
Week 4: The Eucharist and Ecclesial Communion 

 This week, we are talking about the Eucharist (surprise!) and “Ecclesial” Communion. 

Just to clear up any confusion, when we say the word “ecclesial,” we are talking about those 

things that have to do with the Church. So essentially, we are talking this week about the 

Eucharist and Communion in the Church. The Church, that’s us, is called to maintain and 

promote communion with the Triune God and communion among the faithful. For this purpose, 

the Church possesses the Word and the sacraments, particularly the Eucharist, by which it 

“constantly lives and grows” and in which the Church expresses its very nature. It is not by 

chance that the term communion has become one of the names given to this sacrament. 

 The Eucharist appears as the culmination of all the sacraments. It perfects our 

communion with God the Father by identification with his only-begotten Son through the 

working of the Holy Spirit. A writer of the Byzantine tradition said, “unlike any other sacrament, 

the mystery [of communion] is so perfect that it brings us to the heights of every good thing: here 

is the ultimate goal of every human desire, because here we attain God and God joins himself to 

us in the most perfect union.” 

 It is good to cultivate in our hearts a constant desire for the sacrament of the Eucharist. 

This was the origin of the practice of “spiritual communion,” which has been established in the 

Church for centuries and recommended by the saints. St. Teresa of Jesus wrote: “When you do 

not receive communion and you do not attend Mass, you can make a spiritual communion, which 

is a most beneficial practice; by it the love of God will be greatly impressed on you.” 

 The celebration of the Eucharist cannot be the starting-point for communion however. It 

presumes that communion already exists—a communion that it seeks to consolidate and bring to 

perfection. The sacrament is an expression of this bond of communion both in its invisible 

dimension and in its visible dimension. The invisible dimension is that which unites us to the 

Father and among ourselves in Christ and through the working of the Holy Spirit. The visible 

dimension is that which involves communion in the teaching of the Apostles, in the sacraments 

and in the Church’s hierarchical order. The relationship between the invisible and visible 

elements of communion is what makes the Church part of the sacrament of salvation. Only in 

this context can there be a legitimate celebration of the Eucharist and true participation in it. 

 Invisible communion is always growing and presumes a life of grace, by which we 

become “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4), and the practice of the virtues of faith, 

hope and love. Only in this way do we have true communion with the Father, the Son and the 

Holy Spirit. But faith alone is not sufficient; we must persevere in grace and love, remaining 

within the Church “bodily” as well as “in our heart;” what is required, in the words of St. Paul, is 

“faith working through love” (Galatians 5:6). 

 Keeping these invisible bonds intact is a specific moral duty required of Christians who 

wish to participate fully in the Eucharist. St. Paul appeals to this duty when we warns: “Let a 

man examine himself, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup” (1 Corinthians 11:28). St. 
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John Chrysostom exhorted the faithful: “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 can never be 

called ‘communion,’ not even were we to touch the Lord’s body a thousand times over.” The 

Catechism of the Catholic Church says that “anyone conscious of a grave sin must receive the 

sacrament of Reconciliation before coming to communion.” The two sacraments of the Eucharist 

and Penance are very closely connected. Because the Eucharist makes present the sacrifice of the 

Cross, it naturally gives rise to a continuous need for conversion. 

 Communion is likewise visible, and finds expression in the series of “bonds” listed by the 

Second Vatican Council: accepting the whole structure of the Church and the means of salvation 

established in the Church, including the governance by the pope and bishops, as well as the 

bonds of the profession of faith, the sacraments and communion. If someone didn’t believe in 

these “bonds,” they would not be able to receive the Eucharist at Mass. For the same reason, 

Catholics would not be able to receive another Christian denomination’s version of 

“communion” as that denomination does not accept all of these “bonds” and therefore it is not 

the “communion” that Catholics are called to receive sacramentally. 

 The Eucharist, while always offered in a particular community, is never a celebration of 

that community alone. In fact, the community, in receiving the Eucharist, receives the entire gift 

of salvation and shows that it is the image and true presence of the one, holy, catholic and 

apostolic Church. Every celebration of the Eucharist is performed in union with the Pope, the 

order of bishops, with all the clergy and with the entire people. 

 Our longing for the goal of unity prompts us to turn to the Eucharist, which is the 

supreme sacrament of the unity of the People of God. In the celebration of the Eucharist, the 

Church prays that God will grant His children fullness of the Holy Spirit so that they may 

become one body and one spirit in Christ. Because the Church’s unity absolutely requires full 

communion in the visible and invisible bonds we have talked about, it is not possible to celebrate 

the same Eucharistic liturgy with other Christians until those bonds are fully re-established. The 

path toward full unity can only be undertaken in truth. In this area, the prohibitions of Church 

law leave no room for uncertainty. 

 And yet we do have a burning desire to join in celebrating the one Eucharist of the Lord. 

The faithful observance of the laws established by the Church is a manifestation and guarantee of 

our love for Jesus Christ in the Blessed Sacrament, for our brothers and sisters of different 

denominations—who have a right to our witness to the truth—and for the promotion of unity. 

 I know that some of this chapter can seem a little bit like turning our noses up on those of 

non-Catholic denominations but if you felt that, I really encourage you to read the full text of the 

chapter this week and not just my summary. John Paul II is a much better and clearer writer than 

me. Next week, we will be looking at the “Dignity of the Eucharist” and therefore the beauty of 

the liturgy. It is definitely one of my favorite chapters so look forward to that next week. 


