[image: image1.jpg]



PONTIFICAL COMMITTEE
FOR THE INTERNATIONAL EUCHARISTIC CONGRESSES

Plenary Assembly
26 September 2014, 17:30 p.m.
The role of the National Delegates
for the International Eucharistic Congresses
 

1. A glance at the origin of Eucharistic Congresses
The International Eucharistic Congresses have passed through the whole Nineteenth Century entering into the history of the Church as events that manifested par excellence worldwide Eucharistic faith.
Their roots are traced to the spirituality of the 19th century, an epoch that saw in the European Countries, and above all in France, an extraordinary flourishing of works tending to foster the worship of the Eucharist. This renewal of Eucharistic piety – in reaction to Jansenist rigourism and social changes triggered by the collapse of the ancient regime and the industrial revolution – placed the accent on the cult of adoration and reparation to Jesus Christ, “the hidden God under the veils of the Sacrament, outraged by the wicked, ignored by the public authorities wishing to secularise society” (R. AUBERT, Concilium 1, 1960).
In this environment, a little after 1870, the idea of the Work of Eucharistic Congresses was born through the persevering initiative of a lay woman, Émilie-Marie Tamisier (1834-1910), who was a disciple of St Peter-Julian Eymard, the apostle of the Eucharist (1811-1868), supported and encouraged by Msgr. Gaston de Ségur (1820-1881), an outstanding figure of Catholic intransigence.
The project foresaw uniting to the worship of the Blessed Sacrament and to knowledge of the widespread “Eucharistic works” some great major events that would make the masses aware to the Eucharistic “presence” and at the same time to offer Catholics an awareness of their number and their strength. This began by the organizing of pilgrimages to shrines that commemorated the memory of Eucharistic miracles of the past, pilgrimages combining brief catechetical and study sessions. But the realization of this project was made ever more difficult because of the strained relations between the Church and the French governments. In this context, French Catholics in the North, where the Eucharistic works were flourishing, offered to host the first Eucharistic Congress, which took place at Lille in June 1881. 
The Congress had more or less the size of a theological symposium today, with about 300 participants who came from not only France and Belgium, but eight other foreign countries. From here the promoters set up a Standing Committee for International Eucharistic Congresses in order to provide continuity to the movement and they projected the framework for future Congresses to be conducted through conferences, reports, acts of worship and a grand final procession. 
Within a few years the first national Committees were established in Spain, Italy and the United States, with the scope of fostering the “Eucharistic works” and of ensuring the fruits of the Eucharistic Congresses. In fact, according to the rule of the Standing Committee of International Eucharistic Congresses, these national, regional and diocesan Committees were instituted “to facilitate the preparation of Congresses and to produce concrete and lasting results… not only to focus on the Congresses themselves, but also to promote and develop all activities capable of contributing to an increase of fitting honour towards Our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament of the Altar.” (Article 9). 
At the end of 1957 there were local Committees in Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Costa Rica, France, India, Italy, Mexico, Holland, the United States of America, Spain, Uruguay. These enabled the local Churches of all the continents to be involved in the pastoral preparation and spread of the fruits of the Congress: dioceses, parishes, religious communities, associations and ecclesial movements of Eucharistic spirituality. But in the ’60s, of all these Committees there remained only those of Italy and the Philippines.
Thus there was a problem to find other organisms to ensure the fundamental link between the Pontifical Committee and the local Churches. The solution was found in the institution of the National Delegates that was approved by St John Paul II on 2 April 1986 and inserted into the successive Statutes up to the last of these approved by Pope Benedict XVI in 2010. Based on this, the President of the Pontifical Committee requests Episcopal Conferences “to appoint National Delegates who would commit themselves to the preparation of the Congresses and, when needed, would constitute with the approval and support of the local ecclesiastical authorities National Eucharistic Committees” having the purpose “of making better known, loved and served our Lord Jesus Christ in his Eucharistic Mystery, the centre of the Church’s life and of its mission for the salvation of the world.”
In other words, which perhaps better reflect the challenges of the present, it is a matter of appointing National Delegates who, in prospect of the Eucharistic Congresses and after their celebration, would be committed to give value to the celebration of the Eucharist as the font and highpoint of the Church’s life and mission (cf. the theme of the XI Ordinary Synod of Bishops on the Eucharist in 2005 and the subtitle of the Basic Text of the Congress of Cebu).
2. The role of the National Delegates
The role of the National Delegate in the preparation of the Congress and after the Congress was outlined, yet again, by St John Paul II, who at the Plenary Assembly on 5 November 2002 addressed those present with the following words: “how much more important is the zeal of the national delegates, appointed by the authorities of the Churches of the West and of the East. They are called to sensitize their churches to the theme of the International Congress, above all in the period of preparation so that it may become an event that for the particular churches may be the source of rich gifts of life and communion… The International Eucharistic Congresses contribute to this explicitly ecclesial finality. The fact that the faithful coming from so many places can participate in the Eucharistic event symbolizes the unity and communion of the Church. The national delegates can take back to their communities the spirit of Eucharistic fervour and communion that is lived in these periods of concentration on adoration, contemplation, reflection, and sharing. The Congress, when it is lived in depth, is a fire for renewing the zeal of those who animate living Eucharistic communities and of the evangelizers of those who do not know very well the great love that is contained in the Eucharist.” And he concluded with an exhortation to persevere “with dedication and passion” in this Eucharistic apostolate, “inspiring and spreading Eucharistic devotion in all its forms.”
The words of that great Pontiff provide guidelines that can inspire our work still today.

2.1.  To raise awareness about the theme of the Congress 
At a theological level and in collaboration with so many having at heart the centrality of the Eucharistic Mystery in the Church, the National Delegate has the task of undertaking and supporting all the initiatives that can bring about the better understanding of the Eucharistic Mystery. And this is done, either regarding the fullness of its facets (presence, banquet, sacrifice, relation to the Church, missionary, social-charitable dimension of the Eucharistic Mystery), or in the richness of approaches to this mystery (biblical, patristic, liturgical, ecumenical, spiritual, mystical…). A better understand leads to a greater love, to a more genuine service, to spiritual worship. In this sense, “to raise awareness of the Churches to the theme of the Congress” signifies for the National Delegates to help the local communities to understand the role of the Eucharist as “a centre of the life of the Church and of its mission for the salvation of the world.”
At a practical level, the first thing to do is to translate and spread the Basic Text into the languages of the various countries, by means of the press, the mass-media and pastoral centres that in their turn foster the deepening of it in parishes and religious communities. In view of the Congress of Cebu, the understanding of this Basic Text will orient the Local Church’s reflection about the relation between the Eucharist and mission, a fundamental theme for the Church of today and for its openness to the world, which Pope Francis emphasizes in the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium. This means, in other words, orienting preaching, catechesis, liturgy, pastoral action towards the growth of a missionary awareness in the local community, an awareness that is rooted in the Eucharistic celebration.
On returning home, every Delegate will be able to inform his own Episcopal Conference about the Congress, making known its theme and the possibilities of inserting the same theme into the pastoral programme of the local Churches, helping thus the various bishops and different communities to become conscious of how it is being treated within the universal Church. 
The fostering of this awareness can be done by organizing study days, spiritual exercises and retreats for priests, religious, committed lay persons and youth, using the important seasons of Advent and Lent and in pastoral work leading to and following the Feast of Corpus Christi.
2.2. For an explicitly ecclesial finality
St John Paul II underlined the “explicitly ecclesial finality” of the Congresses, unity, communion, Eucharistic fervour that is lived on these important occasions thanks to the participation of the faithful from various places. Every National Delegate has therefore the task of working generously within his Episcopal Conference and his country in order to organize the participation at least of a representative group of faithful at the celebration of the Congress of Cebu. To foster participation and the spirit of ecclesial communion, thought could be given also to the celebration of national, diocesan or regional Eucharistic congresses. This is because the theme of the Eucharist as the Church’s fount of the life and mission is a theme that is on the agenda in the journey of all the particular Churches.
From a Congress lived as a “catholic” experience there spring forth insights, fruits, experiences, to be communicated and maintained in their vitality by way of enlivening the Eucharistic life of the faithful. It is necessary that there be a representation at the Congress of Cebu, which after being celebrated its Acts are spread and its spiritual fruits re-launched so that from the Congress, as from the Lamb’s river of life, the Church become irrigated. The importance of the National Delegates is clearly seen in this regard.  
2.3. The work after the Congress
After the Congress, employing again the words of St John Paul II, the National Delegates together with the faithful who participated in it, “can take back to their communities the spirit of Eucharistic fervour and communion that is lived in these periods of concentration on adoration, contemplation, reflection, and sharing.” The scope of every Congress is indeed this: to gather about the Lord’s table the holy people of God coming from the four corners of the world so that, around the Holy Father or his representative, they may celebrate in an outstanding way the sacrament of God’s love, experience the bond of charity and sign of unity and be impelled to expand the boundaries of the Gospel with strong commitment with regard to the new evangelization. 
For this a deepened understanding of the Eucharist will always be more necessary so that bishops, priests, catechists and other pastoral workers may know how to provide a catechesis and a kind of celebration that fosters ever more a Christian life of service, sharing, solidarity especially with the poor, attention to youth, dialogue with all.
The Congress lived in depth “becomes a fire for renewing the zeal of those who animate living Eucharistic communities and of the evangelizers of those who do not know very well the great love that is contained in the Eucharist.”
The interaction between the Central Pontifical Committee and the National Delegates mirrors also the Eucharistic ecclesiology of communion and mission pertaining to the Catholic Church to preserve the unity of faith, worship, ecclesial discipline and also generous Eucharistic “orthopraxis” of the whole great ecclesial tradition (the liturgical celebration and Eucharistic worship) also in view of the Church’s integral mission in the world, a mission that has in the Eucharist its source, its summit and its model or interior hallmark.
Collaboration – requested by the Statutes – also refers to this form of vital communion with the scope of reporting to the Pontifical Committee the documentation and information pertaining to national and local Eucharistic Congresses and about Eucharistic worship in the respective countries. This information is a great help in keeping alive – in pastors and the faithful – the sense of the Eucharist “pro mundi vita,” for the salvation of the world. 
2.4. Ongoing Animators of Eucharistic worship 

Finally, the National Delegates are called to become ongoing animators of the Eucharist in the respective countries and particular Churches to keep alive the thrust and flame of the Congress.
By means of their enterprising work, the Congress should involve every diocese, every parish, religious communities and ecclesial movements; all should feel called to participate spiritually by a more intense catechesis about the Eucharist, with more aware and active participation in the Eucharistic liturgy and a sense of adoration that helps to interiorize the celebration of the Paschal Mystery, which – following Christ’s example – transforms the entire life into an offering for the life of the world.
3. Conclusion
In their long history of already 133 years, International Eucharistic Congresses not only have manifested the Church’s faith regarding the Eucharist, but they have been also a mirror of the Church’s Eucharistic life of the time. Not only have they shown the richness of the Eucharist celebrated, venerated and lived in different cultures, but they have often manifested a prophetic approach anticipating the central place that the celebration of the Eucharist has taken in the Church with the Second Vatican Council.

In one of the most important of the Second Vatican Council’s texts it is stated that “in the most holy Eucharist all the spiritual good of the Church is present, namely, Christ himself, our Pasch and living Bread, who by means of his flesh, enlivened by the life-giving Holy Spirit, gives life to humankind” (PO 5). The Pontifical Committee for International Eucharistic Congresses, together with the National Delegates, is at the service of this ineffable mystery in the Church, at a universal and local level. A service of faith and love, of intelligence and culture, of pastoral work and spirituality, to celebrate the presence of the Lord, to offer to the Father in the Spirit the Eucharistic sacrifice, to welcome and receive this immense gift, to safeguard it lovingly, to adore it with a living faith in the variety of expressions of faith and popular piety, to spread in the world this presence of truth and grace: “sacramentum pietatis, signum unitatis, vinculum caritatis.”
It is in this spirit that in the following months we shall work together to prepare the Congress of Cebu, aware that the mission of the Church in Asia is at stake, the missionary endeavour of the whole Church, the commitment of the “first” and “new” evangelization. May Christians of every latitude be able to experience, even by means of the work of the National Delegates, that the Eucharist is the source and summit of mission.
Fr Vittore Boccardi S.S.S.
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