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Spiritual Communion

Dear Colleagues and friends in Christ,
I am writing to you today to share some teaching about Spiritual Communion. This may be a
new idea for some, but it is already part of the regular practice in our Diocese and in the wider
Church and I learned about it in Confirmation classes many years ago. I hope to speak about it
on YouTube and Facebook this week, but am including resources below. I invite you to share
this with others.
I hope that this will help you have a clear understanding of the practice, so that each
Incumbent can make an informed decision about whether to offer it in his or her online
worship services, and so that parishioners can decide whether they wish to incorporate it into
their private devotions. I am grateful to those of you who have urged me to write about it.
Spiritual Communion relies upon an ancient teaching that when someone is unable, for
reasons not within their control, to receive Communion in the bread and the wine, their very
desire to receive Communion becomes the means by which God confers the spiritual benefits
of the sacrament. (In a similar vein, the early church taught that if a person were to die during
the process of being prepared for baptism, their desire to be baptized would suffice for their
soul to recognized by God as Christian). St. Augustine of Hippo laid the foundation for
spiritual Communion in his commentary on the Gospel of John, and St. Thomas Aquinas
explained that “one eats his flesh and drinks his blood in a spiritual way if he is united to him
through faith and love, so that one is transformed into him and becomes his member.”
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The Anglican tradition has offered this practice in a limited way to individuals, for example, to
soldiers who may be stationed where there is no access to Communion, or to hospital patients
who are under medical orders not to receive food by mouth.
The Armed Forces Prayer Book of the Episcopal Church (USA) includes this rite:
http://justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/1928/AFPB_Spir_Communion.htm
It has been updated into contemporary language by Forward Movement:
https://news.forwardmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SpiritualCommunion.pdf
Similarly, the Church of England offers a rite for private use here:
https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/202003/Guidance%20on%20Spiritual%20Communion%20and%20Coronavirus.pdf.
In this time of Covid-19, however, when gathering to receive the bread and wine might
endanger our own health or that of our neighbors, certain dioceses have decided to allow
spiritual communion to be offered corporately, as part of online worship, so that congregations
will have a way to share in communion together. This practice is not an online Mass, in which
a priest streams a video of a consecration, nor does it involve parishioners placing bread and
wine near their computer screens to be “blessed”.
The BAS, at the bottom of page 183, gives more options, but, for clarity, it would look
something like this:
The service would begin in the BAS on page 185, and continue as normal through the
Confession and Absolution. Following that, the congregation would pray together:
In union, blessed Jesus, with the faithful gathered at every altar of your Church
where your blessed Body and Blood are offered this day, (and remembering
particularly my own parish and those worshipping there), I long to offer you praise
and thanksgiving, for creation and all the blessings of this life, for the redemption
won for us by your life, death, and resurrection, for the means of grace and the hope
of glory.
And particularly for the blessings given me…. I believe that you are truly present in
the Holy Sacrament, and, since I cannot at this time receive communion, I pray you to
come into my heart. I unite myself with you and embrace you with all my heart, my
soul, and my mind. Let nothing separate me from you; let me serve you in this life
until, by your grace, I come to your glorious kingdom and unending peace. Amen.
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This would be followed by the Lord’s Prayer, and then the following prayer:
Come Lord Jesus, and dwell in my heart in the fullness of your strength; be my
wisdom and guide me in right pathways; conform my life and actions to the image of
your holiness; and, in the power of your gracious might, rule over every hostile
power that threatens or disturbs the growth of your kingdom, who with the Father
and the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, in glory everlasting. Amen.
The service would continue with the blessing and dismissal or the Exchange of the Peace.
I am aware that this will not appeal to every priest, nor to every parishioner. That is a matter
for each person’s conscience and piety. But for those who embrace it, spiritual communion
could offer a means to deepen their connection with Christ and with one another. Obviously,
we all hope for the time when such rites will no longer be necessary because we can once again
gather around our beloved altars, within our beloved churches, and be together, in flesh, as the
people of God.
As we celebrate Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, Holy Saturday and Easter, in unusual and
challenging ways, I pray that you will find new riches and deep joy. May you meet the Christ
in his risen power.
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