
 St. Augustine preached at the dedication of a new church in his diocese. “We are gathered 

together to celebrate the dedication of a house of prayer. This is our house of prayer, but we too are 

a house of God….What was done when this church was being built is similar to what is done when 

believers are built up in Christ. When they first come to believe, they are like timber and stone 

taken from the woods and mountains. In their instruction, baptism and formation they are, so to 

speak, shaped, leveled and smoothed by the hands of carpenters and craftsmen. 

 “But Christians do not make a house of God until they are one in charity. The timber and 

stone must fit together in an orderly plan, must be joined in perfect harmony, must give each other 

support as it were of love, or no one would enter the building. When you see the stones and beams 

of a building holding together securely, you enter the building with an easy mind, you are not afraid 

of it falling down in ruins. 

 “The work we see complete in this building is physical; it should find our counterpart in your 

hearts.” (Liturgy of the Hours, Common of the Dedication of a Church, Office of Readings) 

 Note the distinction St. Augustine makes between the building in which the people gather, 

and the people gathering inside the building. The building in which they gather he refers to as “a 

house of prayer” while the people gathering inside the building he refers to as “a house of God”. 

That differs from when I was growing up and the church building itself was called “the house of 

God”. We would probably do well to take St. Augustine’s teaching on the matter! 

 At the same time however, he makes a connection between both the building and the people. 

First, he comments that the building must be sturdy and structurally sound before we would go 

inside. The “timber and stone must fit together in an orderly plan”. They must work together and be 

united as one structure even though they are different materials and are connected differently. 

 The same is true, he tells us, of the people gathered within. They do not make “a house of 

God until they are one in charity”. Just being together, even if we are all worshipping correctly and 

sharing the same prayers do not make us a house of God until we all are one in love with God and 

one in love with each other. 

 This is what the Eucharist makes present to us. At the Lord’s command, we gather and enter 

the mystery of his passionate love for all of us unleashed at Calvary and made manifest in the 

Resurrection. The Holy Spirit draws us into Our Lord’s paschal mystery, urging us to respond to 

God’s love with our own love. We offer our love with the Risen Lord and offer our love like the Risen 

Lord. That only happens when we gather for the Eucharistic Prayer. 

 The Eucharist on the altar presents the substance of who we are called to be. Our entire life 

is to be a sacrificial offering with the Risen Lord for the glory of God the Father made in love. The 

Eucharist on the altar presents the hope of what we can be. But the Eucharist on the altar also 

makes present the power to make us what we are called to be. 

 Because of the presence of the Body and Blood of Christ on the altar, we can gather with our 

parish community and not despair of how far we consider ourselves to be from the life of Christ. The 

Lord’s Body and Blood under the signs of bread and wine call us to become the life of Christ, 

cleanse us from what leads us away from Christ, nourishes us to continue the journey of becoming 

one with Christ, and opens our heart to greater love of God and of all the people we gather with.  

As this building is secured by the bringing together of many materials through the hands of 

many skills and professionals, so the community of faith brings together people from every walk of 

life, every economic background, every ethnic makeup, every generation, and every political 

persuasion. Our communion of love with God and one another keep our differences from dividing us 

and allow our differences to become a strength. 



 Here is a wonderful example from one parish within our own cluster of parishes. Several 

years ago, some residents on Peaks Island sought to secede from the City of Portland and establish 

themselves as a separate municipality. A city-wide referendum was held. On Peaks Island, both 

sides to secede or not secede were passionate and at times bitter regarding the opposition.  

 Having said Mass out there several times during the campaign, I was amazed that neither 

during Mass itself or the community meal following in the parish hall was anything said about the 

referendum. No one had any campaign buttons on during Mass nor any statement regarding either 

side of the question. It was not discussed at table.  

Sometime after the vote decisively against secession, I mentioned to one of the parishioners 

my amazement. He informed me that leaders on both sides of the referendum were parishioners 

and faithful to Sunday Mass, but they had decided together never to bring those passions or 

bitterness into the Sunday gathering.  

Secession “pro or con” was not an issue of faith and should not be allowed to contaminate 

the Sunday Eucharist. The Eucharistic community of St. Christopher’s endured this divisive 

campaign. Those are the choices that are necessary. Using St. Augustine’s analogy, St. 

Christopher’s Parish has a sturdy and reliable “house of prayer”. St. Christopher’s Parish is united 

and reliable “house of God”. This example can assist us with a more than likely very ugly national 

election coming this fall. 

The rest of the homily is by way of explanation why I have not allowed communion services 

during this time of reduced daily Masses at St. Peter’s and Cathedral Parishes. This is an issue that 

pastors fall on both sides of the question, although we do share the same concerns.  

One reason for not allowing communion services is the availability of other daily Masses in 

the Portland area. Communion services are very acceptable and necessary at nursing homes, 

elderly housing, prisons and jails where people are confined and unable to travel to where Eucharist 

is celebrated. Almost everyone coming to daily Mass drives and only one or two actually live in the 

neighborhood. 

The second reason is more critical. I am deeply concerned that Communion services will 

become the acceptable alternative to Eucharist and Mass. Perhaps not a pervasive belief, I have 

heard from a few, “Well it’s the same thing.” Or perhaps “We get Holy Communion, what difference 

does it make?” 

As Catholics we know that receiving Holy Communion within the celebration of Mass or apart 

that celebration makes all the difference in the world. It is never the same thing. The homebound 

testify to that all the time. They may receive Holy Communion in their home and watch Mass on 

television, but they know it is not the same and their heart yearns to be present for the celebration 

of the Mass or Eucharist. We have also known many Catholics over the years who for various 

reasons are unable to receive Holy Communion, but are still faithful to participating in Mass 

regularly. 

The official liturgy of the Church, presided over by an ordained priest moves us into an 

intimate and passionate encounter with God and makes present again all the saving actions of the 

Lord Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.  

The Catechism of the Catholic Church spells this out for us in clear terms. “In this 

sacramental dispensation of Christ's mystery the Holy Spirit…prepares the Church to encounter 

her Lord; he recalls and makes Christ manifest to the faith of the assembly. By his transforming 

power, he makes the mystery of Christ present here and now. Finally the Spirit of communion 

unites the Church to the life and mission of Christ.” (1092) 



“The Spirit and the Church cooperate to manifest Christ and his work of salvation in the 

liturgy. Primarily in the Eucharist, and by analogy in the other sacraments, the liturgy is the 

memorial of the mystery of salvation. The Holy Spirit is the Church's living memory.” 1099 

“The Eucharist is also the sacrifice of the Church. The Church which is the Body of Christ 

participates in the offering of her Head. With him, she herself is offered whole and entire. She unites 

herself to his intercession with the Father for all. In the Eucharist the sacrifice of Christ becomes 

also the sacrifice of the members of his Body. The lives of the faithful, their praise, sufferings, 

prayer, and work, are united with those of Christ and with his total offering, and so acquire a new 

value. Christ's sacrifice present on the altar makes it possible for all generations of Christians to be 

united with his offering.” (1368)  

 While a Communion service is always a prayer, and a prayer that offers God love, praise, and 

gratitude; only the Eucharist or the Mass makes present the entire saving mystery of Christ. Only 

the Eucharist or the Mass makes present the whole church, all the baptized living or dead and only 

the Eucharist or the Mass makes present the fullness of salvation and the gathering of all creation 

as a gift of praise to God the Father. A Communion service never accomplishes what the Eucharist 

does whenever we gather. 

 In our houses of prayer, we do not need more Communion services. Rather, from our house 

of God, we need more priests. 

 


