Growing up, I think I was like many of us here today when it came to growing in my faith in the Eucharist.  It was taught that the Eucharist is the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, but I didn’t really understand what that meant.  I was taught that something special was happening at the altar at every Mass—when the priest said these special words and lifted up the bread and wine, and you’d hear the bells ring.  But I didn’t really understand what was happening or how it could happen.  I knew that in my church, we had a high altar, with the tabernacle covered over with a curtain—I knew something special was behind that curtain.  I didn’t know what.  When I was young, my brothers got me to believe that it was the church’s safe, where they kept the church’s most valuable possessions.  

Little did I know at the time how true that is!  The church, of course, doesn’t keep money or gold in the tabernacle—it keeps something much more precious, the most precious treasure in all the Church.  In that tabernacle we keep the reposed Eucharist, Jesus Christ!  After each Mass, the leftover Eucharistic hosts are placed there and marked by a red candle to keep vigil, reminding us when we come into the church that Jesus is present, and we should show him proper reverence and honor by genuflecting and maintaining a respectful silence.  
Of course, it doesn’t make sense to talk about keeping hosts in the tabernacle if we don’t talk about what happens here at the altar—what we celebrate at each Mass.  Here, the bread and wine are transformed through the power of the Holy Spirit and the words of Jesus Christ into the Body and Blood of Jesus.  It’s not something the priest does—it’s God’s power—the priest is just the instrument that God works through.  Jesus Christ instituted this sacrament 2000 years ago at the Last Supper and asked us to keep this memorial going until he comes again.  And that’s exactly what we do.  We are faithful to His commands.  So when we hear those words, “This is my Body…This is my Blood,” we should hear Jesus saying those words and realize that it is Jesus who is offering us more than just bread and wine.  
The Eucharist is at the very heart of our Catholic faith.  If we are not devoted to the Eucharist, we cannot call ourselves Catholics, and we definitely can’t receive the graces attached to the sacrament.  But the thing is, we hear it and witness it so often, we may get a bit too accustomed to it to really appreciate and grasp how powerful the mystery truly is.  We may even drift away from the true meaning of the Eucharist.  

The tendency for many is to stop short of the full meaning of this Eucharist that we receive.  We too often think of it as only a symbol of Jesus Christ—a symbol of his body and blood that he asked us to remember him by, or maybe we think of it only as a sign of our communion as brothers and sisters in Christ.  Believe me, though, we don’t need to share in the Eucharist just to be reminded of these things—his words in Holy Scripture are enough to remind us of that.  So there must be something more.  We share in the Eucharist so we can receive the very life of Jesus Christ within us.  That’s what we celebrate today on this Feast of the Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ, that on the night before he died, Jesus left us his Body and Blood as a means to eternal life.  

Consider what Jesus says to his disciples today, long before the Last Supper.  This passage is part of a much larger conversation in John’s Gospel known as the Bread of Life Discourse, in which Jesus describes himself as true food and true drink given for the life of the world: “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him on the last day” (John 6:54).  If Jesus had meant for the bread and wine to be only symbols of his body and blood, he would have said so when he realized that the people were questioning what he was saying.  But we find that when the Jews were arguing about this teaching, Jesus didn’t change what he was saying.  He kept saying the same thing: “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you do not have life within you” (John 6:53).  He meant that the bread and wine that he offered was his very Flesh and Blood.  
Now, some of Jesus’ own disciples couldn’t accept this teaching—they couldn’t believe that they could eat the Body and Blood of Christ—so they just walked away from Jesus.  They may have been among the very closest of Jesus’ disciples, but when confronted with the truth of the Eucharist, they weren’t willing to trust and believe in Jesus’ word.
Surveys show that about 43% of Catholics do not believe in the Real Presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist—43% do not believe Jesus’ word that he gives us today, that the bread and wine offered to us is His very Body and Blood.  And yet they continue to receive the Eucharist.  Why?  If they believe it’s only symbolic, then their reception of the Eucharist is only symbolic—in their mind and in their heart, they’re not really receiving Jesus.  It doesn’t transform them in any way.  But if they believe it is truly the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, then receiving the Eucharist gives them life!  They receive spiritual food for the journey—Jesus Christ.  He nourishes their soul and lives within them.  We don’t receive that if we believe it’s only a symbol.    
Believing in the Real Presence of Jesus in the Eucharist means taking a leap of faith—believing in something that we can’t prove with our senses or with science.  We only know it’s true because Jesus said so.  Do we trust Jesus?  If we do, then it changes everything.  It means the way we approach our Lord in the Eucharist changes.  

· It means we prepare ourselves properly beforehand for receiving the Eucharist.  If we know we’re not supposed to receive because we have some unconfessed sin that keeps us from receiving worthily, we don’t receive until we get a chance to go to Confession—until we’re made right with God.  Forget what other people may think.  It doesn’t matter.  It only matters that you’re right with God.    

· It means we approach Jesus with reverence.  We aren’t looking around at everyone around us.  We’re not saying hi to everyone in the pews as we walk up to the altar.  

· If we choose to receive in the hand, we make sure our hands are clean and that our hands are free to receive Jesus.  If not, then we receive on the tongue.  

· It means we make the proper reverence beforehand (a tiny bow is all that’s needed) and we make a clear “Amen” when presented with the Body and Blood of Christ.  We say “I believe this is the Body of Christ, I believe this is His Blood.”  

· It means we take the time after Communion to give thanks to God for the gift of the Eucharist.  That’s what that time is for.  Use it.  

Remember, this is Jesus Christ, who left us His Body and Blood as a memorial of his suffering and death before going to the cross.  It’s a precious gift and a great treasure.  We need to know Who we are receiving and ensure that we’re receiving Him worthily.  Jesus is the Bread of Life, given freely to those who believe and who prepare their hearts to receive Him.  
