Year of the Eucharist

O

On the Solemnity of the Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ,
Archbishop Etienne announced a year dedicated to the Eucharist

n April 29 of this year, the first anniversary
of his appointment as Archbishop of
Seattle, Archbishop Etienne announced a
Year of the Eucharist, to begin on June 14,
2020, the solemnity of Corpus Christi, and to conclude
on the same solemnity next year, June 6, 2021. It is a
time to reflect on the gift of the Eucharist in the Church
and in our lives as believers, to come to a deeper
awareness of the mystery we celebrate, and to
strengthen our resolve to live that mystery in our dayto-day lives.
A Year of the Eucharist? In an unprecedented year
like this one, when so many of us have not been able to
gather to celebrate the Eucharist? “I know the timing of
this dedicated period to enhance our liturgical life is
not optimal,” Archbishop Etienne has written, “as the
coronavirus will more than likely continue to interrupt
our ability to gather regularly to celebrate the
Eucharist. Nevertheless… let us trust in God’s
Providence that by his grace we will benefit from our
renewed prayer and study of the Eucharist.”
The extraordinary time we are living through also
offers an extraordinary opportunity: a chance to step
out of habit and routine, and to become aware, perhaps
as never before, of our need for the Eucharist, and for
each other.
The Eucharist: A Shared Prayer

T

here is no doubt that every sector of our
society will be reflecting on this experience of
the pandemic for decades yet to come. Politics
and economics, manufacturing, food
handling, education and the arts, retail and
restaurants—all have experienced massive
repercussions. The Church is no exception! For parish
communities, the pandemic has already prompted a
reckoning and a great deal of soul-searching. Who are
we if we cannot gather together to celebrate the
Eucharist, which, as we know, is the very “source and
summit” of our Christian lives? Livestreamed liturgies
have been a blessing to countless people during these
days of uncertainty. Many have come to enjoy the
feeling of intimacy they bring. We can appreciate the
readings, preaching, and the familiar rhythm of the
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prayers from the comfort of our armchairs and
couches. After all, Jesus told us, “go to your inner
room, close the door, and pray to your Father in
secret” (Matthew 6:6).
But comfortable intimacy is not, after all, what our
worship is about. The Eucharist, by its very nature, is a
communal gathering. In fact, the very word “liturgy”
means “public work” or “work of the people.” The
gathering of the people to celebrate the Eucharist is no
merely functional matter. It is a sign and an image of
the Kingdom of God. When we come together, from so
many places, near and far, in all our diversity, to gather
around one altar in worship, God is giving us a
glimpse of his kingdom, when, in the words of the
Eucharistic Prayer, “those of every race and tongue”
will share “the unending banquet of unity in a new
heaven and a new earth.” Of course, realizing that
vision takes a lot more than being in the same place at
the same time. Building community takes effort. That
has been true from the very beginning. “I hear that
when you meet as a church there are divisions among
you, and to a degree I believe it,” Saint Paul wrote to
the Christian community at Corinth (I Cor. 11:18). And
he added, surprisingly, “there have to be factions
among you in order that also those who are approved
among you may become known.” In other words, the
friction we experience when we are part of a
community—the distractions, the disagreements, the
push and pull—are a necessary part of becoming the
people God is calling us to be.
We have been deprived of this vision of the
Kingdom for several months now, and it may be many
more months before our worship is fully restored. But
we must not lose sight of it. We are called to worship in
community together.
The Eucharist: Holy Presence

S

everal months ago, the highly-regarded Pew
Research Center conducted a survey of
American Catholics on what they believe
happens at Mass. Even among Catholics who
go to church regularly, there is a profound disconnect
when it comes to Eucharistic belief, with nearly 40%
describing the presence of Christ in the bread and wine
of the Mass as “symbolic” rather than actually the Body
and Blood of Christ. Among Catholics who do not go to
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Mass regularly,
that number is
even higher.
While we might
quibble with the
wording of some
of the questions,
the survey is
profoundly
disquieting, as it
shows a definite
erosion of
sacramental
belief among the
people of our
time—even those
who go to Mass
regularly.
What
does the Church
believe about the
Archbishop Etienne presides at Mass in the Cathedral Chapel on Tuesday, March 17.
Eucharist? While
our theological
Indeed the Eucharist is itself an act of cosmic love.”
explanations of the mystery of the Eucharist have
Transubstantiation is not a dusty concept, divorced
evolved over time, our fundamental belief has not. In
from reality. Indeed, belief in the Real Presence of
the words of St. Ambrose, the 4th-century Doctor of the
Christ in the Eucharist has profound implications for
Church, “it is mere bread before the sacramental
our care for every person, made in God’s image, and
words. But once the word of consecration has been
for the created world itself.
added, what was bread becomes Christ’s flesh.” It was
Belief in what we call the Real Presence of Christ in
St. Thomas Aquinas, writing many centuries later, who
the Eucharist has never been automatic or easy. It
brought theological precision to our understanding of
requires prayer and grace. As St. Cyril said to new
what happens to the bread and wine in the celebration
converts in Jerusalem centuries ago, “Do not regard the
of the Eucharist. Using concepts from Aristotelian
bread and wine as nothing but bread and wine, for
philosophy, Thomas spoke of accidents—the outward
they are the body and blood of Christ as the master
appearances of a thing—and substance—the thing
himself has proclaimed. Though your senses suggest
itself. In the Mass, he explained, the bread and wine
otherwise, let faith reassure you.”
retain the outward appearance of bread and wine, but
during the Eucharistic Prayer, the substance of bread
Keeping the Year of the Eucharist
and wine become the substance of the Body and Blood
of Christ. This process is called “transubstantiation.”
n his homily in the Cathedral on June 14, the
Transubstantiation does not explain or contain the
beginning of the Year of the Eucharist,
Real Presence. It simply provides us a way to glimpse
Archbishop Etienne said, “we can be deceived in
and to talk about what is ultimately a profound
thinking that the Eucharist is what we do. It’s
mystery: the mystery of Christ’s presence made
what God does. It’s the work of God upon us. It’s the
tangible. As Pope Francis wrote in his encyclical letter
work of God for our redemption. It’s the saving work
Laudato Si’: “The Lord, in the culmination of the
of Jesus that is perpetuated throughout all of history.”
mystery of the Incarnation, chose to reach our intimate
Through our celebrations of the liturgy, we are joined
depths through a fragment of matter. He comes not
to that holy work of God, and are made participants in
from above, but from within, he comes that we might
the very work of redemption.
find him in this world of ours. In the Eucharist, fullness
There are many ways to observe this Year of
is already achieved; it is the living center of the
the Eucharist. Reading more about the Eucharist and
universe, the overflowing core of love and of
the Catholic tradition is a great place to start. With two
inexhaustible life. Joined to the incarnate Son, present
thousand years of tradition and counting, our Catholic
in the Eucharist, the whole cosmos gives thanks to God.
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faith is not self-explanatory! Intentional study on our
own can help deepen our awareness of our rich
tradition and can truly illuminate what it is we do
when we celebrate Mass. A good place to start would
be to read the Archbishop’s Pastoral Letter for the Year
of the Eucharist (see the sidebar on this page). Or try
What Happens at Mass by Abbot Jeremy Driscoll, OSB, a
wonderful meditation on the Mass. There will be
learning opportunities throughout the coming year—
by Zoom, of course!—which you might consider
joining in as well.
Taking time for adoration is another practice to
foster during this special year. Even if you are still
unable to join the community for Mass except via
livestream, you might consider stopping by the
Cathedral during open hours, and spending a few
minutes in the presence of Christ in the Blessed
Sacrament. This time-honored practice in the Church
helps us to be still and silent in the divine presence,
and to renew our awareness of the gift that is the
Eucharist.
Of course, the most important way to celebrate
the Year of the Eucharist is to celebrate the Eucharist!
Together, let us pray that effective vaccines may swiftly
be found, to protect our communities, especially those
most vulnerable, and bring an end to this pandemic.
Then, gathered in our churches once more, we will give
thanks to God in the best way possible—by celebrating
the Eucharist, the Church’s great prayer of
thanksgiving. 
Prayer for the Year of the Eucharist

L

ord Jesus Christ,
the Eucharist is your gift to us.
As we celebrate your mysteries,
the very work of our redemption
is accomplished, and we are filled
with every grace and blessing.
May the liturgy become the pattern of our lives.
May our celebrations of this great mystery
draw us ever closer to you and to one another.
Strengthen the bonds of unity in our local Church,
that our love for one another may be evident
and we may proclaim your Gospel more effectively.
May the Eucharist bear fruit in our lives,
and deepen our commitment
to serve the poor and vulnerable in your name.
You live and reign for ever and ever. Amen.

The Work of Redemption
An excerpt from the Pastoral Letter

T

he COVID-19 pandemic has impacted every
aspect of our lives, including our worship.
For us Catholics, the pandemic along with
the “Eucharistic fast” it imposed has revealed in a new way how central the celebration of
the Eucharist is to who we are as Church and as community…. we have also come to realize, perhaps as
never before, that there is no substitute for gathering
to celebrate the Eucharist together, and receiving the
sacrament of Christ’s Body and Blood as part of a
community of believers.
As I come to the end of my first year in Seattle, I
invite all of us in this local Church to a renewed focus on the heart of our faith and the center of our
parish life: the Eucharist. The Eucharist is an inexhaustible source of grace, the Paschal Mystery of
Christ’s dying and rising daily renewed for our salvation and for the salvation of the whole world. The
Eucharist is the living presence of Christ in our
midst. That presence does not, must not leave us unchanged: Receiving the Body of Christ, we become
the Body of Christ. The Eucharist unites us to Christ,
and, in Christ, to each other. And the Eucharist commits us to the poor, sending us forth in service and
love.
When it comes to the Eucharist, we can always
go deeper. No matter whether we have spent years
exploring Eucharistic theology, or are still preparing
for our first Holy Communion, there is always more
to discover about the Eucharist. And no matter the
resources of our parish communities, with care and
attention our liturgies can always be improved, to
reflect more clearly the Christ who truly presides at
every celebration of the Eucharist. During the coming year, I ask every Catholic and every parish community to commit themselves to deepening our understanding and experience of the Eucharist, and
strengthening our Eucharistic liturgies.
In a spirit of encouragement, and with a desire
for a more profound and visible unity around the
altar of the Lord, I am sharing this pastoral letter on
the Eucharist and declaring the coming year a special
Year of the Eucharist for the Archdiocese of Seattle.
--Archbishop Paul D. Etienne
Read the whole pastoral letter at http://
www.nwcatholic.org/features/nw-stories/the-work-ofredemption.html
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