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There is an amusing story recounted about the famous Catholic novelist Flannery O'Connor.  Ms. 

O'Connor was once at the elegant home of an aristocratic New England family.  The 

conversation turned to the topic of the Eucharist.  The hostess, who did not believe the Catholic 

doctrine about the Real Presence of Christ, talked on at great length about what a beautiful 

symbol the Eucharist was, how rich this symbol was in meaning, with what tenderness the 

symbol spoke her heart, and so on and so forth.  And when this lady had finally finished, 

Flannery responded with characteristic good humor and penetrating insight:  If the Eucharist is 

just a symbol, then the heck with it!   

 

The doctrine of the Real Presence, the main theme of this liturgy of Corpus Christ, sets the 

Catholic Church apart.  So it's really important that we Catholics grasp not only the doctrine of 

the Real Presence, but how it fits in with God's whole plan of salvation, and how we ought to 

cooperate in God's redemptive designs.   

 

When we speak of something or someone being real, we mean it or he or she is authentic, 

sincere, the real deal, the genuine article:  what you see is what you get.  Real is diametrically 

opposed to being fake, dishonest, or artificial.  Being real means more than mere sign and 

symbol, metaphor and analogy; being the real thing denotes the actual object to which symbol 

and sign refer.  The second reading stresses the reality of Christ's sacrifice on the cross.  Jesus 

Christ is the real priest who offers the real sacrifice of himself and thus accomplishes the 

ultimate purpose of all religious sacrifice, namely, the union of God with the human race.  The 

author of this letter to the Hebrews is showing these readers who were most familiar with the 

cultic ritual of the Jewish religion, that the entirety of the Mosaic liturgy was ultimately a 

beautiful symbol which pointed to the supreme sacrifice of Christ, the great high priest who 

fulfilled the law and the prophets.  The assorted observances in the Jerusalem Temple which 

strove for forgiveness, reconciliation, cleansing, healing, atonement, in sum, for communion 

with the Holy One, this whole sacramental ensemble pointed to Jesus Christ and his perfect 

sacrifice at Calvary.  By his blood Jesus enters once for all into the heavenly sanctuary; there he 

the sovereign priest of the new and everlasting covenant intercedes for his brethren still on earth, 

that they may follow in his steps and arrive in his presence.   

 

Our Savior who loves his people so dearly that he offered the totality of his life for our 

redemption, is not content to offer us mere tokens of his affection.  And so he makes himself 

really present in the Holy Eucharist.  As he himself said at the Last Supper, recounted in today's 

gospel:  This is my body--referring to the bread; this is my blood--referring to the wine.  The 

rationale for the real presence is suggested by the first reading:  there we hear that the blood of 

the sacrifice is poured upon the altar of God and sprinkled upon God's people:  both God and 

people are thus united by sharing in the common element of the sacrificial blood.  In the New 



Testament, the flesh and blood of Christ, the true Lamb of God, become the common element 

drawing God and man together.  Christ, God's only Son, in whom the divinity really dwells in 

bodily form, makes himself really present to his people in the Sacrament of Holy Communion, 

so that they who partake may really share in the life of God.   

 

Christ is really present in the Eucharist.  To put it in more dynamic terms, he really presents 

himself to the faithful at Mass.  But how do his people respond--are they really present to him, 

do they really present themselves to him?  There is need for examination of conscience on this 

point.  In the gospel selection, the Lord instructs his disciples to prepare a place for the Last 

Supper to be celebrated.  We 21st century disciples must prepare a place for our Eucharistic Lord 

as well.  For starters, simply getting to Mass every Sunday and Holy Day is essential.  What does 

it profit Catholics for the Lord Jesus to become really present at the altar, if they are not here to 

receive him?  Now we live in a secularized era when many of our unbelieving contemporaries 

think Sunday worship a waste of time and so they pass the weekend engaged in other things.  If 

Catholics fail to attend Mass so they can get along better with these folks, not only are they 

neglecting their duty to the Lord, whom one should love above all things, and to the Lord's 

Church, they're also neglecting their duty to witness to the gospel to those on the outside.  Our 

non-Catholics friends may not believe in Jesus, but they should know that we do and we believe 

strongly enough to schedule our weekend differently than those who don't.  Finally, there is the 

duty to live one's life in accord with this Eucharistic faith.  The Jewish people who were baptized 

in the blood of the covenant declared that they would keep all the commands the Lord had given 

them.  So we who share in the Body and Blood of Christ commit ourselves to live in accord with 

the Lord's teachings, even those that seem hard and exacting.  This conformity of life to the 

gospel is what sets real Catholics apart from the false variety, those guilty of that reprehensible 

insincerity that the Lord damns as hypocrisy.  May this sacramental sharing in the real presence 

of Christ fully transform us into real disciples who make the Lord's gospel real in our lives and in 

our world.   


