


First, the eucharist was gradually separated from the meal: the
bread and cup rites to which Christ had given a new meaning
in reference to himself were at first celebrated either before or
after the meal, and eventually completely apart from the meal.

Second, since there was an evident parallelism existing
between the bread rite and the cup rite, a process of ritual
simplification took place. The seven actions of Jesus became
four actions. Bread and wine were “taken” and placed on the
table together; one prayer of praise to God was offered over the
bread and wine together; the bread was then broken; and
finally the eucharistic bread and wine were distributed at the
same time. This four-action shape of the eucharist has been
preserved to this day.
1. PREPARATION OF THE GIFTS — taking
of bread and wine.
2. EucHARISTIC PRAYER — praise of God
over the bread and wine.
3. CoMMUNION RITE
Preparation — the breaking of the
bread.
Distribution — the giving and receiving
of the consecrated bread and wine.

At Sunday Mass we are faithful to Christ’s command when
we make ready the altar and gifts for what is to come, when we
praise the Father in the eucharistic prayer, when we break
bread as a preparation for sharing at the table of the Lord.
Throughout the centuries many embellishments (i.e., auxiliary
prayers, actions, and gestures) were added within this basic
framework. And yet these additions, many of which were
reordered or modified as a result of the Second Vatican
Council, must never cause us to lose sight of what is basic
when we gather in obedience to Christ’s command.

Meaning of the Eucharist
So rich is the meaning of the eucharist that it can be viewed
from any number of aspects. Space allows us to focus on only

eight of them.

Banquet of the Church: The eucharist is a meal, a
banquet in which the Church shares at the table of the
Lord. It is an eating and a drinking together that is done
without speed and efficiency, so different from our fast-
food meals common today. As we take time to be with
one another and the Lord, we are nourished to become
one people by receiving the sacramental body and blood
of the Lord.

Sacrifice of Christ and the Church: In the eucharist the
Church enters into the total self-giving of Christ. The
sacrifice of the cross is made present and perpetuated till
Christ comes again. We enter into this sacrifice by our
surrender to Christ, by our dedication to doing the will

of God.

Memorial of Christ: The word “memorial” or “memory”
might be misleading to some who understand the term
to mean just a “recalling” of something that took place

centuries ago. By celebrating the eucharist, however, we
do much more. We enter the timelessness of God in
order to be touched and changed by God’s loving action
which extends beyond the past and into the future. We
share in what Christ once did; we continually experience
it anew. What was once accomplished lasts till the
present and is the basis for our hope that Christ will
indeed come again.

Sign of the Kingdom: The eucharist is a sign foreshadow-
ing the eternal banquet in heaven to which we are all
invited. By participating in the eucharist we anticipate
that day when we shall enjoy eternal communion with
the Lord. For this reason the eucharist is called a “pledge
of future glory given to us” (Feast of Corpus Christi,
Evening Prayer II, Antiphon for the Canticle of Mary).

Transformation: It is our strong belief that at Mass the
material elements of bread and wine are changed, are
transformed into Christ’s body and blood. This belief is
grounded in the very words of Christ “this is my body,”
“this is my blood.” It is also our belief that the purpose
of this change is that we too may be changed or trans-
tformed into one people, into the body of Christ on
earth, into a people who know that we have been
redeemed and made holy by the saving action of Christ.

Our Central Action: The eucharist is our central
sacrament. We are called to celebrate it every week. And
in that celebration we are nourished and shaped as
Church. Thus the eucharist is at the center of our lives
as Christians. It is an affirmation of what we believe and
the nourishment that enables our belief.

A Sunday Celebration: Although through venerable
tradition the eucharist has come to be celebrated on
weekdays, it is especially on Sunday, the Day of the
Lord, that the Church has constantly gathered to do
what Jesus did. The Sunday eucharist has been the
hallmark of the Church. It has even been said that
Christians have a right to the Sunday celebration of the
eucharist. But due to lack of ordained priests, Sunday
services without the celebration of the eucharist are
becoming more common. Yet this can never be consid-
ered the norm. The norm, as is evident from the
command of Christ, is for the whole eucharist to be
celebrated, including the eucharistic prayer.

A Call to Justice and Peace: The whole life of Jesus was
one of self-giving, an action which reached its high point
in the giving over of his body and the pouring out of his
blood on behalf of the world. Our own sharing in the
eucharist then demands that we follow his example,
giving ourselves as reconcilers and peacemakers.

Next time we will consider the preparation of the altar
and the gifts.
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