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New Apostolic Exhortation on the Eucharist: Sacramentum Caritatis 

On February 22, 2007, the feast of the Chair of Saint Peter, Pope Benedict XVI signed 
his first post-synodal exhortation under the title Sacramentum Caritatis: on the Eucharist, 
source and summit of the life and mission of the Church. The exhortation is the final 
document of the synodal assembly held in Rome from October 2 to 23, 2005.  The 
exhortation was published on March 12, 2007 and may be found in its entirety at: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_exh_20070222_sacramentum-caritatis_en.html 

The exhortation begins with these words: 

The sacrament of charity, 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. 
This wondrous sacrament makes manifest that "greater” love which led him to 
"lay down his life for his friends”(John 15:13). Jesus did indeed love them "to 
the end”(John 13:1). In those words the Evangelist introduces Christ's act of 
immense humility: before dying for us on the Cross, he tied a towel around 
himself and washed the feet of his disciples. In the same way, Jesus continues, 
in the sacrament of the Eucharist, to love us "to the end,” even to offering us his 
body and his blood. What amazement must the Apostles have felt in witnessing 
what the Lord did and said during that Supper! What wonder must the 
Eucharistic mystery also awaken in our own hearts! (1) 

The introduction continues by reflecting on the value of the liturgical renewal of the 
Second Vatican Council, noting that “the difficulties and even the occasional 
abuses…cannot overshadow the benefits and the validity of the liturgical renewal, whose 
riches are yet to be fully explored,” and recommending the application of a “hermeneutic 
of continuity” to the continuing work of implementing the renewal. (3) 

This is followed by extended meditation in three parts: The Eucharist: Mystery to Be 
Believed, The Eucharist: A Mystery to be Celebrated, and The Eucharist: A Mystery to be 
Lived. The second section (The Eucharist: A Mystery to be Celebrated) treats six major 
liturgical aspects of the celebration of the Eucharist: 

1. The Eucharistic celebration, the work of “Christus Totus” 
2. Ars celebrandi 
3. The Structure of the Eucharistic Celebration  
4. Actuosa participatio 
5. Interior participation in the celebration  
6. Adoration and Eucharistic Devotion 
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1. The Eucharistic celebration, the work of Christus Totus 

In a reflection on Christus totus in capite et in corpore, the Holy Father recalls that the subject of the liturgy's 
intrinsic beauty is Christ himself, risen and glorified in the Holy Spirit, who includes the Church in his work.”(36)  
Since the Eucharist is an action of God, “its basic structure is not something within our power to change, nor can 
it be held hostage by the latest trends.”(37)  

2. Ars Celebrandi 

This notion of the role of Christ in the Liturgy leads to a reflection on the Ars Celebrandi of the Priest at Mass.  In 
this regard, the Holy Father insists that “the primary way to foster the participation of the People of God in the 
sacred rite is the proper celebration of the rite itself.”(38)  This is why the Bishop, High Priest of the Diocese is 

seen as the “celebrant par excellence”(39) and exercises the role 
of “ chief steward of the mysteries of God in the particular 
Church entrusted to his care…he is the moderator, promoter, and 
guardian of the whole of its liturgical life”(39)  

An authentic Ars Celebrandi is born of and leads to “an 
appreciation of the liturgical norms” (39) and an understanding 
that “the simplicity of [the Liturgy’s] gestures and the sobriety of 
its orderly sequence of signs communicate and inspire more than 
any contrived and inappropriate additions.”(39) 

The “ profound connection between beauty and the liturgy”(41) 
is then explored, recalling that “the very nature of a Christian 

church [building] is defined by the liturgy, which is an assembly of the faithful (ecclesia) who are the living 
stones of the Church (cf. 1 Peter 2:5).” The Holy Father urges that religious iconography be directed to 
sacramental mystagogy and that seminarians and priests be properly formed in the arts. 

In regard to liturgical song, the Holy Father recalls that “in the course of her two-thousand-year history, the 
Church has created, and still creates, music and songs which represent a rich patrimony of faith and love.” He 
urges the avoidance of  “musical genres which fail to respect the meaning of the liturgy,” and recommends that 
“Gregorian chant be suitably esteemed and employed.”(42) 

3. The Structure of the Eucharistic Celebration  

Next, the exhortation embarks on a series of reflections on the parts of the Mass, recalling the “intrinsic bond 
between the word of God and the Eucharist,”(44) and asking that “liturgical proclamation of the word of God [be] 
entrusted to well- prepared readers,”(45) and that various initiatives be undertaken to ensure that the faithful 
understand the Scriptures (45).   

In reflecting on the homily, Pope Benedict XVI states starkly that “given the importance of the word of God, the 
quality of homilies needs to be improved.”(46)  He suggests that the proclamation of the word of God be closely 
related to the sacramental celebration (46), and that, on occasion, “thematic” homilies may be appropriate. 

In an extended meditation on the presentation of the gifts, the Holy Father suggests that this simple rite is actually 
very significant:  

…in the bread and wine that we bring to the altar, all creation is taken up by Christ the Redeemer 
to be transformed and presented to the Father. In this way we also bring to the altar all the pain 
and suffering of the world, in the certainty that everything has value in God's eyes. (47) 
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He then proceeds to an examination of the Eucharistic Prayer, asking that the “inexhaustible theological and 
spiritual richness” of these prayers be the subject of effective catechesis. (48) 

The sign of peace is described as responding to the “irrepressible desire for peace present in every heart.”(49) In 
response to a request of the Synod Fathers, the Holy Father also notes that he has asked the competent curial 
offices to study the possible moving of the Sign of Peace to before the presentation of the gifts as a “significant 
reminder of the Lord’s insistence that we be reconciled with others before offering our gifts to God (Cf. Matthew 
5:23, ff.).”(49) 

In regard to the distribution and reception of Holy Communion, Pope Benedict XVI recommends that “the rules 
governing correct practice in this regard [in the instruction Redemptionis Sacramentum],” be faithfully observed 
“seeing in them an expression of the faith and love with which we all must regard this sublime sacrament.”(50) 

In response to another of the propositions from the Synod on the Eucharist, the Holy Father asks for an 
exploration of the “deeper meaning” of the dismissal formula, and, perhaps, the development of new 
texts to further emphasize the missionary dimension of this rite. (51) 

4. Actuosa participatio 

There follows an extended section on the meaning of active participation in the Liturgy.  Participation in the 
Liturgy is not simply a matter of external activity, but demands “a greater awareness of the mystery being 
celebrated and its relationship to daily life.”(52)  Active participation “is not per se equivalent to the exercise of a 
specific ministry,” (53) and roles must be clearly distinguished.   

Such participation is fostered by “adaptations appropriate to different contexts and cultures.”(54) and must be 
marked by a spirit of “constant conversion.”(55)  This dimension of participation in the Liturgy is highlighted by 
the Holy Father: 

This inner disposition can be fostered, for example, by recollection and silence for at least a few moments 
before the beginning of the liturgy, by fasting and, when necessary, by sacramental confession. (55) 

The Holy Father then addresses “the intrinsic link between the Eucharist and the Church's unity,” which makes it 
“generally impossible for non-Catholic Christians to receive the former without enjoying the latter.”(56) 

In regard to Masses broadcast by various media, the Pope notes that “the word participation has taken on a 
broader meaning in recent decades,”but, at the same time, makes clear that “visual images can represent reality, 
but they do not actually reproduce it.”(57)  It is commendable for the sick, prisoners, and those otherwise unable 
to come to church to receive Holy Communion.  Indeed, everything possible must be done to facilitate the 
participation of the physically disabled person at Mass, including the retrofitting of Church buildings.  Finally, the 
participation of migrants and refugees (60), especially those from the Eastern Churches, must be fostered. 

Large-scale concelebrations should be well prepared and “not lose their proper focus.”(61)  At 
international gatherings, Latin may well be used to more clearly express “the unity and universality of 
the Church.”(62)  At the other end of the spectrum, Masses with small groups should follow the criteria 
set forth by the Synod fathers: they should not fragment the community but ought to bear concrete fruit, 
engage the entire assembly, and preserve the unity of the liturgical life of individual families. (63) 

5. Interior participation in the celebration  

Participation in the Eucharist can be encouraged by a mystagogical catechesis, recalling that “the best catechesis 
on the Eucharist is the Eucharist itself, celebrated well.”(64)  Such a catechesis is characterized by four elements: 
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1. It interprets the rites in the light of the events of our salvation. 
2. It takes special care to present the meaning of the signs contained in the rites. 
3. It is concerned with bringing out the significance of the rites for the Christian life in all its dimensions. 

The effectiveness of such catechesis may be observed in a reverence for the Eucharist, particularly with regard to 
kneeling during the central part of the Eucharistic Prayer, expressing externally our reverence for “the infinite 
majesty of God, who comes to us in the lowliness of the sacramental signs.”(65)  

6. Adoration and Eucharistic Devotion 

In regard to the importance of Eucharistic adoration, the Holy Father recalls the words of Saint Augustine: “ no 
one eats that flesh without first adoring it; we should sin were we not to adore it,” (66) and sees adoration as a 
“natural consequence of the Eucharistic celebration.”(66) 

Recommending that the “practice of Eucharistic adoration, both individually and in community ”be promoted by 
pastors, the Holy Father calls for catechesis, even beginning with those about to receive First Communion.” (67)  
The Pope commends all those engaged in the apostolate of adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, noting that parish 
and other groups should set aside time for adoration through Processions, Forty Hours, Eucharistic Congresses, 
etc. (68)   

Finally, the Holy Father addresses the location of the tabernacle, a matter left, ultimately, to the Diocesan Bishop.  
The Pope observes, however, that: 

…the place where the Eucharistic species is reserved, marked by a sanctuary lamp, should be 
readily visible to everyone entering the church. It is therefore necessary to take into account the 
building's architecture: in churches which do not have a Blessed Sacrament chapel, and 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. In new churches, it is good to position the Blessed Sacrament chapel close to the 
sanctuary; where this is not possible, it is preferable to locate the tabernacle in the sanctuary, in a 
sufficiently elevated place, at the centre of the apse area, or in another place where it will be 
equally conspicuous.”(69) 

The exhortation concludes with the following words: 

True joy is found in recognizing that the Lord is still with us, our faithful companion along the 
way. The Eucharist makes us discover that Christ, risen from the dead, is our contemporary in the 
mystery of the Church, his body. Of this mystery of love we have become witnesses. Let us 
encourage one another to walk joyfully, our hearts filled with wonder towards our encounter with 
the Holy Eucharist, so that we may experience and proclaim to others the truth of the words with 
which Jesus took leave of his disciples: “Lo, I am with you always, until the end of the world” 
(Matthew 28:20). (97) 

 

Sacrament of Charity (Sacramentum Caritatis) is available from 
USCCB Publications in 6”X 9”inch soft cover edition for $6.95 (ISBN 
1-60137-002-4, 100 pages).  

Also Available in Spanish for the same price (ISBN 1-60137-800-9). 
  Call 1-800-800-235-872 or visit USCCB Publishing at 

http://www.usccbpublishing.org/productdetails.cfm?sku=7-002 
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Catholics and the Seder Meal 

In recent weeks, the Secretariat has received requests for information on Catholics and the celebration of the 
Seder during Holy Week.  In 1988, the Bishops’ Committee on the Liturgy issued Guidelines on the Presentation 
of Jews and Judaism in Catholic Preaching, entitled: God's Mercy Endures Forever   
(http://www.usccb.org/liturgy/godsmercy.shtml), which specifically address this question; an excerpt is reprinted 
here for the information of our readers. 

27. Pope John Paul II's visit to the Chief Rabbi of Rome on Good Friday, 1987, gives a lead for 
pastoral activities during Holy Week in local churches. Some dioceses and parishes, for example, 
have begun traditions such as holding a "Service of Reconciliation” with Jews on Palm Sunday, 
or inviting Holocaust survivors to address their congregations during Lent. 
 
28. It is becoming familiar in many parishes and Catholic homes to participate in a Passover 
Seder during Holy Week. This practice can have educational and spiritual value. It is wrong, 
however, to "baptize” the Seder by ending it with New Testament readings about the Last Supper 
or, worse, turn it into a prologue to the Eucharist. Such mergings distort both traditions. The 
following advice should prove useful: 
 
When Christians celebrate this sacred feast among themselves, the rites of the haggadah for the 
seder should be respected in all their integrity. The seder . . . should be celebrated in a dignified 
manner and with sensitivity to those to whom the seder truly belongs. The primary reason why 
Christians may celebrate the festival of Passover should be to acknowledge common roots in the 
history of salvation. Any sense of "restaging” the Last Supper of the Lord Jesus should be 
avoided .... The rites of the Triduum are the [Church's] annual memorial of the events of Jesus' 
dying and rising (Bishops' Committee on the Liturgy Newsletter, March 1980, p. 12). 
 
Seders arranged at or in cooperation with local synagogues are encouraged. 
29. Also encouraged are joint memorial services commemorating the victims of the Shoah 
(Holocaust). These should be prepared with catechetical and adult education programming to 
ensure a proper spirit of shared reverence. Addressing the Jewish community of Warsaw, Pope 
John Paul II stressed the uniqueness and significance of Jewish memory of the Shoah: "More than 
anyone else, it is precisely you who have become this saving warning. I think that in this sense 
you continue your particular vocation, showing yourselves to be still the heirs of that election to 
which God is faithful. This is your mission in the contemporary world before . . . all of 
humanity”(Warsaw, June 14, 1987). On the Sunday closest to Yom ha Shoah, Catholics should 
pray for the victims of the Holocaust and their survivors. The following serve as examples of 
petitions for the general intercessions at Mass: 
 
For the victims of the Holocaust, their families, and all our Jewish brothers and sisters, that the 
violence and hatred they experienced may never again be repeated, we pray to the Lord.  
 
For the Church, that the Holocaust may be a reminder to us that we can never be indifferent to the 
sufferings of others, we pray to the Lord. For our Jewish brothers and sisters, that their 
confidence in the face of long-suffering may spur us on to a greater faith and trust in God, we 
pray to the Lord. 
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The Jews and the Passion Narratives in Holy Week 

Inquiries also customarily increase at this time of year on preaching about the Jews as portrayed in the Passion 
Narratives of the Gospels.  Because Holy Week provides prime opportunities to preach on the Passion Narratives, 
any reflection on Jews, Judaism and the Passion Narratives should be guided by the following excerpts from 
God's Mercy Endures Forever. 

 
21. Because of the tragic history of the "Christ-killer”charge as providing a rallying cry for anti-Semites over the 
centuries, a strong and careful homiletic stance is necessary to combat its lingering effects today. Homilists and 
catechists should seek to provide a proper context for the proclamation of the passion narratives. A particularly 
useful and detailed discussion of the theological and historical principles involved in presentations of the passions 
can be found in Criteria for the Evaluation of Dramatizations of the Passion issued by the Bishops' Committee for 
Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs (March 1988). 
 
22. The message of the liturgy in proclaiming the passion narratives in full is to enable the assembly to see vividly 
the love of Christ for each person, despite their sins, a love that even death could not vanquish. "Christ in his 
boundless love freely underwent his passion and death because of the sins of all so that all might attain 
salvation”(Nostra Aetate, no. 4). To the extent that Christians over the centuries made Jews the scapegoat for 
Christ's death, they drew themselves away from the paschal mystery. For it is only by dying to one's sins that we 
can hope to rise with Christ to new life. This is a central truth of the Catholic faith stated by the Catechism of the 
Council of Trent in the sixteenth century and reaffirmed by the 1985 Notes (no. 30). 
 
23. It is necessary to remember that the passion narratives do not offer eyewitness accounts or a modern transcript 
of historical events. Rather, the events have had their meaning focused, as it were, through the four theological 
"lenses” of the gospels. By comparing what is shared and what distinguishes the various gospel accounts from 
each other, the homilist can discern the core from the particular optics of each. One can then better see the 
significant theological differences between the passion narratives. These differences also are part of the inspired 
Word of God. 
 
24. Certain historical essentials are shared by all four accounts: a growing hostility against Jesus on the part of 
some Jewish religious leaders (note that the Synoptic gospels do not mention the Pharisees as being involved in 
the events leading to Jesus' death, but only the "chief priests, scribes, and elders"); the Last Supper with the 
disciples; betrayal by Judas; arrest outside the city (an action conducted covertly by the Roman and Temple 
authorities because of Jesus' popularity among his fellow Jews); interrogation before a high priest (not necessarily 
a Sanhedrin trial); formal condemnation by Pontius Pilate (cf. the Apostles' and Nicene Creeds, which mention 
only Pilate, even though some Jews were involved); crucifixion by Roman soldiers; affixing the title "King of the 
Jews” on the cross; death; burial; and resurrection. Many other elements, such as the crowds shouting "His blood 
be on us and on our children” in Matthew, or the generic use of the term "the Jews” in John, are unique to a given 
author and must be understood within the context of that author's overall theological scheme. Often, these unique 
elements reflect the perceived needs and emphases of the author's particular community at the end of the first 
century, after the split between Jews and Christians was well underway. The bitterness toward synagogue Judaism 
seen in John's gospel (e.g., Jn 9:22;16:2) most likely reflects the bitterness felt by John's own community after its 
"parting of the ways” with the Jewish community, and the martyrdom of St. Stephen illustrates that verbal 
disputes could, at times, lead to violence by Jews against fellow Jews who believed in Jesus. 
 
25. Christian reflection on the passion should lead to a deep sense of the need for reconciliation with the Jewish 
community today. Pope John Paul II has said: “Considering history in the light of the principles of faith in 
God, we must also reflect on the catastrophic event of the Shoah ....Considering this mystery of the suffering of 
Israel's children, their witness of hope, of faith, and of humanity under dehumanizing outrages, the Church 
experiences ever more deeply her common bond with the Jewish people and with their treasure of spiritual riches 
in the past and in the present.” (Address to Jewish Leadership, Miami, September 11, 1987) 
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APPOINTMENTS 
 

Monsignor Sherman Appointed Executive Director-Designate of BCL 
 

Monsignor David Malloy, General Secretary of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, has 
announced that Monsignor James P. Moroney, Executive Director of the USCCB Secretariat for the 
Liturgy since 1996, will conclude his term of service following the November, 2007 plenary meeting of 
the United States Conference.  Monsignor Malloy has appointed Monsignor Anthony Sherman, Associate 
Director for the USCCB Secretariat for the Liturgy, to succeed Monsignor Moroney.  Until November, 
Monsignor Sherman will serve as Executive Director-Designate. 
 
The Secretariat for the Liturgy is also served by Sister Doris Mary Turek, SSND, multicultural specialist.  
Sister Clelia Cechetti, S.P., is Administrative Secretary, while Ms. Ebony Reid is Staff Assistant.  The 
Offices of the Secretariat for the Liturgy are located at the Bishops’ Conference Building in Washington 
D.C. 

 
Father Anthony Ward Appointed Undersecretary of Congregation 

 
Pope Benedict XVI has appointed Fr. Anthony Ward S.M., capo ufficio of the Congregation for Divine 
Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, as under-secretary of the same congregation.  The 
appointment was made public on March 15, 2007.  Cardinal Francis Arinze serves as Prefect of the 
Congregation, while Archbishop Malcolm Ranjith serves as Secretary. 
 

 

A New Directory on Church Buildings From England and Wales 
 
 The Bishops’ Conference of English and Wales has published a new Directory on 
Church buildings and liturgical ordering under the title Consecrated for Worship.  
Welcoming the publication of Consecrated for Worship Bishop Arthur Roche, 
chairman of the Department for Christian Life and Worship said: ‘Consecrated for 

Worship is not intended especially to encourage a time of new church building and re-
ordering…It is there to help all parties in evaluating the proposals that are made in response to 
briefs.” Information on acquiring this new document may be found at: http://www.catholic-
ew.org.uk/liturgy/Resources/CFW/index.html. 

Vox Clara Committee Meets March 12-15, 2007 

The Vox Clara Committee met for the thirteenth time from March 12-15, 2007 in the offices of the Congregation 
for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments in Rome. This Committee of senior Bishops from 
Episcopal Conferences throughout the English-speaking world was formed by the Congregation on July 19, 2001 
in order to provide advice to the Holy See concerning English-language liturgical books and to strengthen 
effective cooperation with the Conferences of Bishops in this regard. 

The Vox Clara Committee is chaired by Cardinal George Pell, Sydney (Australia). The participants in the meeting 
were Archbishop Oscar Lipscomb, Mobile (USA), who serves as First Vice-Chairman; Archbishop Oswald 
Gracias, Bombay (India), who serves as Second Vice-Chairman; Cardinal Justin Rigali, Philadelphia (USA), who 
serves as Treasurer; Archbishop Alfred Hughes, New Orleans (USA); Archbishop Terrence Prendergast, S.J., 
Halifax (Canada); Archbishop Peter Kwasi Sarpong, Kumasi (Ghana); Archbishop Kelvin Felix, Castries (Saint 
Lucia), and Bishop Philip Boyce, O.C.D., Raphoe (Ireland).  Bishop David McGough was present as a pro-
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tempore representative of Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O’Connor, Westminster (England), who serves as Secretary.  
Also member of the Committee, though not present at the meeting, is Cardinal Francis George, O.M.I., Chicago 
(USA). The members were assisted in their work by the following Advisors: Monsignor Gerard McKay (Rome), 
Abbot Cuthbert Johnson, O.S.B. (England), Reverend Jeremy Driscoll, O.S.B. (USA), Reverend Dennis 
McManus (USA), and Monsignor James P. Moroney (USA).  The customary support and assistance of officials of 
the Congregation was also appreciated by the members. 

On March 14, 2007, the Holy Father received the members and advisors of the Vox Clara Committee at the 
General Audience, held in Saint Peter’s Square.  More than a year ago, Pope Benedict XVI expressed his hope 
that “the translation into English of the latest edition of the Missale Romanum may soon be completed, so that the 
faithful throughout the English-speaking world may benefit from the use of liturgical texts accurately rendered in 
accordance with the norms of the Instruction Liturgiam Authenticam.”1  In the course of yesterday’s audience, 
the Holy Father renewed his expression of gratitude, thanking the members and advisors of the Vox Clara 
Committee for their important work. 

The Holy Father’s words echoed the express desire of Pope John Paul II for a timely completion to the Roman 
Missal.  In the course of their meeting, the members of the Vox Clara Committee renewed their commitment to 
expend all possible energies in pursuit of an expeditious timeline for publication of the Roman Missal. 
 
The members of the Vox Clara Committee reviewed a recent revision in the schedule for the provision of Green 
and Grey Book translations by the International Committee on English in the Liturgy.  The members of the Vox 
Clara Committee urged the members of the mixed commission and all concerned to do everything possible to 
assure a swift completion of the translation of the Roman Missal.  
 
At the request of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, the members 
conducted a final review of the proposed translation of the Order of Mass, prior to the confirmation of the text by 
the Holy See.  A report was received on musical considerations of those parts reserved to the people at Mass, and 
appropriate revisions were proposed to the Congregation.  In addition, the members discussed several translation 
questions posed to them by the Congregation and suggested appropriate strategies for their resolution.   
 
Various dimensions of the public reception of the confirmed Order of Mass were also explored.  The members 
suggested that, following the confirmation of this text of the Order of Mass in the near future, it will be important 
to see to the publication of accurate and accessible formational materials of both a scholarly and pastoral 
character. 
 
The Committee also completed its final revision of the Ratio Translationis for the English Language, including an 
appendix on certain stylistic issues.  The Ratio Translationis was first proposed in draft form to all Conferences of 
Bishops in June, 2005.  Following widespread consultation, it is anticipated that the Congregation will promulgate 
the Ratio in its final form in the near future. 
 
On the final day of its meeting, the members and advisors met with Cardinal Francis Arinze, Prefect of the 
Congregation and Archbishop Malcolm Ranjith, Secretary to the Congregation.  His Eminence thanked the 
members for their work and encouraged them to continue to pursue an expeditious completion of the Roman 
Missal.  The Vox Clara Committee welcomed the announcement by the Cardinal Prefect of the appointment of 
Father Anthony Ward, S.M. as Undersecretary of the Congregation. 
 
The Committee will next meet in September, 2007. 
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1 Letter of Pope Benedict XVI to Cardinal Francis Arinze, November 9, 2005. 
 


