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Abstract:

The paper reflects the discussion within individual local Churches in Europe in 2020. The re-
sults became part of the discussions of the Plenary Assembly of the CCEE from 25 to 26%
September in Prague on the topic ‘The Church in Europe after the Pandemic’ The study ad-
dresses the main points of discussion within the Church, taking into account the social and
economic situation of individual EU countries. The crisis associated with the pandemic has
partially deepened intra-Church tensions. Therefore, the study thoroughly examines these
themes (celebration of Sunday, spiritual Holy Communion, the significance of forms of liturgy
as a rite for the individual in their wholeness, diversity of liturgies, and the importance and
role of the domestic church and its interaction with the Church as a whole). A decisive factor
for the future seems to be the formation of a Christian lifestyle that does not overlook its
eschatological direction.
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What is the specific role that communities, and society as a whole, recognise for the Church and
what do they expect for the future? In particular, the diaconal service that the Church has provided
and continues to provide is appreciated.' It is expected to contribute to the cohesion of society and
to be ‘a lobby’ for those who have none and whose interests are ignored. In this sense, the Church
is also expected to be a constructive-critical observer of government action, then an active partic-
ipant in scientific and professional debate, and finally a responsible co-creator of public opinion
in the media and their real role in social communication and social interaction. Questions on the
interpretation of the crisis were also addressed to the Church, although the attempts to answer
them rarely found a broad public reception.? Within the inner-church, the topics of Sunday duty,

1 This study is a revised and extended version of my lecture to the CCEE (Pavel Ambros, ‘An open discussion on the way of life in the
post-COVID-19 era, CCEE, accessed 27% August 2021, https://www.ccee.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2020/09/P.-Ambros-EN.pdf

2 For the Czech Republic cf. ‘Hodnoceni reakce stitu a jeho instituci na epidemii Covid-19 - NaSe spole¢nost - special - prosinec 2020,
Sociologicky Ustav AV CR, accessed 27® August 2021, https://cvvm.soc.cas.cz/media/com_form2content/documents/c2/a5346/f9/
pi210114.pdf; for the whole of Europe cf. Ivan Krastev, Eurépa a Pandemia (Zilina: Absynt, 2020).
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spiritual communion and substitution, the meaning and form of the liturgy as a ritual for man in
his wholeness, the variety of services, the meaning and role of the house-church’ and its interac-
tion with the church as a whole, as well as the question of the extent to which the experience of
God is possible in the digital space, are to be discussed. In doing so, care must be taken to ensure
that the theological efforts can be perceived and understood by the faithful.*

“The experience of this pandemic has left a deep mark on all of us because it dramatically aftected
one of the structural requirements of our existence-relations among people and in society.” The
entire universal Church is experiencing a feeling of impotence, something somewhat forgotten
in this day and age.® The Covid-19 pandemic has revealed the frailties, illusions, instabilities, and
failures of our political and economic systems and projects in human society worldwide. We are
learning to coexist with the reality of vulnerability on a global scale. There is reason for hope,
though, given the unprecedented effort of solidarity in overcoming the consequences of Covid-19
together, both in society and in the Church. Concerns and fears are being raised, regarding the
possible misuse of these consequences for selfish political and economic interests. The people of
God are called upon to look at all things in a new way, to see them in Christ. God’s gifts to us,
along with our personal and community responses, are the solution. These responses stem from
decisions, which are based on discernment in the Spirit. The compassion (ovunaBéw’) of the
Sacred Heart of Christ towards this world® (After Jesus had taken the wine He said, ‘It is fulfilled’;
and bowing His head He gave up His Spirit, Jn 19:30, shared by the people of God, is at the very
core of our focus. It is a compassion which reveals the Father’s unchanging will to embrace all, and
it is the manifestation of the power of the Spirit in those who accept God’s call to personally par-
ticipate in the work of salvation (2 Cor 1: 3-5). The testimony of the Churches of Europe reflects
Europe’s contribution to God’s love, which shapes its essence, vocation, mission, and way of life.’
In these times especially, as they serve Pope Francis - the Bishop of Rome - and in the Holy
See’s activities, Europe’s local churches of different traditions find a sign for the entire universal
Church: that God guides everything.'® This reality allows the faith of the people of God to grow. It
is a matter of going back to what is essential: namely that both the present and the future encoun-
ters with God consist of trust, commitment, and bearing testimony in difficult times." Through
the power of the Holy Spirit, we come to realise the difficult situation our neighbours, specifically
Africa and the Middle East, find themselves in. However, we cannot forget Eastern Europe or
the situation faced by the Orthodox Churches'? operating here, be they majority or diaspora.
The stance shared by the Conference of European Churches (CEC) and the Commission of the
Catholic Bishops® Conferences of the European Union (COMECE) is an example of the solidarity

3 Cf. Kevin Farrell, ‘Una proposta concreta per essere “Chiesa domestica”, LOsservatore Romano 160, no. 66 (22 marzo 2020): 8.

4 Cf. ‘Pandemic and Ecclesial Communication: new pastoral challenges, CCEE, accessed 27% August 2021, https://www.ccee.eu/
pandemic-and-ecclesial-communication-new-pastoral-challenges/?lang=en.

5  Papa Francesco, ‘Le nuove poverta reclamano una coraggiosa fantasia della caritd, LOsservatore Romano 160, no. 221 (27 settembre
2020): 7.

6  Andrea Vicini, ‘Covid-19: A Crisis and Tragedy — What’s Next?, Theological Studies 82, no. 1 (2021): 116-137.

7  Cf. Heb 4:15; 10:34; 1Pt 3:8; The Theology of the Heart develops the words of Saint Margaret Mary Alacoque: ‘Behold this Heart which
has loved men so much and has loaded them with all benefits, and for this boundless love has had no return but neglect, and contumely,
and this often from those who were bound by a debt and duty of a more special love’ Vie Et Oeuvres de la Bienheureuse Marguerite-Marie
Alacoque, 2, Comprenant Ses Lettres, Sa Vie Ecrite Par Elle-Méme, Ses Avis Aux Novices (Paray le Monial: Monastere de la Visitation,
1867), 31.

8  Cf. Gaudium et spes, 38.

9  Cf. Paul M. Zulehner, Bange Zuversicht. Wie die Menschen die Corona-Krise erleben (Ostfildern: Patmos, 2021).

10 Vicini, ‘Covid-19, 127-29 (Words Matter).

11 Papez Franti$ek, Fratelli tutti. Encyklika o bratrstvi a socidlnim pridtelstvi, Praha: Karmelitinské nakladatelstvi, 2021, 138.

12 Cf. Marta Dell’Asta, ‘Russia e Covid, i cristiani si interrogano, La nuova Europa, accessed 27® August 2021, https://www.lanuovaeuropa.
org/chiesa/2020/03/29/russia-e-covid-i-cristiani-si-interrogano.
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of the Church with secular society.”” The unity of the Christian faithful in Europe helps in raising
awareness regarding the situation faced by the poorest, the marginalised, and those living in the
peripheries, including asylum seekers and migrants.

Let us examine our conscience: is secular society now more capable of understanding our local
churches as communities and institutions of solidarity, with an inner commitment to the care
of health systems, solidarity networks, and human rights closely linked to social and environ-
mental rights and obligations? Is the family the basic preference of our local churches? Is it seen
as the foundation supporting the most effective forms of prevention, health care, solidarity, and
the ability to face challenges and overcome crises? Can families and the poor testify that the
ecclesial community supports and defends them in seeking real paths toward hope within the
ecclesial community itself and with the help of society? Have we listened particularly closely
to the voices of women, who have been affected by a number of unresolved situations in an
unprecedented way?

Among the many stimuli that have emerged, let us focus on those that can give voice to the
suffering of the people of God, as they entrust their sorrows to their pastors. Together with them,
they seek the desire of the heart of Christ to fulfil the Father’s will and to realise the coming of
God's kingdom in the power of the Spirit.

1. Historical Memory in the Memory of the Church After the Pandemic

Our common historical memory is preserved in the memory of the Church, in the stories about
the lives of Saints and in chronicles. In Europe, generally, the great medieval plagues upset the
society of the time, thus leading to its growth, as they became an opportunity for conversion. This
is an opportunity once more, given the current Coronavirus crisis. Along with unprecedented
economic turbulence (unpredictable fluctuations in real estate prices, rents, rising labour costs,
debt, the creation of new barriers, and the emergence of new peripheries), we are witnessing the
depreciation of the very concept of solidarity and the loss of social consensus. An excessive quest
for health seemingly overshadows the efforts made to achieve the salvation of one’s soul and the
salvation of all, as one would say in classical language. A vision of the future is often lacking. The
people of God could, in fact, sense confidence in God’s Providence through the Saints, Bishops,
priests, and deacons, and even in the spiritual fathers and mothers — a confidence present in those
who know how to look to the future, despite the crisis."

Our knowledge regarding technology and health care far exceeds that possessed by past genera-
tions. At the same time, we cannot state that our elites are more forward-thinking and exemplary
compared to those of the past. They do not offer ideas and visions; their attitude shifts according to
demand in the mere pursuit of political interests. A society without values suffers from exhaustion
and emptiness. It feels abandoned, hurt, and lacking a universally shared idea. It stands no chance
unless it has an identity and a vision. We suffer due to excess, abundance, and superabundance.
More and more frequently, we sense that there is no miraculous medicine or quick solution. No
technology or government technique can turn into a universal remedy. Our commitment is al-
ways present, and it is shaped by freedom. Our future is freedom in the Spirit. The distinguishing
trait of Christians is that their starting point is the immensity of God's gift, which is embodied in
their daily decision-making process. Technological solutions, per se, do not address the issue of

13 ‘Europe: together in discerning perspectives for the future. Final Message of the Bishops, CCEE, accessed 27" August 2021, https://www.
ccee.eu/europe-together-in-discerning-perspectives-for-the-future/?lang=en.
14 Cf. José Luis Narvaja, ‘Lo spirito distruttivo, La Civilta cattolica 172, no. 4107-4108 (2021): 254-63, especially 256-57.
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pastoral discernment. This is also true of the relationship between the celebration by the people
of God’s liturgy and the life and mission of Christians and their experience (martyria), the public
expression of the worship of God through the personal and active participation in Christ’s salvific
work (liturgy) and a love which is experienced, committed to and inspired by Christ’s example;
overcoming all borders by passing through the service of love in society (political diakonia), love
for one’s neighbour (charis), and love in the midst of God's own people (agape). There is an urgent
need to discuss the changes happening in the life of the people of God, given the impossibility of
celebrating the liturgy in public both during and after the pandemic. There are other questions
that cannot be avoided either, such as: Do we perceive the implied risk in accepting the lawfulness
of the State authorities’ decisive intervention in the life of the families and communities without
any reservation? Do we perceive the risk involved in passively accepting the mass media’s ma-
nipulative practices, which eventually shape our social and cultural environment? What are the
consequences of our Covid-related liturgical experiment in the parish, which focuses primarily
on live broadcasting and dispensation? Should online liturgies remain in the life of our parish
communities? What are the consequences of these decisions in the lives of both individuals and
the entire community of believers? How will this experience affect our future decisions?"®

2. Essential Horizon of Liturgy

The temple holds a special place in the Judeo-Christian tradition.' It is linked to the place where
God’s personal presence is among us. The Temple of Jerusalem was God’s dwelling. People would
go there to pray, priests would serve there (offering sacrifices) and, once a year, the High Priest
would address God on behalf of them all. The Jews would not just pray in public or in front of
others, but also in private before God alone. Whenever they could not enter a temple or syna-
gogue, in a certain sense they could enter their ‘virtual’ place of worship."” They did it in a simple
way, choosing to devote the same amount of time and applying the same conditions to prayer (by
referring to the same directives to be observed during the practice of piety in a temple or syna-
gogue). They looked in the direction of the temple and thought to themselves: ‘[ T]he sun is setting
now. If I pray at the same time as the priests pray in the temple, my prayer will become a sacrifice,
combined with the sacrifice or prayers performed in the temple’ This is an excellent example of
how prayer can cross over the boundaries of space and time. The foundation of participation does
not lie in physical presence alone. At the same time, however, one cannot omit the whole mystery
of the Incarnation of Christ and the related transformation of man into the image of the Risen
Christ. In its most essential part, regarding the bread and the wine (and, therefore, our human
corporeity), the liturgy requires a far more complex form of participation and one in which the
human and the divine become the new man’s single spiritual reality, interfering with the notion of
space and time and becoming part of a symbolic language (not a virtual language). However, we
should still be concerned with the partial nature and incompleteness of an online liturgy.'® As far
as the integrity of the human being (body, soul, and spirit) is concerned, the Liturgy of the Hours

15 Pavel Ambros, Sova, nebo Fénix? Koronavirové pastoracni eseje (Olomouc: Refugium, 2021), e-book, ch. 5. Jak se stit moudrymi v dobé
pandemie covid-19?

16 Jean Gaillard, Domus Dei. 4° Le chrétien, demeure des Personnes divines), in Dictionnaire de spiritualité: ascétique et mystique. Doctrine
et histoire. Tome 3, Dabert - Duvergier de Hauranne, ed. Marcel Viller (Paris: Gabriel Beauchesne, 1957), 1557-1558.

17 Roger Le Déaut, Tudaism. B. Cult et pratique religieuses), in Dictionnaire de spiritualité: ascétique et mystique, doctrine et histoire. Tome
8, Jacob — Kyspenning, ed. Marcel Viller (Paris: Gabriel Beauchesne, 1974): 1510-1522.

18 Cesare Giraudo, La vita sacramentale in tempo di pandemia; in La fede e il contaggio. Quaderni di dialoghi, ed. Luigi Aligi (Roma:
Fondazione Apostolicam Actuositatem, 2020), 53-57.
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is more suitable for the Chinese Covid-19 pandemic situations. It offers the possibility of common
prayer, the reading of the Scriptures, and the sanctification of time. Lectio Divina is also part of
the Church’s immense wealth, but it is practised rather sporadically in our ecclesiastical province,
as well as in religious or monastic communities. It is practised in small religious youth groups or
communities of some movements. The perception of the liturgy is fairly limited to receiving the
sacraments. It cannot be reduced to the mere external belonging to a social group or subculture,
as we see in groups with a traditionalist focus. The liturgy exposes us to an essential horizon: our
expectation of the Lord, which is a common expectation."

3. Between the Lex Orandi and the Lex Credendi — Eschatology and Utopia

The isolation preventing the common celebration of Easter also affects the personal sphere of our
faith’s most basic event: Christ’s closeness, along with all of God’s promises in Baptism. The re-
newal of the profession of baptismal faith is the underlying attitude of the life of a new person; it is
the personal closeness of the Lord. As far as we are concerned, it is revealed by receiving the bread
and the wine, transformed into the Body and Blood of Christ; it is revealed in the very assembly
convened by Christ, in the importance of singing, and in the use of holy water or in our liturgical
approach. Yet how does one conceive the respecttul closeness required by the very nature of the
liturgy, if the assembly (ecclesia) is made impossible by epidemiological rules that ban proximity?
In a figurative sense, we have simply transformed the Eucharist into a virtual experience: we have
put the cart before the horse, giving primary meaning to the Eucharist. The Eucharist, or Holy
Communion, and all things connected to it, is first and foremost the outcome of the encounter
between the people of God and the Risen Lord in the midst of the gathered assembly. Therefore,
the assembly (ecclesia) has an essential role to play; it preserves God’s anamnesis (memorial)
through faith and transforms the bread and wine offered by the people through the power of
the Spirit. Consequently, it transforms all the people of God in the Body of Christ through the
invocation (epiclesis) of the assembly. Catholics who go to Mass generally see the Eucharist as the
heart of the celebration and as being independent of the assembly. They understand the Eucharist
as being a distribution of that which is Sacred, entrusted to the ministers of the Church.”® The
assembly (ecclesia) is the divine liturgy of the entire Mystical Body of Christ, of both the head and
the limbs, i.e. Christ as High Priest, and all those who participate in his Priesthood through the
universal and common priesthood. Externally and publicly, they participate inwardly in the wor-
ship of God and his Lamb. The bond between the inner and outer forms of worship is expressed
and symbolised through a solemn ceremony, namely the liturgical order. Through the latter, the
tradition of the Church could preserve all the essential parts of the liturgical process: the presence
of Jesus Christ as mediator, the predicament of symbolism (the life of Jesus or the fulfilment of the
mission of the Church in the heavenly liturgy), the link between the anamnesis of the Lord’s death
and the memory of the Saints and with the liturgy’s main function: that of being a sign. The liturgi-
cal order was visibly reflected in the way liturgical texts were composed and in the various ways in
which a specific liturgy was celebrated. The dynamics proper to prayers (epiclesis, anamnesis, and
the words of consecration), the link between the lex orandi and the lex credendi, the meaning of
mystagogy, the meaning of symbolic language, and the meaning of beauty in relation to the truths
of faith, all seem to fall into oblivion.

19 Ambros, Sova, nebo Fénix?..., ch. 19. Pohled do skute¢nosti: slaveni Velikonoc v dobé pandemie a nase budouci pastora¢ni rozlisovani.
20 Cf. Papa Francesco, ‘Le amarezze nella vita del prete, LOsservatore Romano 160, no. 48 (28 febbraio 2020): 7.
21 Antonio E. Bermejo, ‘Lex orandi, lex credendi. Traces of the Fathers of the Church and the Councils in the Liturgy’, Annuarium Historiae
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Why is it that people today have a desire for the Holy Mass? Why is it that they feel dissatisfied
when they are denied the opportunity to attend the Holy Mass and approach the Eucharist? Is it
probably because they miss the tangible assembly of the faithful, which already in the ‘here and
now’ is the expression of the actual fulfilment of Christ’s resurrection in the people of God? By
meeting, the conditions needed for a worthy and spiritually fruitful Holy Communion, to them
the Eucharist becomes the ritualised certainty of personal salvation. The aforementioned basis and
meaning of the celebration (the updated representation of Christ’s saving act) had been gradually
losing its background. The liturgical order of salvation (the sacred liturgy) has undoubtedly become
a sociologically meaningful rite. It fulfils its therapeutic function vis-a-vis the unsolvable issues
relating to the meaning of human life, linked to birth, to transition periods, to maturation, and
ultimately to man’s death. Nevertheless, this definition of the liturgy is a disproportionate limitation.
The liturgy contains something more: the very secret of salvation, the eschatological fulfilment of
the now-present world. It also has another, irreplaceable role in overcoming the temptation of the
catastrophic concept of eschatology, or of human utopias (utopia — a non-existent place).”

It transforms man’s tragic destiny into anamnesis (looking to the future with an attitude that
includes our entire past, defined as the history of salvation) and participation (overcoming the
present through means of Divine-human synergy). Participation allows us to find ourselves be-
fore the reality we expect, and it shapes that reality within us - that which already is and is not
yet at the same time. Finally, we must admit that we have forgotten that the liturgical culmination
(the epiclesis that causes transformation) has its premise (human existence as preparation) in the
catechesis in the proper sense of the word; a gradual strengthening and expectation at the same
time. The Greek meaning is twofold: to give direction to a goal and to hold back, in the sense
that you still cannot. Ultimately the horizon of human time, which opens the eighth day here and
now, the eschatological period of world history (a mystagogy transforming the objectivity of the
Sacraments into a personal attitude, giving it a social and cultural dimension and deepening the
unity in the Spirit linked to the multitude of the Holy Spirit’s gifts and fruits).”

4. ‘Theologising Practicalism’ and Active Participation

All of life’s situations are considered to be solved positively (Christianly) only once their course
is completed. This meaning is accepted and absorbed into the peoples existence.** Nowadays,
sharing information is so easy that we are not even able to fathom its impact on human life, also
given the amount of information available and due to the idea of visually perceived effectiveness.
This is illustrated fittingly by our dialogue regarding what happens to us, once we limit the liturgy
to only being a ‘thing} a broadcast on a screen (virtual reality). We do not even realise the fact
that we are losing when, firstly, the liturgical event is deprived of its irreplaceable integrity and,
secondly, we no longer worry about the loss of the perception of personal closeness. Statements
suggesting a change be made in the approach to online liturgy and that it is not even adequately
prepared, both pastorally and spiritually, are revealing. Pastors could, however, end up overseeing
a potentially very risky change in the inner attitude of the faithful unless they listen carefully and
stimulate deeper discernment. With the end of the drastic restrictions regarding the prohibition
of liturgical functions, many began to say that they did not need to go to Mass. The awareness

Conciliorum 35, no. 1-2 (2003): 273-289.
22 Fratelli tutti, 32-36; cf. gpidh’k, Tomas, “Maranatha”. La vita dopo la morte (Roma: Lipa 2007), 43-4.
23 Ambros, Sova, nebo Fénix?..., ch. 3. Eucharistie a shromaZzdéni Boziho lidu (ecclesia).
24 Vicini, ‘Covid-19, 125-26.
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of Sunday Mass as a duty has been put aside by a number of practising Catholics, with the belief
that even with enough time to attend Sunday Mass, a live-broadcast Mass was enough for them.
It remains to be seen whether pastors have actually noticed the full depth of the suffering of the
people of God or have simply become aware of the personal situations of individuals, families,
and communities. A rather remote analogy would be the following: were we to tell grandparents
in a nursing home that young people do not come to visit them as a way of saving money, and that
contact through Facebook is enough, the elderly would find this very difficult to accept. The Zoom
space used for videoconferencing obviously has several pre-configured areas of human behaviour
that end up standardising communication (from a purely technical point of view). They frame the
human experience in predetermined patterns based on opportunity, thus flattening it.

During video connections, it is a matter of creating a Zoom of the camera and space, created by
the device’s ability to bring things closer by using lenses. When the image is converted into digital
form, the display is marked by a loss of image quality. Free connections are available through
various applications or services only offering a basic function. Quality connections are mostly
guaranteed by services requiring the payment of a fee. Therefore, our human experience using
means of communication mostly depends on the poorest connection quality when it is a so-called
free of charge supply, otherwise, it implies gradually increasing levels of financial cost. The con-
stant cycle of adaptation to changes happening on the Internet is part of this experience simply
because applications require constant updates or the switch to other systems when old ones are
no longer supported. In the Church, the event of the Eucharist is not just a mystery of God; it is
also a fully-fledged human experience, which we can’t approach ‘technically. Posting a positive
comment or using a ‘like’ on Facebook, to show we identify with an opinion, will in no way
replace a grandchild visiting his or her grandparents.

Currently, this can also be observed in the request to extend this practice and to allow attendance
at Holy Mass through live broadcasting, not as a mere exception, but as a best practice. The reason
is that, without warning or catechesis, the difference between these two ways of attending Mass
will no longer be perceived. If people get used to home delivery when it comes to services, they
will adapt this model mentally to religious ‘services” so that their needs can be met. It is like
buying a pizza and bringing it home, where we then take it right out of the box. People could just
as easily expect a priest to consecrate the host for their domestic use. This inner attitude is, in
itself, a warning and should be stopped in time. Wherever a community of believers finds it easy
to justify not having to gather or to celebrate the sacrifice of Christ together, we begin losing that
which makes up the Church. Such a Christian community lacks something essential. This period
of waiting, therefore, must also be penetrated by pain, a pain we must speak about since it is a sign
that an organism is healthy. The tendencies to ‘theologically’ justify this approach are especially
risky. The theological reflection on the Eucharist is replaced by ‘theologising practicalism, which
is just as dangerous as academicism. The mystery of the Eucharist cannot be merely limited to
the way in which we carry out the priestly ministry during a pandemic: it is not the ministerial
priesthood’s activity, it is a mystery shared by the entire people of God.

The sanctification of the people of God in the liturgy is indicated and implemented through signs
that are perceptible to the senses.” Therefore, we must ask ourselves the following question: what
meaning does active participation (participatio actuosa fidelium) have when the Eucharistic cel-
ebration is a live broadcast? This brings us to the core of the problem. The signs we perceive

25 Decreto in tempo di Covid-19, Congregatio de cultu divino et disciplina sacramentorum, accessed 27" August 2021, http://www.
cultodivino.va/content/cultodivino/it/documenti/decreti-generali/decreti-generali/2020/decreto-triduo-pasquale-2020.html.
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through the senses must always be embraced together, within the community of believers, since
that is where their full meaning is revealed. The reason we celebrate the liturgy as an assembly,
one formed by the presence of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of the faithful, lies in the capacity
delivered to the people of God gathered on the path to perfection. It becomes a guarantee one
can count on. Furthermore, it should be counted on together as it becomes a shared experience
that we partake in the first person and, therefore, also in the context of the social community.
Once we are permitted to replace a personal visit with a short message or with a ‘Like, something
very important happens in us. It underscores a change in the way we understand humanity and
in our way of understanding the unity of man and God, within man himself. Wherever we lose
humanity, we also lose the possibility of becoming incarnate. Wherever we are no longer brothers
and sisters in Christ, wherever Christ is no longer present among us, wherever we do not sing
and pray together, wherever we do not share our joy and our suffering, this is where the commu-
nity ceases to exist. At that point, religion becomes an ideology whose basis lies in the common
interests we have in living in this world. However, this is not the goal of Christian life. We have
a critical attitude when we look at the change implanted by gender ideologies and bureaucratically
introduced into our legal system and cultural identity. From a certain point of view, commercial
and consumer-oriented approaches are potentially even more dangerous, since we no longer rec-
ognise them for what they are, and in them, we confuse the possibility of ensuring the technical
progress of the liturgy by means of a fully-fledged pastoral response in an extraordinary situation
where there is a practical ban on public worship. The ministerial priesthood has its reason for
existence in serving God by serving the people of God. Such a service makes human relationships
more personal, more intimate, and purified from sin. That is an important aspect when it comes
to live broadcast services. Sadly, we often experience the absence of personal relationships as sut-
tering, together with the people of God, although we justify it theologically in a way that ends up
deepening the divide between the common priesthood of believers and ministerial priesthood.*®

5. Rediscovering the Holy Spiritual Communion and the Confession of Desire

Every prayer is also always Christ the High Priest’s prayer, who guides us in our own prayer.
However, we are not used to calling this prayer communion (Christ accepts our intentions, which
we give to him, making them part of his sacrifice). If the prayer takes place in the Holy Spirit, then
it is also spiritual (spiritual is that which the Spirit is present in). Private prayer, or the private
reading of liturgical texts, can therefore be defined as spiritual communion.

We have to learn to fully understand what we refer to as spiritual communion, since this name has
become part of the praxis of the Church for reasons the living tradition of the Church, at the time
of St Pius X, took a critical attitude towards. Moreover, it is safe to say that the reform of precocious
and frequent communion has opposed this spiritual deformation. The previous flattened vision
of receiving the Eucharist had a deep impact on Catholic neo-scholastic morality with modern
rationalism. In fact, spiritual communion was also referred to as a restriction on receiving Christ
more often and regularly by those who took part in the Eucharistic daily celebration, especially
in 17" and 18™ century convents. The priest who celebrated the Holy Mass also received the
Eucharist. Those who attended its celebration were invited to spiritual communion, following
a strict evaluation of the inner disposition of the receiving person. This provided an evaluation
of the nature of moral purity, unworthiness and sinfulness, an impersonal and unilateral legally

26 Ambros, Sova, nebo Fénix?..., ch. 21. Virtudlni realita a osobni blizkost.
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pedantic understanding. In particular, nuns were discouraged from receiving the Eucharist due
to unworthiness, an uncertainty that was further reinforced by formation, which rightly preferred
the need for interiority (conversion of the heart) to the traditional monistic vision, one based on
an order of worship that guaranteed the liturgy’s objectivity.””

In this way of life, the liturgy was understood as the source and culmination of the life of the Church,
as a sufficient form of life. The difference between spirituality mediated by interiority and spirituality
mediated by external forms was so intense, that in some manifestations of Christian ways of life,
they were polemically set one against the other. This way of life and this conception of the liturgy
developed already in ancient times, it was cultivated in monasteries, introduced into liturgical texts,
and developed into richly stratified allegories, making the liturgy the preferred form of Christian
life. A turning point in this mentality came about with a massive wave of reforms promoted by the
mendicant orders (Franciscan and Dominican mysticism) during the Early Middle Ages. This was
tollowed by a second wave of reforms carried out by the Jesuit order at the beginning of the modern
period, which interpreted the same tradition differently, taking seriously the need to convert hearts
and the consequent personalisation of the objective liturgical event, including its socialisation. Part
of the reform initiated by the Second Vatican Council is this current contradiction (which is often
artificially polarised) of two necessarily complementary lifestyles which combine the mediation of
the essence of Christian existence (life in Christ) with the liturgy, which cannot be simply limited to
the inner attitude of the conversion of the heart or its institutionally rooted objective nature. Clari-
fying the meaning of spiritual communion is a current necessity, with arguments that strengthen the
understanding of the liturgy as a common event that unites individuals to Christ and to the whole
Church, starting from Christian existence.?®

The conversion of the heart as an inner act of the individual is a necessary and irreplaceable part
of the liturgical process, which concerns the whole of man with his body, soul, and heart; man
in his social relationships and bonds, with his bodily senses and with his institutional belonging
to the Church and the people of God. The connection between interiority, corporeity, and the
institutional nature of a perennial reform of worship within the Church is not optional or sim-
ply voluntary; rather it is a pastoral imperative® to renew the life and mission of the Church.”
Therefore, if its full meaning is to be understood, spiritual communion cannot be seen only as an
immediate reaction to a given situation: it must become part of the intelligence of a normative
tradition. One which indicates a concrete path towards salvation.** Therefore, it is important for
pastoral instructions and catechesis regarding spiritual communion, and receiving the desired
Sacrament of Reconciliation, to lead to a mediation between the internalisation of spiritual life
and the credibility of personally guaranteed faith along with its external liturgical manifestations.
The Pope made it very clear:

If you don't find a priest to go to confession, speak to God. He is your Father. Tell Him the truth:
‘Lord. I did this and this and this. Pardon me. Ask His forgiveness with all your heart with an Act
of Contrition, and promise Him, ‘[A]fterwards I will go to confession, but forgive me now. You

27  Cf. Karel Truhlar, Structura theologica vita spiritualis (Roma: PUG, 1966), 160-70; Johann Auer, ‘Geistige Kommunion. Sinn und Praxis der
communio spiritualis und ihre Bedeutung fiir unsere Zeit, Geist und Leben 24 (1951): 113-32; Karl Rahner, ‘Personliche und sakramentale
Frommigkeit. Theologische Uberlegungen iiber die geistliche Kommunion und Ahnliches, Geist und Leben 25 (1952): 412-29.

28 Giancarlo Pani, ‘La comunione spirituale, La Civilta Cattolica 166, no. 3957 (2015): 224-37.

29 Cf. Karl Rahner, Das Dynamische in der Kirche (Basel, Freiburg, Wien: Herder, 1965), 14-43.

30 Fratelli tutti, 259.

31 Francisco Taborda and Danilo César Dos Santos Lima, ‘Sobre a “comunhao espiritual”: Reflexdes a partir da experiéncia de confinamento;,
Fronteiras 3, no. 2 (2020), 404-33.



CoriTos . 14
elveritas 2024 52

will return to God’s grace immediately. You yourself can draw near to God’s forgiveness, as the
Catechism teaches us, without having a priest at hand. Think about it: this is the moment! This is
the right moment, the appropriate moment. An Act of Contrition made well. In this way, our souls
will become as white as snow.*

It is nothing less than the connection between the wisdom of faith — as manifested in the ancient
or monastic vision of the liturgy — with modern man’s wisdom of faith, with all its new needs
regarding personal integrity, as expressed by Western civilisation’s anthropological shift. If the
heart does not change, the institution will never change. Yet, without a renewed discipline of
the institutional bodies and forms of the heart, it can easily be misled or cast into illusions. Man
is never only his rationality or only his receptivity (be it sensory, emotional, or intuitive); he is
also his body, mouth, and hands. Liturgical reform and ecclesiastical reform that would neglect
interconnection (harmony within the Spirit) would be doomed to failure in the very essence of
what man is: the unity of body, soul, and spirit.*®

6. Rediscovering the Liturgy of the Hours

The faithful should be informed of the beginning times of the celebrations so that they can prayer-
fully unite themselves in their homes. Means of live (not recorded) telematic broadcasts can be of
help. In any event, it remains important to dedicate an adequate time to prayer, giving importance
above all to the Liturgia Horarum.*

The impossibility of celebrating the Eucharist in public together with the assembled people of
God is an opportunity allowing us to reflect on the pastoral room that the Liturgy of the Hours
deserves.” Many serious comments have been expressed, according to which we did not use the
pandemic as an opportunity to rediscover prayer that sanctifies the times of the day and the cele-
bration of the liturgical year through popular piety. We can ask ourselves how we can encourage
the people of God in finding ways to recite the Liturgy of the Hours together. The Liturgy of the
Hours is where we can find the pillars of the theology of Christian prayer. For our entire lives, we
will search for the best way to sanctify our work with prayer and to connect our prayer with our
work. Let us begin with the premise that the Liturgy of the Hours is deeply rooted in our concep-
tion of the Incarnation, which is the foundation of the celebration of the liturgy. The experience
of participating in the mystery of the Incarnation in daily life is the essential condition so that the
people of God may celebrate this mystery as an experience of the expectation of its fulfilment. In
the liturgy, the Incarnation is present as a stage in the imminent transformation of the world into
the path opened to humankind by the Resurrection of Christ. It is remarkable to note how the
Liturgy of the Hours only penetrates the awareness of the faithful in a limited way. In their eyes,
this prayer is either part of personal piety or it is an official prayer of the Church, destined for
religious life in the spirit of St. Benedict’s famous axiom: Ora et labora. It is explicitly understood

32 ‘Homily of His Holiness Pope Francis: “Return to God and return to the embrace of the Father”, Friday, 20 March 2020} La Santa Sede,
accessed 27™ August 2021, https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/cotidie/2020/documents/papa-francesco-cotidie_20200320_
peri-medici-ele-autorita.html; cf. ‘Nota della Penitenzieria Apostolica circa il sacramento della riconciliazione, L'Osservatore Romano
160, no. 90 (20-21 marzo 2020): 7.

33 Ambros, Sova, nebo Fénix?..., ch. 23. Nové objevit duchovni svaté ptijimani a zpovéd touhy

34 ‘Decree In time of Covid-19 (II), Congregation for divine worship and the discipline of the sacraments, accessed 27" August 2021, https://
www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_20200325_decreto-intempodicovid_en.html.

35 Ambros, Sova, nebo Fénix?..., ch. 23. Nové objevit duchovni svaté ptijimani a zpovéd touhy; ¢) Nové objevit liturgii hodin.
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to be a prayer for priests and has a clerical veneer to it, such as the breviary of priests for example.
Compared to Islam’s practice of piety (ritual prayer five times a day, at a certain hour, with little
visible testimony to the life of a pious Muslim), we notice how little this prayer penetrates the
public. Up to now, Islam has preserved something essential from the tradition of Jewish and
Christian prayer, namely the idea of the urgency of sanctifying time. Furthermore, we often fail
to realise the richness made available to the entire people of God through the various national
languages, especially with the Second Vatican Council’s reform.

The duration of the prayer is suitable vis-a-vis the possibilities of contemporary man and, in its
structure, it is very appropriate for individual communities. Mentally, we are entirely focused
on the celebration and reception of the Eucharist, precisely because it is the culmination of the
Mass. The Liturgy of the Hours is a path to that culmination, which is difficult for us to set out on
especially if the goal seems far away. Yet, it is exactly that moment of expectation of the Eucharist
that intensified our thirst for the Eucharistic bread and our thirst for the blood of Christ offered
to us in Holy Communion, through the communion of the Church. This is so necessary for the
formation of the people of God who not only go forward to meet the Lord but also experience His
coming in everyday life.*

7. Rediscovering the Celebration of Sundays and Feast

Among other things, the Covid-19 emergency has allowed us to understand more about how
common it is for us to identify the celebration of the Eucharist with the reception of the Eucharist.
A certain lightness in the conditions with which we approach the Eucharist is quite understand-
able if we think of them as a sort of pendulum law or, in other words, that throughout history
an extreme position of the inner attitude towards the Eucharist was later replaced by a different
position. In the pastoral praxis, receiving the Eucharist was conditioned by the need for Confes-
sion, every single time, before partaking in Communion. This meant that the idea of receiving the
Eucharist as something extraordinary took hold in the religiousness of the people of God, mean-
ing that a lay faithful could only approach the Eucharist once or twice a year. With the passing of
time, this tendency was replaced by the practice of regular monthly confession, often linked to
the worship of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the promises of graces linked to it. One could speak
of an epochal reform begun by Pope Pius X, which brought about the greatest change of piety
in the Catholic Church of the second millennium. The pendulum of spiritual perception shifted
trom the previous position to one, which was almost the exact opposite. In other words, attending
Mass was automatically connected to receiving the Eucharist, without expecting one’s spiritual
inner life to be reflected in daily decisions. The Eucharist has become a symbol of fully-fledged
belonging to the community of the Church. This tendency is fair, as long as we do not forget the
need for personal moral commitment connected with the quality of spiritual life and asceticism,
accompanied by physical and corporal works of mercy and by love for one’s neighbours.

The roots of a possible risk are to be found in yet another field: in the emptying or depreciation
of feasts and Sundays, seen as a time of grace given to man. The phenomenon linked to the loss
of the meaning of what a festivity is, is due to the cultural changes that end up levelling the dif-
terence between a weekday and a feast. The feast is replaced by entertainment, which is prepared
with overabundant care and made-to-measure for each person by the entertainment industry.
The pandemic emergency can also be observed from these points of view as a way of testing the

36 Pavel Ambros, ‘Kazdodenni Zivot jako sociologicky fenomén a pastorace), Studia theologica, 3 (jaro 2001): 30-31.
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quality of our catechesis before Sacraments are distributed, as a way of testing the efficiency of the
process enabling life within the Sacraments, as a way of testing the extent to which mystagogy is
rooted in our pastoral practice. It is a test of the experience of the current Christian generation
with the one and only Priesthood of Christ in the Church, which is visible in the complementa-
rity between common priesthood and hierarchical priesthood, and is something we must pass
on to future generations. We must ask ourselves how to establish a link between the thirst for
the Eucharist and the thirst for the community. This appears to be the key question, as we search
for our perception and experience of the liturgy. We can then ask ourselves the following ques-
tion: what formation must we focus on for our parishes and local churches, so that they may be
prepared to deal with future trials, much like our generation in facing the Covid-19 pandemic?¥

A Final Summary

The forms of Christian life in the Church are the outcome of discernment.*® Every Christian’s act
of faith is their beginning. The answers to today’s questions stem from a single foundation: from
Jesus, who comes among us as Love and gives himself to us completely. He gives us the cer-
tainty that every sacrifice we make can only find its deep and infinite meaning in Him and that
everything in our lives is carried out by Himself. This certainty is always a gift. The main task of
the pastor at the head of, and in the midst of, the people of God is to keep watch (being aware of
the main temptations the Church must face in this age: the temptation of neo-Gnosticism and
neo-Pelagianism™) over the willingness of the people to wait for the Lord. In other words, to keep
watch over the desire for gift and obedience in the time entrusted to us. The form of ecclesiastical
life goes towards conformity in Christ. ‘It is a mission of compassion for the world; we could say
a “journey of the heart’, that is, a prayerful itinerary that transforms people’s lives. The Heart of
Jesus is so great that it seeks to welcome all of us into the revolution of tenderness. Closeness to the
Heart of the Lord urges our heart to lovingly draw near to a brother or sister, and helps us assume
this compassion for the world. We are called to be witnesses to and messengers of God’s mercy, to
offer the world a perspective of light where there are shadows, of hope where despair reigns, and
of salvation where sin abounds. To engage in prayer is to enter Jesus” heart with my own heart,
to make a path within Jesus’ heart, feel what Jesus feels, Jesus’ feelings of compassion, and also to
explore my own heart in order to change my heart in this relationship with the heart of Jesus*
This is where we must begin from.*' We have learned that we cannot live healthily on a sick planet.
After that ‘we have to rethink the present model of globalisation so that it embodies effective
solidarity with the poor, the natural environment and future generations.*

37 Ambros, Sova, nebo Fénix?..., ch. 23. Rediscovering Spiritual Holy Communion and Confession of Desire.

38 Vicini, ‘Covid-19; 129-36: a) The Health of the Public; b) Vulnerable Resilience to Rethink Human Progress; c) Solidarity and Reforms;
d) A Sustainable Future.

39 Cf. Gaudete et exsultate. 35-62.

40 Papa Francesco, 1l cuore della missione della Chiesa (Udienza alla Rete mondiale di preghiera del Papa)’, LOsservatore Romano, 159, no.
147 (29 giugno 2019): 7.

41 Cf. Laudato si’, 92; Paolo Benanti, Uno sguardo integrale contro ogni cultura dello scarto, Etica, per un tempo inedito. Una ricerca
dell'associazione teologica italiana per lo studio della morale (Milano: Vita e Pensiero, 2020), 43-52.

42 ‘Solidarity and the Coronavirus Crisis, The Jesuit Conference of European Provincials, accessed 27" August 2021, https://jesuits.eu/
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