 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Body and Blood of Christ (Jn 6:51-58)


THE LIVING BREAD

A Franciscan chaplain in the German Army during the Second World War wrote that when he was called to the scene of carnage after a bomb was dropped on a battalion, he found only two survivors, both of them Catholics and both fatally wounded.


The chaplain asked the first one if he wished to receive Holy Communion. The soldier, with great effort, replied scornfully, “A piece of bread won’t save me. Give me a cigarette.” The chaplain took one from his pocket, lit it, and placed it between the man’s lips. The soldier inhaled, and died.


The second soldier waited in silence. The chaplain asked him whether he wished to receive Holy Communion. The soldier smiled, and whispered, “Hurry”. After having received the Viaticum, he said, “Please write to my mother and tell her I die with the Saviour in my heart.”


The first soldier, for reasons known to God - it’s not for us to judge him - had lost hope in the eternal life promised by Jesus Christ to those who join themselves to him in this earthly life. He apparently didn’t realize that in one holy Communion he could receive the perfect complement of all his wasted past and of his damaged self.


The second survivor had kept the firm faith that, in Communion with the sacramental Body of the Saviour, he would remain in Jesus and Jesus in him.


In John’s Gospel (Jn 6:51-58), Jesus speaks as the risen Saviour, rather than as the Nazarene before the resurrection. He declares: “I am the bread of life … I am the living bread …. He who eats my flesh ... lives in me and I live in him... Anyone who eats this bread will live for ever.”


Faith in this declaration of the Saviour did not abandon that second soldier at the point of death. He experienced the abundance of grace of the sacramental Body of Christ. But this abundance is proportioned to the actual faith that each of us exercises in surrendering ourselves to Jesus Christ.


Obviously, the patience and silence of that man in his last moments of life was a sign of a deep spiritual life.


The strength that comes from the sacramental presence of the Saviour is measured by our capacity to receive it. Our capacity is measured by our preparation, both our day-to-day remote preparation, and our proximate preparation just before receiving Holy Communion.


Regarding the proximate preparation, the Saviour says, “He who eats my flesh ... lives in me and I live in him” (Jn 6:56). But this union mustn’t be limited to pious sentiment, or to a Jesus-and-me relationship.


With regard to the remote preparation, John writes, “a man who does not love the brother that he can see cannot love God, whom he has never seen” (1 Jn 4:20). It seems to me that our remote preparation made among people in daily life is much more important than our devotional proximate preparation.


In fact, our habitual union with Jesus is no more and no less than our habitual union with our neighbour. The German chaplain showed habitual union with his neighbour in his welcoming Christ in both soldiers. To one, to satisfy his last wish, he gave a cigarette. This too was a kind of communion between the two men. To the other, instead, he gave the Body of Christ in the most perfect communion possible between two persons, and between a person and God.


Let us pray, in the moment of our Communion with the Body and Blood of Christ, that, together with the sacred host and the blessed chalice, we can welcome wholeheartedly all those whom we live with and meet in our family and community life, those at the door of our home, and all in the city streets.

