Eucharist – A Gift From God

When Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of me”, he was not telling his followers to do something they had never done before. Everybody brought up within the Jewish tradition is familiar with the weekly ritual of breaking bread at the beginning of the Sabbath supper, and with a number of festive meals which elaborate upon that basic action. The best known of all is the Passover feast, with its many symbols of suffering and salvation.

Meals seem to have been something of a feature of Jesus’ ministry, from the vast out-door meals with crowds of thousands to the surprise visit to Zaccheus, and the recurring theme of the questionable company in which he was perfectly at ease.

The climax, however, was the meal he shared with his closest friends on the night before he died. It may have been the Passover, but that is not crucial to understanding it. Whatever the exact form of the meal, or the significance it was expected to have, it was changed for ever by Jesus’ words as he broke the bread and shared it. ‘This is my body’ is such an odd thing to say about a loaf of bread that it could hardly be forgotten in a hurry. I have no idea what those words would have added to the occasion. Could everybody have reverted to dinner party mode?

There have been plenty of arguments about how to understand Jesus’ words, especially in their use through the centuries by the Church, but one thing is clear. In the bread he shared, Jesus was giving himself to his friends. He still is. We may not all agree about how it is done, but we can all agree that a gift is intended.

In less than a day, Jesus was dead and buried, the life torn from his body by an unholy alliance of civil and religious authority. He may have died on the eve of the Passover. The fourth gospel’s chronology can’t be reconciled with the other gospels. Jesus seems to have been determined to be identified with the Passover sacrifice. Either he gave himself in bread and wine at the Passover supper, or he breathed his last at the time when the Passover lambs were slaughtered. The message is clear: he gave himself to lead his people out of slavery and into freedom.

He gave himself. That strange identification of the broken bread with his own body says, to anyone who will hear, that his life was not merely taken from him. The fact that his life was, and is, a gift lifts the whole event out of tragedy and into sacrifice. The idea of sacrifice is not always easy to get to grips with. In its primitive bloodiness, it seems to belong to another age. On the other hand our world still is, all too often, primitive and bloody.

I suspect that Jesus was aware of his limitations. He could not stop the world from being primitive and bloody, but perhaps he could lead a way through it. In giving himself, Jesus refused to be co-opted into the ways of the world. He didn’t fight for freedom, or even for survival. He didn’t drop out, though there must have been endless opportunities to go back to Nazareth and be a carpenter. Nor did he merely allow his life to be taken from him by a callous, vengeful state. He deliberately pre-empted everybody else’s decision by giving himself in such a way that others, however powerful and influential, only succeeded in serving his purpose, and that purpose was the kingdom of God.

Not only that, he gave himself in such a way that the same gift can be received time and time again, by any who are bold enough to celebrate it and humble enough to receive it. When we ‘do this in remembrance of him’, we are doing far more than rehearsing a memory. We are presenting, before God, the context in which we ask to be received by God. The essence of it is captured in Psalm 25 verse 7:

Remember not the sins of my youth or my transgressions:

 according to your steadfast love remember me.

The gift of Jesus’ life is the remembrance within which we pray to be remembered.  In the words of the hymn ‘And now, O Father, mindful of the love’, we pray,


Look, Father, look on his anointed face,


 and only look on us as found in him.

This is good, but it is not enough. The gift of Jesus’ life is intended to do more than re-make our relationship with God. Where the original Passover looked towards freedom in the promised land, the eucharist looks towards freedom in the kingdom of God. Jesus may not have believed that he could stop the world from being primitive and bloody, but he did have complete faith that the kingdom of God was on its way. Our celebration of his gift encourages and enables the same faith.

The idea of gift runs through the whole liturgy. When bread, wine, and money are placed on the altar, we are giving something of ourselves in God’s service (while acknowledging that we only have it in the first place because God is generous to us). We then rehearse the story of Jesus giving himself for us, and add that ‘made one with him [by baptism] we offer [God] these gifts, and with them ourselves, a single, holy, living sacrifice’.

We imitate Jesus’ action in Church in order to receive his life, but also in order to be ‘kindled with the fire of God’s love, and renewed for the service of God’s kingdom’. It would be so easy if it were magic. We could stay here and celebrate the eucharist, and the world outside would be put to rights. That wasn’t the way Jesus did it (though he was tempted), and it isn’t a way we can hope to use. What our eucharists do is to forge us into a community infused with the love of God, which was the one thing which could not be torn from Jesus by the unholy alliances of his day or of ours.

Apart from the physical ingredients of the eucharist, only three things are necessary for the gift of God to be real and effective in us. We need the familiar-sounding virtues of faith, hope, and love.

· Faith, in the God who is pleased to give us the kingdom.

· Hope, for a world which is crying out for the gift of which we have a foretaste.

· Love, which is the key to anything we might achieve and to everything God has ever done.

May we continue to receive the gift of God in humility and in joy.
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