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A  W O R D  A B O U T  T H I S  S E R I E S

This booklet is one of a series of 30 that offer a collo-
quial expression of major elements of the Catechism of the
Catholic Church. Pope John Paul II, under whose authori-
ty the Catechism was first released in 1992,urged such ver-
sions so that each people and each culture can appropri-
ate its content as its own.

The booklets are not a substitute for the Catechism,
but are offered only to make its contents more accessible.
The series is at times poetic, colloquial, playful, and imagi-
native; at all times it strives to be faithful to the Faith.
Following are the titles in our series.

Part I:What Catholics Believe (Theology)

Section 1: Faith
Section 2: God
Section 3: Creation
Section 4: The Human Person
Section 5: Jesus Christ
Section 6: The Holy Spirit
Section 7: The Holy Catholic Church
Section 8: The Forgiveness of Sins
Section 9: The Resurrection of the Body
Section 10: The Life Everlasting

Part II: How Catholics Pray (Worship)

Section 1: Introduction to Catholic Liturgy
Section 2: Introduction to the Sacraments

-iii-



Section 3: Baptism and Confirmation
Section 4: The Eucharist
Section 5: Penance
Section 6: Matrimony
Section 7: Holy Orders and the Anointing of the

Sick
Section 8: Prayer
Section 9: The Lord’s Prayer
Section 10: Mary

Part III: How Catholics Live (Morality)

Section 1: The Essence of Catholic Morality
Section 2: Human Nature as the Basis for

Morality
Section 3: Some Fundamental Principles of

Catholic Morality
Section 4: Virtues and Vices
Section 5: The First Three Commandments:

Duties to God
Section 6: The Fourth Commandment: Family

and Social Morality
Section 7: The Fifth Commandment: Moral

Issues of Life and Death
Section 8: The Sixth and Ninth Commandments:

Sexual Morality
Section 9: The Seventh and Tenth Command-

ments: Economic and Political
Morality

Section 10: The Eighth Commandment:Truth
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P A R T  I I :  C A T H O L I C  W O R S H I P

SECTION 4: THE
EUCHARIST

1. Its importance
The sacraments are the crown of the Catholic Faith,

and the Eucharist is the crown of the sacraments.Why are
the sacraments the crown of the Faith? Because the God
we believe in the Creeds and obey in the Commandments,
we meet and receive in the sacraments. Why is the
Eucharist the greatest of the sacraments? Because “‘ . . .in
the blessed Eucharist is contained the whole spiritual good
of the Church, namely Christ himself . . .’135” (C 1324).

The Catechism says that “the Eucharist is ‘the source
and summit of the Christian life’134” (C 1324). Why?
Because the Eucharist is both the origin and the end of that
supernatural reality which is the point of everything in the
Catholic religion. That reality, called by many different
names, such as “salvation,”“eternal life,”“sanctifying grace,”
“the Kingdom of God,” and “the Christian life,” consists in
participating in the very life of God.

The Eucharist is the origin of that because it does
more than merely symbolize that: it actually gives us that.
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And the Eucharist is the culmination of that, of the
Christian life, of man’s life in relation to God, because it is
the culmination of God’s life in relation to man, at least
while we are on this earth. It is both the greatest thing God
does to man and the greatest thing man does to God.“‘The
Eucharist . . . is the culmination both of God’s action sanc-
tifying the world in Christ and of the worship men offer to
Christ and through him to the Father in the Holy Spirit’136”
(C 1325).

2. Its relation to the creation of the universe
Let us look at the Eucharist in its most fundamental

context.Why did God institute it? To answer this question,
we must begin where the whole Catechism begins, which
is where all reality begins.

“God, infinitely perfect and blessed in himself, in a
plan of sheer goodness, freely created man to make him
share his own blessed life. For this reason . . . God draws
close to man” (C l). Out of the pure and unselfish love that
is his very essence, God created the universe so that we
could exist and enjoy his love forever. To this end, he
revealed himself to the whole world through a “Chosen
People,”established a covenant of love with them, revealed
his law to them, sent them prophets, and, finally, fulfilled
his covenant by sending his eternal Son, who was born,
lived, died, resurrected, and ascended so that we could be
saved from sin and united to God. Jesus Christ the Son of
God continued his presence and work among us by
appointing apostles and establishing the Church, his
“Mystical Body.”God did all this for one reason: for the love-
union with us that is achieved most perfectly in this life in
the Eucharist.
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The universe is a gigantic cathedral. We can under-
stand the point and purpose of the universe by looking at
a cathedral. Every detail in the great medieval cathedrals
was for the Eucharist. They were built first of all for the
Eucharist: to celebrate the Eucharist and to house the
Eucharist. Similarly, the whole Church on earth is the
“House of Bread”(the meaning of “Bethlehem”) that Christ
established for the Eucharist.This is his love’s ultimate aim,
for love’s aim is union, and the Eucharist is the most inti-
mate union between us and Christ that exists in this world.
God created the universe for this purpose, for this love-
union. He made the universe to house the Church, and he
made the Church to house the Eucharist; so it is true to say
that the ultimate reason, in this life, for the creation of the
universe is the Eucharist.

3. Its hiddenness
In the Eucharist God is both truly present and hidden.

Not only in the Eucharist,but in all of life,God both reveals
himself and at the same time conceals himself.Why?

To elicit our free response of faith and trust. Even
human lovers do not prove themselves to each other, or
demand guarantees. He gives just enough light for lovers,
who can find him when they seek him, but not so much as
to compel non-lovers and non-seekers to find him against
their will.The lover respects the beloved’s freedom.

The greatness of the Eucharist is known only to faith,
not to the feelings or the senses or the sciences. Its being
(reality) is far greater than its seeming (appearances).“The
presence of Christ’s true body and blood in this sacrament
cannot be detected by sense, nor understanding, but by
faith alone, which rests upon divine authority” (St.Thomas
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Aquinas, Summa Theologiae III, 75, 1), not on human
experience.

Many “once in a lifetime” experiences in this world
feel more heavenly to us than what happens every Sunday:
our reception of the Eucharist. Many experiences move us
to tears of joy and remain in our memory throughout our
lives: births, deaths, weddings, honeymoons, reunions, sun-
sets, even sports triumphs. In contrast, most of us usually
feel very little when we receive the very Body of God
incarnate, even though this reality is infinitely greater than
anything else in our lives.

This is normal, and God-ordained, for a reason. God
does not give us heavenly feelings when we receive the
Eucharist for the same reason he does not give us heaven-
ly sights. We neither feel nor see Christ as he really is so
that faith, not feelings or seeings, can be exercised, trained,
and emerge triumphant.

The Eucharist doesn’t look like Christ; thus, it tests not
only our sight but also our faith: do we believe God’s word
or our human senses?

“Sight, taste, and touch in Thee are each deceived;
The ear alone most safely is believed:
I believe all the Son of God has spoken:
Than Truth’s own word there is no truer token” (St.
Thomas Aquinas).
Just as the Eucharist doesn’t look like Christ to our

outer senses, it doesn’t feel like Christ to our emotions.
Here again it tests our faith.A faith that does not go beyond
human feelings is not faith at all, just as a faith that does not
go beyond seeing – a faith that says,“seeing is believing” –
is no faith at all.
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Sometimes God sends us special graces that can be
felt when we receive the Eucharist.But he usually does not
– not because he is stingy and unloving but because he
knows exactly what each of us needs, and most of us need
to exercise more faith, not to “hanker after sensible conso-
lations,” as the saints put it. Feelings are like sweets.They
are not our food.Christ himself is our food.Feelings are our
jelly, Christ is our bread.We must learn to continually turn
our faith around and focus not on ourselves and our own
feelings but on Christ, who is faith’s proper object.

4. Its names
“The inexhaustible richness of this sacrament is

expressed in the different names we give it. Each name
evokes certain aspects of it. It is called:

[1] “Eucharist, [thanksgiving] because it is an action
of thanksgiving to God” (C 1328). It is a sacrifice
of praise and thanksgiving for the work of cre-
ation. In the Eucharistic sacrifice the whole
work of creation loved by God is presented to
the Father, all that God has made good,beautiful,
and just in creation and in humanity. In the little
round Host is offered up the entire universe.

[2] “The Lord’s Supper, [1] because of its connec-
tion with the supper which the Lord took with
his disciples on the eve of his Passion [when he
instituted the Eucharist – 1 Cor 11:20] and [b]
because it anticipates the wedding feast of the
Lamb in the heavenly Jerusalem143” (Rv 19:9)....

[3] “The Breaking of Bread, because . . . it is this
expression that the first Christians will use (Acts
2:42) . . ;147 by doing so they signified that all
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who eat the one broken bread, Christ, enter into
communion with him [‘You are what you eat’]
and form but one body in him148” [1 Cor 10:16-
17]

[4] “The Eucharistic assembly (synaxis), because
the Eucharist is celebrated amid the assembly of
the faithful, the visible expression of the
Church.149”

[5] “The memorial of the Lord’s Passion and
Resurrection.”

[6] “The Holy Sacrifice, because it makes present
the one sacrifice of Christ . . . .

[7] “The Holy and Divine Liturgy
[8] “The Sacred Mysteries
[9] “The Most Blessed Sacrament

[10] “Holy Communion
[11] “The bread of angels,
[12] “bread from heaven,
[13] “medicine of immortality,153

[14] “viaticum,
[15] “Holy Mass” (C 1329-32).

5. Its origin
The Eucharist rests on the authority of Christ, who

instituted it (Lk 22:14-20).“Faithful to the Lord’s command
the Church continues to do . . . what he did . . .” (C 1333).
Those who reject what the Church teaches and does,
whether they know it or not, really reject what Christ
teaches and does; for the Church’s creed, cult, and code –
her theology, liturgy,and morality – are all in his name,who
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said to the apostles, “he who hears you, hears me” (Lk
10:16).

The Eucharist has always been controversial and divi-
sive, as was Christ. This is supremely ironic, for the
Eucharist is the sacrament of unity with Christ and,
through him (the “one bread”), with his whole Body the
Church (the “one body”). Yet, like Christ himself, the
Eucharist divided and offended men from the beginning.
“The first announcement of the Eucharist divided the dis-
ciples, just as the announcement of the Passion scandalized
them: ‘This is a hard saying: who can listen to it?’160 [Jn
6:60].The Eucharist and the Cross are stumbling blocks. It
is the same mystery, and it never ceases to be an occasion
of division.‘Will you also go away?’161 [Jn 6:67]: the Lord’s
question echoes through the ages, as a loving invitation to
discover that only he has ‘the words of eternal life’162 [Jn
6:68] and that to receive in faith the gift of his Eucharist
is to receive the Lord himself” (C 1336).

6. Its history
“From the beginning the Church has been faithful to

the Lord’s command. Of the Church of Jerusalem it is writ-
ten:‘They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. . . .’168”
(Acts 2:42; C 1342).

“From that time on down to our own day the celebra-
tion of the Eucharist has been continued, so that today we
encounter it everywhere in the Church with the same fun-
damental structure. It remains the center of the Church’s
life” (C 1343).

“If from the beginning Christians have celebrated the
Eucharist, and in a form whose substance has not changed

-11-



despite the great diversity of times and liturgies, it is
because we know ourselves to be bound by the command
the Lord gave on the eve of his Passion:‘Do this in remem-
brance of me’183” (1 Cor 11:24-25; C 1356).

7. Its essential elements
“The liturgy of the Eucharist unfolds according to a

fundamental structure which has been preserved through-
out the centuries down to our own day. It displays two
great parts that form a fundamental unity: . . . the liturgy of
the Word [and] the liturgy of the Eucharist….” (C 1346)

Within these two, the Catechism more specifically
mentions four parts: “The Eucharistic celebration always
includes: [a] the proclamation of the Word of God; [b]
thanksgiving to God the Father for all his benefits,above all
the gift of his Son; [c] the consecration of bread and wine;
and [d] participation in the liturgical banquet by receiving
the Lord’s body and blood.These elements constitute one
single act of worship” (C 1408).

8. Its participants: who is part of the Eucharistic cele-
bration?

1) God the Father, to whom the sacrifice of Christ the
Son is offered, and who accepts it.

2) “At its head is Christ himself, the principal agent of
the Eucharist” (C 1348). Christ gave the Eucharist
(himself) to us for our salvation so that we could
offer it with him to God the Father for our salva-
tion.

3) The Holy Spirit, who energizes it.
4) Christ’s whole Body, the Church. “The whole

Church is united with the offering . . .” (C 1369).

-12-



“To the offering of Christ are united not only the
members still here on earth, but also those already in the
glory of heaven” (C 1370).And “the Eucharistic sacrifice is
also offered for the faithful departed who ‘have died in
Christ, but are not yet wholly purified’193 . . .” (C 1371). So
in the Eucharist are united: the Church Militant on earth;
the Church Triumphant in Heaven; and the Church
Suffering in Purgatory.

And the Church on earth includes both clergy and
laity, who are equally necessary but with different roles:“It
is in representing him [Christ] that the bishop or priest,
acting in the person of Christ the head . . . presides over
the assembly . . .” (C 1348). But “[a]ll have their active parts
to play . . . readers, those who bring up the offerings, those
who give communion, and the whole people whose
‘Amen’ manifests their participation” (C 1348).

5) In the Eucharist the whole creation is presented to
God through man, the mediator and priest of all creation,
just as all mankind is presented to God through Christ, the
mediator and High Priest of man.As Christ is priest for all
men, man is priest for all creation. Christ restores man to
the priestly role given to Adam by God and perverted by
sin. “In the Eucharistic sacrifice the whole of creation,
loved by God, is presented to the Father . . .” (C 1359).The
Eucharist is cosmic.

Every thing in the universe and every thing in our
lives can be offered and transformed in the Eucharist.We
can bring our whole selves to the Eucharist and lay them
down on the altar – all of them, nothing held back. For the
Eucharist is Christ, and whatever we give to Christ, we get
back perfected and transformed.To the extent that we give
ourselves up, to that extent we get our true, Christ-trans-
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formed selves back. Nothing in our lives should remain
outside the Eucharist.“The lives of the faithful, their praise,
sufferings,prayer, and work,are united with those of Christ
and with his total offering, and so acquire a new value” (C
1368).

9. Its identity: Christ really present
As a sacrament, the Eucharist has a double aspect: it is

both a sign and the reality signified by it, both a remem-
bering of the past and a making-really-present: “When the
Church celebrates the Eucharist, she commemorates
Christ’s Passover,and it is made present: the sacrifice Christ
offered once for all on the Cross remains ever present185”
(C 1364).

Here the three meanings of “present” come together:
Christ in the Eucharist is 1) present, not absent, but really
here; 2) present, not past, but happening now; and 3) pre-
sented as a gift (a “present”), really given; offered, not with-
held.

Christ is “present in many ways to his Church” (C
1373) but “[t]he mode of Christ’s presence under the
Eucharistic species [forms, appearances] is unique. It raises
the Eucharist above all the sacraments as ‘the perfection of
the spiritual life and the end to which all the sacraments
tend’201 [St.Thomas Aquinas]. In the most blessed sacrament
of the Eucharist ‘the body and blood, together with the soul
and divinity, of our Lord Jesus Christ and, therefore, the
whole Christ is truly, really, and substantially con-
tained.’202 ‘. . . [I]t is presence in the fullest sense . . . Christ,
God and man, makes himself wholly and entirely pres-
ent’203” (C 1374).
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10. Its relation to the Cross
Christ offered himself once for all on the Cross. He

said, “It is finished!” (Jn 19:30). The Eucharist does not
repeat this sacrifice, but re-presents it to the Father. The
sacrifice that was accomplished on Calvary is offered again
in each Mass. It can be offered now only because “it is fin-
ished,” perfected,“a perfect offering.”

“In the Eucharist Christ gives us the very body which
he gave up for us on the Cross, the very blood which he
‘poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins’188” (Mt
26:28;C 1365).We know this is true because Christ said so:
“This is my body which is given for you,” and “This cup
which is poured out for you is the new covenant in my
blood” (Lk 22:19-20).

The Eucharist is not merely an image or symbol of
Christ’s sacrifice; it is Christ’s sacrifice. “The sacrifice of
Christ and the sacrifice of the Eucharist are one single sac-
rifice: ‘The victim is one and the same: the same [Christ]
now offers through the ministry of priests, who then
offered himself on the Cross; only the manner of offering
is different.’ ‘. . . in the Mass, the same Christ who offered
himself once in a bloody manner on the altar of the Cross
is contained and is offered in an unbloody manner….’190”
(C 1367)

Christ on the Cross of Calvary 2000 years ago and
Christ on the altar of your local Catholic church today are
the same person.The Christ we meet today in the Mass is
the Christ of history, for he is “Jesus Christ; the same yes-
terday, today, and forever” (Heb 13:8). Christ is not divided
by time.
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Christ is also not divided by space or limited by mat-
ter. “Christ is present whole and entire in each of the
species [consecrated bread and wine] and whole and
entire in each of their parts, in such a way that the break-
ing of  the bread does not divide Christ207” (C 1377).

The practical consequence of this fact is that we can
and should have the same attitude to the Eucharist that we
would have to Christ himself if he were visibly present as
he was to his Apostles: the same attitude we would have
had if we were standing under the Cross as he was offer-
ing his life blood for our salvation.

And what attitude is that? It is accurately summed up
by von Balthasar:“Everything that I am (insofar as I am any-
thing more on this earth than a fugitive figure without
hope, all of whose illusions are rendered worthless by
death), I am solely by virtue of Christ’s death, which opens
up to me the possibility of fulfillment in God. I blossom on
the grave of God who died for me” (The Moment of
Christian Witness, pp. 26-27).

11. Transubstantiation
God performs a miracle in each Mass. In fact, there has

never been a miracle as great as this anywhere on earth for
2000 years.And it happens in every Catholic church every
day!

“‘It is not man that causes the things offered to
become the Body and Blood of Christ,but he who was cru-
cified for us,Christ himself.The priest, in the role of Christ,
pronounces these words, but their power and grace are
God’s. This is my body, he says. This word transforms the
things offered’204” (St. John Chrysostom; C 1375). “This
change is not like natural changes, but is entirely supernat-
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ural, and effected by God’s power alone” (St. Thomas
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae III, 75, 4).

Such a miracle is beyond the power of man, but not
beyond the power of God.“‘. . . Could not Christ’s word,
which can make from nothing what did not exist [Gn 1],
change existing things into what they were not
before? . . .’205” (St.Ambrose; C 1375).

Reason says it is possible. But faith says it is actual.
Faith prays, with St.Thomas Aquinas:

“‘Godhead here in hiding, [W]hom I do adore,
Masked by these bare shadows, shape and nothing
more,
See, Lord, at thy service low lies here a heart
Lost, all lost in wonder at the God thou art.

“‘Seeing, touching, tasting are in thee deceived;
How says trusty hearing? that shall be believed.
What God’s Son has told me, take for truth I do:
Truth himself speaks truly or there’s nothing true’213”
(C 1381).
Why do Catholics believe this astonishing fact – that

what seems to all human perception to be ordinary bread
and wine is in fact the body and blood of God incarnate?
Because Christ said so! “‘Because Christ our Redeemer said
that it was truly his body that he was offering under the
species of bread, it has always been the conviction of the
Church of God, and this holy Council now declares again,
that by the consecration of the bread and wine there takes
place a change in the whole substance [being, essence] of
the bread into the substance of the body of Christ our Lord
and of the whole substance of the wine into the substance
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of his blood.This change the holy Catholic Church has fit-
tingly and properly called transubstantiation’206” (Council
of Trent in the sixteenth century; C 1376).

“The Eucharistic presence of Christ begins at the
moment of the consecration and endures as long as the
Eucharistic species subsist. . . .207” (C 1377). Since they
remain for about 15 minutes in the human body after
being swallowed, we should spend this time in prayer,
thanksgiving, and adoration, and not quickly turn to world-
ly occupations.

12. Worship of the Eucharist
“‘The Catholic Church has always offered and still

offers to the sacrament of the Eucharist . . . adoration, not
only during Mass, but also outside of it, reserving the con-
secrated hosts with the utmost care, exposing them to the
solemn veneration of the faithful and carrying them in
procession’208” (C 1378).

If the doctrine of the Real Presence of Christ in the
Eucharist were not true, this would be the most monstrous
idolatry: bowing to bread and worshipping wine! And if it
is true, then not to adore is equally monstrous.

Eucharistic adoration has transformed many lives and
parishes. Pope John Paul II has said,“‘The Church and the
world have a great need for Eucharistic worship. Jesus
awaits us in this sacrament of love. Let us not refuse the
time to go to meet him in adoration, in contemplation full
of faith, and open to making amends for the serious offens-
es and crimes of the world. Let our adoration never
cease’211” (C 1380).
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13. The tabernacle
The most sacred object in the history of the Chosen

People was the Ark of the Covenant, kept in the “holy of
holies” in the Temple. It was a golden box containing the
actual stone tablets on which the finger of God wrote the
Ten Commandments, the heart of the Old Covenant. The
Ark was a foreshadowing of the tabernacle – the golden
box behind the altar in which the consecrated Host is kept
– for this now contains the Eucharistic Christ, the heart of
the New Covenant.

“The tabernacle was first intended for the reservation
of the Eucharist in a worthy place so that it could be
brought to the sick and those absent, outside of Mass. As
faith in the real presence of Christ in his Eucharist deep-
ened, the Church became conscious of the meaning of
silent adoration of the Lord present under the Eucharistic
species. It is for this reason that the tabernacle should be
located in an especially worthy place in the church and
should be constructed in such a way that it emphasizes
and manifests the truth of the real presence of Christ in the
Blessed Sacrament” (C 1379). It is the Church’s “holy of
holies,” but now open to all since Christ’s death tore apart
the temple veil that separated man from God (Mt 27:51).

Now, through our receiving Holy Communion, Christ
actually lives in another tabernacle: our souls, and even
our bodies,which Scripture calls God’s tabernacles,or tem-
ples (1 Cor 3:16-17; 6:19-20).

14. Eucharist as sacrifice and Eucharist as meal
We are said to “offer” the Eucharist, for it is a sacrifice:

the sacrifice Christ made of himself on the Cross. We are
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also said to “partake” of the Eucharist, for it is our spiritual
food. St.Thomas explains:

“The Church’s sacraments are ordained for helping
man in the spiritual life. But the spiritual life is analogous
to the corporeal, since corporeal things bear a resem-
blance to the spiritual. Now it is clear that just as [1] gen-
eration is required for corporeal life, since thereby man
receives life, and [2] growth, whereby man is brought to
maturity: so likewise [3] food is required for the preserva-
tion of life. Consequently, just as for the spiritual life there
had to be Baptism, which is spiritual generation; and
Confirmation,which is spiritual growth,so there needed to
be the sacrament of the Eucharist, which is spiritual food”
(Summa Theologiae III, 73, 1).

These two aspects of the Eucharist are inseparable.
And since it is a banquet meal as well as a sacrifice, the
place where it is celebrated is a table as well as an altar.
“The altar,around which the Church is gathered in the cel-
ebration of the Eucharist, represents the two aspects of the
same mystery: the altar of the sacrifice and the table of the
Lord” (C 1383).

The two aspects depend on each other: 1) it is a sac-
rifice so that it can be a banquet,and 2) it is a banquet only
because it is a sacrifice:

1) “The Mass is at the same time, and inseparably, the
sacrificial memorial in which the sacrifice of the
cross is perpetuated and the sacred banquet of
communion with the Lord’s body and blood. But
the celebration of the Eucharistic sacrifice is whol-
ly directed toward the intimate union of the faith-
ful with Christ through communion” (C 1382).
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2) But it is a banquet because it is a sacrifice, just as
any earthly food can be eaten only because it is
first killed and “offered” to eat.Whether animal or
vegetable, its natural life is ended, given up to
nourish the life of the one who eats it.“My life for
yours” – this is the law of nature and of grace. It is
even the life of glory. Self-donation, the ecstatic
coming-out-of-the-self and giving of the self in love,
is the essence of our eternal life in Heaven,
because that is our sharing in the very inner life of
the Trinity.

The “banquet” aspect of the Eucharist is not merely
human comradeship, or “fellowship,” or “community,” great
as those things are. It is intimate personal union with Jesus
Christ, and thus – only because of that, through him – with
all Christians, not now merely on a human level but a
divine level (see 2 Cor 5:16-17), as members – organs – of
his Mystical Body, the body that is made by our common
union (comm-union) in his Eucharistic Body.

15. Who may receive the Eucharist?
Christ intended this holy banquet for everyone, but

not everyone is ready (see Christ’s parables of the wise and
foolish virgins and of the man with no wedding garment in
Mt 25:1-13 and 22:1-14).The Catechism specifies four qual-
ifications.

1) We must be prepared. There are certainly occa-
sions when one should not receive the Eucharist,
and Catholics should not be encouraged to receive
it as a matter of course, without faith, understand-
ing, or examination of conscience.“[W]e must pre-
pare ourselves for so great and holy a moment” (C
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1385), as we would prepare ourselves deeply and
seriously for a wedding (see 1 Cor 11:23-29). It is
not to be treated trivially, like any other moment.
“Bodily demeanor (gestures, clothing) ought to
convey the respect, solemnity, and joy of this
moment . . .” (C 1387).The sense of the sacred is
expressed by distinctions, by differences: this is
not ordinary, in fact this is not like anything else
in the world.

This does not mean we must judge ourselves to be
holy before we can receive. Just the opposite: the precon-
dition is not worthiness but unworthiness and humble
acknowledgement of it: “Before so great a sacrament; the
faithful can only echo humbly and with ardent faith the
words of the Centurion . . .‘Lord, I am not worthy that you
should enter under my roof, but only say the word and my
soul will be healed’219” (C 1386).The Church’s liturgy tells
us to say (and to mean) those words before we receive
Communion.

2) We must be in a state of grace.“Anyone conscious
of a grave sin must receive the sacrament of
Reconciliation before coming to communion” (C
1385).

3) We must fast.“To prepare for worthy reception of
this sacrament, the faithful should observe the fast
required in their Church220” (C 1387). In the Latin
Church, this is fasting from all food and drink
except medications and water for at least one hour
before receiving communion.

4) We must be in communion with the Catholic
Church to receive her Eucharist.At present, inter-
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communion with non-Catholic Christians in the
Eucharist is not possible because union in doctrine
and authority is, sadly, lacking. For the Church to
offer communion to those who do not believe
what she teaches or accept her authority would be
a false sign, a lie of “body language.” For this sacra-
ment signifies oneness:union with Christ and with
his Church (St. Paul says we are “one body”
because we all partake of this “one bread”). We
may not signify Church unity when it does not
exist; that would make the sign a countersign.

This does not mean that all other churches’ celebra-
tions of the Eucharist are invalid.The Orthodox churches,
“‘though separated from us, yet possess true sacraments’”
(C 1399). “A certain communion in sacris [in the sacred
things of the Church], and so in the Eucharist, ‘given suit-
able circumstances and the approval of Church authority,
is not merely possible but is encouraged’238” (C 1399).

“Ecclesial communities derived from the Reformation
and separated from the Catholic Church, ‘have not pre-
served the proper reality of the Eucharistic mystery in its
fullness, especially because of the absence of the sacra-
ment of Holy Orders.’239 It is for this reason that, for the
Catholic Church, Eucharistic intercommunion with these
communities is not possible” (C 1400). “Only validly
ordained priests can preside at the Eucharist and conse-
crate the bread and the wine so that they become the Body
and Blood of the Lord” (C 1411). Protestants do not have
priests who can consecrate the Eucharist, therefore they
do not have the Eucharist – though they have Christ and
salvation through faith, hope, and charity. They are
Christians, but “separated brethren.”
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“The more painful the experience of the divisions in
the Church which break the common participation in the
table of the Lord, the more urgent are our prayers to the
Lord that the time of complete unity among all who
believe in him may return”(C 1398).Especially in the years
since Vatican II, Catholics have been urged by every Pope
(and with great passion) to pray and work for reunion with
our “separated brethren,” especially the Orthodox
Churches. Pope John Paul II frequently refers to the two
Churches, Western and Eastern, as the “two lungs” of the
one Church.

16. How often?
“The Church obliges the faithful to take part in the

Divine Liturgy on Sundays and feast days and, prepared by
the sacrament of Reconciliation, to receive the Eucharist at
least once a year, if possible during the Easter season.224 But
the Church strongly encourages the faithful to receive the
holy Eucharist on Sundays and feast days, or more often
still, even daily” (C 1389).

“It is in keeping with the very meaning of the
Eucharist that the faithful, if they have the required dispo-
sitions, receive communion each time they participate in
the Mass222” (C 1388).

For “[w]hat material food produces in our bodily life,
Holy Communion wonderfully achieves in our spiritual
life” (C 1392). “As bodily nourishment restores lost
strength, so the Eucharist strengthens our charity, which
tends to be weakened in daily life; and this living charity
wipes away venial sins231” (C 1394).“‘. . . If, as often as his
blood is poured out, it is poured for the forgiveness of sins,
I should always receive it, so that it may always forgive my
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sins. Because I always sin, I should always have a reme-
dy’230” (St.Ambrose; C 1393).

17. Communion under the species [appearances] of
bread alone?

“Since Christ is sacramentally present under each of
the species, communion under the species of bread alone
makes it possible to receive all the fruit of Eucharistic
grace. For pastoral [practical] reasons this manner of
receiving communion has been legitimately established as
the most common form in the Latin rite. But ‘the sign of
communion is more complete when given under both
kinds [bread and wine], since in that form the sign of the
Eucharistic meal appears more clearly.’225 This is the usual
form of receiving communion in the Eastern rites” (C
1390).The explanation offered by St.Thomas Aquinas as to
why the bread and wine are consecrated and received sep-
arately helps our understanding here: “In... Christ’s
Passion... the blood was separated from the body. And
therefore in this sacrament, which is the memorial of our
Lord’s Passion, the bread is received apart as the sacrament
of the body, and the wine as the sacrament of the blood.”

18. Who can consecrate the Eucharist?
Only validly ordained priests can validly consecrate.

This is a great privilege resulting from Holy Orders: ordi-
nation gives a mere man the instrumental power to change
bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ!

“In the other sacraments the consecration of the mat-
ter consists only in a blessing.… But in this sacrament the
consecration of the matter consists in the miraculous
change of the substance, which can be done only by God;
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hence the minister in performing this sacrament has no
other act save the pronouncing of the words....The forms
of the other sacraments are pronounced in the person of
the minister... as when it is said, ‘I baptize thee,’ or ‘I con-
firm thee’... but the form of this sacrament is pronounced
as if Christ were speaking in person, so that it is given to
be understood that the minister does nothing in perfecting
this sacrament except to pronounce the words of Christ”
(St.Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae III, 78, 1).

Therefore the consecration does not depend on the
priest’s piety.For “the priest consecrates this sacrament not
by his own power but as minister of Christ, in whose per-
son he consecrates this sacrament. But from the fact of
being wicked he does not cease to be Christ’s minister”
(Summa Theologiae III, 82, 5).

19. The effects of Communion
a) “Holy Communion augments our union with

Christ. The principal fruit of receiving the
Eucharist in Holy Communion is an intimate union
with Jesus Christ. Indeed, the Lord said: ‘He who
eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me,
and I in him’226 [Jn 6:56].Life in Christ has its foun-
dation in the Eucharistic banquet” (C 1391).

b) “Holy Communion separates us from sin. . . .
[T]he Eucharist cannot unite us to Christ without
at the same time cleansing us from past sins and
preserving us from future sins” (C 1393). “The
more we share the life of Christ and progress in
his friendship, the more difficult it is to break away
from him by mortal sin” (C 1395).
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c) “. . . [T]he Eucharist makes the Church. . . .
Communion renews,strengthens,and deepens this
incorporation into the Church,already achieved by
Baptism” (C 1396).

20. The Eucharist and Heaven
Though there will be no need for sacraments in

Heaven,“the Eucharist is also an anticipation of the heav-
enly glory”(C 1402).For “[a]t the Last Supper the Lord him-
self directed his disciples’ attention toward the fulfillment
of the Passover in the kingdom of God:‘I tell you I shall not
drink again of this fruit of the vine until that day when I
drink it anew with you in my Father’s kingdom’243” (Mt
26:29; cf. Lk 22:18; Mk 14:25; C 1403).

St. Ignatius of Antioch called the Eucharist “‘the one
bread that provides the medicine of immortality, the anti-
dote for death, and the food that makes us live for ever in
Jesus Christ’249” (C 1405). Christ himself said:“I am the liv-
ing bread which came down from heaven; if any one eats
of this bread, he will live for ever; and the bread which I
shall give for the life of the world is my flesh”(Jn 6:51). Let
your spirit sink like a diver into the bottomless depths of
this saying – in fact, into the whole sixth chapter of St.
John’s Gospel – and you will begin to understand the
Eucharist.

________________________
Notes from the Catechism in Order of Their Appearance in
Quotations Used in this Section
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