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SCHOLARLY UPDATE

Breaking the Deadlock:
A Fresh Look at Adoration'

Rodica M. M. Stoicoiu

he current state of discourse on the subject of ado-
ration of the Blessed Sacrament may most accu-
rately be described as “deadlocked.” One way to
circumvent the current impasse is to ensure a firm
foundation in the history of this issue and a willingness to
face the challenges that current practice presents to the wor-
shiping community. We will explore four aspects of adora-
tion beginning with the underlying reality that we
encounter when we approach any form
of eucharistic celebration. Following this
we will survey the historical parameters
that have led to the worship of the
Eucharist outside of the Mass. We will
then examine the texts themselves to see
what they may tell us about the intent,
the theology, and the activity of eucharis-
tic devotion. Finally, we will consider the
challenges that this practice puts before
us theologically, pastorally, and practical-
Iy when we work with these devotions,
and how we may best make connections
between devotional exercises focused on
the Eucharist and the liturgy itself.
There is a difference between
eucharistic devotional practices and the

liturgy. These practices flow from and are meant to lead
back to the eucharistic liturgy, which is the source and
summit of our communal worship. Yet this relationship
between devotion and liturgy is more often present in the
breach than the fact. Too often the deadlock we face in
regard to eucharistic devotions is expressed in terms of a
litmus test of eucharistic faith. We are from our very roots a
eucharistic people. This is expressed in Scripture, in wor-
ship, in the writings of the early Church,
and throughout our history. The dead-
lock encountered when discussing ado-
ration of the Blessed Sacrament leads us
directly to confront the question: what
does it mean to identify ourselves as a
people whose faith is lived out through
the breaking of the bread?

The Real Sacramental
Presence:

The Underlying Reality

Before we can address the topic of ado-

ration of the Blessed Sacrament, we
must first speak of the reality that
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¥ conversation regarding the Eucharist—the
the presence of Christ. Most of us are familiar
tiestion of presence in the form in which it has
d for the last millennium, that is, the relation of
nce to sacramental presence.
Gaharistic presence is at the heart of our discussion. In
& understand the issues raised by eucharistic devo-
e must first grasp the fundamental importance that
fice plays in our worship. How the relation of real
e to sacramental presence has been understood in
istory of the Church has led to serious shifts in our
standing of the nature of the presence of Christ in
ficharist and the presence of Christ in relation to the
ial body, the Church. Who we understand ourselves
relation to Christ and to one another is formed by,
ntered in, and lived out of our experience of the
arist. We are a eucharistic people, hence the impor-
e of understanding that experience.
he event of Eucharist (and indeed Eucharist is an
t,an action, a verb, not a noun, not an object)? is enact-
rough “narrative, blessing and sacramental action.”
this event we come face to face with the real sacramental
sresence of Christ. This presence may be expressed as the
elationship between the event that we remember, the
‘event of Christ’s cross” and the reality of that living mys-
ery in our celebrations today.* This is the action of
“eucharistic memorial. When we make memorial we do not
merely recall a past reality but rather, through the power of
the word, in our narrative, in our blessing prayers, and in
the action of our rituals, that living presence is a reality here
and now in space and time for this community gathered
and celebrating. In the words of David Power, “Through
the narrative Christ events again in the community, within
the aspirations of its ritual expression, transforming them
into a new being. The community itself events within its
time and society, as a proclamation and witness of this way
of God’s being among humans and on the earth.” In other
words, real presence means real participation as a commu-
nity in the life of Christ. Real participation means enflesh-
ing the narrative of our relationship with Christ in our
communities, through the proclamation of the word, in
our blessing prayers, in sacramental action, and in mission.
Real presence means the making of memorial, of remem-
bering, and also of transforming. Real presence is memori-
al and eschaton. In our remembering the mystery is reality
now, living in our lives, transforming the future. We are a
eucharistic people. The Eucharist (verb, action) is the focus
of our self-identity as Church and the deepest expression of
that living ecclesial reality of Christ.

Real presence is also real absence.’ Christ is truly pre-
sent in the Eucharist but he is also truly absent. Nathan
Mitchell in his work Real Presence notes that “The

Catholic tradition has thus maintained (for nearly two
millennia) that ‘sacrament’ (signum sacrum, symbol)
both comforts us with presence and confronts us with an
absence, an irreducible ‘otherness, a mystery””” This con-
tradiction is brought home to us as we realize that the
presence of Christ in the Eucharist is not the historical
presence of Christ with his disciples. Yet the historical
presence we do meet, the bread and the wine and the
community gathered, represents to us, indeed, draws us
into the mystery of Christ sacramentally conveyed.

This is the power of sacrament. This is the power of
symbol. We are drawn into this tension between comfort
and confrontation, between presence and absence by the
power of symbol. Sacrament/symbol leads us from the
known, from the presence before us to, in the words of
Nathan Mitchell, “a mysterious otherness, a reality deeper
and greater than we are.”® Through the multivalency of
gesture, sound, image, texture, touch, and word we are led
to, and indeed invited into a reality whose meaning and
value is experienced as a profound other. This is the nature
of the real sacramental presence of Christ in the Eucharist;
itis not a historical presence, it is not the gruesome literal-
ism conveyed in some of the medieval texts.” This is not
the “flesh of Christ, broken by the hands of the priest and
crushed by the teeth of the faithful”*° Rather, this is a real-
ity that is visible, relational, bound to a concrete commu-
nity in time and space and also is a reality which is

“hidden, mysterious, transcending time and space”"*

Historical Parameters

Given this understanding of the real sacramental pres-
ence of Christ, we move to our second area of explo-
ration, history. How did we get where we are today? We
are a eucharistic people. We are called by our baptism to a
radically new way of life, to rise from the waters of bap-
tism as new creations, expressing our lives in Christ
through our actions as Church, as a communion of per-
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sons, as koinonia. It is in our celebration of the Eucharist,
in the gathering of the body around the table of the Lord
that this ecclesial reality is most fully expressed. Certainly
this identification of our ecclesial self-identity is nothing
new. Augustine himself noted “[t}herefore if you your-
selves are the body of Christ and his members, then your
own mystery lies on the altar ... Be what you see, and
receive what you are” (Sermon 272). In the eating and the
drinking of the body and blood of Christ, we the Church
manifest our identity, our oneness in the Lord.

When reviewing the history of eucharistic devotions, a
core element to keep in mind is the nature of Eucharist as
action and expression of ecclesial identity. For the follow-
ing historical insights we rely upon the work of Nathan
Mitchell. The presupposition underlying eucharistic devo-
tions is that there is legitimacy in venerating the consecrat-
ed elements.” The tension which we encounter when this
presupposition is viewed in relation to the eucharistic cele-
bration is the tension between Eucharist as an object of
devotion and Fucharist as the action of the celebrating
community. As Nathan Mitchell notes “(i)n a word, how
can an action (the liturgy of celebrating the eucharist)
become an object (cult of the reserved sacrament)?”"?

Though a comprehensive review of the history of
eucharistic devotions lies beyond the scope of this article,
one thing we may focus upon is the direct relationship
between the rise of eucharistic devotions and the liturgy
itself. For it is upon this relationship that we may posit a
resolution to the current deadlock. As the liturgy has
changed through historical parameters so, too, the ques-
tions asked of the Eucharist have changed.

Louis-Marie Chauvet notes in his text The Sacraments
that the theological tradition has commonly distin-
guished a threefold body of Christ:*

(a) Christ’s historical and glorified body;
(b) his eucharistic body;
(c) theBody of the Church, the ecclesial body.

He goes on to note that up until the ninth century the
emphasis of the Church was not placed on the eucharistic
body in relation to the historical body, that is, there was no
“controversy on the presence of Christ in the Eucharist””
Rather the emphasis of theological thought was placed on
the relation of the body of Christ in the Eucharist with the
ecclesial body for “the ecclesial body was the ‘truth’ of the
eucharistic body.”*® That is, the emphasis was upon the
nature of the Church as a eucharistic people and the
authenticity of this identity with Christ.

Prior to the ninth century there is, in the words of Nathan
Mitchell, “little evidence for a devotional cult of the
Eucharist outside of the liturgy”"” The developments that
we see prior to this time period are focused upon the distrib-

ution of the Eucharist outside of the liturgy to the sickand to
those who could not attend the liturgy. The focus of ritual
practice and theological thought remained centered on the
celebration of the Eucharist. However, with the onset of the
ninth century the eucharistic liturgy faced a series of
changes which would ultimately lead to the establishment of
devotions to the Eucharist outside of the liturgy.'®

Development 1:

Change in the understanding of symbol

One source for the rise of extra-liturgical devotion to the
Eucharist is revealed in the ninth- and eleventh-century
theological debates surrounding the question of real pres-
ence.” The fact that these debates arose at all is testimony
to a negative change in the understanding of symbol and a
related negative shift in the understanding of sacrament.
As we mentioned previously, symbols are multivalent.
They draw us into a rich tapestry of meaning, connection,
and transformation that opens us to the other in sacramen-
tal encounter.”’ One cannot define a symbol; one cannot
narrow the multiple layers of meaning of a symbol and still
retain the symbol intact. To define a symbol is to reduce the
symbol to a sign, or to turn it into allegory and hence to
explain it away. To attach an allegorical meaning to a sym-
bol is to remove any question of meaning by narrowing
meaning to a single understanding.”’ In the words of
Nathan Mitchell, it is a move from “revelation to explana-
tion.”? This shift is important because it will lead to a split
in the relationship between sacramental presence and real
presence. It will lead to a stress upon the physical presence
to the detriment of recognizing the mystery, other.

This shift in the understanding of symbol, which is evi-
dent by the ninth century, had a direct impact in the theo-
logical debate over real presence in the Eucharist. These
debates are witnessed in the ninth century between a
crudely realist position on the Fucharist (Paschasius
Radbertus) and a sacramental position (Ratramnus).”
Both believed that the Christ was truly present in the
Eucharist but Paschasius opted for an understanding of
Eucharist that emphasized the presence of “Christ’s histor-
ical body physically in the bread and wine”* Ratramnus
spoke in terms of spiritual and sacramental presence, fol-
lowing the work of Augustine.” For Paschasius symbol was
mere sign, that is, you saw bread and wine because you
would be sick if you saw body and blood; for Ratramnus
symbol was entry into the reality, the presence of Christ’s
body and blood was real and sacramental.*®

In the eleventh century these questions of real pres-
ence came to the fore and revealed a distinct split between
an understanding of sacrament as a vehicle of reality, that
is “the bread and wine are sacraments that signal the spir-
itual, invisible reality of Christ’s body and blood” and an
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nderstanding that placed sacrament and reality in com-
Jete opposition.” To propose a sacramental understand-
ng of real presence in this time period was to appear to
eny the reality of the Eucharist; hence a rather “crude
2qlism” was purported, a realism as we mentioned earli-
2 A wedge was driven between symbol as indicator of
eality and reality itself, so that if something was under-
ood to be symbolic it was not believed to be real. Hence
rder to affirm real presence the emphasis was placed
physical realism, on a material change, and the subile-
f sacramental reality was lost.

Development 2:

Shift in the relation of the community to Communion

In the ninth century we begin to find changes in liturgical
practice that reveal much about the relation between
community and communion. These are:

-1, The change from receiving in the hand to receiving on
the tongue.”” Among the factors contributing to this is the
rise of the vernacular. As fewer and fewer people under-
stood Latin, that is, the language of worship is no longer
the language of the community, the people were dis-
tanced from the action. The action is perceived as being
done by the priest, who has access to the language, who
handles the sacred vessels, whose hands are anointed, and
itis this shift in understanding of the role of the presider
that may well have led to the removal of Communion
from the hand to the tongue.*

2. The shift in time of reception from within the liturgy to
after the liturgy is over.” What started for pastoral reasons—
trying to communicate large crowds on feast days—led to a
further distancing of the community from the Eucharist.

3. The removal of the cup.”> Drinking from the cup came
to be reduced to the participation of the ordained minister,
; who became increasingly perceived as the real Church.

3 All of these developments arose during the ninth
rg through eleventh centuries and help lay the foundation
for eucharistic devotions.”

Development 3: »

Custom of devotional visits to the reserved Sacrament
The Church has along history of reserving the Sacrament
for the sick and dying or for those who are absent on
, Sunday.”* The specific custom of devotional visits to the
‘ reserved Sacrament most likely is connected with the
eleventh-century custom of “saluting the consecrated
host just before communion.”” It is definitely established
by the thirteenth century and probably received further
impetus with a late-twelfth-century change in the liturgy,
that of the addition of a second elevation after the words
of institution.’ Prior to this there was only one elevation,
before Communion as an invitation to partake. This sec-

ond elevation was considered a moment for people to
proclaim the presence of the Lord; it was very popular
and was meant to provide a moment of contemplation
and adoration in a time of infrequent Communion. This
becomes, in effect, ocular Communion, which was never
a position of the Church—the church considered infre-
quent Communion a serious problem and never sanc-
tioned the popular opinion that looking on the Eucharist
was a norm for participation in the liturgy.”’

How does this translate into devotional visits to the
reserved sacrament? This elevation represents a shift in
eucharistic understanding. It was not that the elements
were no longer considered food, they were, but new atti-
tudes about the Eucharist as cultic and devotional object
arose.” As a result, having been encouraged to adore the
Eucharist after the words of institution during the liturgy,
there was further encouragement to do so outside of the
liturgy, at the site of reservation.

Development 4: Specific devotions

Exposition. One can find at least three different events that
contributed to the development of exposition. The first is
the elevation of the Eucharist during the liturgy.” The earli-

Stoicoiu: Breaking the Deadlock: A Fresh Look at Adoration

Page 69



est example of exposition of the Eucharist was the elevation
before Communion, initially understood as an invitation to
partake. With the addition of the elevation after the words
of institution one has within the liturgy an invitation to
adore. By the fourteenth century this elevation was popu-
larly perceived as the high point of the eucharistic liturgy.*
It must be noted, however, that at no point in the history of
the Church does the Church lose complete sight of the
Eucharist as food, nor does it ever place viewing the species
above partaking. What we find in these developments are
popular shifts that arise out of liturgical adaptations, adap-
tations due to theological shifts and pastoral needs.

In his Cult and Controversy, Nathan Mitchell notes that
one can look to two other sources as well. *! These are the
thirteenth-century practice of showing the host to the
dying (perhaps because the person was too ill to receive),
and the development of the feast of Corpus Christi. The
feast originally had neither a procession nor an exposi-
tion, but both these elements became attached to the feast.
First established as a feast that was meant to encourage
active participation in the liturgy (see the papal bull
Transiturus by Urban IV), it quickly became superseded
by the popularity of devotion and procession.*

Benediction. Benediction also appears at this time, and
this devotion appears to have two roots. ® The first was a
blessing with the sacrament, given to the people during
the procession of Corpus Christi.* The other was a bene-
diction associated with the Liturgy of the Hours.
Originally appearing in the thirteenth century in associa-
tion with the rise of Laude (a popular devotion that fol-
lowed the evening office), this blessing was meant to
increase the solemnity of the gathering and not necessar-
ily to specifically give honor to the Sacrament.* Both
these roots indicate that benediction began as a conclud-
ing rite or dismissal rite attached to some other liturgical
service.” It was the end of a service, not a rite in itself.

Forty Hours. The Forty Hours devotion arose in the six-
teenth century, in Rome, at a time of socio-political
upheaval.’ Faced with the crisis of war, Christians were
asked to pray before the Sacrament as reparation for sin and
to appease the apparent anger of God. The socio-political
flavor was replaced when the devotion was reinterpreted as
an imitation of Christ’s forty days in the desert.*®

Eucharistic congresses. These are very recent additions to
the list of eucharistic devotions, beginning in the mid-
1800s. These events were times for study and discussion
on theological, pastoral, and social issues.”’ The early
focus of these events was on the social issues of the day,
thus their concerns were more than devotional. The
Eucharist, especially the celebration of the Eucharist, was
seen as a sign of unity for the world.

Conclusion of historical section

Perhaps one of the greatest criticisms of persons in litur-
gy has been that we know the historical developments but
we do not ask why. What were the ideas that led people to
consider Eucharist as an object rather than an action? We
know that numerous factors led to changes in the
Christian imagination of the time. One possible factor
that I would briefly mention is the influence of neopla-
tonism on the mindset of the early medieval period.

The early Church, as noted by Chauvet, placed its
emphasis on the relation of the body of Christ in the
Eucharist with the ecclesial body.” The presence of Christ
was understood in relation to the Eucharist and the com-
munion of the baptized. Christ was understood to be pre-
sent in the body, the Church. Neoplatonism, a philosophy
that holds historicity suspect, refocuses this understand-
ing of the presence of Christ. For Plato, reality is found in
the realm of ideas. Matter is mere shadow. Hence, neopla-
tonism had difficulty imagining how Christ could be pre-
sent in the corporate body; instead the emphasis of their
thought focused on Christ present in heaven.

The developments of the ninth century witness this
philosophical shift and resulting lack of regard for his-
toricity. If there is a suspicion of earthly matter that gives
preference to a Christ situated in heaven, as happens in
the ninth century, then it is natural to ask how Christ in
heaven can come down upon the altar. This question
would never have been asked in the early Church. Paul of
Tarsus could never pose the question of how Christ could
be present in the bread and the wine because, as Chauvet
notes, “the ecclesial body was the ‘truth’ of the eucharistic
body.”*! Yet this is the exact question asked by Paschasius
and Ratramnus. For the ninth-century theologians,
Christ’s resurrection meant his removal from history,
while for Paul it meant the presence of Christ ongoing in
the body of the Church.

What has happened since the ninth century is the
destruction of symbol; no longer does symbol encompass
the reality, point to yet also contain the reality; it becomes
a mere road sign. This then poses a theological problem:
if the thought of the day emphasizes Christ’s presence in
the divine realm, then how can people be reassured that
he is truly present sacramentally under the forms of
bread and wine? This reassurance is attained by arguing
that beneath the matter of bread and wine there truly lies
the body and blood of Christ, the “real presence.” Gone is
the understanding of Eucharist as symbol, as containing
and indicating another body that eats and drinks at the
table, gone is the communal relational element because
the focus is now on the unilateral dimension, the need to
reassure “real presence.”

How does this affect the development of eucharistic
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