Living the Eucharist

I still remember the story Sister Mary Terence told in second grade about St. Tarcisius. He was an acolyte who carried Holy Communion to Christians who were imprisoned because of their faith.  One day, she said, he was attacked by an angry mob and killed. His willingness to risk his life for the Eucharist impressed me deeply then and still does.

While we will probably not be called upon to take such a risk for our belief in the Eucharist, we are called to give up whatever else we may want to do to attend the Eucharistic Liturgy on Sundays.  Unlike people of early Christian times, and in some countries even today, our lives are not endangered by gathering to worship on  Sunday. 

Since Vatican II many changes have taken place in the Eucharistic Liturgy to enable us to become fuller participants with the priest.  Much progress has been made toward this goal in the last forty years. During this Year of  the Eucharist we are called to a deeper love and understanding of the real presence of Jesus in the sacrament. How can we come to this deeper love and understanding? Perhaps saints like Tarcisius and Clare can help us in this.
Clare’s sisters testified at her canonization process that she approached the Eucharist the seven times a year when they were allowed to receive it, with burning tears and in fear and trembling.  There is a story told by Clare’s sisters that describes her faith in the Eucharist even more clearly. The Saracens had climbed the protecting wall of the monastery outside of Assisi and were about to attack it. Clare asked the sisters to bring the pyx containing the Eucharist, which she held before her. The Saracens turned and fled. Clare’s love for the Eucharist was coupled with her deep appreciation for the Incarnation. It was said of her that she lived the Eucharist in her daily life.  It was for her not only a sacrament to be received, but a way of life.  

Clare’s devotion to the Eucharist was such that it also led her to imitate “the Poor Christ”.  In her second letter to Agnes, a woman whom Clare loved and directed in her spiritual journey, she told her: “Gaze upon Christ, consider him, and contemplate him so that you may imitate him.”  I believe that we, too, need to do this kind of gazing, contemplating the fact that Jesus, the Son of God, not only became human, living among us for a time, but He chose to remain with us and share his very life, death, and resurrection with us through the Eucharist.

We can come to that deeper love and understanding of the Eucharist to which we are called, by living it. To do this we must first embrace the mystery of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection through regular reading of Scripture and contemplation.  Only then will we be able imitate Jesus in our daily lives.
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