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When the first George Bush was president, he was making a public relations appearance at a nursing home.   As he was visiting the residents, he came upon a wizened old man who was hobbling down the corridor.  President Bush walked up to the man, took him by the hand and said, “Sir, do you know who I am?”  The man replied. “No, but if you ask one of the nurses, she’ll tell you.”  It’s important in this life to know who you are.  Jesus knew who he was, and as we see in today’s Gospel, he wanted his disciples to know who he was, and who they were.
In Peter’s recognition of him as the Christ, the anointed one, the Lord seizes on the Jewish idea of the Messiah to help convey his identity as the one who will restore Israel and usher in an era of justice and peace. Later the disciples will come to recognize him as the incarnate Son of God whose everlasting and universal Kingdom extends to all people. 
God’s plan of salvation, through the incarnation and paschal mystery, is directed to our participation in the life of the Trinity, the communion of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

Our sharing in this life begins with our baptism, but this communion, which is our life and salvation, is nourished and strengthened by the Eucharist. In the Eucharist the paschal mystery is re-presented for us so each new generation and every person can participate in Christ’s sacrifice as the Lord eternally intercedes for us before the Father.  At the same time the Lord continues His presence to us through the sacrament of His body and blood—His Real Presence.
There has been great consternation in our Church recently following secular polls that claim that as many as 70% of Catholics do not believe in the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.
  If true that is certainly a cause for grave concern but it might have more to do with how our faith is articulated and how the words “real” and “presence” have come to be used.  Who could blame anyone today for having suspicions about the word “real?”  As children we learn early on not to trust toymaker claims about what is real or genuine.  At the supermarket we know to be skeptical about things like “real” fruit juice and “real” dairy products.  All the while we are bombarded by “reality” TV shows that are anything but.  
“Presence” can also be a confusing word today.  We might speak of a media or social media presence today, which really isn’t presence, is it?  And who of us, having lived through this pandemic, cannot testify that a Zoom or streamed presence, however helpful, is just not the same as being present.  One might be excused therefore for confusion about the words “real presence.”
Nevertheless, the Church has consistently and fervently proposed the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.  The Eucharist is not merely a symbolic presence, but Christ’s real presence.  By that we mean, that though the appearance and accidents of the bread and wine do not change, the substance or deepest reality of the Eucharistic species become Christ’s body, blood, soul and divinity.  

The Lord, who knew who He was, was quite clear about this presence when He said, “This is my body
 and this is my blood,”
 and “unless you eat my flesh and drink my blood you will not have life within you.”
  Through the Eucharist He continues to be personally present to His people and to bring us into communion with the Trinity and each other. 
How fitting it is that the appearance of bread and wine do not change because the Lord never compels our belief.  Rather his real presence can only be discerned by faith, which requires our active participation in the mystery we celebrate again and again and again.  Pollsters, notwithstanding, I think many Catholics do intuit this deep reality and the gift of the Eucharist, even if they might be understandably confused about the words we use to describe it.
Writing in the second century, St. Ignatius of Antioch described the Eucharist as “the medicine of immortality and the antidote for death.”
  As such it is a meal that is not to be missed.
This is why the Eucharist is called the source and summit of our Christian lives. As our sharing in the life of the risen Christ, and our communion with the Trinity and each other we become what we consume—the mystical Body of Christ.  The Eucharist is the source from which all the Church’s power flows.  
At the same time, it is the summit of our Christian lives.  We might say that we are most who we are and who we are destined to be when we celebrate the Eucharist.  Think of the tremendous social, economic, ethnic, political, educational, and generational diversity at a typical Sunday Eucharist.  In what other forum would we find such a diverse group united (albeit imperfectly) in communion with God and each other?  That is why the Eucharist is a foretaste of heaven. 
But as St. James makes clear in the second reading this communion has implications.  No longer can we simply say to our brothers or sisters, “Go in peace, keep warm and eat well,” for the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist serves his presence in us his body.  

As often as I reflect on this presence, I am reminded of the story of the newly ordained priest who was called to the hospital to be with the parents of a nine-year-old boy. Those parents had faced an awesomely difficult decision regarding their son: risk open-heart surgery (at a time when the risks were considerably greater than they are now) which, if successful, would allow their son to lead a normal life, or avoid the risk of surgery and let their son continue to live with a crippling disability.  They decided to give their son a chance at a normal life.  But something went wrong and he died in surgery.  The priest in answer to an emergency summons, arrived at the surgical waiting room just in time to hear the surgeon saying to the parents, “We tried everything we could.  It just didn’t work.”  The doctor turned and left while a nurse ushered the stunned parents and the equally stunned priest into a room, closing the door as she left.  The parents sat, quietly sobbing, the shock written on their faces. The young priest sat, desperately asking himself, “What can I say?”  Everything that occurred to him sounded unforgivably banal and empty.  With growing desperation, he realized he just didn’t know what to say.  So, he sat in silence feeling inadequate, foolish and a fraud.  After what seemed like an eternity to him, the father turned to the mother and said, “Well, we’d better go and see about arrangements,” They stood, still in shock, and left the room.  The priest cursed himself a failure.  
The following week that young priest received a letter from the mother.  She wrote, “As long as I live, I will be grateful to you for being there with us in our grief. I cannot tell you what a help and consolation to us your presence was.”
 He was in fact, through his priesthood and the Eucharist, Christ’s presence. We are all called to be that presence.  Sometimes that happens without our knowing how, but it happens because we have shared in this meal and taken that presence into ourselves.

Finally, we know that we don’t always act as the Body of Christ, we do not always communicate Christ’s presence.  That is also why we are here.  The Christian life is to become more and more the Body of Christ and authentic mediators of His presence.  That is why we believe so strongly that what happens here is not simply a symbol or a pious recollection.  The bread and wine become the Body and Blood of Christ.  His real presence as our real food to become His presence in the world.

We celebrate that presence today in this Eucharist and in us the Body of Christ because it’s important in life to know who you are, as we share together the antidote for death.
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