                                               THE BODY AS EUCHARIST

The major religions deal with the issue of the body with a mixture of awe and trepidation.  Ambivalence toward the created order also is quite widespread.  The religions seem to encourage a type of indifference to the created world, assuming it to be safe in God’s care and therefore of no major concern to human beings.  The religions seem to regard the human body as superior to every other created reality including the planet and the cosmos; even animals get little attention from the great religions except for their use and value to human beings.  By disassociating the human body from its earthly and cosmic ambience, the religious systems are in danger of misconstruing the meaning of the body at every level of existence, while also underestimating the interdependence on which all forms of embodiment thrive.
In the faith systems of several indigenous peoples we encounter rites of passage, many of which situate the body in the larger context of creation and celebrate both its creativity and potential destructibility in that context.  And some of the richness of these ancient rituals has seeped into the mainstream religions.  We encounter it particularly in what Christians call the Eucharist, the rite of passage around the sacred celebration of food, variants of which we find in every major religion with the notable exception of Islam.

The Christian Eucharist is a rite of thanksgiving, the enactment of a sacred meal in which the participants believe that God is present to them in a truly embodied way.  A transformation of the bread and wine takes place, often referred to as consecration, or in the Catholic Church, an act of transubstantiation.

Our contemporary theology of the Eucharist has several interweaving strands.  First, there is the notion of Eucharist as a sacred meal in which Jesus is truly present as he was t the Last Supper, at the post resurrection meals, and t the several other moments of table fellowship that we read about in the Gospels.  Second, the Eucharist symbolically reenacts the sacrificial death of Jesus at Calvary; in other words, the salvation made possible in a unique way in the death of Jesus becomes available each time we celebrate the Eucharist.  Third, the ongoing salvation of Jesus made available through the Eucharist has to be mediated though a specially ordained person, a priest.  Fourth, the Eucharist has special significance for the formation and nourishment of Christian community; each parish is considered to be a eucharistically based community.  Finally, for many people, the Eucharist is a sacrament that they feel obliged to attend to fulfill their duty to God and to procure God’s help for their ultimate salvation.

The Eucharist also is meant to be celebration.  This is a good place to begin if we are to make the sacrament more accessible to people.  The people gather as a body, affirming their mutual relationality, which itself has been activated by the embodied God who they believe has called them together,  In the word of life that is broken open the people give voice to their shared story of struggle and hope.  The gifts that adorn the table –the bread and the wine—are the gifts from the body of the earth itself; in the offering and receiving of sacred food we encounter anew the closeness and reassurance of our embodied God.  And                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           this is no mere cozy huddle for comfort and affirmation; its primary goal is to empower the people to go forth and participate more dynamically in embodying g new life at the heart of creation itself.

The Eucharist is a supreme moment of cosmic, planetary, spiritual and human embodiment.  All the elements meet as one in a ritual engagement from which nobody, for any reason, should be excluded.  Radical inclusion is at the heart of every Eucharistic enactment, subversively modeled by the Jesus of Christianity, who welcomed everybody to the Eucharistic table, including those who were totally prohibited according to the religious rules of the day: tax collectors, prostitutes, and sinners.

There is a profound evolutionary connection with every eucharistic celebration, which often is overshadowed by the role assigned to the priest in the Christian tradition, and by his equivalent in other faith traditions.  According to the official rite of celebration, the changing of the bread and wine in the Eucharist does not happen through the power of the priest, but by the invocation of the Holy Spirit – the epiclesis.”  And Eucharistic theology requires a second epiclesis to be enunciated after the consecration of the bread and wine, beseeching the creative Spirit to transform the hearts of all those who are about to receive the consecrated food so that it will nourish them to become more proactive in their commitment to justice and right relationships.  That same Spirit-power which enlivens, animates and sustains everything in creation is also the heart, source and inspiration of every eucharistic celebration.

The Eucharist acclaims and celebrates unashamedly the radical relationality that characterizes every form of embodiment, from the cosmic to the personal. And it also pronounces that God is totally at home in the immediacy of that encounter.  God loves bodies!  God is present precisely in the moments of intense bodily encounter, whether in the erotic passion of sexual embrace, the intensity of human intimacy, or the inexpressible wonder of childbirth; God is also present in memorable moments of being at one with nature, the expressionless bond in which people of grief can be united, or the mysterious unity that brings people of every race, creed and color around a eucharistic table.  In all these situations and in many more besides, God is at home and radically present to us.  Words may fail to say how, but the heart has its wise and unspeakable intuitions.

The Christian theologian may feel uneasy because I have moved into eucharistic reflections without first considering the embodied presence of Jesus as a historical person of the past and an incarnational influence in the present.  From an evolutionary point of view, I suggest that the Eucharist needs a fresh articulation in the context of an alive creation that is forever responsive to God’s allurement.  Every Eucharist is a profound affirmation on the prodigiously nourishing God who wants to see nobody excluded from the table of cosmic abundance.  God overflows and so does God’s creation.  In a word, that is what eucharistic celebration is meant to be about.

And nourishment is intimately linked with bodies.  All bodies need sustaining nourishment and cannot thrive without it.  God’s body, the cosmic and terrestrial bodies, along with the vast range of embodied forms that populate creation, all meet at the eucharistic table. Yes, it is about “sacrifice” which means “to make something sacred.” In fact, what really happens is that we draw forth the innate sacredness of all things and unite as one body in proclaiming the prolific goodness of our nourishing, sustaining God.
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