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BENEDICT XVI,  
Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, Sacramentum Caritatis, 

on the Eucharist as the source and summit of the Church's life and mission 

Excerpt  

Sunday assemblies in the absence of a priest 

75. Rediscovering the significance of the Sunday celebration for the life of Christians naturally 
leads to a consideration of the problem of those Christian communities which lack priests and 
where, consequently, it is not possible to celebrate Mass on the Lord's Day. Here it should be 
stated that a wide variety of situations exists. The Synod recommended first that the faithful 
should go to one of the churches in their Diocese where the presence of a priest is assured, even 
when this demands a certain sacrifice. (211) Wherever great distances make it practically 
impossible to take part in the Sunday Eucharist, it is still important for Christian communities to 
gather together to praise the Lord and to commemorate the Day set apart for him. This needs, 
however, to be accompanied by an adequate instruction about the difference between Mass and 
Sunday assemblies in the absence of a priest. The Church's pastoral care must be expressed in the 
latter case by ensuring that the liturgy of the word – led by a deacon or a community leader to 
whom this ministry has been duly entrusted by competent authority – is carried out according to 
a specific ritual prepared and approved for this purpose by the Bishops' Conferences. (212) I 
reiterate that only Ordinaries may grant the faculty of distributing holy communion in such 
liturgies, taking account of the need for a certain selectiveness. Furthermore, care should be 
taken that these assemblies do not create confusion about the central role of the priest and the 
sacraments in the life of the Church. The importance of the role given to the laity, who should 
rightly be thanked for their generosity in the service of their communities, must never obscure 
the indispensable ministry of priests for the life of the Church. (213) Hence care must be taken to 
ensure that such assemblies in the absence of a priest do not encourage ecclesiological visions 
incompatible with the truth of the Gospel and the Church's tradition. Rather, they should be 
privileged moments of prayer for God to send holy priests after his own heart. It is touching, in 
this regard, to read the words of Pope John Paul II in his Letter to Priests for Holy Thursday 
1979 about those places where the faithful, deprived of a priest by a dictatorial regime, would 
meet in a church or shrine, place on the altar a stole which they still kept and recite the prayers of 
the eucharistic liturgy, halting in silence "at the moment that corresponds to the 
transubstantiation," as a sign of how "ardently they desire to hear the words that only the lips of a 
priest can efficaciously utter." (214) With this in mind, and considering the incomparable good 
which comes from the celebration of the Eucharist, I ask all priests to visit willingly and as often 
as possible the communities entrusted to their pastoral care, lest they remain too long without the 
sacrament of love. 

(211) Cf. Propositio 10. 
(212) Cf. ibid. 
(213) Cf. Benedict XVI, Address to the Bishops of Canada – Quebec during their Visit ad Limina (11 May 2006): cf. 

L'Osservatore Romano, 12 May 2006, p. 5. 
(214) No. 10: AAS 71 (1979), 414-415. 
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