of our life we can count our blessings. But often many of those graces are hidden.  In times of suffering or confusion, of doubt or violence it is different. Yet, to the eyes of faith refreshed by the Eucharist we can see those hidden graces, even in the dark spaces of our lives.  So, in the Eucharist we thank God for all that happens, even for what we don’t  yet understand.  We can experience a healing in this kind of thanksgiving because life wounds us in many secret and many overt ways. Sometimes those wounds are deliberate, the result of prejudice, intolerance, sectarianism, blind violence; and sometimes the wounds are accidental, as in the ways we often hurt each other in our personal relationships without knowing it.  In the Eucharist we can touch the healing salve that heals all those wounds of life that easily blind us to that continuous flow of grace which is the wonder and beauty of life.

In the Eucharist we experience both praise and profession. Sometimes we don’t feel like praising. We don’t feel in the mood for it and then praise can sound hollow or mechanical.  We can even sometimes celebrate the Mass in this mechanical, formalistic or legalistic way. Yet the mystery of the Mass is deeper than any of that; it is deeper than our own insensitivity or routine-mindedness.  Praise proceeds anyway, out of the heart of Jesus whose feast we celebrated recently. Celebrating the Eucharist with even a minimal degree of sensitivity and faith, we activate in our hearts the spirit of thankfulness that flows from his heart. This is not so much being thankful for this or for that, but infused just by thankfulness itself, that quality of joy that you see in a child and that in later life we hope will grow in us as we age. A thankful heart frees us from the constant complaint and the constant dissatisfaction of the ego. It is really the only cure for the malaise of our consumer society that keeps us in a constant state of dissatisfaction and craving.  To find that joy within our hearts, and that is what the Eucharist gives us the chance to do, is the great discovery needed in our day. 

In the Eucharist there is a coming together of free people. We meet as a free gathering of free souls who may be strangers at one level but are true friends at another.  That is the level where we meet Christ both in our personal relationship with Him and in our communal relationship with Him, which is the Church.  We can never sever that personal relationship from the communal relationship because all true relationships are intertwined and interface with each other. God is the ground of being, the nexus of all relationships and in God we are all one. So the Eucharist takes us both personally and communally on a journey of infinite deepening and expansion.

In Ireland especially the Mass has long been an affirmation of passionately defended identity during long years of occupation and Penal Laws. It was an identity that could not be broken because, to such a degree, popular devotion to the Mass was so strong and faithful.  But today we are in a new era. Without diminishing the central importance of the Mass other ways of expressing and shaping catholic identity are needed. So fresh ways of understanding the Mass need to develop.  We don’t need a new Mass but we need new ways of understanding it in our time.  This implies the need for new ways of expanding that ‘catholic’ identity into what was originally understood by the term ‘catholic’ in the early church.  Then ‘catholic’ meant, not something that is defined by what you are not, (that is never adequate to understanding who we are), but in the original sense of what is universal and inconclusive. The ‘catholic mind’ is nothing less, in fact, than the mind of Christ in whom all divisions, social, religious or ethnic and even gender divisions. are transcended: in whom there is neither male nor female, Jew nor Greek, Protestant nor Catholic, slave nor free.

That catholic mind’s immediate response to difference is to see how we can include those who are different from us, even if that takes generations or centuries to achieve. The catholic mind, nurtured by the inclusive table-fellowship of the Eucharist, is actively patient, patient in waiting for those divisions to be dissolved that easily turn into rejection or violence and active in advancing the consciousness of unity, to take the place of dividedness.

As we end these beautiful days of prayer and our celebration of the widespread and diverse spirit of prayer in the diocese of Armagh, this is an opportunity to reflect upon how we can rediscover and renew the hidden graces of this sacrament of the Eucharist.  We live in a secular age, in a culture where sacred time has almost disappeared, where time is money, where we give minimal space and time to the sacred.   We can rediscover the Eucharist by understanding it as sacred time, whether it is weekly or daily. Whenever we celebrate it we are entering another dimension of time that renews and challenges the limited horizons of the secular time that so often cause us stress and exhaustion.

We live in a pluralist age, conscious of and usually living close to other religions. Religion itself, however, is but one option and knowledge of each others’ beliefs and practices is necessary to create a climate of tolerance, respect and dialogue. In our modern pluralism we need to know who we are, to be deeply rooted in our own identity, if we are to get to know people who follow other paths. Ignorance breeds fear and anger at what is different. Strengthening our own religious identity is not a way of excluding or marginalising other identities but a way to be open, as Christ is open hearted, to all those whose paths intersect or run parallel to ours.

 We live in an age obsessed with entertainment.  We spend a lot of time and a lot of money entertaining ourselves. The Eucharist can remind us that there is something more than just entertainment; there is a sacred art form that we call liturgy that can be more deeply satisfying and stimulating than entertainment. The Mass itself is the last remnant in Western society of sacred drama. It is a spiritual art form that allows for many dialects and many cultural expressions. It teaches us the wonder of God and allows truth and goodness to be brought together in the experience of beauty.

We live in an age of distraction, very short attention spans, and the Mass helps us here too. It is an ‘anamnesis’, a bringing into the present of what is re-membered. It is the bringing into the present moment the mystery of Christ’s human life and love. An age of distraction is also an age of superficiality and the Eucharist can remind, and re-member us, to the depth dimension of all our experience. It restores us to the real presence of God we call living in the present moment, the only way we can be at peace. In an age of constant twittering the Mass affords an opportunity for a deep and patient listening to the word of God, in Scripture, in fellowship and in the mystical meaning of the sacrament that its words and signs point to.

Every Pope, for several papacies, has reminded and urged us to celebrate the Mass with more reverence, with more attention to its mystical dimension. They have urged us to do so especially by lengthening and increasing the periods of silence during the Mass. My own experience of doing this is both in mass celebrated for those who meditate when we meditate for half an hour after communion and on other occasions with young children who respond warmly and deeply to silence as it reveals the mystical dimension of what we are doing around the altar.

In an age deprived of personal depth and community the Mass teaches us real presence and what presence really means. The theology of the Mass is essentially the same as the theology of contemplation, of meditation or the prayer of the heart.  In deep prayer we go into the real presence of Christ in our hearts. The Eucharist as the prime sacrament is the outward sign that re-connects us to that inward grace in daily life.

In the Second Vatican Council document on the Liturgy we are told that the purpose of the liturgy is to develop a ‘contemplative orientation in the people of God’. We come to church, we celebrate Mass, in order to live and pray in a more contemplative way.  

So as we conclude these inspiring days of fellowship and prayer, let’s pray that we can, each of us, renew and rediscover the Eucharist for our own time through our own lives.  I don’t think we can do that just by talking about it; we do it primarily by experiencing it, by participating in a liturgy that is mindful, reverent, silent, joyful and present, full of the mystical presence, the simple beauty and the warm fellowship that Christ generates.

In the second century one of the early Fathers of the church, Clement of Alexandria, described the Eucharist as the ‘medicine of immortality.’  That is a stimulus for a new understanding of the Eucharist for our time, a new understanding rooted in the tradition. The Mass as medicine, as a medicine for our wounded and troubled and lonely souls, a medicine that opens us to the risen life of Christ.  

As we celebrate this sacred medicine now, let’s also hold in our prayer the Eucharistic Congress that will take place in Ireland next year and hope that it will touch the hearts and minds of the whole country in the same way that the Spirit Fest here in Armagh this week-end has touched our hearts and minds.
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