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The Eucharist Is Not a Symbol – It Is the Body and Blood of Christ 

 There’s a story, from many decades ago, that a man told of how he discovered and then 

came to receive the Body and Blood of Christ for the first time.  When he was a young man, he 

was enjoying life—or so he thought.  He was often out late partying with his friends.  Sometimes 

he would be out so late that he’d be returning home in the early morning, while his neighbor 

across the street would be just heading out of her home to start the new day. 

 She was an older lady who, every day at 5:00 in the morning, would walk up the steep 

hill in their neighborhood to go to morning Mass at the church, before catching the bus to work.  

When they saw her, he and his friends would laugh at her, thinking they were the ones having a 

good time and enjoying life, while she was waking up early and trudging up the hill to church. 

 One night it was very cold and icy.  As he arrived back at his home, he joked to his 

friends, “Well, one thing’s for sure.  That old lady across the street won’t be heading up that 

steep hill to church this morning.”  Just as he said this, he looked out the window and could not 

believe what he saw.  There, on her hands and knees, was that lady, crawling up the hill in the 

grass next to the icy sidewalk, making her way to Mass.  As soon as he saw this, he stopped 

laughing.  Instead of going to bed, he made a pot of coffee and sat in the kitchen thinking things 

over… 

 A couple hours later, he stood up, walked out of his house, and up the hill to the church.  

He knocked on the priest’s door, and when the priest answered, he asked him:  “Father, I gotta 

know.  What do you have, there in that church, that would cause an old lady to get on her hands 

and knees and crawl up that icy hill to be there this morning?” 
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 The priest’s answer to that question was the beginning of a new life for that man.  It was 

the moment in which he discovered the Eucharist, was inspired to learn more about it, and 

eventually became Catholic, so that he, too, could receive the Body and Blood of Christ. 

+++ 

 That man’s question is the same question that could be asked this morning here at Mary, 

Queen of Peace:  “What do we have, here in this church, that would cause you to be here today 

(whether in person or joining via livestream)?”: 

…that would cause you to make time in your busy schedule each week? 

…to set aside all your other plans? 

…to miss watching a game on TV? 

…to press pause on the video games? 

…to miss being out enjoying the beautiful summer(-ish) weather? 

…to get yourself out of bed early? 

…to wrestle with the kids to get them ready to go? 

If each of us were to answer that question, we’d hear a variety of answers for what causes each 

of us to be here today… 

 But behind all these different answers there lies really only one answer.  What do we 

have, here in this church, that would cause us all to be here today?  The only real answer is:  the 

Eucharist—the Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ. 

+++ 

 Since the 13th century the Church has celebrated this annual Solemnity of the Most Holy 

Body and Blood of Christ (also known as Corpus Christi), in order to strengthen our faith in the 

Eucharist.  To increase our awareness that the Eucharist—the Body and Blood of Christ—is that 

which gathers us together, every Sunday and every day of the week when we come to church to 

celebrate Mass.1 

 This annual solemnity is a help to us because, as human beings, we tend to get distracted 

or forget things, don’t we?  Life gets busy, or it gets hard.  Sometimes we get overwhelmed by 
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busyness, difficulties, pain or suffering, strained relationships—and we forget that we can and 

we need to turn to God for His help.  And, sometimes, the opposite occurs:  life is going so well 

that we think we’ve got everything covered—we forget that we depend on God for everything 

we have been given.2  Either way, it’s easy to forget all the ways that God is always guiding and 

loving us.  All the ways that God is always with us—in good times and in not-so-good times.3  

God is always with us, but, is the reverse true?  Are we always with God? 

+++ 

 You might recall a survey from 2019 that was summarized with the following headline:  

“Just one-third of U.S. Catholics agree with their church that Eucharist is body, blood of 

Christ.”4  More respondents—about two-thirds—said that they believed that the bread and wine 

consecrated at Mass are not the “actual” Body and Blood of Christ, but, rather, are “symbols” of 

the Body and Blood of Christ. 

 The results of this particular survey were troubling and alarming, and many in Church 

media were commenting on it.  However, another survey conducted by a different research group 

found that 72% “strongly agreed” and another 19% “agreed”—that’s 91% in total—that “the 

Eucharist really is the body and blood of Jesus Christ.”5  The results of that survey were certainly 

more comforting and reassuring, but they didn’t get as much attention. 

 So, what’s going on here?  One thing to consider is that the results of surveys depend on 

many factors:  how the questions are worded; how the questions are asked; how many people are 

included in the survey; who are the people responding to the survey.  It seems likely that these 

factors played a part in the wildly different results between these two surveys. 

 However, another factor to consider is that the Eucharist is a mystery.6  The depths of this 

mystery go beyond our human understanding.  This doesn’t mean we cannot understand much 
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about the Eucharist—or that we cannot understand what’s essential about the Eucharist.  We 

certainly can.   Over the centuries, theologians—aided by the Holy Spirit—have plunged into 

these depths, and have given us words and phrases to help us begin to understand the Eucharist.  

Phrases such as: 

 “The…bread and wine become…the Body and Blood of Christ…”7 

 “Christ is…really and mysteriously…present” in the Eucharist.8 

 “‘Christ Jesus…’ is present in many ways to [us]…  But ‘he is present…most especially 

in the [Eucharist]…’”9 

 “In the…Eucharist ‘the body and blood…soul and divinity, of our Lord Jesus Christ…is 

truly, really, and substantially contained.’”10 

 Other words you may have heard:  consecrated, transformed, or transubstantiation—at 

the consecration, the substance of bread and wine are transformed into the Body and 

Blood of Christ. 

All these words are not simply academic phrases made up by theologians.  They help us become 

more aware of and believe more strongly in what the Eucharist is.  Furthermore, they are based 

on and consistent with the words of Jesus Christ.  For, as we heard in today’s Gospel, Jesus: 

“…took bread, said the blessing, 

broke it, gave it to them, and said, 

‘Take it; this is my body.’ 

Then he took a cup, gave thanks, and gave it to them… 

He said to them, 

‘This is my blood…’”11 

And, every time that we gather for Mass, we follow Jesus’ instructions for us to continue making 

His Body and Blood present.12  This happens through the words of consecration pronounced by 

the priest—but it’s not done by the power of the priest.  A human being does not have such 

power.  Rather, the priest simply lends his voice to Jesus, so that Christ’s words, power, and 

grace are able to once again change the bread and wine into His Body and Blood.13 

 But, as humans, we can be curious, and we often desire to understand more completely 

and thoroughly.  So, questions can arise, such as, Exactly how do bread and wine become the 
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Body and Blood of Jesus?  It doesn’t make sense, because our senses still see and taste bread and 

wine when we receive the Eucharist.  St. Ambrose said: 

“The power of the blessing prevails over that of nature, because by the blessing 

nature itself is changed…”  Since God’s Word made all that exists from nothing, 

it is no less a feat for God’s Word to change what something is.14 

Even if we don’t understand how it happens, it is not unreasonable for us to have faith that God, 

who made all things out of nothing, can also transform things into what they were not before. 

 So, just in case any of you are ever asked in a survey about the Eucharist, I want to make 

sure that, as your priest, I have conveyed to you what the Eucharist is and what it is not.  The 

Eucharist is not a symbol of the Body and Blood of Christ.  Yes, a symbol does have meaning, 

but its significance is limited in that it merely stands for or represents something else—it is not 

the real presence of that thing.  Rather than merely a symbol, the Eucharist is the Body and 

Blood of Christ.  It may look and taste like bread and wine, but it is the Real Presence of the 

Body and Blood of Christ. 

+++ 

 In addition to how, another important aspect of the Eucharist for us to contemplate is 

why.  Why does Jesus become present to us in the Eucharist?  The answer is contained in His 

name.  First, one of His other names:  Emmanuel means “God is with us”.15  And then, Jesus 

means “God saves”.16  Jesus is present to us in the Eucharist because God wants to be with us 

and He wants to save us. 

 We know from the Book of Exodus that God was with His people, He wanted to save 

them from slavery to sin, and He was leading them to freedom in the Promised Land.  Our First 

Reading describes that the people could only experience this through an external covenant—one 

that was ratified through an external sprinkling of the blood of an animal, and lived out through 

the external observance of the laws.17  The people twice said that they would do everything that 
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the Lord told them, but, as we continue to read through the Old Testament, we see that God 

remained faithful to the covenant, but we humans did not.18 

 So, God had an idea to make a new covenant with the people.19  One that was made—not 

with animal blood, but with God’s own blood.20  One that was not external, but that was internal.  

One that was not limited to a certain time and place, and a certain people.  But, one that was 

everlasting, for every time, every place, and all people. 

 The Eucharist is not and cannot merely be a symbol.  If I may say, it would make no 

sense and have no purpose if it were merely a symbol.21  The Eucharist is God Himself coming 

into our bodies and souls in a real way.  Not just cleansing us on the outside, but cleansing our 

consciences and transforming our hearts.22 

 When we receive the Body and Blood of Christ, it does not merely become part of us.  

Rather, when we receive the Eucharist, we are conformed to Christ.23  We remain in Him; He 

remains in us; and we have eternal life because of the everlasting covenant He made with us and 

the redemption He won for us through His Sacrifice on the Cross.24 

+++ 

 God is constantly telling us and showing us that He desires to be with us and to save us.  

When we receive the Eucharist—when we set aside time in our schedule and make the effort to 

be here—we are in a concrete and real way saying back to God:  “Yes, Lord, I desire to be with 

You.  I need You in my life in a real way.  And I thank You for saving me!” 

1 Francis Mershman, “Feast of Corpus Christi” in The Catholic Encyclopedia (1908); 

Urban IV, Transiturus, Papal Bull (1264): “We should celebrate continuously the memory of this memorial, because 

the more frequently his gift and favor are looked upon, so much the more firmly are they kept in memory. Therefore, 

although this memorial Sacrament is frequented in the daily solemnities of the Mass, we nevertheless think suitable 

and worthy that, at least once a year–especially to confound the lack of faith and the infamy of heretics–a more 

solemn and honorable memory of this Sacrament be held.” 
2 See Proverbs 30:7-9: 

“Two things I ask of you, 

do not deny them to me before I die: 

                                                           



Green 7  6 June 2021 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Put falsehood and lying far from me, 

give me neither poverty nor riches; 

provide me only with the food I need; 

Lest, being full, I deny you, 

saying, ‘Who is the LORD?’ 

Or, being in want, I steal, 

and profane the name of my God.” 
3 See Matthew 28:20: “And behold, I am with you always, until the end of the age.” 
4 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/08/05/transubstantiation-eucharist-u-s-catholics/ 
5 https://media.ascensionpress.com/2019/08/16/how-accurate-is-the-pew-survey-on-the-eucharist/ 
6 Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) 774: 

“The Greek word mysterion was translated into Latin by two terms: mysterium and sacramentum. In later usage the 

term sacramentum emphasizes the visible sign of the hidden reality of salvation which was indicated by the term 

mysterium. In this sense, Christ himself is the mystery of salvation: ‘For there is no other mystery of God, except 

Christ.’ The saving work of his holy and sanctifying humanity is the sacrament of salvation, which is revealed and 

active in the Church's sacraments (which the Eastern Churches also call ‘the holy mysteries’). The seven sacraments 

are the signs and instruments by which the Holy Spirit spreads the grace of Christ the head throughout the Church 

which is his Body. The Church, then, both contains and communicates the invisible grace she signifies. It is in this 

analogical sense, that the Church is called a ‘sacrament.’” 
7 CCC 1333; also se CCC 1353 
8 CCC 1357 
9 CCC 1373 
10 CCC 1374 
11 Mark 14:22-24 
12 Luke 22:19; 1 Corinthians 11:24-25 
13 CCC 1375:  St. John Chrysostom 
14 CCC 1375 
15 Matthew 1:23 
16 Matthew 1:21 
17 Exodus 24:8 
18 Exodus 24:3, 7 
19 Hebrews 9:15 
20 Hebrews 9:12 
21 Flanner O’Connor, from a letter written in December 1955: 

“I was once, five or six years ago, taken by some friends to have dinner with Mary McCarthy and her husband, Mr. 

Broadwater. (She just wrote that book, A Charmed Life). She departed the Church at the age of 15 and is a Big 

Intellectual. We went at eight and at one, I hadn’t opened my mouth once, there being nothing for me in such 

company to say. The people who took me were Robert Lowell and his now wife, Elizabeth Hardwick. Having me 

there was like having a dog present who had been trained to say a few words but overcome with inadequacy had 

forgotten them. 

Well, toward morning the conversation turned on the Eucharist, which I, being the Catholic, was obviously 

supposed to defend. Mrs. Broadwater said when she was a child and received the Host, she thought of it as the Holy 

Ghost, He being the ‘most portable’ person of the Trinity; now she thought of it as a symbol and implied that it was 

a pretty good one. I then said, in a very shaky voice, ‘Well, if it’s a symbol, to hell with it.’ That was all the defense 

I was capable of but I realize now that this is all I will ever be able to say about it, outside of a story, except that it is 

the center of existence for me; all the rest of life is expendable.” 
22 Hebrews 9:14 
23 CCC 1392 

Urban IV: “Eating wounded us, and eating healed us. Thus the Saviour says, My Flesh is real food. This bread is 

taken but truly not consumed, because it is not transformed into the eater. Rather, if it is worthily received, the 

recipient is conformed to it.” 
24 CCC 1391-1393 


