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‘This is my body … This is my blood’

Eucharist is source, summit of faith

Catholics have a sacramental overview of life, says Sister Sandra DeGidio, O.S.M., author of the book Sacraments Alive: Their History Celebration and Significance.

In her book, Sister Sandra writes: “Sacraments are more than seven ritual acts that give grace. Rather, they are opportunities for people already in God’s grace to gather and celebrate that fact through symbolic action or ritual. Our understanding of sacraments today begins not with church rituals, but with the experience of God’s presence and care in our daily lives.” …

This is the third in a series of articles on the seven sacraments.

Andy Telli

At the central moment of every Mass, the priest offers the host to the congregation and repeats Jesus’ words at the Last Supper: “Take this all of you and eat it; this is my body which will be given up for you.”

Then the priest offers the chalice and says, “Take this, all of you, and drink from it; this is the cup of my blood, the blood of the new and everlasting covenant. It will be shed for you and for all men so that sins may be forgiven. Do this in memory of me.”

These words are repeated thousands of times every day around the world in small chapels and grand cathedrals and every setting in between. They encapsulate what it means to be part of the universal Church, the Catholic Church.

“The Church draws her life from the Eucharist. This truth does not simply express a daily experience of faith, but recapitulates the heart of the mystery of the Church,” Pope John Paul II said in his latest encyclical letter, “Ecclesia de Eucharistia,” which he signed this year on Holy Thursday, the day we commemorate the moment Jesus instituted the sacrament of the Eucharist. (The full text is available at: www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/index.htm)

In the encyclical, the pope quotes from documents of the Second Vatican Council: “The Second Vatican Council rightly proclaimed that the Eucharistic sacrifice is ‘the source and summit of the Christian life.’ ‘For the most holy Eucharist contains the Church’s entire spiritual wealth: Christ himself, our passover and living bread. Through his own flesh, now made living and life-giving by the Holy Spirit, he offers life to men.’”

“It’s the meal, the bread of life, that makes us who we are as Christians,” said Father Edward Steiner, pastor of St. Joseph Parish in Madison. “There is no better way to celebrate the presence of Jesus Christ in our lives.”

The Eucharist unifies the faithful to Christ and Christ to the faithful.

In the Eucharist, the pope wrote in his encyclical, “We can say not only that each of us receives Christ, but also that Christ receives each of us.”

Institution of the Eucharist

The sacrament of the Eucharist can be traced back to the Passover meal Jesus shared with the Apostles the night before He was crucified.

“We cannot understand the Last Supper unless we understand the Jewish Passover meal,” Sister Sandra DeGidio, OSM, wrote in her book Sacraments Alive: Their History, Celebration and Significance. “And we cannot understand the Passover meal unless we understand what is celebrated in that meal: the deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt …”

“At the Last Supper, Jesus and his apostles remembered and celebrated that event with the traditional Jewish ritual meal. What they were ritualizing in this meal was liberation and freedom,” Sister Sandra wrote. “So, what Jesus was doing at the Last Supper when he said ‘This is my body’ was making a change, a shift in emphasis on an already established symbolic ritual meal, and bringing the theme of freedom from slavery to fulfillment. His death the next day would give final release from the slavery of sin to the freedom of salvation for all.”

In instituting the Eucharist, Father Steiner said, Jesus was building on the notion of Jewish sacrifice, which focused on the blood. In the Jewish understanding of biology, blood carried the essence of life, Father Steiner said.

“To sprinkle blood was a symbol of giving life,” Father Steiner said. “The Red Cross has it right, blood is life, pass it on.”

On the Day of Atonement, the high priest of the Jews would sprinkle the Temple with the blood of two sacrificial animals, Father Steiner said. One animal was offered for holocaust, completely consumed by fire and given to God as a sacrifice, Father Steiner added. The other animal, after the blood was collected, was cooked and the people would eat it. 

“If you partook of that animal, you took on the attributes of what that animal represented,” Father Steiner said. “Jesus, by giving us His body, we take on His attributes.”

Jesus created a whole new understanding of sacrifice, Father Steiner said. “He becomes the animal sacrificed. He is now the lamb of sacrifice.”

Other Christian religions often argue the Catholic Church re-sacrifices Jesus when they call the Eucharist a sacrifice, Father Steiner said, “which we are not doing.”

“We believe we’re participating in the real sacrifice of Jesus himself,” Father Steiner said. “We’re not recreating … but we are participating in the actual event. …

“When Jesus said, ‘Do this in memory of me,’ that is the sense of memory people would have had in his day,” Father Steiner said. “To retell the story is to somehow become a participant in the event itself. We retell the story of faith through the Liturgy of the Word. We retell the story of the meal through the Liturgy of the Eucharist. In retelling the story we become participants.”

Real presence

Another defining belief about the Eucharist for Catholics concerns the real presence of Jesus through the consecration of the bread and wine by the priest.

In his encyclical, the pope wrote: 

“The sacramental re-presentation of Christ’s sacrifice, crowned by the resurrection, in the Mass involves a most special presence which – in the words of Paul VI – ‘is called ‘real’ not as a way of excluding all other types of presence as if they were ‘not real,’ but because it is a presence in the fullest sense: a substantial presence whereby Christ, the God-Man, is wholly and entirely present.’”

The pope called the Eucharist a mystery of faith, and quoted St. Cyril of Jerusalem: “Do not see in the bread and wine merely natural elements, because the Lord has expressly said that they are his body and his blood: faith assures you of this, though your senses suggest otherwise.”

“No one sees the Eucharist precisely as do we,” Father Steiner said, “even those traditions that have retained a Eucharistic theology.”

The closest would be the Anglican Church, Father Steiner said, “but even there, there is a difference.”

Catholics believe in transubstantiation, which says the bread and wine are changed into the body and blood of Christ. “It is the body and blood of Christ in the form of bread and wine,” Father Steiner said.

The Anglican Church believes in consubstantiation, which says the real body and blood of Christ exists along with the bread and wine, Father Steiner explained.

“As you move out the spectrum, you move into symbolic presence,” Father Steiner added. “Some don’t believe in symbolic presence but see the Eucharist as a symbol. And some have no Eucharist theology at all.”

Because of the differing theologies on the Eucharist and the role of the ordained priesthood, the pope wrote, Catholics should not receive communion in other Christian faiths, “so as not to condone an ambiguity about the nature of the Eucharist and, consequently, to fail in their duty to bear clear witness to the truth.”

The pope also said it is “unthinkable” to substitute services at another church for Sunday Mass. “Such celebrations and services, however praiseworthy in certain situations, prepare for the goal of full communion, including Eucharistic communion, but they cannot replace it.”

The role of the priesthood

The pope also used the encyclical to stress the important link of the sacrament of the Eucharist to ordained priesthood in succession to the Apostles.

“The ministry of priests who have received the sacrament of Holy Orders, in the economy of salvation chosen by Christ, makes clear that the Eucharist which they celebrate is a gift which radically transcends the power of the assembly and is in any event essential for validly linking the Eucharistic consecration to the sacrifice of the Cross and to the Last Supper,” the pope wrote. “The assembly gathered together for the celebration of the Eucharist, if it is to be a truly Eucharistic assembly, absolutely requires the presence of an ordained priest as its president. On the other hand, the community is by itself incapable of providing an ordained minister. This minister is a gift which the assembly receives through episcopal succession going back to the Apostles. … Consequently, ‘the Eucharistic mystery cannot be celebrated in any community except by an ordained priest, as the Fourth Lateran Council expressly taught.’” 

“One of the things the pope is doing in the encyclical … is reminding Catholics of the central role of the priest to Catholicism,” Father Steiner said. “No priest, no Eucharist; no Eucharist, no church.”

Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament

The pope, in the encyclical, encourages Eucharistic adoration:

“The worship of the Eucharist outside of the Mass is of inestimable value for the life of the Church,” he wrote. “It is the responsibility of Pastors to encourage, also by their personal witness, the practice of Eucharistic adoration, and exposition of the Blessed Sacrament in particular, as well as prayer of adoration before Christ present under the Eucharistic species,”

Lavenia Bell of St. Christopher Parish in Dickson for several years has been drawing strength, consolation and support from Eucharistic adoration. She has been part of a faithful group of St. Christopher parishioners who spend time in prayer before the Blessed Sacrament during adoration every Thursday from after the 8:30 a.m. Mass until a Holy Hour from 4 to 5 p.m. 

“I feel like I really am in the presence of Jesus just as if He were there physically and I could see and talk with him,” Bell said. “It’s just a wonderful feeling to know he’s there.”

Bell’s devotion to the Eucharist is a growing trend among Catholics.

“People are reconnecting to awe and to mystery,” said Father Steiner. At St. Joseph 40 Hours adoration is held the first weekend of each month.

“They’re looking for a much deeper sense of God’s presence in their lives. They’re looking for more profound ways to pray,” he said. “In some ways they’re looking to be reminded that while Jesus is our brother and our friend, He is still our God too.”

The growing interest in Eucharist adoration harkens to earlier times in the Church’s history, when devotion to the Blessed Sacrament in the minds of many was equal to the Mass. In the Second Vatican Council, the church tried to re-emphasize the Eucharistic meal, Father Steiner said.

“Prayer before the Blessed Sacrament is not only appropriate but encouraged, but it’s a private act of devotion,” he said. “Private devotion should make us hunger for the Mass more.”

The continuing Eucharistic meal

The followers of Jesus began celebrating the Eucharistic meal, as they were taught by Jesus at the Last Supper, from the very beginning, Father Steiner said.

“By the time the gospels are written, which are a good 30 years later, if not 50 to 60 years later, the community had defined itself through the meal,” Father Steiner said.

Often, Father Steiner said, the gospels were written with the meal in mind. “They’re working backwards, interjecting what the community was doing in the meals and working them into the gospel.”

That was particularly true in the Gospel of John, Father Steiner explained. One of the issues in John’s community was regular participation in the community meal, and the Gospel of John quotes Jesus, “Unless you eat my body and drink my blood, you have no life in you,” Father Steiner said.

Like the Gospel of John, the pope’s encyclical emphasizes the importance of the Eucharist to the faithful.

“The Church draws her life from Christ in the Eucharist; by him she is fed and by him she is enlightened,” the pope wrote. “Whenever the Church celebrates the Eucharist, the faithful can in some way relive the experience of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus: ‘their eyes were opened and they recognized him (Lk 24:31).” •

