
The Eucharist, the Source and Summit of the Christian Life (Fr Denis Tameh) 

When Saint John Paul II wrote the Encyclical, Ecclesia De Eucharistia, he once more brought 

to the fore, the importance of the Eucharist. In it, he reminded us that the Church draws her life 

from the Eucharist, reiterating what Vatican II had rightly proclaimed that the Eucharistic sacrifice 

is the source and summit of the Christian life. For in the Eucharist is contained the Church’s entire 

spiritual wealth who is Christ himself, our Passover and living bread. Therefore, the gaze of the 

church has to be constantly turned to the Lord present in this Sacrament of the Altar in which she 

discovers the full manifestation of his boundless love (Ecclesia de Eucharistia, 1). 

It is for this reason that the Catechism of the Catholic Church affirms the teachings of the 

Council that the Eucharist is the source and summit of the Christian life because all other 

sacraments, works of the apostolate and ecclesiastical ministries are bound up with the Eucharist 

and are oriented toward it (CCC,1324). It is the source because it enables us to offer anew and 

make present the one redemptive sacrifice of Jesus Christ on Calvary. Thus, it is from Jesus the 

source that we draw the Eucharist. It is the summit of the Christian life because it is truly a foretaste 

of heaven, it is indeed heaven on earth as we partake of the body and blood of Jesus making heaven 

and earth profoundly one. Therefore, we have in the Eucharist the source of all grace and God’s 

great condescension to us. But it also becomes for us the means of being uplifted to God because 

in the Eucharist we are sanctified by the Eucharist himself, Christ into a life of grace and 

communion. We become divinized as we eat his flesh and drink his blood. We find a beautiful 

summary of this in the teaching of the Sacred Constitution of the Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium 

(10) which states: “Nevertheless the liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church 

is directed; it is also the fount (source) from which all her power flows. For the goal of apostolic 

endeavor is that all who are made sons of God by faith and baptism should come together to 

praise God in the midst of his Church, to take part in the Sacrifice and to eat the Lord’s Supper.” 

 

Key themes which animate our understanding of the Eucharist 

These themes express the different truths contained in this most august sacrament of the Eucharist. 

They highlight the crucial elements which make the Eucharist that distinctive, central and 

immensely important to our faith. These themes include: 

a. Thanksgiving: The Catechism reminds us that we must consider the Eucharist as 

thanksgiving and praise to the Father. It is a sacrifice of praise in thanksgiving for the work of 

creation, for in it the whole of creation loved by God is presented to the Father through the death 

and resurrection of Christ. And through Christ, the Church can now offer the sacrifice of praise in 

thanksgiving for all that God has made good, beautiful and just in creation and humanity (CCC, 

1358, 1359). This is the original meaning of the word Eucharist, Thanksgiving. In the very 

institution of the Eucharist we understand how it becomes a sacrifice of thanksgiving as Christ 

after breaking the bread gave thanks to God. That is why in the Eucharistic celebration we recall 

the great work of God in thanksgiving especially in the Preface of the Mass which always begins 

with these words of praise: It is truly right and just, our duty and our salvation, always and 

everywhere to give you thanks, lord, holy Father, almighty and eternal God. This sacrifice of 

thanksgiving does not only end at Mass but becomes a means by which we become a thankful 

people, a eucharistic people in our day to day life. Thus, at the dismissal at the end of Mass, the 

priest says: ‘Go and announce the Gospel. (Good News).’ And our response is: ‘Thanks be to 

God.’ 

b. The sacrificial memorial of the Mass: The Catechism reminds us beautifully that the 

Eucharist is the memorial of Christ’s Passover, the making present and the sacramental offering 



of his unique sacrifice which is his body (CCC, 1362). As a memorial, it is not merely a 

recollection of past events, but it takes on a new meaning. It celebrates Christ’s Passover, the 

sacrifice offered once and for all on the cross. Thus, the celebration of the Sacrifice of the Mass is 

not a reenactment of the sacrifice of the Cross but makes present the one sacrifice of Christ. A 

sacrifice which cannot be repeated. For Jesus entered once for all into the sanctuary with his own 

blood, thus obtaining eternal redemption (Hebrews 9:12). Hence, the Church’s firm teaching that 

the sacrifice of Christ was perfect and complete and there is nothing that can be done or added to 

it. The mass is a memorial in which this sacrifice is made present. 

At Mass therefore, when the priests says these words: “This is my body, which will be given 

up for you,” we are drawn into the mystery of the sacrifice of calvary. This is also true of the words 

over the chalice: “This is the chalice of my blood…which will be poured out for you.” Christ gives 

his body, the very body he gave up on the cross, the very blood he poured out for the forgiveness 

of sins (CCC, 1365). 

This sacrifice of Christ and the Eucharist are one single sacrifice, one and the same victim, one 

and the same priest, Jesus Christ. It is only the manner of offering which is different. For in the 

Eucharist we offer in an unbloody manner on the altar the same bloody sacrifice which he offered 

on the altar of the cross (CCC, 1367). This sacrifice of Christ does away with the sacrificial system 

of old. The Roman Canon beautifully connects three significant offerings of the Old Testament 

with the sacrifice of Jesus, entreating the Father: “ Be pleased to look upon these offerings with a 

serene and kindly countenance, and to accept them, as once you were pleased to accept the gifts 

of your servant Abel the just; the sacrifice of Abraham, our father in faith; and the offering of your 

high priest, Melchizedek,” and then refers to Jesus as a “holy sacrifice, a spotless victim.” Also 

just as the blood of the Passover lamb became the salvation of the Jewish slaves, the blood of the 

young bulls on Mount Sinai became the blood of the covenant between God and Israel, the new 

lamb of sacrifice whose blood is spilt becomes also the blood of our salvation and the blood of the 

new covenant. 

It is also the sacrifice of the whole Church which is the body of Christ. As Body she participates 

in the offering of her Head, Christ. His sacrifice becomes also our sacrifice. The words of the 

Eucharistic prayers bring out these themes. In the Roman Canon, the Church prays: “We, your 

servants and your holy people, offer to your glorious majesty from the gifts you have given us…” 

It also goes on to mention our participation: “so that all of us, who through this participation at 

the altar receive the most holy Body and Blood of your son.” In the Eucharist the whole Church is 

united with the offering and intercession of Christ; the pilgrim church on earth, the saints in heaven 

and the faithful departed (ccc, 1369-1371). 

c. The Real Presence of Christ: There are many ways in which Christ is present in the 

Church. In his Word, in the Prayers of the Church, in the sacraments of the Church, in the person 

of the minister and he is especially present in the Eucharistic species. The presence of Christ in the 

Eucharistic species is unique. In it, the body and blood together with the soul and divinity of our 

lord is truly really and substantially present. The Catechism explains that the presence is called 

real to indicated presence in the fullest sense of the word. That is, substantial presence. The 

numerous Eucharistic miracles bear testimony to this real presence of Christ. This conversion of 

the bread and wine into Christ’s body and blood is brought about by the efficacy of the Word of 

Christ and the action of the Holy Spirit. This change is what the Church calls Transubstantiation 

and it begins at the moment of consecration and endures as long as the Eucharistic species subsist. 

For that reason, we worship the Eucharistic bread, because it is no longer bread but Christ who is 

really and truly present. This cult of adoration then stems from the reality of his presence in the 



sacred species, we carry him in procession, we expose him for veneration, we reserve him with 

the utmost care, we give him as Viaticum to the sick and dying. Even if it has the outward 

appearance or the accidents of Bread and wine, it is substantially and truly the body and blood of 

Christ that we eat and worship.  Saint Thomas Aquinas captures this real presence in his great 

Hymn: 

Godhead here in hiding, whom 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. (CCC,1373-1381). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


