The Eucharist and the Sacraments
The sacramentality of the Church

16. The Second Vatican Council recalled that "all the sacraments, and indeed all ecclesiastical ministries and works
of the apostolate, are bound up with the Eucharist and are directed towards it. For in the most blessed Eucharist is
contained the entire spiritual wealth of the Church, namely Christ himself our Pasch and our living bread, who gives
life to humanity through his flesh — that flesh which is given life and gives life by the Holy Spirit. Thus men and
women are invited and led to offer themselves, their works and all creation in union with Christ." (41) This close
relationship of the Eucharist with the other sacraments and the Christian life can be most fully understood when we
contemplate the mystery of the Church herself as a sacrament. (42) The Council in this regard stated that "the
Church, in Christ, is a sacrament — a sign and instrument — of communion with God and of the unity of the entire
human race." (43) To quote Saint Cyprian, as "a people made one by the unity of the Father, the Son and the Holy
Spirit," (44) she is the sacrament of trinitarian communion.

The fact that the Church is the "universal sacrament of salvation" (45) shows how the sacramental economy
ultimately determines the way that Christ, the one Saviour, through the Spirit, reaches our lives in all their
particularity. The Church receives and at the same time expresses what she herself is in the seven sacraments, thanks
to which God's grace concretely influences the lives of the faithful, so that their whole existence, redeemed by
Christ, can become an act of worship pleasing to God. From this perspective, I would like here to draw attention to
some elements brought up by the Synod Fathers which may help us to grasp the relationship of each of the
sacraments to the eucharistic mystery.

I. The Eucharist and Christian initiation
The Eucharist, the fullness of Christian initiation

17. If the Eucharist is truly the source and summit of the Church's life and mission, it follows that the process of
Christian initiation must constantly be directed to the reception of this sacrament. As the Synod Fathers said, we
need to ask ourselves whether in our Christian communities the close link between Baptism, Confirmation and
Eucharist is sufficiently recognized. (46) It must never be forgotten that our reception of Baptism and Confirmation
is ordered to the Eucharist. Accordingly, our pastoral practice should reflect a more unitary understanding of the
process of Christian initiation. The sacrament of Baptism, by which we were conformed to Christ,(47) incorporated
in the Church and made children of God, is the portal to all the sacraments. It makes us part of the one Body of
Christ (cf. 1 Cor 12:13), a priestly people. Still, it is our participation in the Eucharistic sacrifice which perfects
within us the gifts given to us at Baptism. The gifts of the Spirit are given for the building up of Christ's Body (1
Cor 12) and for ever greater witness to the Gospel in the world. (48) The Holy Eucharist, then, brings Christian
initiation to completion and represents the centre and goal of all sacramental life. (49)

The order of the sacraments of initiation

18. In this regard, attention needs to be paid to the order of the sacraments of initiation. Different traditions exist
within the Church. There is a clear variation between, on the one hand, the ecclesial customs of the East (50) and
the practice of the West regarding the initiation of adults, (51) and, on the other hand, the procedure adopted for
children. (52) Yet these variations are not properly of the dogmatic order, but are pastoral in character. Concretely,
it needs to be seen which practice better enables the faithful to put the sacrament of the Eucharist at the centre, as
the goal of the whole process of initiation. In close collaboration with the competent offices of the Roman Curia,
Bishops' Conferences should examine the effectiveness of current approaches to Christian initiation, so that the
faithful can be helped both to mature through the formation received in our communities and to give their lives an
authentically eucharistic direction, so that they can offer a reason for the hope within them in a way suited to our
times (cf. 1 Pet 3:15).

Initiation, the ecclesial community and the family



19. It should be kept in mind that the whole of Christian initiation is a process of conversion undertaken with God's
help and with constant reference to the ecclesial community, both when an adult is seeking entry into the Church,
as happens in places of first evangelization and in many secularized regions, and when parents request the
sacraments for their children. In this regard, I would like to call particular attention to the relationship between
Christian initiation and the family. In pastoral work it is always important to make Christian families part of the
process of initiation. Receiving Baptism, Confirmation and First Holy Communion are key moments not only for
the individual receiving them but also for the entire family, which should be supported in its educational role by the
various elements of the ecclesial community. (53) Here I would emphasize the importance of First Holy
Communion. For many of the faithful, this day continues to be memorable as the moment when, even if in a
rudimentary way, they first came to understand the importance of a personal encounter with Jesus. Parish pastoral
programmes should make the most of this highly significant moment.

II. The Eucharist and the Sacrament of Reconciliation
Their intrinsic relationship

20. The Synod Fathers rightly stated that a love for the Eucharist leads to a growing appreciation of the sacrament
of Reconciliation. (54) Given the connection between these sacraments, an authentic catechesis on the meaning of
the Eucharist must include the call to pursue the path of penance (cf. 1 Cor 11:27-29). We know that the faithful are
surrounded by a culture that tends to eliminate the sense of sin (55) and to promote a superficial approach that
overlooks the need to be in a state of grace in order to approach sacramental communion worthily. (56) The loss of
a consciousness of sin always entails a certain superficiality in the understanding of God's love. Bringing out the
elements within the rite of Mass that express consciousness of personal sin and, at the same time, of God's mercy,
can prove most helpful to the faithful.(57) Furthermore, the relationship between the Eucharist and the sacrament
of Reconciliation reminds us that sin is never a purely individual affair; it always damages the ecclesial communion
that we have entered through Baptism. For this reason, Reconciliation, as the Fathers of the Church would say, is
laboriosus quidam baptismus; (58) they thus emphasized that the outcome of the process of conversion is also the
restoration of full ecclesial communion, expressed in a return to the Eucharist. (59)

Some pastoral concerns

21. The Synod recalled that Bishops have the pastoral duty of promoting within their Dioceses a reinvigorated
catechesis on the conversion born of the Eucharist, and of encouraging frequent confession among the faithful. All
priests should dedicate themselves with generosity, commitment and competency to administering the sacrament of
Reconciliation. (60) In this regard, it is important that the confessionals in our churches should be clearly visible
expressions of the importance of this sacrament. I ask pastors to be vigilant with regard to the celebration of the
sacrament of Reconciliation, and to limit the practice of general absolution exclusively to the cases permitted, (61)
since individual absolution is the only form intended for ordinary use. (62) Given the need to rediscover
sacramental forgiveness, there ought to be a Penitentiary in every Diocese. (63) Finally, a balanced and sound
practice of gaining indulgences, whether for oneself or for the dead, can be helpful for a renewed appreciation of
the relationship between the Eucharist and Reconciliation. By this means the faithful obtain "remission before God
of the temporal punishment due to sins whose guilt has already been forgiven." (64) The use of indulgences helps us
to understand that by our efforts alone we would be incapable of making reparation for the wrong we have done,
and that the sins of each individual harm the whole community. Furthermore, the practice of indulgences, which
involves not only the doctrine of Christ's infinite merits, but also that of the communion of the saints, reminds us
"how closely we are united to each other in Christ ... and how the supernatural life of each can help others." (65)
Since the conditions for gaining an indulgence include going to confession and receiving sacramental communion,
this practice can effectively sustain the faithful on their journey of conversion and in rediscovering the centrality of
the Eucharist in the Christian life.



