BENEDICTVS

contemplative church

&

25 July 2026

Word Made Flesh: Sacrament (Matthew 13. 44-46)
© Sarah Bachelard

Today we share Holy Communion. On the night he was betrayed, Jesus shared a meal
— a last supper — with his disciples. He took bread, blessed and broke it, and then
gave it to them to eat, saying ‘this is my body, given for you’. Then he took a cup of
wine and blessed it, and gave it to his disciples to drink, saying ‘this is my blood,
poured out for you’. At that meal, Jesus handed himself over to his friends to
consume. He told them to ‘remember’ him, to become present again to this event of
his self-offering, every time they gathered around the bread and wine. Thus, they
would continue to ‘feed on him’. In the liturgy of the church, this is the meal which
symbolises our communion with God, God’s communion with us. And it symbolises
our communion with each other for we are all invited to the same table, ‘we all share
in the one bread’.

I’'ve just said this meal ‘symbolises our communion’. But in the understanding
of the sacramental tradition — this meal is not just a symbol. It actually brings about
the communion it signifies, it helps to make it happen. A sacrament is an ‘outward
and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace’. In the consecration of the bread
and wine, by our prayers and presence, we call on Christ to be with and among us,
and we trust that by the Holy Spirit he comes, to feed us with his life. We’re not just
recalling a past event. The Eucharist is the celebration where our communion with
God and our communion with each other is renewed, as ‘Christ makes himself
present and we make ourselves present to Christ’.!

During this Sabbath month, with the help of Richard Carter and the Nazareth

community, we’ve been exploring the notion of a rule of life — a rhythm or pattern of

! Richard Carter, The City is my Monastery: A contemporary rule of life (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2019),
p.128.



living which is capable of sustaining us personally and corporately in the journey of
deepening compassion and love. So far, we’ve touched on 3 elements of the
Nazareth Rule of Life, 3 practices — Sabbath, Scripture and Service. We've reflected
on how these 3 Ss nourish and sustain our life too at Benedictus. Tonight, we’re
looking at a fourth ‘S’ — Sacrament. According to the Nazareth Rule: ‘The sacrament
of the Eucharist is central to our weekly pattern of community worship’. As you
know, at Benedictus, we share the sacrament of the Eucharist less frequently — every
three weeks. But it is core for us too, and tonight | want to share three senses in
which | think this practice of Holy Communion is so significant.

First, the Eucharist communicates who and how God is for us — and so shows
what it means to live in communion with this God. Italian monastic, Carlo Carretto,
wrote beautifully and powerfully of what the Eucharist reveals. He said: ‘In the
Eucharist, Jesus is immobilized. He is reduced to a little piece of bread. The world
needs him so much and yet he doesn’t speak. We need him so much and yet he
doesn’t move. The Eucharist is the silence of God and the weakness of God. To
reduce God to bread while the world is so noisy, so agitated, so confused. It is as
though the world and the Eucharist were walking in opposite directions. And they
seem to get further and further from each other. [We have] to be courageous not to
be carried away by the world’s march. [We need] faith and willpower to go cross
current towards the Eucharist. To stop and be silent and to worship. And [we need]
really strong faith to understand the impotence and defeat which the Eucharist
represents ... Yet this powerless Jesus, nailed down and annihilated, is the God of the
Impossible, Alpha and Omega, beginning and end’.”

These words help me to see that the Eucharist is, in some sense, a
continuation of the Incarnation. God comes to the world hiddenly in Jesus. Born to
an obscure family in an obscure town, living for the most part a hidden life in
Nazareth, misunderstood by most who encountered him, and then put to death on a

cross — ‘a man of sorrows, we treated him as one of no account’. It’s often said, this
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is not how religion typically thinks that God shows up; it’s not how we imagine God
will exercise power. And yet, so our tradition proclaims, it’s precisely by his entering
into the ordinariness and suffering of human life, by his participating undefendedly in
the risk of materiality, that our life is broken open from the inside to grace, to
newness, to communion with the Source of all. In the Eucharist, the crucified and
risen Christ still comes to us hidden. But as we receive him, our life is joined to his
and we are empowered to participate with him in the breaking open of the life of the
world to grace.

And this brings us to the second way in which the sacrament of the Eucharist
transfigures our life in the world. Because if, in these unspectacular material things,
this bread and wine, we learn to recognize and receive Christ’s presence, then we
may also find ourselves learning to see Christ in the unlikely guise of one another.
Richard Carter writes of a story he heard from Mother Teresa of Calcutta. It was
about a sister who at first found it hard to care for the dying, and who felt physically
ill at the smell and sight of an old man who had been carried in from the streets, his
wounds infected by maggots. ‘Mother Teresa had told her to look at the way the
priest had celebrated the Mass that day, holding the bread and wine with such
reverence and devotion — “Now”, she said, “holding that in your mind go back and
care for this man from the streets with the same reverence”. When later she asked
the sister how it was, the sister replied, ““Mother, all afternoon | have been holding
in my hands the body of Christ”’.?

Now this might seem rather beyond us ... but the point is that practising the
sacrament of the Eucharist enlarges our capacity to see everything sacramentally. In
and through material reality, no matter how ordinary or unlovely, we learn to see the
Giving Life that animates all things and to attend to it reverently. This enables us to

see one another with the gaze of love. When we have shared the Eucharist, we may

3 Carter, The City is my Monastery, p.151.



look around and see each other anew as having a depth, a preciousness — each life
opening into the life of God, just as ours does.*

Which brings us finally to the transfiguration of our relationship with the
whole created order. The practice of the sacrament of the Eucharist reminds us, says
the Nazareth Rule, that we live ‘in a sacramental world where the outward signs of
Christ’s presence are all around us ... As we become more attentive to all God has
created, every detail speaks of the miracle and wonder and mystery of God’s love’.
Pope Benedict XVI wrote of God as ‘a perceptible presence in every creature: in the
air that we breathe, in the light that we see and that warms us, in the grass, in
stones.... God, [the Creator of all], passes through all things but is beyond them and
for this very reason is the foundation of them all’.> Rowan Williams too connects a
practice of ‘reverence for the bread and the wine of the Eucharist’ with ‘the
beginning of reverence for the whole world in which the giving of God’s glory is
pulsating beneath the surface of every moment’.°

So how do we learn truly to perceive and receive this presence of God
beneath the surface of every moment ... in the Eucharist, in one another, in the
world around us? How do we learn to live sacramentally? Jesus taught that an
awakening to the depth dimension of reality is an ever-present possibility. It’s here
and now if only we learn to recognize it, like a treasure hidden in the field or like a
pearl of great price mixed in with all the others. It’s a gift just waiting to be
discovered, and yet to take hold of it will cost us everything we have. It will require
us to turn aside from unreality and illusion, it will require us to be dispossessed of
the alternate sources by which we seek to secure our life, it will ask us to come open-
handed and desiring only this.

That’s why traditionally we come to the Eucharist only after some form of

Confession in which we name before God that which is separating us from the truth
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of ourselves and others, that which is keeping us turned in on ourselves and apart
from God. In other words, it’s why, as we come to the Communion table, we repent
of our sins, and pray to receive the fullness of Christ’s life poured out, so that in,

through and with him, we may be in the world as he was and he may live in us.



