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Eucharist

Instituted by Christ at the Last Supper

“For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes” (1 Cor 11: 23-29).

The Eucharist is both a sacrifice and an act of thanksgiving to God for the work of creation. In regard to the thanksgiving aspect of the sacrament, the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) says: 

“In the Eucharistic sacrifice the whole of creation loved by God is presented to the Father through the death and the Resurrection of Christ. Through Christ the Church can offer the sacrifice of praise in thanksgiving for all that God has made good, beautiful, and just in creation and in humanity”(n. 1359)

The sacrificial meaning of the Eucharist, whereby it is a sacramental memorial of Christ offering himself up to death on our behalf, is borne out in the words of institution where Our Lord says: "This is my body which is given for you" and "This cup which is poured out for you is the New Covenant in my blood."(Lk 22:19-20). 
The Eucharist is a sacrifice “because it re-presents (makes present) the sacrifice of the cross, because it is its memorial and because it applies its fruit…” (CCC, n. 1366). 

The sacrifice of the crosss and the sacrifice of the Eucharist are linked in such a way that they “are one single sacrifice” (CCC, n. 1367)
Food for the Journey to Heaven

“The bread which I shall give is My Flesh for the life of the world…how can this man give us his flesh to eat…Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his Blood, you have no life in you; he who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood lives in me and I live in him” (Jn 6:52-57). 

Sacred Tradition points to the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist. Writing in A.D. 107, St. Ignatius of Antioch said: 

"The Eucharist is the flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ."

(St Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Smyrneans, 6:2)

Writing in A.D. 145, St. Justin Martyr said: 

"As Jesus Christ our Savior was made incarnate by the word of God and had both flesh and blood for our salvation, so too, as we have been taught, the food which has been made into the Eucharist by the Eucharistic prayer set down by Him ...is both the flesh and the blood of that incarnate Jesus." 

(St Justin Martyr, First Apology, 66)
St John Chrysostom declared: 

“It is not man that causes the things offered to become the Body and Blood of Christ, but he who was crucified for us, Christ himself. The priest, in the role of Christ, pronounces these words, but their power and grace are God's. This is my body, he says. This word transforms the things offered.”

(St John Chrysostom, prod.Jud.1:6: PG 49, 380; cf. CCC, n. 1375)

St Ambrose of Milan said:

“Be convinced that this is not what nature has formed, but what the blessing has consecrated. The power of the blessing prevails over that of nature, because by the blessing nature itself is changed. . . .Could not Christ's word, which can make from nothing what did not exist, change existing things into what they were not before? It is no less a feat to give things their original nature than to change their nature.”

(St. Ambrose, De myst, 9. 50. 52; cf. CCC, 1375)

Transubstantiation
Regarding the mode of Christ’s Eucharistic presence, the CCC says: 

“In the most blessed sacrament of the Eucharist ‘the body and blood, together with the soul and divinity, of our Lord Jesus Christ and, therefore, the whole Christ is truly, really, and substantially contained’.” 

(CCC, n. 1374; Council of Trent, (1551): DS 1651)

Quoting Trent, the CCC summarises Catholic Faith in the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist by saying: 

"Because Christ our Redeemer said that it was truly his body that he was offering under the species of bread, it has always been the conviction of the Church of God, and this holy Council now declares again, that by the consecration of the bread and wine there takes place a change of the whole substance of the bread into the substance of the body of Christ our Lord and of the whole substance of the wine into the substance of his blood. This change the holy Catholic Church has fittingly and properly called transubstantiation 

(CCC, n. 1376; Council of Trent (1551): DS 1642; cf. Mt 226:26 ff; Mk 14:22ff; Lk 22;19ff; 1 Cor 11:24ff)

Not Merely a Symbol

Regarding the tendency in some quarters to reduce the whole of the Eucharistic reality to mere symbolism, Pope Paul VI stated that “it would be wrong for anyone…to limit it to symbolism, as if this most sacred Sacrament were to consist in nothing more than an efficacious sign "of the spiritual presence of Christ and of His intimate union with the faithful, the members of His Mystical Body." 

(Pope Paul VI, Mysterium Fidei, n. 38)

Quoting Theodore of Mopsuestia, Pope Paul VI added:  

"The Lord did not say: This is a symbol of my body, and this is a symbol of my blood, but rather: This is my body and my blood. He teaches us not to look to the nature of what lies before us and is perceived by the senses, because the giving of thanks and the words spoken over it have changed it into flesh and blood."

(Theodore of Mopsuestia , Epistle to Magnus, 6; PL 3.1139; cited by Pope Paul VI in Mysterium Fidei, n. 44)

Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament

Pope Paul VI said: 

"To visit the Blessed Sacrament is . . . a proof of gratitude, an expression of love, and a duty of adoration toward Christ our Lord."
(Pope Paul VI, Mysterium Fidei, n. 66)

Speaking of the place of Eucharistic adoration in the life of St. John Vianney, Pope John XXIII said: 

“We can hardly conceive of the depth of his burning devotion to Christ hidden beneath the Eucharistic veils...He worshipped the adorable Sacrament of the Altar with an incandescent love, and his soul was drawn to the sacred tabernacle irresistibly, as by some supernatural magnetic power.”
        (Pope John XXIII, Encyclical Sacerdotii Nostri Primordia, n. 28)

Speaking of the how the world has a great need of Eucharistic worship, Pope John Paul II said: 

"The Church and the world have a great need of Eucharistic worship. Jesus waits for us in this Sacrament of Love. Let us be generous with our time in going to meet Him in adoration and contemplation that is full of faith and ready to make reparation for the great faults and crimes of the world. May our adoration never cease.”  
                 (Pope John Paul II, Dominicae Cenae, n. 3)

Life in Christ and the Sacrament of Penance

In the Eucharist: 

“Christ is consumed, the mind is filled with grace, and a pledge of future glory is given to us.” 

(Vatican II, Sacrosanctum Consilium, n. 47; cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 1323

Our participation in the Eucharist invites us to take Christ as our model for how we should live. Jesus’ love was inseparable from his life of service: “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many" (Mk 10:45). 

Love for Christ is inseparable from love for our neighbour, especially for the poor, the suffering and the weak. 

“But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him?Little children, let us not love in word or speech but in deed and in truth” (1 Jn 2:17).

After recounting the actions and words of Jesus  at the institution of the Eucharist, St Paul in 1 Cor links the worthy reception of it to one’s moral state:  

“For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes. Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself” (1 Cor 11: 27-29).

Referring to these words of St Paul, Pope John Paul II, in his encyclical on the Eucharist titled Ecclesia De Eucharistia (EDE) said: 

“The Apostle Paul, for his part, says that it is “unworthy” of a Christian community to partake of the Lord's Supper amid division and indifference towards the poor” (EDE,  20) 

After stating this, the Holy Father went on to quote St John Chrysostom where he says: 

“Do you wish to honour the body of Christ? Do not ignore him when he is naked. Do not pay him homage in the temple clad in silk, only then to neglect him outside where he is cold and ill-clad. He who said: 'This is my body' is the same who said: 'You saw me hungry and you gave me no food', and 'Whatever you did to the least of my brothers you did also to me' ... What good is it if the Eucharistic table is overloaded with golden chalices when your brother is dying of hunger. Start by satisfying his hunger and then with what is left you may adorn the altar as well.”

“Proclaiming the death of the Lord “until he comes” (1 Cor 11:26),” is something that “entails that all who take part in the Eucharist be committed to changing their lives and making them in a certain way completely ‘Eucharistic’.” (EDE, 20) 

In a reflection on St Paul’s words that we should “examine” ourselves before we receive the Eucharist (cf. 1 Cor 11:28), St John Chrysostom said: 

“I too raise my voice, I beseech, beg and implore that no one draw near to this sacred table with a sullied and corrupt conscience. Such an act, in fact, can never be called 'communion', not even were we to touch the Lord's body a thousand times over, but 'condemnation', 'torment' and 'increase of punishment'.”
 

After stating in EDE that the CCC “rightly stipulates that ‘anyone conscious of a grave sin must receive the sacrament of Reconciliation before coming to communion” (n. 1385), Pope John Paul II went on to state his desire “to reaffirm that in the Church there remains in force, now and in the future, the rule by which the Council of Trent gave concrete expression to the Apostle Paul's stern warning when it affirmed that, in order to receive the Eucharist in a worthy manner, ‘one must first confess one's sins, when one is aware of mortal sin.”

Christ instituted the sacrament of Penance when he said to the Apostles “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” (Jn 20: 19-23). Love for the Eucharist presupposes love for the Sacrament of Penance. Speaking of this in EDE, Pope John Paul II said: 

“The two sacraments of the Eucharist and Penance are very closely connected. Because the Eucharist makes present the redeeming sacrifice of the Cross, perpetuating it sacramentally, it naturally gives rise to a continuous need for conversion, for a personal response to the appeal made by Saint Paul to the Christians of Corinth: “We beseech you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor 5:20). If a Christian's conscience is burdened by serious sin, then the path of penance through the sacrament of Reconciliation becomes necessary for full participation in the Eucharistic Sacrifice” (EDE, 37)

Since all are called to holiness, and since the Eucharist is both a source of holiness and a call to repentence, then, as Pope John Paul II says in EDE, “in cases of outward conduct which is seriously, clearly and steadfastly contrary to the moral norm, the Church, in her pastoral concern for the good order of the community and out of respect for the sacrament…refers [Code of Canon Law] to this situation of a manifest lack of proper moral disposition when it states that those who ‘obstinately persist in manifest grave sin” are not to be admitted to Eucharistic communion.”
 

The Apostolicity of the Eucharist

In EDE, Pope John Paul II reaffirmed the Church’s doctrine that the ministerial priesthood was instituted by Christ and that it is inextricably bound up with apostolic succession. Further to this, the Pope reaffirmed the doctrine of the Church that only an ordained priest can confect the Eucharist so that the bread and wine are changed into the Body and Blood of Christ. Hence did the Holy Father recall “the necessity of the ministerial priesthood, grounded in apostolic succession” for its valid celebration.
 

The “ministerial” (ordained) priesthood is conferred through Holy Orders which is the sacrament “through which the mission entrusted by Christ to his apostles continues to be exercised in the Church until the end of time.”
 

In speaking of the ministerial priesthood, Vatican II stated that through the anointing of the Holy Spirit in the sacrament of Holy Orders, priests “are signed with a special character and so are configured to Christ the priest in such a way that they are able to act in the person of Christ the head [in persona Christi Capitis].”
 This means that it is through the ministerial priesthood that “the presence of Christ as head of the Church is made visible in the midst of the community.”
 

In teaching that the ministerial priesthood was instituted by Christ, the Council of Trent said: 

“If anyone says that by the words ‘Do this in remembrance of me’ (Lk 22:19; 1 Cor 11: 24) Christ did not establish the apostles as priests or that He did not order (ordinasse) that they and other priests should offer His body and blood, let him be anathema.”
 

Trent added that in the Catholic Church is “bound to profess” that in the New Covenant it has received “a new, visible and external priesthood” that was “instituted” by Jesus Christ through which “power was given to the apostles and their successors in the priesthood to consecrate, offer and administer his body and blood, as also to remit or reatin sins.”
 Hence, the Council of Trent went on to  condemn the proposition that in the New Testament there is no visible priesthood possessing the power to consecrate the Eucharist and forgive sins. It said: 

“If anyone should say that in the New Testament there is no visible and external priesthood, or that power is not given to consecrate and offer up the true body and blood of the Lord and to forgive sins, but only the duty and mere function of preaching the Gospel...let him be anathema.”
 

In the early Church, as it is presented in the New Testament, a stage was eventually reached in its expansion when new leaders were needed to succeed the apostles. The Apostles knew that it was “Christ’s will that they provide for successors, who as their heirs and representatives, would continue their mission.”
 In reference to this, Pope St. Clement of Rome wrote: 

“Our Apostles knew through our Lord Jesus Christ that there would be strife for the office of Bishop. For this reason, therefore, having received perfect knowledge, they appointed those who have already been mentioned, and afterwards added the further provision that, if they should die, other approved men should succeed to their ministry.”
 

Speaking of how the Apostles appointed bishops as their successors, the Second Vatican Council said: 

“In order that the full and living Gospel might always be preserved in the Church, the apostles left bishops, as their successors. They gave them their own teaching authority.”
 

The same truth is reaffirmed elsewhere in the Council documents where it says: 

 “Jesus Christ, the eternal pastor, set up the holy Church by entrusting the apostles with their mission...He willed that their successors, the bishops namely, should be the shepherds in his Church until the end of the world.”
 

Further to this, Lumen Gentium added: 

“That divine mission, which was committed by Christ to the Apostles, is destined to last until the end of the world (cf. Mt 28:20)...For that very reason the apostles were careful to appoint successors in this hierarchically constituted society.”
 

The Apostles, adds Lumen Gentium, “consigned, by will and testament, as it were, to their immediate collaborators the duty of confirming and finishing the work begun by themselves” and to these men they gave “the order that, when they should have died, other approved men should take up their ministry.”
 

Finally, on the question of apostolic succession, Lumen Gentium stated: 

“Amongst the various offices which have been exercised in the Church from the earliest times the chief place, according to the witness of tradition, is held by the function of those who, through their appointment to the dignity and responsibility of bishop, and in virtue consequently of the unbroken succession, going back to the beginning, are regarded as the transmitters of the apostolic line.”

Mary and the Eucharist

In speaking of the Blessed Virgin Mary, the Vatican II said: “Having entered deeply into the history of salvation, Mary, in a way, unites in her person and re-echoes the most important doctrines of the faith: and when she is the subject of preaching and worship she prompts the faithful to come to her Son, to his sacrifice and to the love of the Father.”
 

Speaking of the term Theotokos, which the Council of Ephesus adopted to refer to Mary as the Mother of God, Pope John Paul II said: 

“At the moment of the Annunciation, by responding with her ‘fiat’, Mary conceived a man who was the Son of God, of one substance with the Father. Therefore she is truly the Mother of God, because motherhood concerns the whole person, not just the body, nor even just human ‘nature’. In this way the name ‘Theotokos’ – Mother of God – became the name proper to the union with God granted to the Virgin Mary.”

Speaking of the devotion with which the Church from the earliest times has honoured Mary, Vatican II said: “From the most ancient times the Blessed Virgin has been honoured with the title ‘Mother of God,’ to whose protection the faithful fly in all their dangers and needs…This very special devotion…differs essentially from the adoration which is given to the incarnate Word and equally to the Father and the Holy Spirit, and greatly fosters this adoration.”
 

In EDE, Pope John Paul II says that “if we wish to rediscover in all its richness the profound relationship between the Church and the Eucharist, we cannot neglect Mary, Mother and model of the Church.”
 He points to the Blessed Virgin Mary as our teacher “in contemplating Christ’s face” noting how he has included the institution of the Eucharist as one of the Mysteries of Light in the Rosary.
 Referring to Mary “as a woman of the Eucharist in her whole life,” the Holy Father said that the Church looks to Mary as a model and is called o imitate her in her relationship with this most holy mystery.”
 In turning to Mary as we seek to contemplate with her the face of Christ, let us first listen to her as she invites us to obey him without reservation: “Do whatever he tells you” (Jn 2:5).

Pope John Paul II speaks “of the profound analogy between the Fiat which Mary said in reply to the angel, and the Amen which every believer says when receiving the body of the Lord.” He says that while “Mary was asked to believe that the One whom she conceived ‘through the Holy Spirit’ was ‘the Son of God’ (Lk 1:30-35), we our turn must say Amen to the Eucharistic mystery whereby “we believe that the same Jesus Christ, Son of God and Son of Mary, becomes present in his full humanity and divinity under the signs of bread and wine.”
 

Finally, we must try to imitate Mary who, throughout her life, “made her own the sacrificial dimension of the Eucharist” and not least through her willingness to accompany her Son to Calvary.
 At the same time, let us imitate Mary also in her singing of the praises of God who, in Christ, has kept the “promises once made to fathers” (cf. Lk 1:55) – who even “surpasses them all, the redemptive incarnation.”
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