The Reserved Sacrament
I want to start by drawing your attention to what our church says about the Reserved Sacrament and to allow my remarks to revolve around these statements, which are in the public domain and available for all to read and ponder.

If you look at the General Rubrics applicable to both the authorized offices of Holy Communion in the Scottish Prayer Book of 1929 you will find the following:

According to the long-existing custom in the Scottish Church, the Presbyter may reserve so much of the consecrated Gifts as may be required for the Communion of the Sick and others who could not be present at the celebration in church.  All that remaineth of the Holy Sacrament, and is not so required, the Presbyter and such other of the communicants as he shall then call unto him shall, after the Blessing, reverently eat and drink.       

If you further look at the section of the SEC website which covers liturgy you will find the following explanation of a service called Communion from the Reserved Sacrament (administered by a deacon or Lay Person) 1997: The liturgy of Administration of Holy Communion is designed to serve situations in which a congregation is without the ministry of a priest to preside at the Eucharist, yet wishes Holy Communion to be at the centre of its act of worship on a Sunday or other major feast.   And if you look further even than that to the Introduction to that same service, added a decade after its first appearance, in 2008, you’ll find the following:

Communion ‘by extension’, for which the Bread and Wine consecrated at one place and time are reserved to be used at a different place and time, has been part of the practice of the Church since the very earliest times, and has been used in the Scottish Episcopal Church and in other parts of the Anglican Communion for well over three hundred years. It has been used for people unable because of infirmity or distance to be present at a Eucharistic celebration, and also by congregations at services where no priest is present to preside. 
The first statement, from the Prayer Book, represents a very long-standing way of looking at the reserved sacrament in the life of the church, but the second set of statements, while incorporating that understanding, introduces us to what you might call a more recent development of it, what we know as public services where people receive Holy Communion from the sacrament consecrated at a previous celebration of the Eucharist.  This, I think, is something that the Prayer Book did not envisage. I want to spend a little time talking about both.

The position represented by the SPB has a long history.  In summary, it’s a bit like this.  And here, since I am not by an stretch of the imagination, a liturgical scholar, I rely on materials in standard reference works.   Reservation of the sacrament for taking to the sick and dying has been a custom not merely of the Scottish Episcopal Church for three hundred years or so but of the church universal from very early times.  In the middle of the second century Justin Martyr said that it was taken “to those who were absent”.  To begin with the clergy, and sometimes the laity, kept the sacrament in their own homes; later on, by the end of  the 9th century anyhow, it began to be kept in the church building, as we do now.   By the 12th century it became normal to reserve only the consecrated bread – our practice, of course, is to reserve in what are called “both kinds”, consecrated bread and wine, either separately or by intincting the wafers with wine.  Regulations for all of this were first officially made, for the Western church at any rate,  at the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215.  The Council was particularly concerned to make sure that the sacrament, wherever and however – and there was much variety in these matters -  it was reserved in the church, it was safely under lock and key – something that again we keep to, to this day.  From the high middle ages onwards devotion to the reserved sacrament, to the real presence of Christ in it, in the church, grew apace – the feast of Corpus Christi is a prime example of this, as is the service of Benediction – both have a place in the Anglican scheme of things in our own day and in our own diocese.  The faithful were often encouraged to “pay a visit” and pray before the place, usually a tabernacle, where the sacrament was housed – and this has certainly long been part of my own devotional life.  The light which burns before the sacrament is in origin a medieval custom – again very familiar to us.  In this evolving tradition it is important to notice a few developments from the core purpose of taking communion to those who could not be present at a celebration of the eucharist.  One I’ve already mentioned – prayerful devotion to the presence of Christ in the sacrament, so called extra-liturgical devotion, exclusively found in the Western church.  Another is represented by the custom in many of our churches today of carrying the sacrament consecrated at the eucharist on Maundy Thursday to the “altar of respose” to represent Christ’s going out from the Upper Room to the Garden of Gethsemane.  Vigil is kept before it – when I was curate until Mattins on Good Friday morning!  In the middle ages the reserved sacrament was placed or buried, with elaborate ceremonial, in the Easter sepulchre from the morning of Good Friday until Easter morning when it was brought out to symbolize the resurrection.  Finally, it might be worth saying that while in England reservation in the church building, which began to come back in the 19th century having died out at the Reformation,  remains a mark of high church or Anglo-Catholic practice, in the SEC it is more what the church does and has done for quite a long time – but I have to admit that the history of this is unclear to me.  The Prayer Book of 1637 makes no provision for it, nor does the Communion Office of 1764.  But the rubric I quoted at the very beginning from the 1929 Prayer Book also appears in exactly the same form in the 1911 version of the Liturgy.  In his edition of the 1764 Communion Office, in the new edition published in 1922,  Bishop John Dowden has this to say: it is interesting, so I quote it in full:


How far reservation has been practised it is not easy to say.  There was, without doubt, occasional  Reservation for the Sick.  Bishop Jolly’s practice of Reservation, for communicating himself upon the Sundays and Festivals, when he did not celebrate (his public Celebrations were only five in the year) was probably unique.  … It is certain that after Easter and Christmas it was a common practice to communicate the sick with the Reserved Sacrament.  But as celebrations were extremely infrequent, in many cases of sickness there is reason to believe that a celebration took place in the sick man’s house.  In 1899 Mr F.C. Eeles published a treatise entitled Reservation of the Holy Eucharist in the Scottish Church …But he has wholly failed to produce a particle of evidence for reservation after the Reformation until we come to the time of the Nonjurors
.    

My guess would be that the practice as we now have it not so much of reserving for the communion of the sick but more of reserving the sacrament in the church building, is mainly a product of Tractarian influence in the second half of the 19th century.  However,  it is certainly important to remember that both the 1929 Prayer Book and the 2008 introduction to the Liturgy for Communion from the Reserved Sacrament assert a long-standing custom.  There may be people here who can offer enlightenment on this bit of the history.  
The key thing to say in all of this is simply that Reservation of the Sacrament is not indicative of churchmanship in the SEC, though non-reservation might very well be!  In the second decade of the 21st century, the custom of reserving the sacrament in church for the communion of the sick, the housebound and the dying is largely standard and uncontroversial in our church.  It is a ministry of communion by extension that is regularly offered by both laity and clergy and, if I may say so, is one of the greatest privileges given to those who exercise it among the people of God.  For many of our people too it remains important that the light burns before the sacrament in church, that the building is sacramentally indwelt by Christ, and so a place where, outside the times of eucharist, one can commune with one’s Lord and Saviour.

Now, what about that other, more recent, development of which the 1997 rite of Communion from the Reserved Sacrament in public worship is the official expression in our church?  It became very controversial in the SEC around 2009/10 and I recall heated debates at the Faith and Order Board where it all got tangled up with the genesis of the Service of the Word.. Rather than try to revisit all of that, here I am going to fly my own kite as I’m not aware of much material on this subject, except to say that Gregory Dix argued that in the early church people regularly took the reserved sacrament home to enable daily communion when the liturgy was not celebrated every day.  The liturgical scholars here can shred what I’m going to say if they wish – it could be helpful if they did!  David Brown’s paper, which you should have, gives more detail on all of this, especially on the Roman Catholic experience.  
I sense that at least two major features of our church today are in play here.  One is the frequency with which people receive Holy Communion at the liturgy, the other is the availability or non-availability of priestly ministry.  I think we don’t often appreciate quite how great a change the frequency with which we all receive Holy Communion in the western church really is.  Perhaps until the 1950s or 1960s most people experienced Mattins as the main Sunday service, with Communion perhaps once a month at the early service.  In the higher end of things there were non-communicating high masses – you cam to the liturgy but were not expected to receive Holy Communion every time, not at all.  Now it is very different.  As a result of liturgical reform, and especially since the middle of the 20th century, we have been encouraged to see the Eucharist at which the faithful share in Holy Communion as the central norm of our worship – as a regular main service on a Sunday Mattins has virtually died out.  Not entirely, of course, but pretty much so.  We now regard participating in the eucharist and receiving communion as our normal Sunday diet. And, this being important, we have been strongly encouraged to move in this direction.  That has, in fact, been a very big change, now deeply embedded in our church life, in the common life.  That’s the first thing.

The second is this.  In our tradition only a bishop or priest/presbyter may preside at the eucharist and, in particular, only a bishop or priest may offer the Eucharistic Prayer over the gifts.  This is fundamental to the order of the church.  What then is to be done for people who have been encouraged to see the receiving of Holy Communion as a vital and distinctive (over against the Kirk for example) feature of their weekly Sunday worship when a priest cannot be available to preside, as is now not infrequently the case for all sorts of reasons?  Well, one answer would be to say that in such circumstances Morning Prayer (Mattins) should be the thing, nothing at all wrong with that.  But why should people be denied a Communion which has become central to their experience of the common life, and to their sense of being Episcopalians and Anglicans in a sort of Protestant environment?  So, the custom has arisen of providing public worship in which Holy Communion is given from the Reserved Sacrament consecrated at a celebration of the Eucharist.  We have a liturgy for this and it can be led by either a Deacon or an authorized lay minister.   

The 2008 introduction to this liturgy is very important, for it provides the framework in which we should be encouraging ourselves and the people among whom we minister, to understand and appreciate this act of worship.  So, let’s take a look at the main points.  

First, The liturgy of Administration of Holy Communion is designed to serve situations in which a congregation is without the ministry of a priest to preside at the Eucharist, yet wishes Holy Communion to be at the centre of its act of worship on a Sunday or other major feast.  This is the opening paragraph of the introduction and is also exactly how the liturgy is described on the SEC website.  I think it is important to note that its use is a matter for the choice and decision of the local congregation which wishes Holy Communion to be at the centre of its worship, even if a priest cannot be there to preside.  In other words, the SEC recognizes the legitimacy and propriety of that desire and so provides means to fulfil it.

Second. Whatever the circumstances, whenever this service is used, the relationship of the Administration of Holy Communion to the Eucharistic celebration of which it is an extension needs to be explained and  made clear, so that it is not experienced as either a pale imitation of the Eucharist or as a kind of ‘lay-led alternative’ to it.   This too is very important.  The service is to be presented and celebrated as a participation in the Eucharist at which the gifts were consecrated – and it offers ways of making that clear.  And, for myself, this service should be as near in time as is practically possible to that celebration.   Those of us who are authorized to lead this service are therefore exercising a very important ministry, for we are enabling the people of God to participate in the Eucharistic offering and celebration of the church – this is a ministry to be honoured in its own right and for its own worth.  

Third,  following on from what I’ve just said, and summing up the whole approach of our church, the introduction concludes like this: This liturgy … does not seek to apologize that Communion from the Reserved Sacrament is not the Eucharist. Instead it tries to affirm the relationship between them both, and not to conceal the difference. The liturgy of Administration of Holy Communion from the Reserved Sacrament seeks to make it clear that it is not in itself a celebration of the Eucharist, yet enables a worshipping community to participate in Holy Communion ‘by extension’ from the Eucharist, and to continue to shape its Sunday worship, when necessary, in harmony with the Eucharistic life of the whole Body of Christ.   All of us who lead this liturgy must, I suggest, ponder very carefully this rationale and try to abide by it.
You will want to know what, as Bishop, I think about this, or what my “policy” is about it.  Well, I think as the church thinks!  So, as long as this service meets a recognized need of the congregation, as long as it is presented, understood and celebrated as participation in the eucharist by extension, as dependent upon the actual celebration of the eucharist, and as long as there remains opportunity, from time to time, for a priest or even a bishop to preside, I am perfectly content with this custom, which I believe is a good and godly one.  
+Gregor
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