
– A Reason to Believe – 

The Eucharist 
 

 

Although the Real Presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist is a central tenet of our faith, many Catholics today 
are challenged by this teaching.  The fact that the physical qualities of bread and wine remain unchanged in 
Communion, along with general unawareness of the background supporting the Real Presence teaching, leave 
many unwilling to accept this article of faith and instead view the Eucharist as a mere symbol.  As noted below, 
however, this is not a matter of blind faith in an invented Church notion.    
 

 

After Jesus healed the sick and fed over 5,000 people by his multiplication of five loaves and two fish, the 
crowds followed him to Capernaum for more.  Jesus told them to seek instead the bread of eternal life from 
heaven, and that he was that bread.  When the Jews questioned this, Jesus again said, “I am the living bread 
that came down from heaven; whoever eats this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give is my flesh 
for the life of the world.”  When the Jews quarreled over this, Jesus again said, ”Amen, amen, I say to you,    
unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you do not have life within you.  Whoever eats 
my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him on the last day.  For my flesh is true food, and 
my blood is true drink.  Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in him.”  John’s gospel 
tells us that many of Jesus’ disciples said that this was “a hard saying” and left him.  (Jn 6, 22-67) 
 

 

Unlike other occasions where Jesus explained himself when his disciples did not understand his sayings (see, 
e.g., Jn 4, 31-34), or where the Gospel writer offered clarifying commentary when people did not grasp a     
metaphor by Jesus (see, e.g., Jn 2:19-22), here Jesus let his disciples go rather than say that he was only    
speaking figuratively (and there was no Gospel commentary).   This was despite the fact that a literal              
understanding of his words was not only shocking, but theologically objectionable, as the consuming of blood 
was forbidden and punishable by excommunication. (Lev 3:17; 7:26-27; 17:10-14; 19:26)  Instead, Jesus more 
forcefully insisted on the plain meaning of his statement by switching from his initial use of the word “eat” to a 
more graphic word meaning to “chew” or “gnaw”. 
 

 

At the Last Supper, “…Jesus took bread, said the blessing, broke it, and giving it to his disciples said, ‘Take and 
eat; this is my body.’  Then he took a cup, gave thanks, and gave it to them, saying, ‘Drink from it, all of you, for 
this is my blood of the covenant [which allowed its consumption], which will be shed on behalf of many for the 
forgiveness of sins.”  (Mt 26:26-28; cf. Mk 14:22-24, Lk 22:17-20, 1 Cor 11:23-25)  The Greek word for “is” in 
these passages is “esti”, which simply means “is”, rather than another word to mean “symbolizes” or 
“represents”, if that had been Jesus’ intent at this crucial event.        
  

 

In any event, the earliest Christians understood the Eucharist to be the Real Presence of Jesus and not symbolic, 
beginning with the Apostolic generation.  Saint Paul wrote, “The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a        
participation in the blood of Christ?  The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ?” (1 
Cor 10:16)  He also noted, “…whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord unworthily will have to     
answer for the body and blood of the Lord.  A person should examine himself, and so eat the bread and drink 
the cup.  For anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body, eats and drinks judgment on himself.” (1 
Cor 27-29)  Paul’s words were clear that the Eucharist was the body and blood of Christ; and, one does not 
bring divine judgment on oneself over a mere symbol. 
 

 



 

The Real Presence of Jesus in the consecrated species was affirmed throughout the early Church:  Ignatius        
(“… the Eucharist is the flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ, …” (Letter to the Smyrnaeans, circa 110 A.D.)); Justin   
Martyr (“… the food which has been made into the Eucharist … is both the flesh and the blood of that                 
incarnated Jesus.” (First Apology, circa 151 A.D.); Irenaeus (“If the Lord were from other than the Father, how 
could he rightly take bread, which is of the same creation as our own, and confess it to be his body and affirm 
that the mixture in the cup is his blood?  …. therefore, the mixed cup and the baked bread receives the Word of 
God and becomes the Eucharist, the body of Christ,…” (Against Heresies, circa 180-199 A.D.)).  There were many 
such affirmations and no dissent until the Middle Ages.     
 

A basic objection today is that faith in the Real Presence contravenes reason and the senses, asking us to believe 
that what looks, feels, and tastes like bread and wine is really flesh and blood (just as it was for the Apostles at 
the Last Supper).  Like God, the sacrament is a mystery, but St. Thomas Aquinas helps us to somewhat              
understand through philosophy.  He notes that God, as Being itself, holds all things in being by an act of his will.  
Relying on the philosophy of Aristotle, Aquinas explains the difference between the physical perceived attributes 
of something (called its “accidents”) and its substance, which is the essence of a thing that exists in its own right.  
Accidents (color, shape, weight, etc.) do not exist in their own right, but exist only in something else, which is 
substance.  From the perceived accidents of a thing, the intellect seeks to identify the substance, so words like 
tree, water, or cat have some meaning.  We can comprehend substance, which is a thing’s being, intellectually, 
but not simply through the senses. 
 

The term “transubstantiation” has become central to our current understanding of Catholic teaching.  It explains 
that the substances of bread and wine – their essential being as upheld by God – are changed to that of Christ’s 
body and blood, leaving the accidents to adhere to them instead of their original substances of bread and wine.  
Human reason cannot prove or disprove this imperceptible reality, as it transcends such reason.  Hence, human 
reason does not prevent our faith in God’s word.  As to why the accidents of bread and wine remain unchanged, 
Aquinas offers, “… this is reasonably done by Divine Providence. …. because it is not customary, but horrible, for 
men to eat human flesh, and to drink blood.” (Summa Theologica)  Moreover, we need not take a limited view of 
the “body and blood” of Jesus, which includes the Church itself (such that we, too, are one in the Body of Christ 
that we receive); and his divine, glorified body need not be constrained to finite human dimensions.  Indeed, like 
the visible miracle of the 12 baskets overflowing after feeding the 5,000, Jesus’ body always remains bountifully 
more than enough no matter how much of it we consume. 
 

Having performed all the miracles witnessed to in the Scriptures that we cannot explain, there is ample reason 
to take Jesus at his word regarding the Eucharist.  As St. Ambrose said, “If the word of the Lord Jesus is so power-
ful as to bring into existence things which were not, then …. those things which already exist can be changed into 
something else.” (De Sacramentis)  
 

Because Christ is one, each Eucharist contains his body, blood, soul and divinity.  While God is with us in many 
ways, in Communion he physically gives us everything he is, in a way that we may receive him.  He is in us and 
we are in him.  It is both spiritual nourishment and a divinely intimate union with God and each other, fully real-
ized when the Eucharistic veil is lifted in heaven, so long as we have faith. 
 

Reason may lead us to faith in the Eucharistic Real Presence, because we know Jesus.  This can lead us higher 
because, while the Real Presence is itself beyond our comprehension, there is much we may come to under-
stand if we believe.  As Pope Saint John Paul II noted, “Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human 
spirit rises to contemplation of Truth.”  (Faith and Reason)   Accordingly, we can and should use our mind, heart, 
and soul to reflect on the “Mystery” of the Eucharist.     

From parishioner Richard McDonald 


