PERMANENT THE URGENCY OF ADULT CATECHESIS
MYSTAGOGY: For THE RECEPTION OF COMMUNION

ccording to the General Directory for Catechesis,

“adult catechesis must be given priority.”" In

fact, the GDC links adult catechesis to the

baptismal catechumenate: [Adult catechesis]

“involves ‘a post-baptismal catechesis, in the form of a
catechumenate...presenting again some elements from the
Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults with the purpose of
allowing a person to grasp and live the immense, extraor-
dinary richness and responsibility received at Baptism.”
‘Therefore, adult catechesis is not simply a refresher course
in content but is permeated by the idea that the life of
Baptism (and each of the sacraments) must be lived in
maturity. And this requires ongoing formation and sup-
port, a “permanent mystagogy.” Therefore, Pope Benedict
XV, in Sacramentum Caritatis, calls for a “mystagogical
approach to catechesis, which would lead the faithful to
understand more deeply the mysteries being celebrated.”
Initiation is ultimately ordered to being one with our
Lord in an intimate and eternal communion. Such intimacy
requires that we approach Jesus’s Body with love, free from
serious sin, and with a reverent disposition. However, many
seem to take the reception of Communion lightly in the
Church today. Reception of the Eucharist, for many, has
become routine, uniform, and even presumed as a right,
regardless of canonical standing or state of soul. We know
from St. Paul that improper reception of Communion works
against its true purpose and rather than deepening our partici-
pation in the life of God, it can actually alienate us from him:

Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup
of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty
of profaning the body and blood of the Lord. Let
a man examine himself, and so eat of the bread
and drink of the cup. For anyone who eats and
drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks
judgment upon himself (1 Cor. 11:27-30, RSV).

We know from the infrequency of confessions today in
many parishes that few Catholics approach the Eucharist
with the necessary aid of the sacrament of Penance. This
fact alone makes it clear that we are living in a time of
Eucharistic crisis. -

- In defending current practice, some would point
to the work of Pope Pius X in promoting frequent
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Communion. Indeed, many Fathers of the |
the words of the Lord’s Prayer and the practice of t.hc E'E'El ¥
Church, exhorted their flocks to daily Communion- ¢
practice of frequent Communion should not, hf)wcver,
be confused with approaching the sacrament routmely.or
haphazardly. In fact, in the decree authorized by POPC Plﬁs
X, Sacra Tridentina, encouraging frequent Communion, t ;
Holy Office notes that the Eucharist should be aPProaChens
with a “right and devout intention (recta piaque ”_m?te : ¢
‘Thankfully, the document explains the charact_cmstlcs [[:
this intention. “A right intention consists in tls: $L ?
who approaches the Holy Table should do so, not out Oh
routine, or vain glory, or human respect, but that h(“j Wl;
to please God, to be more closely united with Him by
charity, and to have recourse to this divine remedy for his
weakness and defects.” The decree also makes clear thlat
there is no obligation to receive Communion frequentby ’
as is made clear in the Church’s precept that it gt BE
received at least once a year. .
Sacra Tridentina provides one more crucial pOl'ﬂ'E on
this topic: that the grace of the Eucharist s
proper disposition in order for it to bear full fruit in
the soul. “Since, however, the sacraments of the New
Law, though they produce their effect ex opere %P Emflo’
nevertheless, produce a great effect in proportion s the
dispositions of the recipient are better, therefore, 0I1:3i
should take care that Holy Communion be Prece_de
by careful preparation, and followed by an approp S
thanksgiving, according to each one’s strength, creum”
stances and duties.”” In order to avoid a mer e‘ly o
reception of Communion that is hindered in 1t effects,
both preparation and thanksgiving are vital. Pope Ber.le_dl C'f
XVI explicitly affirms this need for a proper d1sp051t13;!.
“Active participation in the eucharistic liturgy ¢an %13.1' y
be expected if one approaches it superﬁciaHY, Wlt_h(.)ut
an examination of his or her life. This inner disp O.S -
can be fostered, for example, by recollection and sﬂcm::e
for at least a few moments before the beginning o thai
liturgy, by fasting and, when necessary, by Sacr?mem
confession.” Liturgical participation requires e
right interior disposition in order to fruitfully en.t =
‘i-nI.O the realities of the Mass and the Eucharist.

Church, noting
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We need to ask ourselves, does possessing the right
disposition seem to be common today? Simply from the
lack of silence in many churches, it is apparent that the
times before and after Mass are not being dedicated to
serious prayer. Further, an adequate catechesis for fostering
the proper disposition for Communion is frequently miss-
ing. The results are seemingly disastrous. Sherry Weddell
insightfully observes that “in recent decades, there has
been little or no serious discussion at the parish level about
how an individual receiving the sacraments can prepare
his or her heart, soul, and life to do so fruitfully.” Given
this fact, she concludes: “I think we may safely question
whether many Catholic adults possess the inner disposition
of discipleship necessary for the sacraments...to have the
intended effect and bear the intended fruit.”*

More faith-filled and reverent reception of Communion
cannot realistically be expected until Catholics are better
prepared. In fact, many of those who attend Mass could
actually be understood to be guasi-catechumens. Pope John
Paul 1I says as much when he writes:

[Our pastoral ministry] is also directed to those
who in childhood received a catechesis suited to
their age but who later drifted away from all reli-
gious practice and as adults find themselves with
religious knowledge of a rather childish kind. It is
likewise directed to those who feel the effects of a
catechesis received early in life but badly imparted
or badly assimilated. It is directed to those who,
although they were born in a Christian country
or in sociologically Christian surroundings, have
never been educated in their faith and, as adults
are really catechumens."

We must approach those who find themselves in this
situation with patience and understanding, offering them
the means to grow in understanding and love for God.

Before concluding, I would like to offer a few suggestions.
Of course, the first step must be to offer a substantive and
compelling catechesis on the true presence of Christ in the
Eucharist. If Catholics do not believe in the reality of the
Eucharist, fruitful reception of Communion is clearly impos-
sible. Such an initiative must be linked, of course, to more
general and necessary efforts of evangelization and catechesis.
Second, we need to find ways to impart the necessity of proper
preparation before Communion and thanksgiving following
it. Third, parishes can revive such practices as Sunday Vespers
with Benediction, Eucharistic processions, and, most of all,
the practice of Eucharistic adoration. When Catholics see
a more flourishing general devotion to the Fucharist, they
will more likely prepare themselves well for Communion.
Fourth, we can work to create a more prayerful and silent
environment before and after Mass, more conducive to
preparation, thanksgiving, and devotion to the Eucharist.
Finally, pastors can firmly and gently challenge Catholics
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to go to confession before receiving Communion (when
needed) and more generally reinforce the principle that one
must be prepared to receive Communion.

The Church has been clear that we need to prioritize
adult catechesis, that it should be inspired by the baptismal
catechumenate, and that we should form the initiated but
uncatechized through the New Evangelization. These
important endeavors foster intimate communion with our
Lord. This communion brings about a transformation of
one’s entire life, as the Eucharist is meant to impact how
we live out the Christian mission in the world." Thus,
there must be an emphasis on the ongoing mystogogical
catechesis requested by Pope Benedict: “A convincing
indication of the effectiveness of eucharistic catechesis
is surely an increased sense of the mystery of God pres-
ent among us. This can be expressed in concrete outward
signs of reverence for the Eucharist which the process
of mystagogy should inculcate in the faithful.” When
Catholics approach the Eucharist with the right disposi-
tions—charity, faith, piety—that stem from deliberate
preparation and thanksgiving, there will be a deeper living
of the Christian life by all within the Church.

D R. Jared Staudt is assistant professor of theology and Catholic
studies at the University of Mary in Bismarck, ND and Co-editor
of the theological journal Nova et Vetera. He taught previously at the
Augustine Institute and served as a DRE in two parishes.
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