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United yet separated
The first of these difficulties arises, in terms of reception of the Eucharist, where a 
Christian marriage exists but one spouse is a Catholic and the other is a member 
of another Christian Church which is not in full communion with the Catholic 
Church.

Since the Church came into being there have been many divisions, the first 
major one being with the Orthodox Churches in 1054, and then followed by 
Protestant Churches (sometimes referred to as “Reformed”) beginning in 1517. 
While all Christians share many beliefs – in Jesus Christ, baptism, the Bible as the 
word of God – major differences in beliefs still do exist, including the primacy of 
the Pope, the sacrificial priesthood and the nature of sacraments, including what 
the Eucharist is. 

Protestant theology differs from Catholic theology in regard to the Eucharist 
over the real presence of Christ and transubstantiation. While much progress has 
been made since the Second Vatican Council, to discuss these differences with 
various Christian groups, such differences are held by the Catholic Church still 
to “break the common participation in the table of the Lord” (Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, paragraph 1398). 

Notwithstanding this, there are some rays of hope. The 1983 Code of Canon 
Law makes provision (and an exception) for emergency cases. In terms of 
members of the Orthodox Churches, who primarily disagree with Catholics over 
the authority of the Pope, the Second Vatican Council’s Decree on Ecumenism 
(1964) noted that, although they are separated from the Catholic Church, they 
“possess true sacraments, above all – by apostolic succession – the priesthood and 
the Eucharist” (paragraph 15). 

This being the case, the 1983 Code of Canon Law stipulates that the sacraments 
of  reconciliation, Eucharist, and anointing of the sick may be administered to 
members of the Orthodox Churches if they ask on their own for these sacraments 
and are properly disposed (Canon 844, No. 3). 

Furthermore, the same canon notes that, in danger of death or other grave 
necessity and following a judgement made by the diocesan bishop or the 
Bishops’ Conference, Catholic ministers may licitly administer the sacraments 
of reconciliation, Eucharist and anointing of the sick to other Christians “who 
cannot approach a minister of their own community and on their own ask for it, 
provided they manifest the Catholic faith in these sacraments and are properly 
disposed”.

Much dialogue has taken place between Christian Churches over a number 
of years, and a further ray of hope may be detected in a joint declaration signed 
by Pope Francis and Lutheran bishop, Munib Younan, President of the Lutheran 
World Federation, on 31 October 2016. This acknowledged that: 

Receiving the Eucharist is not 
always straightforward, but there 
is hope, as Dr Helen Costigane, 
a theologian and Canon lawyer, 
points out as she reflects on some 
of these complex circumstances.

In the aftermath of the Second 
World War, many children, 
rescued from concentration 
camps, were traumatised by 

starvation and deprivation. Though 
finding themselves in new settings which 
were secure, offered healing, and where 
food was more readily available than they 
had previously experienced, their carers 
noticed the inability of these children to 
sleep at night. Realising that the children 
were anxious about whether they still 
might have food when they awoke the 
next day, the adults gave each of them a 
piece of bread to sleep with. This gave 
the children reassurance that, when they 
awoke, they could be sure of something 
to eat. It also became a pledge, a symbol, 
that they were safe and no longer alone.   

On Holy Thursday, Jesus gave a similar 
assurance to us that he would not leave 
us bereft, gave us a tangible sign of his 
care and love, a sign that we would never 
be hungry, and that we would not be 
alone. He instituted the Eucharist as the 
memorial of his death and resurrection 
and commanded his apostles to celebrate 
it until his return. As the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church says, he did this 
“‘In order to leave them a pledge of this 
love, in order never to depart from his 
own and to make them sharers in his 
Passover” (paragraph 1337). 

There are, however, some commonly 
perceived difficulties with receiving the 
Eucharist, and this short article discusses 
two of these, while trying to see where 
there are “rays of hope” that can be 
detected. 

Many members of our communities yearn to receive the 
Eucharist at one table, as the concrete expression of full 
unity. We experience the pain of those who share their 
whole lives, but cannot share God’s redeeming presence at 
the Eucharistic table. We acknowledge our joint pastoral 
responsibility to respond to the spiritual thirst and hunger 
of our people to be one in Christ. We long for this wound 
in the Body of Christ to be healed. This is the goal of our 
ecumenical endeavours, which we wish to advance, also 
by renewing our commitment to theological dialogue.

Following this and in discussing this document, Cardinal Kurt Koch 
noted an important distinction. While the term “Eucharistic communion” 
refers to a more regular situation of the reception of Communion by 
people recognised as belonging to the same family and is problematic for 
the reasons already discussed, “Eucharistic hospitality”, on the other hand, 
is used to refer to welcoming guests to the Eucharist on special occasions 
or under special circumstances as long as they recognise the real presence 
of Christ. This is clearly a ray of hope, and one which could generate more 
light as the dialogue continues. 

Community but not Communion
Although entered into with the best of intentions and hope for the future, 
it is a reality that some marriages fail and a divorce is sought. Often a 
divorced spouse may decide to remain single or to seek a declaration of 
nullity of the first marriage (sometimes referred to as an “annulment”) so 
as to get married again in church. 

Sometimes, though, it is the case that, for various reasons, such a 
declaration is not obtained and one (or both) of the spouses wishes to 
marry again. Since they are still bound by the bonds of the previous marriage 
(even though divorced in the eyes of the state), they may enter a second, 
non-canonical, marriage. There is no difficulty with someone who is either 
separated or divorced from approaching the Eucharist, although they may 
wish to reflect on to what degree they may have contributed to the marriage 
breakdown. 

However, a problem arises with the status of the Catholic in a second civil 
marriage who wishes to approach the Eucharist. 

The language used in Canon Law to describe people in such a situation has 
been significantly tempered from the Code that was promulgated in 1917, 
which referred to “bigamists” and threatened “excommunication” on those 
who did not resolve their “unlawful” situation. Such people were excluded 
from the Eucharist until they had shown signs of repentance, amendment of 
life, and had publicly repaired the scandal caused by their actions. 

The revised Code of 1983 no longer uses such language, and the 
divorced-remarried are not specifically identified, although Canon 915 
states that those who “obstinately persevere in manifest grave sin” are not 
to be admitted to the Eucharist.

The sin is made explicit in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
paragraph 2384: contracting a new union, even if it is recognised by civil 
law, puts the remarried spouse in a situation of “public and permanent 

adultery”. This then excludes those who have 
entered into a second non-canonical marriage.

That said, various synods of bishops have 
raised this question of exclusion from the 
Eucharist as a most pressing pastoral problem, 
one which has recently been discussed in 
various papal documents. 

Pope John Paul II, in Familiaris Consortio 
(1981), noted a distinction between those 
who tried to save their first marriage but were 
unjustly abandoned and those who destroyed 
a canonically valid marriage. There are also 
those who entered into a second union for 
the sake of their children and those who are 
subjectively certain in conscience that their 
previous and irreparably destroyed marriage 
had never been valid. While reiterating that 
the divorced-remarried are unable to be 
admitted to the Eucharist, there is a call to 
pastors to make a careful discernment of 
different situations. 

Pope Francis takes up these ideas in his 
Apostolic Exhortation, Amoris Laetitia, in 
which he speaks of the need to integrate 
people living in “irregular” situations. He 
continues:

Such persons need to feel, not as 
excommunicated members of the 
Church, but, instead, as living 
members, able to live and grow 
in the Church and experience her 
as a mother who welcomes them 
always, who takes care of them 
with affection and encourages 
them along the path of life and the 
Gospel (paragraph 299).

The Pope’s call for mercy, to be attentive 
to people’s distress in difficult and complex 
situations, and the need to avoid judgements 
which fail to take account of these can be 
considered yet another ray of hope to those 
who, for whatever reason, are excluded from 
the Eucharist.

hope?
Rays 

Eucharist and Mission
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Pastoral
 Engagement

 The Eucharistic Congress and Pilgrimage 
taking place in Liverpool from 7-9 
September 2018 is described as “a national 
event supporting the local Church.”1 

Some ten thousand people are expected to attend and 
participate from every diocese in England and Wales. 

This particular Congress however, is much bigger 
than the three days or actual location assigned to 
it. This is a sound pastoral initiative which presents 
many cascading opportunities for engagement, 
reflection and the challenge of pastoral priorities. It 
could well become a highly significant moment for the 
life of the local Church, primarily experienced in the 
context of the parish community.  

The focus of the entire event is the centrality of the 
Eucharist, “the source and summit of the Christian 
life.”2  The Eucharist impacts on every parish in the 
land so this gathering of the Church in prayer is a 
three-day celebration of God’s greatest gift. It opens 
doors to the sacred, calls the people of God together, 
asking us to explore and articulate the primary 
cornerstone of our faith. John Paul II took the view 
that “the Eucharist is the most precious possession 
which the Church has in her journey through  
history.”3   So for three sharply focused days we are all 
invited to encounter the person of Christ and actively 
participate in something greater than ourselves. 

Aerial view of Liverpool 
city and the Metropolitan 
Cathedral. Shahid Khan / 

Shutterstock.comThis Congress 
and the parish: a pastoral

 reflection 

The success of this Congress depends on prayerful 
preparation, invitational leadership, empowerment, 
stewardship, on-going formation and legacy 
consideration. The event itself will be a crossroads 
moment of pause, prayer, discernment and wonder. 
While its purpose is to inspire reflection and 
contemplation, it cannot be just a one-off national 
event in Liverpool. If this is to be an investment for 
the future of the church in England and Wales, we 
have to broaden the pastoral scope of the moment, see 
the bigger picture emerging and hear the challenging 
conversations of life unfolding.  

Fr John Mulligan

Bringing the Gospel into respectful dialogue with 
the culture of our time is a formidable challenge for 
every Christian today. Pope Francis maintains that 
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ministry has become clericalised, tired and predictable. 
For others there is a nostalgic hankering for a model of 
Church that was safe and secure, cautious and lifeless. 

Today we are often trapped in a world of gadgets and 
technology where the virtual community takes precedence 
over the real one. But if we are to read the signs of the 
times, we need to take on the “bold and creative” mantle 
encouraged by Pope Francis in Evangelii Gaudium,11 the 
curriculum of parish life.

This Congress is a welcome pastoral opportunity 
to evaluate our parish journey and re-imagine our 
parish ministry in the service of God’s kingdom. The 
competition for time and connectivity is high. People 
will only commit to what is relevant to their lives. Yet the 
weekly Sunday gathering presents a unique opportunity 
to connect and excel in every aspect of ministry. This 
Congress is a pastoral and practical signpost and signposts 
always point to something greater than themselves. 

We may never arrive at the perfect model of parish but 
sometimes the journey is more important than the arrival.

Fr John Mulligan, a Southwark parish priest, is also the 
Southwark archiocesan lead for Adoremus.
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“the Lord does not disappoint those who take this risk.”4    
Some of the essential implications of this Congress 

may be hidden way below the surface. The Pastoral 
Constitution of the Church draws our attention to the 
internal dilemma of conscience5  for every person and 
the moral necessity of correctly informing our decision 
process on the complex voyage of life. The issues we bring 
to the Lord in prayer undoubtedly dominate our minds. 
They are the things that really matter as we journey on the 
road. The internal baggage carried to Liverpool could well 
define some life-changing moments. Perhaps this Congress 
will provide a prophetic moment of awareness when we 
begin to hear and understand those who are broken and 
wounded on the frontiers of parish life and Eucharist.  

Pope Francis, as leader of the Catholic Church, reminds 
us that “the Eucharist is not a prize for the perfect but a 
powerful nourishment and medicine for the weak.”’6 

This Congress is a moment to be mindful of those 
to whom the Eucharist, or indeed the Church, is no 
longer particularly relevant. Their families and friends 
are present in every parish congregation. It may well 
trigger some uncomfortable but vital questions that 
will reach out to those who are searching for a word of 
welcome, accompaniment, healing, reconciliation and re-
engagement. Perhaps we need to check again that we have 
the correct address on all the Congress invitations. There is 
no limit to the distance an invitation, or indeed a question, 
can travel. This is the pedagogy of God.

The Congress challenge to the parish 
The local parish community remains an extraordinary 
place of encounter. It is here that this Congress needs to be 
realised. The parish is the Church in miniature, where we 
first meet the person of Jesus. The parish is the sacred  
space where “people gather, welcome each other, 
listen to the Word,  celebrate the sacraments, learn 
about faith, minister to one another and witness 
to the world.”7 With all its perceived faults and 
failings, it is a rich tapestry of humanity and 
an anchor of life for many who are searching 
for God. Richard Gaillardetz makes the 
point that “the whole purpose of the Church 
is to illuminate the person of Christ and the 
whole purpose of your parish is to facilitate that 
illumination.”8

The parish is also a challenging jigsaw where 
the committed, the casual and the disengaged are 
frequently thrown together because they often stem 
from the same household. This Congress introduces 
a unique pastoral opportunity for every parish to 
stop, look back,  look around, look within, and look 
out at the broader landscape of life where people 

struggle to find God in the “bits and pieces”9 of every day. 
Over time, parishes can grow stale and stagnant from 

rite, ritual and relentless routine. This Congress provides 
a strategic opportunity for every parish to reflect 

on its life, mission, purpose and trajectory. It 
also provides the challenging moment to ask 
“what is missing”, or “who is missing” from 
our parish community?  Perhaps a more 
fundamental question is “why are they 
missing”? This Congress provides the people 
of God with an amazing chance to discern 
and see beyond the predictable, parochial 

timetable. 
Every parish community is invited to 

send delegates to Liverpool. The Congress 
specifically invites parish representatives, 
catechists, extraordinary ministers, RE leaders, 

clergy, religious orders, seminarians, hospital and 
prison chaplains, who are all on the front line of 

evangelisation. Chosen, volunteered, elected or 
cajoled, the chosen delegates are experienced 

practitioners and ambassadors for us all. 

Pastoral Engagement

1 Bishops’ Conference of England & Wales,  London, June 2017.
2 Documents of  Vatican II, Lumen Gentium #11, 1965.
3 John Paul II,  Rome 2003, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, #9.
4 Pope Francis,  Evangelii Gaudium #3, 2013.
5 Gaudium et Spes, #16.
6 Evangelii Gaudium, # 47.
7 Mulligan, J. “Parish Ministry – Servant of Mission”, DThMin thesis, 2014.
8 Gaillardetz, R.  National Conference on Ecclesiology, Communion and Co-Responsibility, Ireland, Sept 2012. 
9 Patrick Kavanagh, The Great Hunger, 1942.
10 Gaudium et Spes #40.
11 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, #33.

Surrounded by prayer, they are commissioned and sent 
out on a journey to engage again with the ancient tables 
of the word, the Eucharist and life itself. These delegates 
must go, absorb, return and empower. Undoubtedly, 
they will be reaffirmed both in ministry and in mission, 
but they also face some tough ecclesiological challenges 
in the parish communities from which they come.

While all these ministries share the sharp challenge 
of evangelisation in their various communities, they are 
strongly supported by multiple layers of other, unseen 
ministries, all connected to Eucharist. Welcomers, 
flower arrangers, church cleaners, ushers, collectors, gift 
aid organisers, sacristans, servers, singers, musicians, 
artists, parish pastoral councils,  parish secretaries, 
youth leaders, counters, auditors, IT ministers 
and numerous community organisations… These 
collectively form an intrinsic and vital infrastructure for 
every parish. Perhaps these indispensable ministries, so 
fundamental to the life of the parish, have pride of place 
on the real guest list for this Congress. They may not 
all get to the Congress but maybe its  message needs to 
find its way to them for a “mutual exchange of gifts.”10 

With such a rich reservoir of talent, the parish itself 
is infinitely more than what we initially encounter or 
perceive. There is a vast network of life and energy 
at work behind the scenes. There is a great spiritual 
wisdom here because it is linked to, and centred on, 
the Eucharist. The parish community is the site of 
an exciting local theology that shapes a profound 
reflection at the interface of faith and life.

Sadly, for some people in today’s Church, their 
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