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Oil & Wine  The Solemnity of the Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ


14 June 2009
• Ex 24:3-8  • Ps 116 (115):12-13, 15-18  • Heb 9:11-15  • Mark 14:12-16, 22-26

The Lectionary readings for this solemnity illustrate later theological developments of aspects of the Eucharist rather than correspond to biblical events. We acknowledge our close relationship with Christ: that we are the people for whom he emptied himself fully into our humanity, taking on the reality and the limitations of our body and blood, but the positioning of this solemnity on the second Sunday after the Easter Season, reminds us that it is the risen Christ that offers himself to us as the sacramental gift of the Eucharist, the Christ who is now available to us without the human limitations of time or place. 

Blood, along with breath, has always been one of the fundamental signs of life, and modern medicine has highlighted its significance with blood tests and blood transfusions that are so much a part of diagnosis and treatment. The close, and often surprising, relationships on which we comment with sayings such as “blood is thicker than water,” point to experiences of loyalty which seem to surface and flow between those whose share some family bonds.
The loyalty that is symbolized by blood is central to the first reading from the Book of Exodus that describes the ratification of the covenant between God and the Hebrew people. In the previous chapters, Moses has proclaimed to the people the commands of God, not for the sake of slavish obedience but because these are what will make them a people who respond with covenant love and justice to God and to one another. Listening is the people’s first obedience; then the ordinances are recorded in a “book of the covenant” as a future ethical reference for the people and a source for liturgical celebration. As in all liturgy, the people do not come together just to recall an event in the past, but to help them to live hopefully towards the future. On an altar built of twelve stone, symbolising the twelve tribes of Israel, twelve young Israelites who were not priests or Levites but ‘laity’ standing on the threshold of significant commitment to their own futures (perhaps marriage or military service) are chosen to immolate bullocks and offer burnt sacrifice. Moses then took half of the blood, the sacred sign of life, and sprinkled it on the altar, the firm standing symbol of God, the author of life who initiates the covenant with the people. With the second reading from the Book of the Covenant, Moses gives the people another opportunity to decide whether or not they are willing to enter into such a mutual commitment with their God. When the people affirm their obedience, Moses seals the covenant by sprinkling them with the remainder of the sacrificial blood. Blood is what makes life possible, and a new covenantal and communal  existence enters into the world. Israel now has a solidarity, a destiny and an identity that it could not choose for itself but only receive from God. Not forensically but sacramentally, God is pledged to Israel and they to God.

We respond to the reading with verses from Ps 116 (115), a psalm that is part of the Jewish Passover meal and acknowledges the present reality of  God’s deliverance in the exodus. It is also the responsorial psalm for Holy Thursday. Through the death and resurrection of Jesus, Passover was transformed into Eucharist, and the psalm becomes the voice of Jesus and our assembly. “How can I repay the Lord for his goodness to me?” is the abiding question that we need to ask ourselves on this solemnity. It is a goodness in Christ that was unimaginable for the psalmist. And what is our repayment for this goodness? Having drunk from the one cup, are we ready to sacrifice ourselves for one another as Jesus did? Are we ready for the crushing that makes many grapes flow into wine? 

Gathered around our parish altar this morning, we too listen to the word, participate in a sacrificial meal which is the radically new covenant sealed in Christ’s Body and Blood, the whole real and personal presence of the risen Christ to us. Just as Moses and the people of Israel made detailed preparation for the covenant ceremony, so in today’s gospel Jesus gives his disciples instructions about the preparation for the Passover meal, the memorial of the great Jewish feast of freedom. This will be a very different entry into Jerusalem from Jesus’ earlier and humbly triumphant entry into the Holy City on Palm Sunday. This will be a quiet, assured meal, a last supper in the face of death. Jesus will take bread and wine and give it to his disciples, telling them that this is the gift of his body and blood. Timothy Radcliffe reflects that:

This is a sign of a gift totally given and completely received. To be a body is to receive one’s existence from one’s parents and their parents before them, and ultimately from God. Our bodies have grown in the wombs of our mothers. Our bodies are given to us, so we learn how to give them to another with reverence, vulnerability, and without reserve.

This is why, he continues, it is utterly repugnant that the poor should be exploited: driven to sell their body parts or pregnant women seduced into ‘baby factories’ to produce saleable commodities. 
In Mark’s gospel, immediately before today’s portion, the betrayal of Judas is described. We read that on Passion Sunday. But it is good to remember again on this solemnity that Jesus’ body has already been sold for a paltry sum of money, and on that night Jesus transforms betrayal unto death into the gift of life for the vulnerable community at table with him. For Jesus to give himself to us as food is for us to receive it utterly. Food is the archetypal gift because it becomes part of our bodies. We are what we eat, from the moment that we begin to absorb nourishment from our mothers’ bodies.  Jesus’ powerlessness disarms power so that table companions will be able to endure what he endures: denial, cowardice, desertion. And one day, Jesus assures them, they will celebrate true freedom on the other side of death. This is their last meal together only until the banquet of the kingdom when new wine will flow again and God will brush aside the cobwebs of death and wipe away the tears from all our eyes (cf. Is 25:6-8; 65:17-25). In a story that rushes towards death, this is the extraordinary table promise of life.
Our celebration of today’s solemnity has changed over recent decades. Some people may still nostalgically remember the Corpus Christi processions, the flower strewers, Benediction, large crowds. The prophetic archbishop of Recife, Brazil, Dom Helder Camara (1909-1999), commented in the wake of Vatican II that it was becoming clear to us that the eucharistic Christ cannot accept an excess of glorification while we oppress his other real presence: his life in our sisters and brothers, and especially in the poor. He told the story of a delegation of parishioners that came to him in great distress because a thief had broken into their church, smashed open the tabernacle, stolen the ciborium, and threw the consecrated hosts down into the mud! “Do you hear, Dom Helder! The living Christ thrown down into the mud! We have rescued the hosts and carried them in procession back to the church, but now we must have a great ceremony of atonement.” “Very well, said Dom Camara, “we will organize a eucharistic procession and invite the whole diocese. And it really will be an act of atonement.”
On the day when everyone was assembled, Dom Camara addressed them. “Lord, in the name of my brother the thief, I ask your pardon. He didn’t know what he was doing. We are deeply shocked by what he did, that he threw the eucharistic Christ into the mud. But, my people, how blind we are! All around us, Christ lives in the mud all the time! We must open our eyes to the real presence of Jesus in the poor, the oppressed and the suffering. Our communion with the sacramental Body and Blood of Christ will enable us to do this. If it does not, are we really saying ‘Amen’ to him?” As a later affirmation of this, at the national eucharistic congress held in Brazil in 1975 and at one of its most solemn moments, an unemployed worker, an abandoned wife with her children, and a prostitute spoke the Congress. They were broken people; they were the dregs of society; and they were the body and blood of Christ.
The way we treat people is probably very much like the way we treat our mothering earth. The relationship of Eucharist to the integrity of creation and ecology is another eucharistic vision that could also inform our prayer and reflection today. At every Eucharist we proclaim that we bring to the altar the fruits of the earth and the work of human hands. In the bread and wine, in our humanity, creation is lifted up to God in praise and thanksgiving, and the Spirit called upon them to transform these gifts into the Body of Christ, the new creation. This lifting up of creation to which we are bound in the Spirit is not to be confined only to the liturgical moment, although here the sacramental strength is given to us for what Denis Edwards describes: 

Christian eucharistic practice, when understood and lived in all its depth, is capable of sustaining an ongoing conversion to a personal and loving stance before the rest of creation. It does not provide answers to the practical questions that confront us, but does offer a motivation and a genuinely ecological ethos.

The emphasis in the reading from the Letter to the Hebrews is on the “how much more” effective was the sacrifice of Christ than that of the Jewish Day of Atonement, even though it does not deny the spiritual significance of that most solemn day’s liturgy. The high priest first offered a bull in sacrifice and then on this day, and this day only, entered alone into the Holy of Holies, “but not without blood” (Heb 9:7) of the sacrificed bull (Hen 9:7). He sprinkled the blood on the mercy seat in atonement for his and his family’s sins. After this the high priest sacrificed a goat and sprinkled its blood on the people to create a ritual bond of blood between them and their God. Unlike the yearly ritual in the Temple, Christ’s death on the cross, his resurrection, ascension and entrance into the most holy sanctuary of God’s presence, are once-only events, never to be repeated and eternally efficacious. “Through the eternal Spirit,” Christ accomplishes for us the purification of our inner selves, our consciences, and makes us worthy to gather as we do in this assembly as a new covenanted people.
We may be surprised or even mildly scandalised at the omission of any direct discussion of the sacramental life in Benedict’s Rule, but in the chapter dealing with “The Weekly Reader” (RB 38 there is reference to the reader beginning his week’s service on Sunday, “after Mass and Communion” (RB 38.2). We can assume, therefore, that the Eucharist was celebrated in the monastic oratory at least on Sundays. Benedict makes a connection between Communion and the word of God, even in the mouth of the reader, for both are the presence of Christ that is to be reverently proclaimed as well as possible. The reader asks a blessing on his service of the word and table, not the refectory but in the oratory, to again emphasise the links between life and liturgy. Benedict’s reverence for the shared meal might stir our consciences to reflect on the cultural inroads that have been made into family meal gatherings, and what has been lost in the quality of our relationships because of this…?
  The reader also asks the community to pray for his humility, since in that day and age this service presumed literacy and intelligence that must be gratefully recognised as gifts of God to be used for the community, and not to enhance the reader’s personal reputation.
Even though the Eucharist may not have been celebrated regularly, the communion of love for one another (cf. RB 72) was an essential aspect of Benedictine community life. Without this, no matter how often we celebrate Eucharist, how often we receive sacramental communion, it remains a hollow ritual. Paul says it strongly and uncompromisingly: “…all who eat and drink without discerning the body, eat and drink judgement against themselves” (1 Cor 11:29), for with our sisters and brothers we are the body of Christ. Today when we receive communion, let us truly say “Amen” to what we are, and put our words into daily practice. 
