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We owe today’s feast of Corpus Christi largely to the devotion of a 13th-century French Augustinian nun, Juliana of Liège.  From her early childhood, she had deep devotion to the Eucharist and dreamed of a special feast solely in its honor.  She allegedly had visions of Christ over a 20-year period, during which he repeatedly urged her to plead for the institution of a feast of the Body and Blood of the Christ.  She eventually persuaded the local bishop, Robert de Thorete, who instituted an annual diocesan feast beginning in 1246.  It  wasn’t until 1264, after the deaths of both Juliana and her bishop, that Pope Urban IV made Corpus Christi the first papally sanctioned universal feast in the history of the Roman Rite.  


Until after Vatican II, the feast was celebrated on the Thursday after Trinity Sunday, where it served as a kind of echo of Holy Thursday, when we celebrate the institution of the Eucharist.  Older people may associate this feast with memories of outdoor processions with the Blessed Sacrament.  I experienced that only once, in the summer of 1994, when I was in Bavaria, where the feast was still being observed on the Saturday.  I was amazed at the 8 a.m. Mass in the lone Catholic Church of a tiny hamlet to be treated to a full Schubert Mass with four-part choir and chamber orchestra, entirely made up of parishioners.  


More unique was the lengthy procession around the town, with the priest (in cope and humeral veil) carrying the monstrance.  Throughout, we sang Eucharistic hymns to the accompaniment of an oom-pah band – again, local villagers dressed in lederhosen and Bavarian folk dress.  We stopped three times at outdoor altars for Benediction; and I can assure you that I was not at all prepared when the local Schuetzenverein – that is, the shooting club – honored the Blessed Sacrament with a 21-gun salute!

Anyway, you get the point – the Holy Eucharist is a big deal, and it is worthy of our close-up focus at least once a year, on today’s feast.  But what is all the fuss about?  As the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy from Vatican II reminded us, the Eucharistic “liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; at the same time it is the font from which all her power flows. For the aim and object of apostolic works is that all who are made sons [and daughters] of God by faith and baptism should come together to praise God in the midst of His Church, to take part in the sacrifice, and to eat the Lord's supper” (par. 10).  

The same section of the document goes on to state: “renewal in the Eucharist of the covenant between the Lord and [humankind] draws the faithful into the compelling love of Christ and sets them on fire. From the liturgy, therefore, and especially from the Eucharist, as from a font, grace is poured forth upon us; and the sanctification of [women and] men in Christ and the glorification of God, to which all other activities of the Church are directed as toward their end, is achieved in the most efficacious possible way” (par. 10).  

So let’s break that down: at Eucharist, we glorify and praise God… we participate in [the Lord’s] sacrifice… we eat the Lord’s Supper… and so, we are sanctified in Christ.  First, we gather together here as Church for the grateful praise of God.  The fact is, at the beginning of the Spiritual Exercises, St. Ignatius Loyola reminds us that thanksgiving and praise are literally what we are made for: “Human beings are created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord, and by this means to save their souls.”  Ignatius further believed that all the other things in God’s varied, rich creation were divine gifts to us, to help us live out our “vocation” to thank, praise and serve God, our Creator and Lord.  Jesuit priest and Victorian poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins, caught this in his sonnet, “Pied Beauty”:



Glory be to God for dappled things –




  For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;




    For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim…




  All things counter, original, spare, strange;




     Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)




        With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim;




     He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:






Praise him.


Thus it is that in the sacramental life of the Church, we take the ordinary stuff of our daily lives – water, oil, light, words, and so on – and recognize them as divine gifts, and signs and instruments of God’s grace at work in our lives.  At Eucharist, in particular, we emulate Melchizidek – and, of course, Jesus – by using ordinary bread and wine to thank and bless God for his goodness, even as we ask him to continue to bless us.  In the bread broken and consumed, and the wine poured out and drunk, we remember and make present the self-offering of Christ to his Father for us.  

At the same time, we also participate in the Lord’s sacrifice – which is another word for Christ’s generous self-giving.  At Eucharist, by sharing in the prayers and gestures, and by offering our lives together with the bread and wine “which earth has given and human hands have made,” we enact and pledge ourselves to follow the Father and Jesus in selfless service, in caring for others and for the earth, in finding ourselves by losing ourselves.  We commit to letting go of our fears, our pettiness, our competition and consumption; instead, as Paul reminds us, “as often as we eat this bread and drink this cup, we proclaim the [life-giving death] of the Lord until he comes” again in glory.  


What Jesus accomplished at Calvary, by being both sacrifice and victim, was to put an end to blood sacrifice and burnt offerings.  Having willingly offered up his own body to the ugliness of human hatred and violence, and having freely shed his own blood, Jesus showed us the power of unconditional, self-emptying love.  And in raising him up, his Father showed that such unreserved self-giving will be vindicated.  And so, at the Eucharist, as we receive the Body and Blood of the crucified and risen One, we imagine and look forward to a world where all people will have learned to sow love rather than hatred, pardon rather than injury, faith instead of  doubt, hope instead of despair, light in place of darkness, and joy in place of sadness.  It is at Eucharist that we begin to practice and believe and trust that “it is in giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, and it is in dying that we are born to Eternal Life.”

Finally, as we participate “fully, consciously, and actively” at the Eucharist, we receive abundant grace to grow in holiness.  Although we remain yet in time, we enjoy a foretaste of eternity.  Sinners still, we anticipate a life beyond sin and death – which itself is the wages of sin.  Suffering and struggling yet day by day, we look forward to a time beyond time, when the peace and joy of victory will be ours forever.  And for all this, of course, we give great thanks – which is what the word Eucharist actually means.

In the account of the miraculous feeding of the multitude which we heard from the Gospel of Luke, Jesus gave us a prequel to and a commentary on the Eucharist.  We, like the apostles in the story, know well that what we bring to the table is meager and inadequate.  There are days when we feel that we are being asked the impossible.  Trying to call ourselves and our fellow human beings to openness rather than judgment, and to patience and forgiveness rather than hatred and revenge, can feel as hopeless as trying to feed a starving world with five loaves of Wonder Bread and two cans of tuna.  But the feeding miracle tells us that if we rely on Jesus to “bless our mess,” then somehow, all will eat and be satisfied – and there will even be plenty of leftovers to share further.  And we will also learn that when Jesus urges us to give the world something to eat ourselves, he doesn’t mean for us to do that without the power of his grace and abiding presence.

Let me end where I began, at the origin of today’s feast of the Body and Blood of Christ in the 13th century.  At that time, the Church turned to one of its greatest contemporary mystics and theologians – St. Thomas Aquinas – to compose the prayers and hymns for the liturgy of the new feast.  I conclude then with these excerpts from the Lauda, Sion – a poetic, sung meditation which St. Thomas created for today’s celebration, here translated from the original Latin.  


Here beneath these signs are hidden



Priceless things to sense forbidden;




Sign, not things are all we see:



Blood is poured and flesh is broken,



Yet in either wondrous token




Christ entire we know to be.



Whoso of this food partakes,



Does not rend the Lord nor breaks;




Christ is whole to all that taste.


Very bread, good shepherd, tend us,



Jesu, of your love befriend us,




You refresh us, you defend us,




Your eternal goodness send us,



In this land of life to see.



You who all things can and know,



Who on earth such food bestow,




Grant us with your saints though lowest,




Where the heavenly feast thou showest,



Fellow heirs and guests to be.



Amen.  Alleluia.
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