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Meals in the Bible
The Bible is full of stories about meals: 

 ▶ celebratory meals, such as the wedding at Cana 
(Jn. 2)

 ▶ meals of hospitality and friendship (Lk. 10:38-42)

 ▶ miraculous meals feeding thousands (Mk. 6:34-
44), 

 ▶ simple meals after a long night of work (Jn. 21) 

 ▶ meals when humans unknowingly entertained 
angels (Gen 18)

 ▶ meals when sinners were forgiven and their lives 
were forever changed (Lk. 19:1-10)

 ▶ meals when God “passed over” households and 
saved people from death (Ex 12) 

Jesus was known for his frequent banqueting—
with rich and poor, with educated and powerful Jew-
ish leaders, and with illiterate sinners alike. It was in 
the context of meals that he formed deep friendships, 
saw into the hearts and minds of those he was dining 
with, and offered his compassion, healing, and for-
giveness (Lk. 7:36-50). In fact, Jesus spent so much 
time eating and drinking with friends and outcasts, 
that he was once accused of being “a glutton and a 
drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners” (Lk. 
7:34)! 

It seems natural, then, that Jesus would use the occa-
sion of his last meal with his friends before he died (the 
Last Supper) to leave a supreme gift. During the meal, 
Jesus took bread, broke it, and passed it to his disciples 
saying, “This is my body, which is given for you. Do 
this in remembrance of me.” Since then, Christians 
have shared a meal together while remembering what 
he taught, how he lived his life, and how he was killed 
because the world would not accept his truth. 

A Meal and a Sacrifice
In the early church, those gathered shared a full meal 
together while sharing stories and the teachings of 
Jesus. Gradually, the meal became the sacrament we 
know of as the Eucharist (“thanksgiving”), celebrated 
in the context of Mass. 

The Eucharist is one way in which Jesus continues to 
come to us now and enters into our physical bodies. 
The Eucharist, also called "Communion" is spiritual 
food for our journey, a journey that no doubt in-
cludes a lot of ups and downs over the course of our 
lives. It is a way in which Jesus still nourishes us and 
draws close to us. The saying "you are what you eat" is 
especially relevant here. We consume the Eucharist to 
become more like Christ.

Besides being a meal, the Eucharist is a memorial of 
Jesus’ sacrifice. Jesus didn’t die on the cross to ap-
pease an angry God. He died because he spoke truth 
to power and refused to be silent about the social and 
economic injustices of his day. In celebrating the Eu-
charist, we are remembering and “re-presenting” his 
choice to die out of self-giving love for humanity. Je-
sus gave his life as a free gift for our salvation.

However, the Mass is not just a commemoration 
of an event that occurred in the past. In a mystical 
and very real way, every time we celebrate Mass, Jesus’ 
“sacrifice is made present ever anew” (Saint John Paul 
II).

Sacrament of the Eucharist



The Real Presence
As Catholics, we believe in “transubstantiation.” It is 
a technical, theological term meaning “change of sub-
stance.” In other words, at the deepest level of sub-
stance, the bread and wine are really changed into 
the body and blood of Jesus at the time of consecra-
tion when the priest says, “Take this, all of you and eat 
of it: for this is my body, which will be given up for 
you.” Yet the outward appearance remains the same. 
How this happens is a mystery that requires faith to 
accept. On this point, Catholics take literally Jesus’ 
words, “This is my body, given up for you. This is my 
blood.” 

Much ink has been spilled over the centuries by 
Christians arguing about the theological details of this 
mystery. Some Christians celebrate communion as a 
symbolic reminder of Jesus’ Last Supper. Others be-
lieve that his body and blood become present while 
the substance of bread and wine remain present too 
(“consubstantiation”). Still others believe in a real 
“spiritual presence” when eaten by those who believe 
in it. 

Sadly, the differences in belief have caused great divi-
sions. The antidote might be to use the strength that 
the Eucharist gives us—no matter how we conceive 
of it—to live with the sense of compassion, mercy, 
and love that Jesus did, even for those who disagree 
with us. Whatever one believes about Eucharist, Je-
sus wanted his followers to receive it as a reminder of 
his life given for them. Working toward unity honors 
that sacrifice.

What Does This All Mean, Practically?
There are natural rhythms to life: sleeping and wak-
ing, growth and decline, filling and emptying, dying 
and rising. Jesus experienced these rhythms, and in 
the Eucharist we continue them. 

Communion nourishes us to go out and be bread for 
the world. We empty ourselves caring for our children, 
our aging parents, or a sick friend or partner, just as 
Jesus emptied himself caring for those around him. 
We are broken by the sorrows and anxieties of this 
life. Then we are invited back to be filled by hearing 
Jesus’ words spoken again and by receiving his body 
and blood so that we can go out and do it again the 
following week. 

Receiving Communion should be the impetus to act 
as Christ in our world today. We shouldn’t just take 
Communion in memory of Jesus, and then the next 
day insult a co-worker behind her back, shame our 
child for wetting the bed, cheat on our spouse, or ig-
nore the homeless person on the street. 

St. Paul wrote that every person is an individual mem-
ber of the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 12). Real reverence 
for the Eucharist, then, includes not just receiving 
the bread and wine with reverence, but treating every 
other member of the Body of Christ with the same 
respect. To believe in the real presence of Christ in the 
Eucharist but then fail to remember his true presence 
in the people around us cheapens the sacrament. 

The author of 1 John sounded a challenge to his read-
ers that should still be a challenge for us today. “Those 
who say, ‘I love God,’ and hate their brothers or sis-
ters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or 
sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom 
they have not seen. The commandment we have from 
him is this: those who love God must love their broth-
ers and sisters also” (1 Jn 4:20-21). May we as Chris-
tians partake in the Eucharist in such a way that it is 
clear to those around us our belief in Jesus’ continuing 
presence with us and in us. 

Dig deeper: CCC: #1322-1419; CCA: Chapter 
17; Our Catholic Life: Book 5, Session 3.
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