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Every so often the church calendar comes up with something so strange that the clergy have to use their whole sermons on those days just to explain what on Earth is going on. Well, here we are. Today we celebrate Corpus Christi, the feast of the Body and Blood of Christ, or in other words, we celebrate the Eucharist itself. First of all, it is strange to celebrate a celebration, to feast because we feast. And secondly, the church already has Maundy Thursday, on which we focus on Jesus’s last night among us, where he initiated the Eucharist with his followers in what we now call the Last Supper. So why this feast, and why now?
The second question, why now, is simple to answer. There is so much of such great importance going on in Holy Week that it’s difficult to focus, and if we can focus, we focus on the event of that week to which all others are but prelude: the death of Jesus. That’s why the Church observes other feast days related to events of Holy Week at times well outside of that week, like Holy Cross Day on September 14. The timing of Corpus Christi is set at the end of the cycle of Lent, Holy Week, Easter, Pentecost and Trinity, at the beginning of the six months or so of ordinary time, the season of growth, mission, and spiritual gifts. And so there is no better time to celebrate the spiritual gift of the Eucharist, which uniquely sustains the mission of the Church, and the growth of her members into the full stature of Christ.
One particularly dramatic example of the power of the Eucharist is the course of events surrounding the composition of our first reading today, a letter from the apostle Paul to the Christian community in Corinth. While the community was small, relative to the large cosmopolitan port city in which it was founded, they had already found plenty of ways to split into factions, jockey for power, and generally fight over just about everything. While everywhere else in his letters that survive today, Paul gave direction and answers to questions, here and only here does Paul seek to correct a problem by telling a story. The story he chose, of course, is the story of the Last Supper, and it is actually the earliest account of that event that we have, as this letter was written decades before any of the Gospels.
Paul told them this story because the Eucharist functioned exactly the same way then as it does now. The Eucharist binds Christians to Christ and to one another. It is stronger than our divisions and more powerful than our distractions. The Eucharist reminds us of our common purpose and identity, and it sustains us in our mission to love and serve Christ in all people.
Jesus never tolerated any illusions about how difficult his mission, and the mission of his followers, would be. And he knew better than anyone the weaknesses of human beings. While he was still with them, his own disciples argued about which of them would be greatest, and they ran away and denied him in his darkest hour. Jesus knew that we would need something stronger than ourselves and our best intentions to sustain us and keep us connected, just as he knew that we would need something stronger than we could provide in order to accomplish his goal of giving us eternal life. In both cases, the answer was the same: Jesus’s body, broken for us, and Jesus’s blood, shed for us.
So today we celebrate the sustaining life that Christ gives us, hidden, appropriately, in the guise of bread and wine. In the ancient world, for most people, these two things were not additions to a larger meal, but staples in and of themselves. Unless you were very wealthy, your daily bread was literally that. You couldn’t afford anything else. And wine was also essential in a time and place where fresh water was laborious to collect and unsafe to store. Consider also the symbolism of using prepared foods as opposed to raw, bread and wine instead of wheat and grapes. The product not just of nature, but also of the intentional work of human beings. Jesus came to dwell not just with the majesty of nature, but with human society and all its flaws. And Jesus chose not to condemn our work, but to consecrate it, to set our work, and us, apart for his purposes.
The way in which the bread and wine are changed into Jesus’s body and blood is a mystery. And that is also a blessing, for if we could actually perceive and understand what is going on in the Eucharist, we would not line up to receive it, but rather run and hide in terror, being confronted with something so far beyond our control. That would defeat Christ’s purpose: to give us eternal life. And we know that Christ has given us all we need to serve Christ’s purposes, rebuilding and sustaining us, individually and corporately, with the Eucharist. So rather than try to make plain that which Christ gave as a mystery, I will leave you with the words that our Bishop, Robert O’Neill, uses to invite people to share in the Eucharist: “Behold what you are. Become what you receive.” Amen.
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