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by Joseph de la Rizière

any of us saw via television the Papal 
Mass held at Rizal Park in Manila, with 
a gathering of six million people. One 
of the last remaining picturesque quar-
ters of an enormously chaotic city was 

turned into a sea of people attending the Mass of the Pope. 
A newspaper article in the Philippine 
Daily Inquirer had estimated that 6-7 mil-
lion people attended the Papal Mass, this 
included those in the side streets and along 
the route to the Papal Nuncio’s residence.1

Throughout the Papal visit, the world 
was able to see the traditional piety of 
the Filipino people and their great joy 
at receiving the Vicar of Christ. A tradi-
tional priest in the USA who watched the 
Papal Mass in Tacloban via EWTN was 
impressed and moved by the piety of the 
people and by the visages of the children 
which radiated purity. The people in 
Tacloban braved the incoming typhoon in 
order to be with the Pope as he offered the 
most august sacrifice in the storm-ravaged 
region. 

However, what the world did not see, and what secularist 
societies would not notice nor understand was portrayed in 
the world’s Catholic blogosphere, which apparently hap-
pened at the Papal Mass in Manila’s Luneta Park.  As more 
and more of the worshippers wanted to receive communion, 
Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion (EMHC) gave 
communion to people who were reaching out for the Sacred 
Host with their hands and then passing it on to others behind 
them who wanted to receive. This was repeated numer-

M
ous times: the Eucharist was passed around from person to 
person, hand to hand, broken into smaller pieces, handed out 
like a snack. There are even reports that Sacred Hosts could 
be seen fallen in the mud!2 One of the most striking features 
of the video shows how an EMHC and the crowded people 
just nonchalantly handled the Eucharist with straight emo-

tionless faces, giving the Body of the Lord 
to fingers outstretched and grasping. A video 
of this abuse was posted on the blog, www.
onepeterfive.com,3 showing broken pieces 
of the Eucharist being ostensibly raised by a 
lady, in order to give the pieces to someone 
who would want it. Is this not the Magnum 
Mysterium before Whom we adore on our 
knees, which is now being treated like a 
“beachball” as the blog described?4

The sacrilege and desecration of the 
Eucharist at a Papal Mass can be seen as 
rooted in a milieu where the liturgies of the 
Philippines have suffered much banaliza-
tion and secularization over the years. At 
some parish churches, there will be dance 
performances after Mass accompanied by 

Christian pop music in front of the sanctuary, or a commen-
tator will ask the worshippers to “clap their hands for Jesus.” 
Silence is gone; the offering of the Sacred Sacrifice has 
become quite casual! Many people in Metro Manila have 
become accustomed to the celebration of the Holy Sacrifice 
within the confines of a shopping mall. It would seem that 
the convenience of going to Mass on Sunday is equated 
with . . . getting a bite to eat and shopping, especially if the 
chapel is situated within a hallway of fashion boutiques. It is 
because of this milieu that after seeing the desecration of the 
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Eucharist in the media, many have asked whether the Papal 
Mass was attended by many as an event or as a spectacle 
where one can see the Holy Father rather than as a solemn 
Liturgy, the Sacrifice of the Eternal Covenant offered at the 
hands of the Holy Father, the Vicar of Christ on Earth.

During the Papal Mass itself, the fervent devotion of 
many of the people contrasted with a very secular ars 
celebrandi with regard to the liturgical music. The director 
of liturgical music, Father Manoling Francisco, S.J., when 
interviewed, stated that the Communion Hymn “speaks of 
Jesus as the bread of life . . . the central tenet of our faith 
(because) Jesus is the bread who gives life to the hungry and 
weary, and water to those thirsting for justice.” However, 
it is in this same interview that the music was described 
as “dirge-like” in order to reflect “the voice of the victims 
(and) survivors of various calamities crying out to the Lord 
for intervention and redemption.” Instead of emphasizing 
the presence of the Divine, Francisco portrays a very anthro-
pocentric and inclusive tone to the ethos of 
this Liturgy as he says, “[The Mass songs 
are] a mixture of the old and the new, of 
traditional sacred music and contempo-
rary sounds, [and] indigenous rhythms 
with Western melodic patterns. All [are] 
showcasing the rich culture that represents 
our country for the purpose of fostering 
solidarity.” Francisco emphasized that 
the liturgical music was supposed to 
give a sense of “national consciousness.” 
Francisco describes Jesus as the “bread 
of life” which alleviates societal injustice 
and social tensions while national solidar-
ity is expressed in the inclusivity of the 
hymns and celebration, where Filipinos 
are encouraged to sing in each other’s 
dialects. 5

Our societal ills, wars, natural calami-
ties, and the search for their solution and 
alleviation do not have to be absent even 
from the intentions of the Collects at 
Mass, and such suffering can even be part of our preparation 
for Holy Communion. However, there is a big difference 
when the Mass becomes the venue where earthly suffering 
and cultural identity become center stage, instead of giving 
the focus of devotion to the redeeming Sacrifice where 
Christ is both Priest and Victim for the forgiveness of our 
sins and the healing of soul and body. It is with this same 
regard that Pius XII writes in Mediator Dei: 

At the Last Supper He celebrates a new Pasch with solemn 
rite and ceremonial, and provides for its continuance through 
the divine institution of the Eucharist. On the morrow, lifted 

up between heaven and earth, He offers the saving sacrifice 
of His life, and pours forth, as it were, from His pierced Heart 
the sacraments destined to impart the treasures of redemption 
to the souls of men. All this He does with but a single aim: 
the glory of His Father and man’s ever greater sanctification.6

Benedict XVI’s Sacramentum Caritatis understands that it 
is not in the gathering of a humanity humiliated by injustice 
that solidarity is to be found, but true solidarity can only be 
found in the Eucharistic Christ Who is the true sign of com-
munion for all mankind.7 The Son of God “became flesh and 
dwelt among us,” and thus forms the bond of communion 
with all the sons of Adam. In believing in God Incarnate, we 
come to realize the dignity to which He has raised mankind.

As the sacrifice of the Cross is essentially the Eucharistic 
sacrifice, the baptized must realize the gift of charity with 
which He has been given by God, and realize that this charity 
must be spread to alleviate the sufferings of others. Intimate 

communion with the Eucharistic Lord 
leads to communion with others, who are 
His brothers and sisters in the flesh:

The eucharistic mystery thus gives rise to a 
service of charity towards neighbour, which 
“consists in the very fact that, in God and 
with God, I love even the person whom I do 
not like or even know [. . .] I learn to look 
on this other person not simply with my 
eyes and my feelings, but from the perspec-
tive of Jesus Christ.”8

The Real Presence is the fountain of 
the Church’s charitable activity. Notice 
how Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of 
Charity spend so many hours in adoration 
as a source for so many hours serv-
ing Christ in the poor. Benedict XVI 
proposes that true solidarity, peace, and 
charitable activity is Christocentric: 
it is Eucharistic-centered. In adoring 

Christ in the Eucharist, in taking care of the Liturgy, do we 
learn to serve our brothers and sisters made in His image 
and likeness, and in receiving Him we learn to be also in 
communion with His brothers and sisters, with whom He is 
also consubstantial in His humanity and for whom He died. 
Benedict XVI implies that we have to be nourished by the 
Eucharist in order to be charitable like Christ, and receiving 
the Eucharist gives us the responsibility to perform works of 
mercy, for we have received His Love and communed with 
Him. Like the disciples at Emmaus, we have come to know 
and experience Him in the breaking of the bread. If this 
is then the source of true communion and charity, can we 
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handle Him as bread that can be passed around from hand to 
hand? Does a normal piece of bread inspire charity?

Laurent Jestin notes that it is in humility that Christ 
comes to us in the Eucharist. In the Incarnation he emptied 
Himself, in the Eucharist He can be carried and mistreated, 
but revered so intimately as sacrifice and supernatural 
nourishment. This humility is a model for our reception 
and communion. He writes that the reception on the tongue 
symbolizes the need to be nourished by the bread of life 
which is a gift from God, not taken, but received. It is before 
such a Mystery that one receives on one’s knees, a symbol 
of humility that shows that interior disposition of man’s low-
liness and poverty because of sin which can only be healed 
by the Body of the Lord.9 

Archbishop Socrates Villegas justified the sacrilege 
of the Eucharist at the Papal Mass as a good example of 
sharing, helping one another receive the host during an 
extraordinary circumstance: it was no sacrilege at all.10 For 
the Archbishop, the extraordinary circumstance justified the 
Eucharist being passed around and handed 
to each other by the people present. There is 
no doubt that Archbishop Villegas believes 
in the Eucharist and its spiritual benefits, 
however his remarks point to the divorce 
between doctrine and pastoral practice that 
is a modern dilemma in the Church. If the 
Eucharist is the Real Presence of the Son of 
God—body, blood, soul, and divinity—then 
it should not be justifiable to handle Him in 
such a profane and casual manner, despite 
circumstances. Such actions are not in 
accord with proper terms of divine worship, 
honor, and adoration. And if the Eucharist 
is desacralized in one’s manner of recep-
tion and communion, then by the symbolism of our actions 
there is no acknowledgement of the Latens Deitas to Whom 
worship is due. A casual way of receiving Holy Communion 
is symbolic of an interior disposition lacking a reverence 
before the Son of God, which can only be healed through 
a pastoral solution of a truly Eucharistic catechesis where 
there is “an increased sense of the mystery of God present 
among us. This can be expressed in concrete outward signs 
of reverence for the Eucharist which the process of mysta-
gogy should inculcate in the faithful.”11 

A priest who attended the Papal Mass at Luneta com-
plained to a relative of mine that he was not able to distribute 
the Eucharist during the Papal Mass; he was simply asked to 
sit down after he received communion. John Paul II’s Re-
demptionis Sacramentum [aa.157-158] expressly forbids any 
EMHCs if there are priests present. As the priest is the minis-
ter of the sacrifice, it is his responsibility to make sure that the 
Eucharist is safe from sacrilege, and it is his duty to distribute 

Holy Communion. However, in Luneta it was a huge sea 
of 5,000 Extraordinary Ministers of the Holy Communion 
who distributed the nearly 2,500,000 consecrated Hosts. 
There were twenty stations for receiving communion which 
were described by the media as “communion tents”12 spread 
throughout the length of Luneta. Each of these stations shared 
one nun from the Sisters of the Holy Face of Jesus, three 
seminarians, two women from the Mother Butler Guild, and 
250 EMHCs, and 125,000 hosts. 13 There really was an intent 
to provide Communion to the millions of attendees. However, 
not even this army of EMHCs were able to stop the Eucha-
rist from being passed from hand to hand, nor being wasted 
upon the ground. It was an imprudent decision to distribute 
communion to the multitude especially if the Eucharist, in its 
smallest particles, could not be protected and adored.

The role of the priest as the ordinary minister of Holy 
Communion is essential in order to understand the divine 
gift that communicants receive. Everyone recognizes the 
specific consecration of a priest, which is not the same 

as the extraordinary minister. Saint John 
Chrysostom describes the spiritual inti-
macy that the priest has with the Eucharist 
because of his consecration:

And whenever [the priest] invokes the Holy 
Spirit, and offers the most dread sacrifice, and 
constantly handles the common Lord of all, 
tell me what rank shall we give him? What 
great purity and what real piety must we 
demand of him? For consider what manner 
of hands they ought to be which minister in 
these things, and of what kind his tongue 
which utters such words, and ought not 
the soul which receives so great a spirit to 

be purer and holier than anything in the world? At such 
a time angels stand by the Priest; and the whole sanctuary, 
and the space round about the altar, is filled with the powers 
of heaven, in honor of Him who lies thereon.14

The priest is a public and visible person ordained to 
the unique priesthood of Jesus Christ, consecrated to offer 
the Eucharistic Sacrifice; in him is the sense of the sacred 
manifested in a unique way that an extraordinary minister or 
a layman will never become. Even by reverently distributing 
the Eucharist, a priest’s actions towards the Eucharist really 
“speaks louder than words” as he represents Christ giving 
Himself as food for our salvific nourishment. The EMHC 
does not share in this sacerdotal consecration.

In the Philippines, a land known for Perpetual Adoration 
Chapels, many people believe in the Real Presence; however, 
a familiarity which might be leading to indifference may be 
part of the problem. A correspondence with Carlos Antonio 
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Palad, a Council Member for the Foederatio Internationalis 
Una Voce, cognizant of the local situation explained:

Adoration chapels are common in the Philippines, espe-
cially in Metro Manila. They date back to the 1980’s and 
1990’s, when Eucharistic adoration was greatly promoted 
under Jaime Cardinal Sin, Archbishop of Manila. There 
was also the mass printing of booklets promoting Eu-
charistic adoration. After 20 years of travelling all over 
Metro Manila and seeing countless Eucharistic adoration 
chapels I can affirm that the opening of so many adoration 
chapels has had mixed results. On one 
hand there is usually a small core of 
adorers who go to the adoration chapel 
regularly. On the other hand, adoration 
chapels are often empty; the Blessed 
Sacrament is left exposed (albeit be-
hind locked glass) despite there being 
no one there. I have entered adoration 
chapels numerous times only to see no 
one there, while the aircon or electric 
fan is open full blast. Thefts of the 
Blessed Sacrament are so common that 
they are no longer reported in the news.

It would seem to me that the indiscrim-
inate opening of adoration chapels has led 
to an extreme familiarity with the Blessed 
Sacrament. There seems to be the attitude 
of, “build them and they will come.” Per-
haps there is truth to that, but the fact is 
that in this age so desensitized to the sacred, even Catholics 
with good hearts and orthodox beliefs will not always know 
how to behave properly towards the Eucharistic Lord. 

Abandoned adoration chapels, stolen Blessed Sacrament, 
the rising emphasis on EMHCs versus the ordained priest-
hood, casual and anthropocentric liturgies which obfuscate 
the sense of the sacred, and the casual and profane treatment 
of the Eucharist at Communion do not raise the minds of the 
faithful to contemplate the Heavenly Liturgy or the Divinity 
of Christ present in the Sacred Host. If giving communion 

to 2,500,000 people cannot protect Christ from being treated 
like a mundane object, then it should not be done at all. Acts 
that desacralize the Eucharist are a form of semi-arianism 
that does not recognize the Divinity of Christ veiled 
therein.15 So opposite are the dispositions of Saint Thomas 
Aquinas who prayed: “Give me the grace, most merciful 
God, to receive the Body of your only Son, our Lord Jesus 
Christ, born of the Virgin Mary, in such a manner that I may 
deserve to be intimately united with His mystical Body and 
to be numbered among His members.” 

The sacrilege that occurred at the Papal Mass is another 
manifestation of desacralization that 
is spreading amongst the faithful. The 
Philippines is plagued with problems 
of corruption, a country having passed 
a bill approving government funding of 
contraception, a rising rate of poverty; 
maybe it is because we do not treat with 
profound devotion the humble and poor 
Christ in the Eucharist Whose divine 
glory is veiled that we do not treat our 
fellow man as we should in His Image 
and Likeness. We leave Him abandoned 
in the Church, and His Liturgy is treated 
so casually. Is this most Blessed Sacra-
ment mere bread for the present or truly 
Panis Angelicus, our supernal food for 
participation in divine life? The Chris-
tian must be vigilant in order not to be 
indifferent. ✠

Joseph de la Rizière has travelled extensively throughout 
Asia, and has a keen interest in the way Christian Communi-
ties have preserved the Catholic Faith and its culture amidst 
persecution and hardship. His studies in theology have led 
him to various parts of Europe, mostly in France, Spain, and 
Italy, visiting shrines and saints. He has always been fasci-
nated with the “sense of the Sacred.” Once an avid devotee of 
the Byzantine Rite, he has returned to Rome, enamoured by 
the beauty of its Traditions and the intensity of its adoration 
of the Holy Eucharist.
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