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Important phrases, when overused, can become cliché. I suspect that among Catholics following the Second Vatican Council, the profession that the Eucharist is the summit of our lives has suffered from this kind of cliché. Even religiously apathetic Catholics are probably aware that they should care more about Mass, at least coming to the parish church once or twice per year.


A tired phrase, though, is probably not wrong. After all, it has been used enough that there must be some sense of wisdom to it that would be wise for us to hear anew. Father Paul Farren’s The Power of Gathering: How Coming Together at Mass Renews Our Faith is the kind of personal and yet theologically sound account of the Mass that could restore to the reader a sense of wonder around the Eucharist.


How so? First, the Eucharist is central to Father Paul’s life as a Catholic priest. It’s refreshing to see an account of the priesthood suffused with Eucharistic joy. How often we read about the various scandals related to the priesthood. Or we hear about the power struggles accompanying ordained ministry in the Roman Catholic Church in an increasingly secularized West. In this book, you have an account of the priesthood that is not about scandal or power but ultimately about the self-giving love of the Mass itself. From his ordination, to the painful separations of the COVID-19 pandemic, to an increasingly non-Catholic Ireland, you will find a story in the pages of this book about fidelity to the Eucharistic mystery of Christ’s merciful and beautiful presence in a fragile world.


Second, Father Paul is a natural teacher and communicator of the Eucharist in a way that is theologically sound but avoids the kind of doctrinal technicalities that sometimes cause lay readers to not understand the Mass or the Eucharist. Don’t get me wrong: It’s clear that Father Paul knows the Church’s various teachings on the Eucharist around true presence, sacrifice, and the vocation to charity that comes about because of participation in the Eucharistic banquet. But he expresses this wisdom in a way that any reader can not only understand but even delight in.


For this reason, the Church needs both more priests and accounts of the Eucharist in the mode of Father Paul’s The Power of Gathering. Such accounts take seriously the late Pope Francis’s exhortation for any Catholic to share the kerygma or proclamation of faith. Father Paul’s approach should give us hope that this call is not an impossible one nor is it reserved only for those super-influencer evangelists who have overtaken Catholic social media. Rather, this fidelity takes the openness to letting ourselves fall in love with Christ, and then invites us to share every dimension of that love story with the world around us.


I am grateful to Father Paul for writing his own Eucharistic love story, and I hope that the reader responds to this work by thinking about why they find themselves so attracted to the Mass.


—TIMOTHY P. O’MALLEY, Associate Director for Research, McGrath Institute for Church Life Academic Director, Notre Dame Center for Liturgy
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I was ordained twenty-five years in July 2022. I decided that I would write a short book on the Mass to celebrate and give thanks for the twenty-five years. However, like many things in my life it took longer to do it than I expected. This book has been in the making since 2022. Maybe it has been done in God’s timetable rather than mine. I had more to learn and more to believe.


The gift of priesthood is a gift that has always pointed beyond this world for me. Of course, priesthood makes no sense within the confines of this world. It only makes sense within the context of eternal life. That was revealed to me very powerfully and painfully. When I was preparing for ordination to the diaconate in 1995 my mother was dying with cancer. I was supposed to be ordained a deacon on June 10th 1995, four days after my 23rd birthday. However, following doctors’ advice, the ordination was brought forward to May 13th 1995. My mother was at my ordination to the diaconate. It was the last Mass she was at. My mother died on June 4th 1995, Pentecost Sunday, at the age of 48. Hers was the first funeral I did as a deacon.


The gift of priesthood has been blessed for me. I believe my mother’s illness and death revealed so much to me about priesthood, and I know that she offered her suffering for me. I was blessed to have my father at my ordination to priesthood and for over 25 years of priesthood. His faith and love and his awareness of the call to service formed me. His accompaniment over the years gave me confidence and courage. My father had been diagnosed with cancer a number of months before my silver jubilee. Thank God he was present at the two Masses of celebration I had, in St Eugene’s Cathedral, where I am stationed, and in Clonmany, which is home. They were the last two public Masses that my father was at with me.


My father’s cancer was incurable. He fought a strong battle until Christmas 2022. Together with my sister and her family we had Christmas dinner, and then on the 27th of December 2022 my father went to hospital. There he got weaker each day. My father died on January 3rd 2023, the feast of the Holy Name of Jesus.


My father taught me so much in life, but even more in death. His death was miraculous. In fact, there were three miracles. Back in September 2021, a short time after my father was diagnosed with cancer, I was doing a Novena with a friend in preparation for the feast of Padre Pio. I asked my friend what we should offer the Novena for, and he said that my father would not die of cancer. We did that. When my father was dying, I had forgotten about the Novena eighteen months earlier. My father had the most peaceful death without any medication of any form for the twenty-four hours before he died. When I read the death notice the undertaker prepared for my father he had included at the end, “Padre Pio pray for us.” I commented on this to my friend, saying that my father did not have any particular devotion to Padre Pio. I wondered why it was there at all. It was my friend who reminded me that our Novena Prayer had been answered. My father had no syringe driver, no morphine, and as I said, no medication at all as he journeyed towards death. The Novena worked; a miracle!


My sister and I sat up with my father the night before he died. At around midnight that night I received a message on my phone from a friend. It was a chapter of a book that he was reading that night. It happened to be about death. In the pages I read what Mary said to a visionary in Medjugorje about death. Mary said,




Dear children, you should celebrate the death of those who are close to you with the same joy that you celebrate the birth of a child.1





As I read that I looked at my father breathing quietly and peacefully and thought that would be easier said than done. It might be the right thing to do but it couldn’t be possible to do it. Then later in the morning just before twelve o’clock Daddy died. As I said, his death was incredibly peaceful. At the end he just tightened his shoulders in, and then from the depth of his being he breathed out one last breath. Afterwards a nurse who was present said it was such a natural death, and then she said it is as natural as childbirth. It is just the same.


I was shocked that this nurse confirmed what I had read earlier in the morning and thought it must be true, and our call is to celebrate death with the same joy as birth. This was another miracle.


The third miracle gave me the confidence to write this book, and it led me to believe more deeply in the real presence of Jesus in his precious Body and Blood. The third miracle I am convinced was a Eucharistic Miracle.


As I said, my father died just before twelve noon, and about an hour before that, with my sister and my father, I celebrated Mass. It was very beautiful and peaceful. My father was not conscious but was breathing very gently. At Holy Communion time I placed a small drop of the Precious Blood on my father’s tongue. Shortly after the Mass was over the nurse who made the comment about the naturalness of death came into the room. She looked into my father’s mouth. She said she was going to clean it a bit using some suction because she could see blood in it. I was shocked, and I prayed one very simple prayer. I said, “Jesus, if it is your blood, stop her.” She left the room to get the suction machine. She came back and she got prepared to start cleaning my father’s mouth. She had just cleaned around his lips and was going into his mouth when she stopped. She said, “I can see a change in him. I am going to stop.” She did stop, and my father died a few minutes later. I have no doubt that the blood on my father’s tongue was the Precious Blood of Jesus: a Eucharistic Miracle.


This book is in thanksgiving to God for the gift of the Mass, the Eucharist, the Precious Body and Blood of Jesus. It is in thanksgiving to God for the gift of priesthood. It is in thanksgiving to God for the gift of my parents, and for them, by their lives and most especially their deaths, pointing my focus beyond this world.


When we look at the altar and we see a glimpse of heaven, perhaps the question shouldn’t be Why should we go to Mass? but Why would you not go to Mass?











TWO


Separated from the Mass
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“This breaks my heart, because all of my priesthood to date has been spent trying to get more and more people to come to Mass, and yet I can’t do that today at a most critical and dangerous time.”





I spoke these words on the Third Sunday of Lent 2020. It was the Sunday before St Patrick’s Day. Even then we were still hoping to have daily Masses with congregations of up to one hundred. However, the next day or so that was wiped out as well. There were going to be no congregations at all—nobody in the Church for Mass. Then, a short time after that, the doors of the Church were closed. The Church was locked. It was the most awful and desperate time.


The first lockdown was incredibly difficult. We were terrified. We were angry. We began to lose all our confidence. We became afraid of one another. You see, we weren’t allowed out. We really weren’t allowed out. We were locked in the house. I remember when I would be coming back from the cemetery after a funeral I’d drive through the centre of the city just to look around me. It was the only time I was allowed to be there, and of course everything was closed. All the shops were closed, and there was no traffic in the middle of a weekday. It was awful, and the Church remained locked. People couldn’t receive Holy Communion. They couldn’t get to Mass. We never thought it was going to be like this, and when it was like this, we thought it would only be for a short time.


Then there were the funerals. The wake and the funeral traditionally are so powerful and so important. People gather, they tell the story, they remember, they pray. All of that was gone. There was no gathering. There was nobody there to tell the story. We all prayed on our own.


Even as someone was dying, they couldn’t be physically accompanied by their family. Their families were separated from them, unable to go into the nursing home or the hospital. I remember so clearly a man telling me at his father’s funeral,




I visited my father every single day, and then for the last six weeks of his life when he needed me most, I couldn’t be with him.





It was heartbreaking, and it was truly devastating. I had to use FaceTime to pray with someone with dementia who was dying. It was desperate. Then at the funerals only the immediate family could come. There were ten or twenty-five people present. Children couldn’t be at their parent’s funeral. Grandchildren couldn’t be at their grandparent’s funeral. It was all about separation and distance.


Then there were the funerals, at the beginning, of those who had died with Covid. They were horrific altogether. Their bodies couldn’t be brought into their homes or into the church. They couldn’t leave the hearse. That couldn’t happen. On a number of occasions, we brought the bodies to the church door. There we prayed and we sang hymns, to try as best we could to give dignity to the one who had died and some comfort to those who were grieving.


We can never forget the pain and the isolation and the separation, particularly of those early days of Covid. Yet, even in the middle of it all, new ways of being emerged. We had the webcam. All of a sudden, this little camera far in the distance in the gallery of the Church became the window to the people for the priest and the window to the altar for the people.


The awareness of our connection, our communion with one another and with Jesus took time to grow. Initially when I was saying Mass in the empty church it was so difficult. There was nobody there. We are not supposed to say Mass without a congregation. They were very lonely times, and the church was a very lonely place. It was very lonely to celebrate Mass. There was a tremendous sadness.


Then over time I became more and more aware of the red light on the webcam. The red light indicated that it was working. Focusing then, I became aware of the people present, not physically present, but present from their own homes or wherever. I knew that more and more people were beginning to become aware that the Church was present to them, yes, in a very different way, but present nonetheless. Older people who had vowed that “That internet will never come into this house,” got the internet and got the Mass on their television screen. They learnt a whole new language and a whole new way of being.


Then a community began to form. It was an old community and a new community. It was a community of local people and people from all over the world. What was wonderful too was that it was also a community of people from here who are now living all over the world. This community started to engage with us. This happened through Facebook and email and the telephone. We started talking to each other, and we became aware of who was present and how many were present. We also became aware of how fragile our communication was. If the internet went down or the webcam didn’t work, we were lost. We depended on this fragile connection to keep us together.


We were also so conscious that by inviting people into the Church through the webcam and Facebook, we could give them a rhythm to their lives in a time of desolation, fear, and separation. We put on something every couple of hours so that prayer could carry people through the day. It gave a focus and an awareness that nobody was really on their own.


We had joy in the middle of it all, and we had massive engagement at times. I remember on the Saturday morning of the St Therese Novena, we were celebrating Mass for the Dead. We asked people to send in the names of their dead, and we would light a candle for them at St Therese’s statue. We lit so many candles that during the Mass the candelabra went on fire!


So, abnormal life continued, and obviously the obligation to attend Sunday Mass was lifted. People were not obliged to attend Mass because it wasn’t possible for people to attend. We need to look at the concept of an obligation to attend Mass. It is about an obligation to receive that greatest gift known to humanity. It is about an obligation to receive the gift of God physically present. It is an obligation to share fully in the life of God, in his Precious Body and Blood, here and now. It is an obligation to receive the gift of heaven, here and now, on earth. It seems strange that there needs to be an obligation, that there is not a burning desire for all of this that would drive us to the altar every day. You could ask why there is a need for an obligation at all when we realise what is happening. I used to say that if I were Pope for the day, I’d lift the obligation to attend Sunday Mass! I wouldn’t do this because I didn’t think it was important. I’d do it because it is so important that people should desperately desire to go of their own accord without being forced. However, perhaps the obligation exists to reveal the vital necessity it is that we be at Mass. If that is the case, the Pope is right to keep it! The obligation is not to force people to Mass, but it reveals the absolute necessity to receive the precious Body and Blood of Jesus. It reveals the necessity of hearing the Word of God proclaimed in the community. It reveals the necessity to be sent out as the Church to be the presence of Jesus in the world. It also reveals the desire, and more than the desire, the command of God to keep holy the Sabbath Day.


This command of God is found in the Word of God. The Word of God is not an opinion. It is not just a good idea among other good ideas. The Word of God is the definitive word. It is the most powerful word. The Word of God is true, and the Word of God is alive and active. It will achieve what it says. We read in the book of the prophet Isaiah,




The word that goes from my mouth does not return to me empty, without carrying out my will and succeeding in what it was sent to do. (Isa. 55:11)
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