Homily Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ A John 6:51-58

(Posted on website too as part of homily series on Mass)

Homilies, as you know, are normally based on the scriptures proclaimed at mass, and they try to relate those readings, to life in today's world.  But a homily can also be based on some part of the mass, and that's the kind of homily I've prepared today.  

And I'm going to preach specifically on the eucharistic prayer, for three reasons.  Today we're celebrating the most holy body and blood of Christ, and it's during the eucharistic prayer, that bread and wine become his body and blood.

Secondly, the text of the eucharistic prayer will be changing along with other parts of the mass, beginning the first Sunday of Advent.  I want to address changes in the eucharistic prayer so you can better understand why they’re being made, and I will be preaching on all the major changes in the mass texts between now and that Sunday after Thanksgiving.

Lastly, perhaps more than at other times of the mass, there's a temptation to tune out, during the eucharistic prayer, and just let the priest 'do his thing'.  People are reminded to tune back in about halfway through, to proclaim the mystery of faith, and then again at the end, to sing their 'Amen.'  

But the eucharistic prayer is not a matter of the priest 'doing his thing'.  The priest does do his thing during one part of the prayer:  the consecration of the bread and wine.  But before and after that, he's really lending his voice to pray a prayer, everyone should be offering, with their minds and hearts.  

The eucharistic prayer is perhaps the most solemn part of the mass, and it demands at least as much attentiveness as any other part, and one might argue, it demands even more.  It certainly demands silence – no chatting, no gesturing to each other, no whispering private prayers that distract others around you.

The various eucharistic prayers differ in structure and wording, but they all contain the same basic elements.  And since I'm using eucharistic prayer III today, I'll use its text, to illustrate those commonalities.  

All the prayers begin with the preface dialogue:  I say, "The Lord be with you.  Lift up your hearts.  Let us give thanks to the Lord our God."  And you offer your responses.  Some of which will also be changing with the new translation.

This dialogue should set our tone for the rest of the prayer.  Each of us should adopt the posture of lifting up our hearts, to give God our thanks and praise.  Then, just about every preface begins with an immediate reminder:  "Father we do well always and everywhere to give you thanks, through Jesus Christ our Lord." 

Depending on the Sunday and the season, the preface goes on to name some aspect of salvation history, for which we should be grateful.  Today it happens to be the gift of Jesus in the Eucharist.  We should try to reflect on and appreciate, whatever the preface names, in thanksgiving.

The preface always concludes with a hymn of praise, the Holy, Holy.   Its last lines should remind us of the gospel, where Jesus makes his triumphant entry into Jerusalem, that first Palm Sunday, just days before his crucifixion:  "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.  Hosanna in the highest."

This is altogether appropriate, because within minutes of this acclamation, Jesus will make his entry onto the altar, his one sacrifice on the Cross, made present once again, to be offered once again to the Father, for our salvation.

The text of the eucharistic prayer proper begins by again praising God, "Father you are holy indeed and all creation rightly gives you praise."  Then we hear we intend to praise God by making an offering to him, "so that from east to west, a perfect offering may be made to the glory of your name."

Next comes the epiclesis, which is a technical term for invoking the Holy Spirit upon the bread and wine, "And so Father we bring you these gifts.  We ask you to make them holy by the power of your Spirit, that they may become the body and blood of your Son, our Lord Jesus Christ."

That leads into the institution narrative, the words Jesus spoke to his disciples at the Last Supper, when he instituted the eucharist.  You’re used to hearing:  “This is the cup of my blood, the blood of the new and everlasting covenant.  It will be shed for you and for all so that sins may be forgiven.”

Those last couple of lines are going to change to say this:  “For this is the chalice of my Blood, the Blood of the new and eternal covenant, which will be poured out for you and for many, for the forgiveness of sins.”

Eternal and poured out are nearly synonymous with everlasting and shed respectively, so no big deal there.  Chalice replaces cup because a chalice is a vessel for drinking that is meant to be shared among people, while a cup is a vessel a single person drinks from individually.

The most significant change is from “for you and for all” to “for you and for many.”  The implication is that Christ’s blood is not poured out to forgive the sins of all, but the sins of many, which is some number of people less than everyone.  On the surface, that doesn’t seem a very Christlike idea, does it? 

Well, first of all, the phrase “for many” is more consistent with the gospel accounts of the Last Supper.   Matthew writes, “this is my blood of the covenant, which will be shed on behalf of many for the forgiveness of sins.”  And Mark writes, “This is my blood of the covenant, which will be shed for many.”  

Beyond that, “for many” ends up being more accurate than “for all,” in terms of the forgiveness of sins, because although Christ came to live, suffer, and die for the whole of humanity, not all human beings accepted, or will accept, the salvation he offers.  Not all people will acknowledge their sins before Christ, their need for his mercy, and a desire to be numbered among those he has chosen.

And that has been true since his incarnation – we see it in the gospel today.  The Jews quarreled among themselves saying, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”  Jesus responds very clearly and repetitively on the necessity of eating his flesh and drinking his blood.

A few verses later, John writes, “As a result of this, many of his disciples returned to their former way of life and no longer accompanied him.”  And so unless these folks had a change of heart after that, they freely chose to forfeit the gift of salvation, offered to them in Christ Jesus.

Therefore, we must pray hard for those we know, who no longer accompany Jesus in his holy Catholic Church, who now deprive themselves of his life within them, by no longer feeding on his body and blood … lest they, too, ultimately forfeit the gift of salvation offered to them, in Christ Jesus.

Returning now to the Eucharistic Prayer itself….  Some of us more anal seminarians asked our professors, "Well, at just what point exactly, does the bread and wine become the body and blood of Jesus?"  To their credit, they didn't try to give exact answers.

One can say that the changes begin with the invocation of the Spirit, and end with the words of institution.  So when I genuflect after presenting the consecrated bread, and presenting the consecrated wine respectively, that is a sign of reverence for those gifts, now fully invested with the presence of Christ.

The last line in the institution narrative is "Do this in memory of me."  And so part of our prayer is to recall all that Christ did for us.  We proclaim that mystery of faith, together in song, which describes Christ's death, resurrection and his future coming in glory.

And then I echo that in these words, "Father, calling to mind the death your Son endured for our salvation, his glorious resurrection and ascension into heaven, and ready to greet him when he comes again."  This act of remembering is called the anamnesis, but we do much more than just remember.

Through the power of the Spirit, the mystery of Christ's death is re-presented, and bread and wine become the body, blood, soul and divinity of the risen Christ.  His coming to us in communion, can be seen as a veiled coming again in glory.

At this point, the prayer again says we're offering all this to the Father: "we offer you in thanksgiving this holy and living sacrifice."   And the Church's intention is that we not only offer Jesus as victim, but also ourselves, surrendering through Christ, to a more complete union with the Father, and each other.

Until the end, the balance of the prayer is a series of intercessions.  The first involves another epiclesis, a calling of the Holy Spirit, this time upon all of us, to strengthen our unity in faith, and as Church. 

"Grant that we may be filled with his Holy Spirit and become one body, one Spirit in Christ."  If we're all silently praying through this prayer wholeheartedly, then we're already showing and strengthening our unity, and the Spirit will help us perfect that.

But we should also think of those with whom we're at odds, and pray for reconciliation with them.  In these ways we better express the communion we're supposed to have among us, when we come up to receive the eucharist.

The rest of the intercessions are for us, for the world, for the Church, for our personal intentions, for the faithful departed, and for our salvation. We should try to think of specific people, or needs at these moments, to make the intercessions more meaningful.

The final doxology praises God, by lifting up the most holy body and blood of Christ, and proclaiming that it is with, through, and in Christ, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, that all glory and honor belong to the Father, forever.  

All of you then conclude the prayer with your assent, when you sing your 'Amen'.  And that Amen will only be as genuine as it should be, if you've been prayerfully engrossed, in all that has gone before it.

And so I invite you to come forth to express the fullness of your Catholic faith, to receive the body of Christ as the bread of life - food for your soul; and the blood of Christ as the renewal of your covenant with God, and the forgiveness of the minor sins, that afflict us all.

Then, having been nourished, refreshed, and made whole at the Lord's table, you will be most well prepared, to carry out the mission for which you are sent, each and every Sunday … to love and serve the Lord.

May the heart of Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament of his most holy body and blood, be praised, adored, and loved with grateful affection, at every moment throughout the world, even to the end of time.
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