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PONTIFICAL COMMITTEE
FOR THE INTERNATIONAL EUCHARISTIC CONGRESSES
Plenary Assembly
25 September 2014, 9:00 a.m.
Greeting and introduction of the President
1. Welcome
The Plenary Assembly constitutes one of the fundamental occasions at which the Pontifical Committee for International Eucharistic Congresses directs its activity to the service of the Church. The Plenary Assembly comprises the Members of the Pontifical Committee, the National Delegates, guests and visitors. To all I express the most cordial and fraternal welcome.
Above all I greet the Members of the Pontifical Committee here present and, with particular joy and gratitude, the National Delegates, chosen by the respective Episcopal Conferences. These are 73 coming from the five continents: 18 from Africa; 16 from America (North, Central and South); 10 from Asia; 2 from Australia and Oceania; 26 from Europe.
A cordial welcome, finally, to the Philippine Delegation led by the president of the Local Committee, His Excellency Monsignor Jose Palma, Archbishop of Cebu, a delegation that we shall have the possibility of getting to know better tomorrow.
2.  The Pontifical Committee
International Eucharistic Congresses originated in France in the second half of the XIXth century, gathering the fruit of the Eucharistic apostolate of St Peter-Julian Eymard, an “Apostle of the Eucharist” (1811-1868), and other outstanding figures like Blessed Antoine Chevrier (1826-1879), Léon Dupont (1797-1876) and Monsignor Gaston-Adrien de Ségur (1820-1860). It all began from the intuition and commitment of a woman, Mlle Émile-Marie Tamisier (1834-1910), whose project of “Eucharistic pilgrimages” was transformed gradually into Congresses of Eucharistic Works called from then on “Eucharistic Congresses”.
From the first Congress celebrated at Lille in 1881, the Committee of Eucharistic Congresses was established. This, under the Holy See, has supported and promoted so far 50 International Eucharistic Congresses.
These Congresses have made a clear impact on ecclesial life. This impact, well illustrated by the multitudes that from the beginning took part, characterized the Congresses as public events designed to stimulate the faith of Catholics in the “Real Presence”, to increase their zeal for devotion to the Eucharist and to proclaim the social reign of Christ against the prevailing secularism. In felicitous harmony with the emerging liturgical movement, Eucharistic Congresses promoted progressively understanding of the Eucharist as nourishing the Christian life and were committed to build – especially in the period between the two World Wars – bonds of peace among peoples and nations.  
Starting from the Congress of Munich in 1960, which elaborated the new image of the Statio Orbis, International Eucharistic Congresses are considered as “a pause of commitment and prayer to which a community invites the universal Church,” during which the Eucharistic celebration becomes the centre and highpoint of every form of piety, of various public events, of theological and pastoral reflection, of the option regarding social commitments. This new physiognomy has been codified in the Roman Ritual De sacra communion et de cultu mysterii eucaristici extra Missam (21 June 1973, nn. 109-112).
After 133 years, the Pontifical Committee continues its mission “to make ever better known, loved and served our Lord Jesus Christ in his Eucharistic Mystery, the centre of the Church’s life and of her mission for the salvation of the world” (Statutes, article 2).

3. 
The Plenary Assembly
This Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Committee takes place at the watershed between two International Eucharistic Congresses. On the one hand it is meant to recall what took place in 2012 at Dublin, Ireland, to relive and to know the characteristic, teachings, significant decisions, ecclesial consequences of that Congress which, celebrated on the 50th anniversary of the Second Vatican Council, wanted to propose afresh the important thread of the ecclesiology of communion.
The Congress of Dublin, carefully prepared, was lived as a joyous event of grace and an extraordinary experience of faith. Religious persons from the whole world, together with simple laity committed in the Church, broke the Bread of God in their reflections and witness. Thousands of voluntary workers gave their time and effort to welcome pilgrims coming from so many different countries. The Christians of Dublin, but not only they, found consolation in discovering that in so many parts of the world the faith does not give up in the face of the complexity of modernity, but it knows how to creatively stamp the life and decisions of baptized persons. The celebration of the Eucharist was lived as the wellspring from which the Church’s path draws inspiration and strength.
This our Plenary Assembly is, then, called to cast a glance at the city of Cebu, the place chosen to welcome the 51st International Eucharistic Congress of 2016. The date and theme have been approved by Pope Francis on 4 June 2014: it will take place from 24 to 31 January 2016 and will have the theme “Christ in you, our hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27).
The motives of the choice of Cebu, have been set out in the request made at the time by the Philippine Episcopal Conference: to deepen devotion to the Eucharist, to reinvigorate missionary commitment, to inaugurate the celebrations for the anniversary of the evangelization of the Philippines (1521-2021).
Situated in the heart of the Philippine archipelago, in the region of Central Visayas, the territory of Cebu was discovered by the explorer Ferdinand Magellan in 1521. According to the account of Pigafetta, Magellan was welcomed warmly by the indigenous king Humabon, who a little later was converted to Christianity together with the queen and 400 of his subjects. To commemorate the event Magellan gave queen Juana a little statue of the Infant Jesus (Santo Niño) and set up a cross in the place of the conversion. Even today the feast of Santo Niño (on the third Sunday of January) represents the principal event of the region.
In the Philippines another International Eucharistic Congress was held at Manila from 3 to 7 February 1937, the thirty-third of the series of Congresses. The great celebrations were held at Luneta Park, where in 1995 St John Paul II the Pope celebrated the concluding Mass of the World Youth Day with an impressive crowd of about 4 million faithful.
The celebration of the 51st International Eucharistic Congress at Cebu is, above all, an important challenge to strengthen the missionary/evangelizing prospective of the Church in Asia. In fact, the theme of the Congress “Christ in you, our hope of glory” assures that the Risen Christ is dwelling already in history through his Paschal Mystery and that the Church – built up by the Eucharist as a sacrament of communion and peace – through the missionary proclamation of the Gospel of mercy is called to manifest God’s project of salvation. At the centre of the Congress there will be, thus, the relation between the Eucharist and the mission: evangelizing mission developed in Asia above all through the modality of dialogue with culture, religions, the poor and youth. All this has the scope of bringing together those geographic outskirts and social margins towards which the ecclesial choice indicated by Pope Francis’ Evangelii Gaudium is resolutely directed.
This “missionary” dimension of the next Congress is emphasized by the geographic position of Cebu, a place in the heart of Asia, a continent that we wanted particularly to favour. Cebu can be reached in two hours by air from Hong Kong and Taipei; the city is moreover relatively close to Vietnam, South Korea, Japan, India and Australia. Thus this place is accessibly to Christians from those places, who because of distance and prohibitive costs have always been excluded from great international events like that being prepared.
Finally, the choice of Cebu makes us aware that for the celebration of an International Eucharistic Congress it is not necessary to have a great city of the First World, rich in structures, public spaces and well-established organized facilities. Rather, what is required is a human and relatively poor environment because gathered at the outskirts of the world of wellbeing, but rich in faith, a welcoming and generous people, a land where the missionary proclamation of the Eucharist may be able to take root and bear fruit. Cebu has all this.
4. The missionary dimension of the Eucharist
The next Congress will be thus characterised by a clear missionary dimension. For this, at the beginning of this Plenary Assembly, I want to underline the importance of the evangelizing thrust that Pope Francis has wanted to give to the entire Church with his first Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium (EG). The joy of the Gospel is transformed for all in a powerful call to transmit the faith, to an ethical commitment modeled on God’s mercy, to a dynamic of more courageous change, and to a help to clarify the terms of relation between Eucharist and mission.  
4.1. The Eucharist sows the missionary logic of the Gospel.
The missionary transformation of the Church that Pope Francis dreams of (“I dream of a missionary option…”, EG 27) is that of “a Church ‘going forth’, a Church with open doors” (EG 46). The “Church going forth” breaks through its own spatial and cultural boundaries, building a community with open arms that also keeps the doors of the Sacraments open. And this applies to Baptism, but above all to the Eucharist, which “although it is the fullness of sacramental life, is not a prize for the perfect but a powerful medicine and nourishment for the weak” (EG 47). The Church is transformed thus into a paternal home, where all feel welcomed (EG 47),
In this home with open doors, an icon of the Christian mission, even the Eucharist becomes missionary as it actualizes the evangelical parable in which a man, who “holds a great dinner to which many are invited,” sent servants “into the public squares and streets of the city to bring in the poor, maimed, blind and lame” (cf. Lk 14:15-24). The Eucharist becomes an image of the eschatological banquet of the Kingdom that not only welcomes all persons, but  where “blessed is he who shall eat bread in the kingdom of God” (Lk 14:15).
The “Church with open doors” not only requires going out of one’s confined environment, but also a cultural shift. Through the process of integration happening across the planet, the diversity of cultures – multiplicity of languages, history and traditions – the Church is often considered as an obstacle to globalization.
But in the Eucharist the diversities are, first of all, the expression of human richness, of the infinite variety of resources and gifts of humankind. Sometimes inculturation has appeared as a simple strategy for evangelization. In reality it responds rather to the principle of incarnation.
Let us recall here the text of the prophet Isaiah, which presents the eschatological pilgrimage of the nations to the holy mountain of God: “nations shall come to your light and kings to the brightness of your rising. / Lift up your eyes round about, and see; / They all gather together, they come to you… / the wealth of the nations shall come to you” (cf. Is 60:3ff.).
In this “wealth of the nations” there are cultures of various peoples, that wealth they have created by their intelligence and their hands, the treasures of their wisdom and secular traditions, their concrete way of being human. As at the messianic banquet prepared on the mountain (cf. Is 25:6ff.) communion surpasses every human boundary, thus, around the table of the Lord’s Body and Blood, all the nations of the world are gathered with their marvelous variety of traditions and cultures. The work of the incarnation of the evangelical Word transforms the cultural, ethical, economic, political and social differences into a giving of thanks that is oriented towards a new civilization. 
 “In an ever more individualistic culture, such as the one in which we are immersed in western society and which tends to spread throughout the world, the Eucharist constitutes a sort of ‘antidote’ that works in the minds and hearts of believers and continually sows in them the logic of communion, service and sharing, in short, the logic of the Gospel.”

4.2. The “eucharistic form” of the Christian life is mission.
The missionary transformation of the Church is based on the proclamation of the kerygma (EG, Chap. III), according to which “God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified” (Acts 2:36). The gospel of the Pasch of the Lord’s death and resurrection does not constitute only the centre of evangelization in the proper sense, but it is proposed afresh in the sacramental activity of the Church and above all in the Eucharist. This is the mystery of the faith: the announcing of the death of the Lord, the proclamation of his resurrection, in the hope of his coming.
In the Eucharist the proclamation of the Gospel has its highpoint because, “by the power of the Holy Spirit, participation in Holy Communion conforms us in a singular and profound way to Christ, giving us a foretaste already now of the full communion with the Father that characterizes the heavenly banquet.”
 And when the liturgical assembly sends the people out, like rivulets of living water flowing from the right side of the temple, they spread out to irrigate the public squares, the streets, byways, sectors right up to the farthest peripheries. Illumined by the Word of Life and nourished by the Eucharist, they return to their homes passing into the hidden woof and weave of life, as if by a beneficent contagion, the strength of the Gospel.
After having shared the same Body and drunk from the same chalice, in going out of the Church, “Let us walk with no illusions, with no utopian ideologies, on the highways of the world bearing within us the Body of the Lord... With the humility of knowing that we are merely grains of wheat, let us preserve the firm certainty that the love of God, incarnate in Christ, is stronger than evil, violence and death…”
 This is why we cannot approach the Eucharistic table without being drawn into mission, which “beginning in the very heart of God, is meant to reach all people. Missionary outreach is thus an essential part of the Eucharistic form of the Christian life.”

The Eucharist reproduces in itself the missionary dynamism of “proclamation” and of “communication” that has its root in the Lord’s command: “Do this in memory of me” (Lk 22:19; 1 Cor 11:24) and in the universal destination of his Body given for all and his Blood poured out for all “for the forgiveness of sins.”
 Every time that the Eucharist is celebrated, the missionary aspect of the Church and of every baptized person is set alight because there is no mission without the Eucharist nor Eucharist with mission. 

4.3. “Bread broken for a new world.”
The missionary transformation of the Church leads, finally, to rediscovering the social dimension of evangelization so that the evangelical word may not remain confined to the intimate experience of persons, but it affects their life and its social relationships (EG, Chap. IV). It is the same thrust that comes from participation in the Eucharist. In this regard, we recall that one of the purposes for which Eucharistic Congresses began was “to extend the social reign of Christ in the world.”
 With these words a concept of the Eucharist was indicated as a radical remedy against the evils of the world, which were identified above all with secularization of public institutions and a concept of modernity that was opposed to the Church’s tradition and values.
Today this influence of the Eucharist on social life consists in the transformation of the heart of believers so that by their work they may strive for the social inclusion of the poor, keep in mind the common good and peace in society, care for the weak, ecumenical dialogue, and give meaning to the numerous boundaries, that are not only geographic.
Every time that a community celebrates the Eucharist, it is aware that Christ’s sacrifice is for all and that the Eucharist “impels all who believe in him to become “bread that is broken” for others, and to work for the building of a more just and fraternal world... Each of us is truly called, together with Jesus, to be bread broken for the life of the world.”

In the celebration of the Eucharist, in which Christ saves us and makes us into a generous people, the Spirit of the new evangelization wells us (EG, Chap. V) as a gift of the Risen One to his Church to extend the boundaries of the Gospel to the ends of the world. 
The reports that will be given in this Plenary Assembly, the reflections, insights and the words that Pope Francis will address to us at the audience next Saturday will help us to enter into this perspective and will offer some useful tools for the journey of preparation for the great ecclesial event of the Eucharistic Congress of Cebu in 2016.






� 	Benedict XVI, Angelus (26 June 2011) in OR 27-28 June 2011. Cf. also the reflections of L.M. Chauvet, L’umanità dei sacramenti, Magnano 2010, pag. 143 ss.


� 	Pope Francis, General Audience of 5 February 2014, in OR 6/2/2014, p.8.


� 	Benedict XVI, Homily of the Feast of Corpus Christi 2011 in AAS CIII, 7; p. 464.


� 	Benedict XVI, Sacramentum Caritatis, 84.


� 	Cf. M. Florio -C. Rocchetta, Sacramentaria speciale I, Bologna 2004, pag.307.


� 	Rule of the Permanemt Committee of International Eucharistic Congresses, art. 1er, Paris 1935.


� 	Benedict XVI, Sacramentum Caritatis, 88.





8

