BJ Brown
2023.02.11
Become What you Receive - Keynote

[Buenos días.  Me llamo BJ Brown.
Por desgracia no hablo español.  Me gustaría mucho poder conversar directamente con todos los que están aquí esta mañana.
Como no puedo, agradezco el trabajo de los traductores y agradezco la paciencia de todos que me escuchan a través de su mediación.  Gracias a todos!]

Hi – I’m BJ Brown. I celebrated my first communion at the Church of the Sacred Heart in Weymouth Landing, Massachusetts in the spring of 1966 – less than a year after the end of the Second Vatican Council. I knew nothing about it at the same, but the spirit of that council has profoundly shaped my experience in the Church.

I can’t even begin to calculate how many Eucharists I have celebrated since then. How about you? Do you remember your First Communion? Let’s take a minute to look back on the many Eucharists have been part of our lives. Notice which experiences catch your attention – and what stands out about them. [I’ll watch the time for this minute].

Over the course of our day together, there will be time to talk with each other about our experiences of the Eucharist, and how they affect us.

Introduction

Pope Francis extended an invitation to the entire church throughout the world, asking us all to rediscover the truth of the beauty of our liturgy, so that the Spirit, plunging us into the paschal mystery, might transform every dimension of our life, conforming us more and more to Christ (DD 21).

This invitation was delivered in an apostolic letter called Desiderio Desideravi. Pope Francis delivered it in June of last year [2022], at about the time that the United States’ Bishops began their commitment to a season of Eucharistic revival. So it’s a timely invitation.

We can’t fully ‘rediscover’ or describe the liturgy’s beauty and truth here today. But I’d like to begin - by reflecting on Pope Francis’s letter of invitation. In order to better understand what he hopes will happen when we accept it, I’d also like to recall some of his other writings – especially his encyclical letter on the care of creation, Laudato Si, and his encyclical on social friendship, Fratelli Tutti. I will also look back to the documents of Vatican II, when bishops from around the world began three years in synod by reflecting together on our liturgy. 

We can’t talk about the Eucharist without reflecting on our experience of it – on our experience of what draws us to the Eucharist, on our experience of the things that we share in that meal and of the people that we share it with. Our experience of the Eucharist is interconnected with – is inseparable from – our experiences of creation and community, of being present and being transformed, and the desire to share all of this experience with the whole world.

As we draw some of the connections between the Eucharist and the Church’s social mission, my hope is that we will then gladly accept the invitation to become what we receive, and that Jesus’s mission of proclaiming and serving the reign of God will come alive in all of us. 

So let’s begin as Pope Francis began his invitation, by recalling a verse from the Gospel of Luke (22:15), first in Latin - which became the title of his apostolic letter - and then in translation:

Desiderio Desideravi
hoc Pascha manducare vobiscum antequam patiar.

Translated, that is

I have earnestly desired 
to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.

That is what Jesus says in the Gospel of Luke when the time has come for his last meal with his disciples. And that is where Pope Francis invites us to begin our reflection on the Eucharist.

But even before we turn our attention to the meal that Jesus so earnestly desired to share, there is something else that Pope Francis wants to be sure that we notice first, something hinted at in what Jesus says to his disciples: 

we may not even be aware of it, Pope Francis points out, but every time we go to Mass, the first reason is that we are drawn there by God’s desire for us (DD 6).




God’s Desire for Us

God’s desire for us draws us to the Eucharist. ‘Desire’ is a word that we use for what draws lovers together. Desire is not neat and well-ordered; it’s more like a river flooding out of its banks, transforming everything about the landscape it touches, sweeping us up and carrying us along. When we recognize that we are so desired, we see ourselves differently and we respond; desire can awaken desire in us. 

And that is how Pope Francis describes how God feels about us – an urgent, irresistible longing – that awakens the desire within us to meet God’s Word made flesh in the Eucharist.

No wonder that Pope Francis invites us to plunge into the paschal mystery, all the way in, fully immersed - just like when we fall in love and when we were in the waters of baptism that drew us from death into life.

If the Eucharist begins with God’s desire for us, then our experience of the Eucharist has to be so much more than a single hour on a Sunday morning or the careful observance of a ritual: the Eucharist bursts out from our liturgy to touch every moment of our lives always and everywhere, from the rising of the sun to its setting. . .so that, as Pope Francis says, it might transform every dimension of our lives.

But the most important and amazing part about God’s desire is who God desires - God desires: us.

The words ‘us,’ and ‘we’ and ‘our’ are woven throughout the Church’s liturgy, especially in our Eucharistic Prayer. Try listening for it – 

think of our response to the call to lift up your hearts. We say we lift them up to the Lord.

and before communion, when we pray as Jesus taught us. . .[gesture. . .pause and begin] our Father, and in the priest’s prayer to deliver us from every evil and grant us peace in our day. . .as we wait in joyful hope. . .

and it’s there when we pray Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world [gesture/wait for response. . .] have mercy on us. 

In the liturgy of the Eucharist, we give thanks and praise to God for gathering a people. . .for your own. . .that we might live no longer for ourselves but for him who died and rose again for us. 

God’s desire for us is what makes us an ‘us.’ The praise and thanks and even the hearts that we raise up as we pray our way to the Eucharist are never solitary, they are always communal. The Eucharist is something that we do together, all together, with no exceptions.

Pope Francis uses very strong language when he reflects on the communal nature of our liturgy: The liturgy does not say ‘I’ but ‘we’ - he says - and any limitation of the breadth of this ‘we’ is always demonic (DD 19). Demonic, that is, sinful, evil – we put our own desires first and turn away from God’s when whenever when we approach the liturgy absorbed in ourselves or uninterested in the community around us, or worse, when we exclude others as unworthy to join us there. 

The strength of Pope Francis’s insistence on ‘we’ and ‘us’ is rooted in his firm conviction that God has created and destined us for life together, in community. In his exhortation on The Universal Call to Holiness, Pope Francis spoke of growth in holiness [as] a journey in community (GE 141) and of how we are never completely ourselves unless we belong to a people (GE 6). In his encyclical on social friendship, Fratelli Tutti, Francis insisted that we need to develop the awareness nowadays that we are either all saved together, or no one is saved (FT 137).

In all of this, Pope Francis echoes the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, [Lumen Gentium], which begins Christ is the light of humanity. . .and goes on to say that [God] willed to make [us] holy and save us, not as individuals without any bond or link between [us] but to make [us] into a people who might acknowledge and serve [God] in holiness (LG 8).

Perhaps nowadays we need to develop the awareness of being a people who are all saved together, as Pope Francis says, but the reality of being a people is as old as time. The book of Genesis tells how God drew us - women and men – from the dust of the earth and breathed divine life into us, creating us both of God and of the stuff of this world. Then the Genesis stories go on to recount God’s commands to be fruitful and multiply and to care for the world that God has created for us.

We are created, that is, in a web of interconnected relationships: our relationship with God, our relationships with each other, and our relationship with the earth and all that comes from it. In all of these relationships we have duties of attention, gratitude, and care. 

Our relationships with God, with creation and with the human community are who we are. They are the dimensions of our lives that are touched and continually transformed by our sharing in the paschal mystery, by our becoming what we receive.


Meals

Now we have thought about ourselves as who God desires, let’s return to what God desires for us: that is, to share a meal with us, a meal like the Passover meal that Jesus so earnestly desired to share with his disciples.

Meals feature prominently in Jesus’s life and ministry in all four of the Gospels: meals with disciples and friends like Martha and Mary, and with the first curious and then converted Zacchaeus. Jesus shares a meal in the home of a potential opponent, Simon the Pharisee, and he shares meals with huge crowds of thousands on a hillside - so many meals that some accused Jesus of being a drunkard and a glutton (Mt 11.19). 

We know from our own experiences of family and holiday meals, how one meal can gather together many other meals and companions around the table at the same time - in present in person and in memory. We grind the spices in our palms the way that Steve taught us and he is with as we ladle sauce onto bowls of pasta. We boil an onion along with the potatoes the way that Auntie Kay did; and we are back together her and Uncle Phil in New Jersey. We make the gingersnap cookies that Margaret loved, and her memory joins us at the table. It happens to us all. And so it is with the meal that becomes our Eucharist.

Of course, the Passover meal is not just any meal. The first Passover meal was eaten on the night before God freed the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. The Passover meal became a annual ritual, one that looks both backward and forward. The Passover meal holds within it the memory of all that God has already done and the hopes for all that God is yet to do, all for the sake of a beloved, chosen, suffering people.

The Passover meal that Jesus so earnestly desired to share with his disciples and friends carries all of those memories and hopes within it. And, the particular Passover meal that Jesus so desired to share also looks forward in a new way. 

It marks Jesus’ entry into his death - and it is an invitation to accompany him there, an invitation that the first disciples accept imperfectly because they are every bit as human as we are. Jesus’s death was the direct consequence, the culmination of a life devoted to confronting evil, to healing all manner of disease, to caring for the poorest, and to proclaiming the nearness of the reign of God. Jesus’ death was not the end of his story. The power of God meets Jesus in his suffering and raises him to life.

The resurrection is an event and an experience that strains at the limits of our human ability to understand and express. The gospels contain no eyewitness accounts of the resurrection. Matthew, Mark, Luke and John could only tell stories of an empty tomb, and of encounters with the risen Jesus – and most importantly, of how those encounters so completely transformed the frightened and dejected disciples that they were willing to go far and wide proclaiming the good news of their experience of Jesus, risen from death and present to them again.


Presence

One way that we can try to make sense of the experience of the presence of risen Jesus is to think about its opposite, to reflect on our experience of absence.

Those frightened and dejected disciples were grieving. When we are grieving someone, we do things like bury our faces in their pillows and wear their shirts. We go to places where we’ve been together and we do the things that we did together, all to keep alive the presence of someone who feels so entirely absent.

Remember those two disciples in Luke’s gospel who were walking away from Jerusalem after Jesus’ death? They were grieving, and they were doing what Jesus had done with his disciples throughout much of Luke’s gospel: they were on the road together and talking about all that had happened. 

When the risen Jesus joins them, the disciples only recognize him when he took bread and blessed it and broke it and gave it to them – exactly what they remembered him doing when he fed all those thousands on a hillside and at his last supper with his disciples. Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, the disciples said to each other. In what Jesus used to do and did again, they recognized his presence to them.

As centuries passed and the church told the story of Jesus’ resurrection in different times and places, it was challenged to translate the gospels’ testimony to the experience of the risen Jesus into new ways of thinking and speaking. Gradually, the Church adopted a theological formula that was expressed by the church’s bishops in council at Trent in the 17th century and that we can find in the church’s Catechism today. It’s at number 1413, and it says that

Under the consecrated species of bread and wine Christ himself, living and glorious, is present in a true, real, and substantial manner: his Body and his Blood, with his soul and his divinity (c. 1413).

Most of us are more familiar with a shorthand version of this formal definition, that is, the phrase real presence. Both the formal definition and the familiar expression are human attempts to understand and share the inexhaustible mystery that we experience when we celebrate the Eucharist – that Jesus Christ, who died and rose from death and will come again in glory – is immediately, fully, entirely present to us in our bodies and souls and his. We receive him, fully alive, and we become what we receive.

At the Second Vatican Council, another gathering of bishops reflected again on our experience of the presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist, this time in the language of the mid-twentieth century. 

They spoke of their confidence that Christ is always present to his Church, and of how he is present all throughout the Church’s liturgy: in the bread and wine of the Eucharist, yes, and in the minister who presides at it, and in Word of God proclaimed, and in the assembly that gathers to listen and pray and celebrate.

Look around at Mass sometime - you, and me and everyone else there with us - is the Body of Christ, really, truly and substantially present. That’s not because of our own virtue or because of anything we’ve ever said or done, but only because of the power and promise of God, the sheer grace of God’s desire for us.
 
And we express our own confidence in that power and promise - and our willingness to be transformed by it and to become what we receive - by how we pray as we approach the Eucharist. We say the words that the gospel of Matthew attributes to a Roman centurion, a man who earnestly desired that Jesus would heal his paralyzed servant. Lord, I am not worthy, we begin, repeating exactly the centurion’s words. Then, we make his words our own as we conclude, say but the word and my soul - I myself - will be healed.


Sharing

With that prayer of confidence in the presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist we come back again to the meal that Jesus shared with his disciples on the night before his death. As we continue our reflections on the Eucharist, let’s reflect on something else that’s significant about that meal, that is, on sharing it.

The gospels never mention Jesus grabbing a bite to eat on his own. That’s because the gospels are not only interested in the eating, but just as much, in the sharing. When Jesus ate with his friends, he satisfied not only their physical hunger, but also their desire for him. And so it is in the Eucharist that we share.

Here’s a little history: sharing was the central focus of another Eucharistic revival in the United States.
Back in 1976, the Catholic Church in the United States hosted an International Eucharistic Congress in Philadelphia. Mother Teresa of Calcutta and Dorothy Day were there, and so was the future Pope John Paul II, then known as Cardinal Karol Wyjtla. Forty-three more cardinals, 417 bishops, and hundreds of thousands of people came from around the world. All these people gathered around the theme, The Eucharist and the Hungers of the Human Family. 

That 1976 Eucharistic Congress left many lasting gifts to the Church: It’s when Catholic Relief Services’ annual Rice Bowl collection for international hunger relief was first launched. The hymn Gift of Finest Wheat was written for the Eucharistic Congress. 

And, following the theme of the congress, Catholic theologian and Georgetown University professor Monika Hellwig published a small masterpiece entitled The Eucharist and the Hunger of the World. 

Professor Hellwig’s book is still in print. It is inviting and accessible, and I could not recommend reading it more highly - because she addresses questions that still trouble us. Fifty years ago, Professor Hellwig observed that the anxiety is voiced again and again that the Eucharist has some kind of pervasive meaning in our lives and we seem to have forgotten what it is (p. v). Doesn’t that sound familiar?

Hoping to recover some of that pervasive meaning, Professor Hellwig begins her book by observing that the simple, central action of the Eucharist. . .[is] the sharing of food. . .and the simple, central human experience for understanding [sharing food] is hunger (3).  

She goes on to show that hunger for bread is almost always interconnected with other hungers, other needs, other desires: hunger for freedom, for justice and dignity, for relief from all the earthly, physical sufferings that Jesus spent so much of his own ministry healing. 

Our own experience tells us that this is true, that hunger for food is intertwined with many other needs: We see people come to Catholic Charities’ Durham Community Food Pantry because their wages haven’t kept up with inflation or weren’t enough in the first place to feed their families, heat their homes and keep their cars running well enough to get to work. We see people come to InterFaith Council’s Community Services for a meal and a place to sleep because illness or addiction are insurmountable obstacles to maintaining a home. We watch newsreels of refugees who have lost farms and homes to drought and to flooding made worse by climate change.

We bring our awareness, our experience of these many and interconnected hungers with us when we are drawn to the Eucharist. 

Professor Hellwig’s book helps us to understand how the Eucharist feeds those hungers, how what we receive in the Eucharist becomes our desire to feed the hungers of the world around us. We eat the bread of life, and we want to feed hungry people in our communities. We are blessed by it and so want to share its blessings. We are transformed by the sacrifice of Jesus’ life, and and we want to transform and bring life to the communities that God created us for and saves us in. 


In Every Community

Pope Francis has spoken often of all that the Church must do to truly satisfies the hungers of the whole human community. In his encyclical letter Fratelli Tutti, Pope Francis teaches that

It is an act of charity to assist someone suffering, but it is also an act of charity even if we do not know that person, to work to change the social conditions that caused his or her suffering (186).

Pope Francis is calling us to share our food with the hungry and to transform the world’s economy so that hungry people can feed themselves. In this, Pope Francis is building on the foundations laid by his brother popes before him.

When Pope Paul VI spoke to the United Nations in 1965, he described the Catholic Church as an “expert in humanity” and defender of the rights, duties, dignity and liberty of all humanity. Just two years earlier, his predecessor Pope John XXIII’s encyclical letter Pacem in Terris – Peace on Earth - contributed to the growing tradition of Catholic social teaching by naming those political, social and economic rights, and the duty to exercise them with respect for rights of others and for the common good of all. 

It's pretty bold to claim expertise in humanity. But Pope Francis finds that expertise rooted in the Eucharist that we share each week. In Desiderio Desideravi, he writes that it is only thanks to the grace of our encounter with the risen Christ in the Eucharist that we become fully human (DD 33).


With All of Creation

In that Eucharist, we receive a bit of bread, and perhaps again one day, a sip of wine. The thin communion wafer that we consume somehow tastes of manna in the desert and of a child’s loaves of bread multiplied at a mountaintop picnic. It tastes of Israel’s first hurried Passover meal and of Jesus’s last Passover meal with his friends. Even as that wafer of bread becomes the bread of life, Jesus Christ truly, really and substantially present, it remains what it is, the fruit of the earth and the work of human hands.

God’s gift of creation is present to us in every Eucharist. 

In Desiderio Desideravi, Pope Francis writes of his hope that as we rediscover the Eucharist, we will also reacquire confidence in creation, in all things that come from God. Then, Pope Francis hopes, we will understand that  

the sacraments ‘are made’ of things that come from God. To God they are oriented and by God they have been assumed. . .so that they can become instruments of salvation, vehicles of the Spirit, channels of grace. . .From the very beginning, created things contain the seed of the sanctifying grace of the sacraments. (46)

Regaining confidence creation as the seed and channel of our salvation leads us to strengthen our commitment to the duties of care for all that we have received from the earth. 

This is why Pope Francis so closely examined our everyday interactions with ‘our common home’ in God’s creation in his encyclical letter Laudato Si. In listening to ‘the cry of the earth,’ Pope Francis also heard ‘the cry of the poor,’ and saw how inseparable the bond is between concern for nature, justice for the poor, and commitment to [social] and interior peace (10).

Again, our experience tells us that this is true. Much of our lives depend on resources taken from the earth: how we travel, how we heat and cool our homes, how we cook our meals and use our cell phones. We also know that many of these things that we depend on day to day are at the same time depleting the earth, ruining the atmosphere and destroying the lives of the people who labor in the industries that put all these things at our disposal. And all of this creates and perpetuates enormous disparities of wealth between people who work in the earth and people who own the means of production.

There is an enormous divide between what our relationship to the planet is and the relationship that God intended for us to have with all of creation. We know that much of creation is groaning in pain. But whenever we drawn to the Eucharist, we also experience how all that is created finds its greatest exaltation (LS 236) there.

In the same way that the Eucharist nourishes our desire to feed the hungers of our world
, it also stirs up our desire to care for the earth itself and for those who work with it. When we receive the bread that is the fruit of the earth transformed in the Eucharist, we are awakened to the urgent need to transform the economic practices that are hastening the death of our planet and of the people who live on it.


Conclusion

We have spoken of God’s desire that draws us – us! - to the Eucharist, to the meal that is the risen Jesus present among us, the meal that was and is meant to be shared, the meal that through us feeds the hungers of the world, in every community and of all of creation. But all of that is only a beginning, just a glimpse of the truth of the beauty of the Eucharist, of the Paschal mystery that plunges us into the death and raising to life of Jesus Christ.

Let’s close with a one more thought about meals.

The Eucharist is a meal that is both ‘for here and to go’. Every time that we gather to celebrate the Eucharist, to receive and become the body of Christ, we are sent out from there again, full of the desire to share what we have become with every community that we belong to and with the earth that is our common home. 

‘Being sent out’ is what is often spoken of as the Church’s social mission. But I sometimes worry that speaking of our social mission can suggest that it is separate from and perhaps less necessary than our mission to proclaim the gospel.

But it isn’t. Writing on The Joy of the Gospel, Pope Francis reminds us that God wants to speak to the world by [our] lives (GE 24) and while

We may not always be able to reflect adequately the beauty of the Gospel. . .there is one sign which we should never lack: the option for those who are least, those whom society discards (EG 194). 

Everything that we do to make our lives - and the lives that we touch directly and indirectly - more fully human proclaims the good news of Jesus Christ, who died and rose to fullness of life for us all.

Perhaps the most succinct summary of the Christian mission that I’ve ever come across was made by the US Catholic bishops in their guidelines on religious education, To Teach as Jesus Did. The bishops said that the Christian vocation is to transform ourselves and society with God’s help. 

I leave you with a prayer that we will always know God’s help, that we will always desire to share what we have received and what we have become, that we will receive the Body of Christ and become his Body in our world. I hope, as we pray at the Eucharist, that 

. . .with the whole of creation, freed from the corruption of sin and death,
We may glorify God through Christ our Lord,
Who bestows on the world all that is good.
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