Inclusion and the Eucharistic Community
By Amanda Bolaños

Hi friends,

My name is Amanda Bolaños, I am so happy to be here with you all. I am a doctoral student at Duke Divinity school studying theological ethics right now and also the young adult minister at St. Thomas More since this past August, and before that, I was the Pastoral Associate Intern here for two years. I have a deep love for the St. Thomas More community and am so happy to be a part of this amazing event.

I have a joke that I would like to start off my talk with… Are we ready: What do you call a book club that reads the same book over and over for years and years? Church. Tell Father Scott to cite me on that joke if he includes it in his next homily.

I love the Church deeply, especially St. Thomas More’s witness as Church. But sometimes this love can ebb and flow - there are highs and lows - it can be a tumultuous relationship. I’ve said for many years that the reason I remain in the Church is because of my relationship with the Eucharist. I mean this. So I am so glad that we are gathering together as a community to deepen our relationship with Christ through the Blessed Sacrament.

In beginning today’s talk, I’d like to offer a quote from someone I have a dear devotion to: Servant of God, Dorothy Day. Day states: “You only love God as much as you love the person you love the least.” … [repeat]... Hold on to this for now and we’ll come back to it.

How many of you have heard of CS Lewis's classic book The Great Divorce? This book is a spiritual book that has haunted me throughout the past 5 years or so. For those of you who have not read it, I will offer a quick synopsis. The story is ultimately fictional, and it discusses the divorce between heaven and hell. Lewis goes through different characters and their experiences of conversations and interactions at the gate of heaven. His premise is that the beatific vision is ultimately a choice - one can choose to enter through the gates of heaven, or one can choose to turn back and enter hell. Seems like an easy choice - right? We will come to see that it is not so easy - Lewis offers a broader narrative of the complexity behind this choice, drawing attention to the habits that one has formed on Earth that ultimately fashion one to make this choice… a choice regarding the afterlife that respects one’s complete free will and total agency. 

In Lewis’ book, each person encounters different characters that greet them at the gate of heaven. Depending on who the greeter is and their interaction with this greeter, the person then decides whether or not to enter heaven with the greeter or choose hell. It’s an interesting concept – the idea of the afterlife being a choice - and I'd like us to stick with this thought today in terms of how the Eucharist might help us form habits, affecting the choices we make on earth, and beyond earth. This may seem silly and easy - who wouldn't choose heaven? Well, Lewis argues, it depends on who is the one to greet you and how you react… Let’s look at one of the encounters that Lewis offers in the Great Divorce.

I believe it's chapter 4. There is a character - a man who has just passed away and is at the gate of heaven, ready to enter. He is known as the Big Man. I believe Lewis says he was either a lawyer or police officer of some sort during his lifetime on earth, but regardless of his specific occupation, this man was a person who greatly valued justice, someone who was really concerned about the order in his community and creating a safe environment for all involved by making sure justice has been implemented and served.

So when the Big Man gets to the Gates of Heaven, he has a pretty good idea that he will ultimately choose heaven. But guess who the first person to greet him at the gate is? It is someone the Big Man knows - a murderer that the Big Man had actually put behind bars during their time on earth. You can imagine the shock that the Big Man had on his face - how can this awful murderer already be 1) in heaven, and 2) the person to greet the Big Man at the gates of heaven? They enter into conversation with one another - the former murderer reveals his conversion after everything had happened, a conversion that occurred right before he had died. They continue talking, and finally it is time for the Big Man to make his choice. Will he enter the gates of heaven with this former murder of his community, or will he turn around and choose hell. What do you think he chose?

He ultimately turned around and chose hell. His justice-oriented mind could not comprehend or compute the compassion and forgiveness of God, to the fact that a sinner like the murderer could be allowed to reside in the beatific vision.

I offer this story in relation to today’s discussion surrounding the inclusivity of the Blessed Sacrament. The Eucharist, as the source and summit of the Catholic Christian faith, is the most powerful medicine to help form virtuous habits in us in order to hopefully and potentially achieve this beatific vision one day. The Eucharist softens hardened hearts. It is so easy to have a hardened heart nowadays, and the Eucharist is the only tool to melt the hardness away.

But going through the motions of receiving it once a week is not enough - it is scandalous to only do this without thinking about what the Blessed Sacrament calls us to do outside of the mere consumption of it. The Eucharist must haunt us beyond the liturgy. What you do - the actions that you perform, must be influenced and connected to the Eucharist in every way. There is an urgency in the good life that the Eucharist calls us to live, as an extension of the Incarnation beyond the walls of St. Thomas More. 

As it is stated in the Prayer of the Our Father: “thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” Through the Eucharist, we are tasked to bring God’s will on earth as it is actualized in heaven. Who we interact with, how we live our lives - all of this matters GREATLY as these aspects form our habits that affect our decision-making skills. How are you living your life urgently in terms of justice? In terms of caring for your neighbor?

So now I would like to return to the quote from Dorothy Day: “You only love God as much as you love the person you love the least” - I want you all now to think of the person that you may love the least… Try not to cringe or physically react, but picture their face and have them in your heart right now. Now imagine yourself in Lewis’ version of the Great Divorce. You get to the Gate of Heaven - and this person whom you love the least is the person to greet you at the gate - what would you choose? Would you choose heaven? Or would you turn around and choose hell? I see myself a lot in the Big Man in the Great Divorce. I am very passionate about social justice, I am very aware of power dynamics, and I yearn to actualize accountability in institutionalized systems. The Big Man is me. If I were to go to the gate of heaven and see someone who I have really struggled with in the past - someone who has abused power and disrespected God and their community - I ultimately don’t know if I would choose heaven. My heart is hardened in this respect. My justice-oriented mindset can many times be too rigid; however, with each intake of the Blessed Sacrament, I continue to pray for Christ to soften my heart as I prepare for when the time comes of potentially entering the beatific vision. I know that this mindset is something I will continue to struggle with, and I also know that the Eucahrist is the only thing that can save me from myself in this way.

So I invite you to continue thinking about whom you love the least, and to lift them up in prayer as you yearn to soften your heart through each intake of the Blessed Sacrament.
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