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(FSSP Superior General Fr John Berg distributes Holy Communion assisted by 
Confraternity Chaplains Fr Armand de Malleray and Fr James Fryar  

at the FSSP Personal Parish in Rome on our Fraternity’s 20th anniversary.) 

Eucharistic fragments 
By Fr Armand de Malleray, FSSP 

 
oly Mass is referred to in the New Testament as ‘Bread 
breaking’ or ‘fractio panis’: “And on the first day of 
the week, when we were assembled to break bread” (cf 

Acts 20:6; also Acts 2:42-46; etc). This expression recalls the 
gesture of Jesus Himself when He instituted the Eucharistic 
sacrifice: “And taking bread, he gave thanks, and brake; and 
gave to them, saying: This is my body, which is given for you. 
Do this for a commemoration of me” (Luke 22:19). By 
destroying the unity of the loaf as a whole, the breaking off of 
the bread expresses the death of the Victim, as would happen to 
a living creature similarly torn apart. Up to then, lambs and 
bulls would be ritually slaughtered, their lives offered up to 
God in atonement for the sin of the people. The essential 
physical components of those animals, their flesh and their 
blood, would be set apart; their flesh itself might be cut in 
smaller parts and their 
blood might be  
sprinkled. 
Fragmenting also 
allows sharing. The 
larger the number of 
pieces cut out, the 
greater the number of 
persons able to 
consume of it. Eating 
the sacrificial victim 
cleanses the contrite 
sinner and brings him 
back in communion 
with God Whom he 
had offended. But man 
being a social being, 
his sin always harms 
the human community 
as well, so that the 
shared eating of the 
victim also restores 
communion between 
those partaking in the 
sacrifice. Thus the 
breaking of the bread 
has a triple meaning: 1) it recalls the severing of the 
relationship between man and God through sin; 2) it expresses 
the death of the Victim whose vital unity is destroyed on behalf 
of the sinner; 3) it calls for reconciliation between men and 
God through atonement, and among men by allowing sharing 
of the sacrificial remedy. Bread originates in a great number of 
separate grains of wheat gathered together and unified into a 
new whole through the process of milling and baking. The 
same applies to wine in relation to grape. Every grain 
symbolically stands for a sinner, and every sinner eating of the 
same victimal bread is thus led back into harmony with God 
and in enhanced unity with his fellow men, by the virtue of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice. So the oldest liturgical statement of the 
apostolic era states (i.e. the Didache or ‘Doctrine of the twelve 
apostles’, probably written in the years 65 to 80): “As this 
broken bread was scattered over the hills and then, when 
gathered, became one mass, so may Thy Church be gathered 
from the ends of the earth into Thy Kingdom” (9:4). 

Occasionally, the use of one and the same very large host to be 
broken off and its sizeable fragments distributed to the 
congregation in Holy Communion means to express this truth, 
although it increases the risk of losing some smaller fragments. 
Breaking obviously produces fragments, as the etymology 
illustrates. Indeed, the word ‘fragment’ comes from the Latin 
noun ‘fragmentum’, itself derived from the Latin verb 
‘frangere’, i.e. ‘to break’. 
Significantly, in both Eastern and Western liturgies, 
Eucharistic fragments soon became the focus of a specific 
liturgical rite called the ‘Fermentum’ (i.e. Latin word for 
‘leaven’): “an ancient practise symbolising the unity of each 
local celebration of the Mass with that of the Bishop of Rome. 
For several centuries the Pope sent a particle of the consecrated 
bread from his celebration of Mass to each priest presiding at a 

local celebration, so 
that they would not be 
separated from 
communion with him. 
This particle (known 
as the fermentum) was 
then added to the 
chalice before the 
distribution of 
communion, to 
express the truth that 
the Eucharist is the 
sacrament of the unity 
of the Church. The 

term fermentum was 
possibly a reference to 
the Eucharist as the 
leaven of the Christian 
life, and the 
instrument by which 
Christians spread 
throughout the world 
were united in the one 
Body of Christ as a 
leaven in the world ” 
(cf Reflections in 

Preparation for the 50th International Eucharistic Congress, # 
114, Vatican website). 
Thus, from what we have seen, fragmenting the sacred Host is 
part and parcel of the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, so that the 
existence of Eucharistic fragments at Mass is not an anomaly 
but a necessity. That point being settled, it remains to examine 
what those fragments are, since their identity will determine the 
appropriate way of dealing with them.  
  
What the Church teaches: 
The Magisterium of the Church has constantly reaffirmed that 
from the moment the consecration has taken place during Holy 
Mass, Christ is truly, really and substantially present with his 
Body, Blood, Soul and Divinity under the appearances (also 
called ‘species’ or ‘accidents’) of bread and wine, while the 
reality (or ‘substances’) of bread and wine do not exist 
anymore under their mere appearances. Specifically, the 
Church insists on the fact that Christ’s presence does not 

H
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(At St William of York Church in Reading on 3 August 2013,  
Bishop Philip Egan of Portsmouth consecrates with Holy Chrism  

three chalices and patens to be used for Mass later on,  
and gives Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament - © Jack Perriere) 

depend on the size of the 
host or on the quantity of 
liquid in the chalice. 
Whether the host is a very 
large one to be seen from 
afar like at some Eucharistic 
congresses, or a medium one 
as used by the celebrant, or a 
smaller one to be given to 
the communicants, there is 
simply no difference 
whatsoever as to the 
presence of Christ. 
Logically, this truth extends 
to fragments of the Host and 
to droplets of the Precious 
Blood. 
Catechisms published by the 
Holy See are authoritative 
synthesis of the perennial 

Catholic faith, designed not 
for expert theologians to 
debate upon but for every 
baptised Catholic to firmly 
profess. Consequently, any 
unnecessary or uncertain elements would be taken out. 
Considering that, it is significant that the truth mentioned 
above has been found important enough to be affirmed in all 
such catechisms. The latest catechism published was Pope 
Benedict XVI’s Compendium in 2005, which teaches: “the 
breaking of the bread does not divide Christ. He is present 
whole and entire in each of the eucharistic species and in each 
of their parts” (#284). In 1993 Pope John Paul II had stated in 
his Catechism of the Catholic Church (# 1377) that: “Christ is 
present whole and entire in each of the species and whole and 
entire in each of their parts, in such a way that the breaking of 
the bread does not divide Christ”. Before him, in 1908, Pope St 
Pius X had affirmed in his own Catechism of Christian 
Doctrine: “Yes, the same Jesus Christ is just as much in a 
particle of a host as in a whole host” (Question 24). This was 
no new doctrine, since in 1566 the Roman Catechism of the 
Council of Trent (and to our knowledge the first of its kind 
ever published) also stated that “Christ, whole and entire, is 
contained not only under either species, but also in each 
particle of either species”. 
From very early on, the Church had professed that doctrine as a 
consequence logically 
drawn from the 
original dogma of the 
Real Presence. 
Among many possible 
examples, in the 
fourth Century St 
Cyril of Jerusalem in 
his Catechetical 
Instructions explains 
how to receive the 
sacred Host in Holy 
Communion:  
“Partake of it [the 
Holy Body]; giving 
heed lest you lose any 
portion thereof; for 
whatever you lose, is 
evidently a loss to you 
as it were from one of 

your own members. For tell 
me, if any one gave you 
grains of gold, would you 
not hold them with all 
carefulness, being on your 
guard against losing any of 
them, and suffering loss? 
Will you not then much 
more carefully keep watch, 
that not a crumb fall from 
you of what is more precious 
than gold and precious 
stones?”  
In the 13th Century, St 
Thomas Aquinas wrote that:  
“Christ Himself, Perfect 
God and Perfect Man, Christ 
Himself is there, under the 
appearance of a little bread 
and wine. His faithful ones 

eat Him, but He is not 
mangled; nay, when [the veil 
which shroudeth Him in] this 
Sacrament is broken, in each 
broken piece thereof He 

remaineth whole” (cf Matins of Corpus Christi, 5th reading :« 
Manducatur itaque a fidelibus, sed minime laceratur ; 
quinnimo, diviso sacramento, sub qualibet divisionis particula 
integer perseverat »). The same Common Doctor of the Church 
insists most explicitly in his Lauda Sion: “Nor a single doubt 
retain, when they break the Host in twain, but that in each part 
remains what was in the whole before” – “Fracto demum 
sacramento, ne vacilles, sed memento, tantum esse sub 
fragmento, quantum toto tegitur”. In his Summa theologiae, St 
Thomas states that: “It is manifest that the entire Christ is 
under every part of the species of the bread” (cf IIIa, q. 76, a. 
3). To better appreciate the weight of St Thomas’ doctrinal 
authority, we recall Pope Benedict XVI’s words on 2 June 
2010: “Today I wish to speak of the one whom the Church 
calls the Doctor communis namely, St Thomas Aquinas. In his 
Encyclical Fides et Ratio my venerable Predecessor, Pope John 
Paul II, recalled that “the Church has been justified in 
consistently proposing St Thomas as a master of thought and a 
model of the right way to do theology” (n° 43). It is not 
surprising that, after St Augustine, among the ecclesiastical 
writers mentioned in the Catechism of the Catholic Church St 

Thomas is cited more 
than any other, at least 
61 times”. Hence, 
taking St Thomas 
Aquinas as our 
Eucharistic guide is 
surely proper in this 
‘Year of Faith’ as the 
Second Vatican 
Council stressed 
similarly that: “Next, 
in order that they may 
shed light on the 
mysteries of salvation 
as completely as 
possible, the students 
[i.e. for the 
priesthood] should 
learn to penetrate 
them more deeply 
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(A microscopic view of a multi-grain bread slice 
© Marian Trotter) 

with the help of speculation, with St. Thomas as their master, 
and to perceive their interconnections” (cf Decree Optatam 
Totius n° 16); and further praised: “the example of the doctors 
of the Church and especially of St. Thomas Aquinas” (cf 
Declaration Gravissimum educationis n° 10).  
 
The testimony of Holy Scripture: 
In the New Testament, Our Lord states unequivocally that He 
gives his true self in the Holy Eucharist: “Amen, amen I say 
unto you: Except you eat the flesh of the Son of man, and drink 
his blood, you shall not have life in you. He that eateth my 
flesh, and drinketh my blood, hath everlasting life: and I will 
raise him up in the last day. For my flesh is meat indeed: and 
my blood is drink indeed. He that eateth my flesh, and drinketh 
my blood, abideth in me, and I in him” (John 6:53-56). One 
may object, pointing out to the fact that no literal indication is 
here provided as to his abiding Presence in consecrated 
fragments. But prior to this Eucharistic revelation, on two 
occasions, Our Lord miraculously multiplied a few loaves to 
feed thousands of people. There is no doubt that Jesus intended 
those miracles to prepare the crowds to accept the difficult 
doctrine of the Eucharist. In this perspective, let us see whether 
the evangelists mention any fragments of bread. 
St Matthew: “He took the seven 
loaves and the fishes with them, 
and when he had blessed and 
broken he gave these to his 
disciples, and his disciples to the 
multitude. And they all ate and 
had enough; and they took up 
what was left of the broken pieces, 
seven hampers full” (15:36-37). St 
Mark: “When they picked up what 
was left of the broken pieces, it 
filled seven hampers” (8:8). St 
Luke: “And they did all eat, and 
were filled. And there were taken 
up of fragments that remained to 
them, twelve baskets” (9:17) – (all 
emphasis ours). As we can see, the 
three first evangelists are very 
explicit about the care taken by the 
apostles to gather up the fragments 

of bread. But we know that their 
narratives are generally similar, 
whereas St John’s Gospel often 
omits elements mentioned by his fellow evangelists, focusing 
on others whereby he provides a complementary outlook. Not 
in this case though: “When they were filled, he said to his 
disciples: Gather up the fragments that remain, lest they be lost. 
They gathered up therefore, and filled twelve baskets with the 
fragments of the five barley loaves, which remained over and 
above to them that had eaten” (6:12-13). Thus, not only does St 
John’s Gospel mention the gathering of the fragments of bread 
like the three other Gospels do, but it further adds that such 
gathering up was no zealous initiative from the apostles, but 
rather a command from the Lord Himself to them: “Gather up 
the fragments that remain, lest they be lost”. Furthermore, later 
on Our Lord Himself refers to his two miracles of the 
multiplication of loaves. Strikingly, on both occasions He 
points out to the gathering of the fragments: “When I broke the 
five loaves among the five thousand, how many baskets full of 
broken pieces did you take up? They told him, Twelve. And 
when I broke the seven loaves among the four thousand, how 
many hampers full of broken pieces did you take up then? And 
they told him, Seven” (Mark 8:19-20).  

From this we can conclude that the gathering of fragments of 
multiplied bread 1) is a constant feature in those miracles; 2) is 
personally commanded by the Lord to his apostles; 3) is 
subsequently pointed to by the Lord. This shows that the 
gathering up of fragments was important for Jesus, and was 
understood as such by the four evangelists. For what reason? 
Could the Lord’s insistence merely express a domestic concern 
for avoiding waste of food? Certainly Our Lord would not have 
wanted the crowds to show contempt or carelessness for the 
food provided. But given the enormous quantity of bread 
miraculously and generously offered, domestic economy 
cannot be the main motive here. Rather, Christ wishes to 
inculcate respect – even accountability – for each fragment of 
the miraculous bread produced, whatever its quantity or size. 
Bearing in mind that every episode in the life of Jesus was a 
preparation for his Hour, that of his Passion and death, it is 
certain that when multiplying bread He would have known in 
advance the gestures of his forthcoming First Mass when, the 
night He was betrayed, He would similarly take bread, bless, 
break and give to his disciples to eat. After the Ascension, 
when the apostles and first Christian communities began ‘to 
break the bread’ (i.e. to offer Mass) after the example of the 
Lord, they knew and believed in the reality of his presence 

under the Eucharistic appearances. 
Gradually they drew the liturgical 
consequences of this truth, giving 
instructions to prevent any 
consecrated fragment (or droplet) 
from being lost. They would 
remember the Lord’s insistence on 
this point at the two miracles of 
the multiplication of the loaves 
and would then realise how the 
supreme Gift of the Eucharistic 
Presence brought with it an 
accountability of love for each 
particle.  
On two other occasions in the 
Holy Bible, we read about the 
same special consideration 
expressed by God about mere 
crumbs. First in Exodus 16:13-21, 
when manna, the miraculous 

bread, is sent to the Hebrews 
starving in the desert, Moses 
commands them on behalf of God: 

“Let no man leave thereof till the morning”. By this warning, 
God intends to teach his people to trust in his providence and 
obey his will as spelled out by Moses, his appointed 
intermediary. This essential trust in God Who miraculously 
feeds his children is manifested by consuming every fragment 
of bread. God will provide anew in the morrow, but for the 
present time, the allotted quantity must be consumed integrally. 
It is well known that the manna was intended by God to 
prefigure the true celestial bread, the one providing everlasting 
life to souls. Thus, this episode in the Book of Exodus prepares 
our correct understanding of the Eucharistic fragments. The 
second episode, in the New Testament, we will see later on. 
  
Some rubrics of the Mass 
“Gather up the fragments!” (Jn 6:12). With diligence, Holy 
Mother Church repeats those very words of her Divine Spouse, 
when at Mass, after Consecration and Communion, she 
instructs the priest acting in persona Christi as follows: the 
celebrant “takes the paten, inspects the corporal, gathers up the 
fragments with the paten if any are to be found; with his the 
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(Bishop Geoffrey Jarrett of Lismore, Australia, offers the EF Mass for the 
Juventutem youth movement at World Youth Day in Rio last July.) 

thumb and index of his right hand, he also cleanses the paten 
above the chalice as well as his fingers, lest any fragment may 
stay on them” (Rubric of the Extraordinary Form Roman 
missal). The same in Latin: “Accipit [celebrans] patenam, 
inspicit corporale, colligit fragmenta cum patena, si quae sint in 
eo: patenam quoque cum pollice et indice dexterae manus 
super calicem extergit et ipsos digitos, ne quid fragmentorum 
in eis remaneat”. The Ordinary Form Roman missal similarly 
states: “Upon returning to the altar, the Priest collects the 
fragments, should any remain, and he stands at the altar or at 
the credence table and purifies the paten or ciborium over the 
chalice, and after this purifies the chalice, saying quietly the 
formula Quod ore sumpsimus Domine (What has passed our 
lips), and dries the chalice with a purificator” (cf General 
Instruction of the Roman missal, Chapter 4, N° 163). 
Following the example of Our Lord in reference to the 
fragments of miraculous bread, the Church stresses 
conscientiousness but does not encourage scrupulosity. Indeed 
after the multiplication of the loaves for five thousand men, 
Jesus did not command the apostles to spend hours combing 
the grass for every particle of bread to be found. Simply, 
whatever could be identified as bread and practically seized 
had to be gathered up. 
Much smaller are the scale 
and dimensions of an altar, 
inside a church, for an 
average congregation of 
communicants. Preventing 
the loss of fragments of 
consecrated host is thus 
much easier. To refer 
further to the 1962 Roman 
missal, the successive 
gestures prescribed by the 
liturgy are enough to assure 
the celebrant that he has 
acted appropriately. Thus 
from the moment of 
consecration, the celebrant 
is required “not to disjoin 
his thumbs and index 
fingers up to the ablution of 
the fingers after the 
Communion, except when 
he must touch or handle the consecrated Host”, lest some 
fragments adhering to the tips of his fingers may inadvertently 
transfer to the objects he would touch, e.g. to the pages of the 
missal, the stem of the chalice and ciborium, the vestments and 
altar cloth outside the corporal, etc. Significantly, chalices and 
ciboria designed for the EF rite purposely keep the foot and 
cup at some distance of the knob (half way between them on 
the stem), so that with one hand the celebrant may comfortably 
hold it with its middle, third and little fingers on the one side 
and its joined index and thumb on the other side. For the same 
reason, over the chalice the celebrant must “wipe his fingers, 
which he should always do if a few fragments adhere to his 
fingers”, so that they may fall into the chalice and be consumed 
rather than be lost. After the celebrant has given Holy 
Communion, “if there have been any hosts upon the corporal, 
he scrapes it with the paten, and if there are fragments upon it, 
places them in the chalice. [...] Afterward he places in the 
chalice any fragments, which he happens to find upon the 
paten, which was placed under the mouths of the 
communicants”.  
This liturgical care for fragments of consecrated host is also 
manifest in the rite of cleaning the sacred linens (cf Dowry 

N°10 pp. 4-5). Thus, when ordaining subdeacons, the bishop 
instructs them: “to clean the altar cloths and the corporals”, 
specifying that “the cloths which cover the altar must be 
washed in a vase and the corporals in another. Where the 
corporals have been washed, no other linen must be washed. 
The used water must be poured in the sacrarium.” The reason 
for the even greater care and reverence required for washing 
the corporal is the likeliness of very small Eucharistic 
fragments remaining in its folds even after it was last scraped 
by the celebrant at Mass. They would dissolve in water. 
However, because God has designed the Holy Eucharist solely 
for us human beings, He expects us to take reasonable care of 
Him in each Eucharistic fragment in proportion with the size of 
human fingers and within the range of human senses. Provided 
one has carefully followed the rubrics, giving way to scruples 
would not fulfil the Church’s intention. 
  
Conclusion: 
To conclude this article on the Eucharistic fragments, let us go 
back to the New Testament. In St Matthew’s Gospel and St 
Mark’s, a non-Jewish woman receives divine assistance when 
begging humbly even for mere ‘crumbs’ of God’s grace: “And 

behold a woman of 
Canaan who came out 
of those coasts, crying 
out, said to him: Have 
mercy on me, O Lord, 
thou son of David: my 
daughter is grievously 
troubled by the devil. 
Who answered her not 
a word. And his 
disciples came and 
besought him, saying: 
Send her away, for she 
crieth after us: And he 
answering, said: I was 
not sent but to the 
sheep that are lost of 
the house of Israel. 
But she came and 
adored him, saying: 
Lord, help me. Who 
answering, said: It is 

not good to take the bread of the children, and to cast it to the 
dogs. But she said: Yea, Lord; for the whelps also eat of the 
crumbs that fall from the table of their masters. Then Jesus 
answering, said to her: O woman, great is thy faith: be it done 
to thee as thou wilt: and her daughter was cured from that 
hour” (Matthew 15:21-28). No reference to the Eucharist is 
made here, but both St Matthew and St Mark place this episode 
shortly before the multiplication of loaves quoted above. 
Bearing in mind Jesus’ attention to miraculous crumbs, it 
sounds as if the woman’s humble begging even for fallen 
crumbs had unlocked the Saviour’s assistance after his initial 
refusal. In the Canaanite’s petition, the ‘children’ are those 
who by right enjoy access to the bread destined for them. They 
are not careful enough though to prevent crumbs from falling 
from the table onto the ground. The house pets will be happy 
enough to eat them. In his rebuke to the woman, Jesus uses the 
word ‘bread’ metaphorically for ‘grace’, i.e. divine power 
applied to the needs of men. The woman values God’s 
assistance to the extent that mere residues of his power are 
priceless to her. Because in humility and faith she cared for the 
crumbs, instead of being cast away as a dog, she merited to be 
rewarded as a lawful child. □ 


