The Texts of the Convivium

WHAT CAN WE SAY ABOUT

THE “REAL PRESENCE” IN THE EUCHARIST?

The real presence of Christ in the consecrated bread and the wine of the Eucharist cause many problems for the intellectualist mentality of so called civilised Western human beings. They in fact follow the ancient Aristotelian logic on which modern science itself is founded. They ask: if each reality is itself, if A is A and it cannot be a non-A, how can a piece of bread or a host be the body of the Lord Jesus? How can the wine contained in the chalice be identified with the blood of Christ? Logically either it is one, hence the bread and the wine, or it is the other, and therefore the renewed presence among us of the Man-God. 

By the logic of the Greeks and that of modern man, there is however another that one might call participative logic, very familiar to the primitive-archaic mentality. I would say that both one and the other integrate extremely well when one moves beyond pure concepts, numbers and geometrical figures to real and concrete realities. 

While the logic of non-contradiction is addressed at defining each reality distinguishing it from others in the clearest possible manner, participative logic pays attention to all interrelations. This proves how every reality participates in others and with others. It shows how every reality gives itself to others and receives something in exchange. It receives something to nourish itself, to assimilate this something and make it its own in terms that may be biological, but also psychological and cultural. 

We previously mentioned that participation is an idea that is familiar to primitive-archaic humankind. One significant example of this mentality concerns the manner in which a human being perceives his relationships with certain people and things. 

Let us consider a chieftain, surrounded by his women, children, servants, subjects and finally his personal possessions and the entire environment in which all these people live together. He considers, and even more experiences all these people, animals and things that live around him as his own "appurtenances". (This word belongs to the language of anthropologists). Well, damaging any appurtenance of his also means damaging he himself, it means hurting him, offending him profoundly to the extent that this may result at times in mortal revenge. 

Hence the chieftain's virtue nourishes his appurtenances and allows them to prosper. This results in the figure of the sacred king, whose virtue and rectitude is admired by the gods, and not only, it also per se allows the kingdom to prosper, so that the land is fertile and the sea filled with fish, the flocks and the herds are fecund and the army victorious. 

The word "appurtenance", as used by a scholar of primitive mentality such as Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, means: all that belongs to a man in such a way that it is identified with him, always in the participative sense, as the extension of his personality. 

A modern man sees his possessions with far greater detachment; these are things he himself owns, of which he has exclusive and full availability. For the primitive-archaic man the objects owned are part of himself. 

Which of these two men is right? Should we wish to question parapsychology, it would show us phenomena concerning extra-sensorial perception and experiments linked to this: here the psychic person is facilitated by the fact of being able to hold in his hand an object belonging to the person he is trying to learn something about in a paranormal manner. 

The psychic person in fact can manage to identify with the person investigated to the extent that he is able to identify with the object. This takes place due to the fact that the person-target really is one thing with his possessions, including everyday objects. 

Borrowing mathematical terminology, one could say that in a participative and no longer logical-mathematical sense, the person-target "is equal to" his watch. On the other hand however, sympathetically immersed within this watch he touches, the psychic person too is equal to the watch itself. 

Once again in terms involving not pure logic but rather participation, we can here put to use what mathematicians call the transitive property: if A is equal to B and B is equal to C, A too is equal to C. And so the psychic person is equal to the person-target. This is emphasised even more, both by deduction and by experimental confirmations. 

In certain of my parapsychological experiments I have attempted to establish a relationship – how could one describe it? – involving mediumistic communication with objects I myself owned, chosen among those I wore on my body (such as for example a wristwatch), or things that were however often used (a booklet used for meditation, a keyboard I now and again use for composing impromptu music, just to relax a little after a period of study). 

Every time I asked the object: "Who are you?" on each occasion it answered me "You". "You are me?" "Yes". "But in what sense?" "Your musical creativity" or "Your religiosity". The wristwatch belonging to a friend called, to the usual question asking who he was, answered "Gianni-watch". 

Communicating in this rather unusual manner with an object I myself owned, I realised that I was in fact talking to a part of myself; with the "me" the object had become impregnated with, due to extended contact and use over a long period of time. This is parapsychological evidence of what every primitive-archaic man was profoundly aware of and would certainly be ready to confirm. 

As we have seen, certain parapsychological experiences confirm what in primitive-archaic men was completely spontaneous: objects used on a daily basis are, in a broad sense, integrally part of the personality itself of he who owns and uses them; not only, they also identify with that personality. 

There can also be relationships involving participative identification between a person and his name, or his image for example. Primitive-archaic men have a very profound sense of this. Experimental parapsychology however also provides further confirmation: a psychic person can establish contact far more easily with the person-target is he/she knows this person's name or holds in his hands a photograph of the person. 

Even modern man, when abandoning himself to his own spontaneity, kisses the photograph of the person he loves or becomes extremely annoyed if someone treats the image with a lack of respect, or, to make another example, has the same disrespectful attitude towards the national flag. He kisses photographs with the same love as if he were kissing the person portrayed. 

And who or what is actually being kissed: a piece of paper? In human terms a piece of paper can never simply as such be the object of such warm affection! No one can deny that it is and remains a piece of paper; just as no one can state that the substance of the paper is suspended and that what remains is mere appearance, the species, as Catholic theologians usually say about the bread and wine of the Eucharist. 

Any form of matter, any reality can be considered not only as the symbol for another reality, but also as its incarnation, its real presence to use a word used by theologians. We feel that the image incarnates the person, just as the national flag represents the homeland. Hence even a name has its importance as the symbol-presence of the corresponding reality. 

Offending the image or the flag, blaspheming or damning the name, would offend us profoundly, or even upset us, far more than the ill-treatment of any piece of paper or three pieces of material sown together might do, and so on. 

Anyone considering precious an image or a flag or filling his mouth with a name and returning to pronounce it an infinite number of times with devotion, enjoying its sound with loving and moved attention, anyone doing this personally accesses the experience of the real presence of the beloved person in matter, and this matter does not for this reason cease to be what it was previously. 

There is no need to rack one's brain and elaborate logical formulas such as the theory of transubstantiation. There is no need whatsoever to make the effort of imagining that the matter assumed as the symbol-presence of the person loved ceases to be paper and ink to be transformed into the person. For those who love, the paper is the presence of the person loved, and, at the same time it is and remains paper. The same applies to all other examples. 

One could object: but transubstantiation is now part of the Church’s official doctrine. And one could also bear in mind the words the Council of Trent (session XIII, can. 2) used to describe what really happens to the bread and the wine during the consecration: "Jesus becomes present in the Eucharist through the conversion of the entire substance of the bread into the body and the entire substance of the wine into the blood, and only the species of the bread and the wine remain (hence they remain such only apparently). 

To this one could answer as follows: the idea of a substance that changes completely while only the appearances remain unchanged arises from the developing of concepts in Aristotle's philosophy, that today appear quite worn by the passing of centuries and centuries. 

This crisis experienced by Aristotelian formulations does not remotely involve a crisis of a truth of the faith, that in the bread and the wine of the Eucharist basically wishes to state the real, substantial, personal and strong presence of Christ, and is far less concerned with what precisely may have taken place in the matter of the bread and the wine as such. 

In rational terms, participative logic justifies all participation of one reality in other realities, all giving of itself of any human subject to others, all acts with which the subject may assume other realities as belonging to itself. 

Giving away one's own money is an act that remains more external compared to the gift of an object that the donor has made with his own hands, compared to giving of one's own work. 

We can invite someone to lunch in a trattoria, or even in a luxury restaurant; however, inviting this person to one's own home, to eat food cooked by one's wife or mother is, without doubt, something far more participative. 

I can allow someone to read one of my books, a printed circular letter of mine, thereby increasing the number of my readers by one unit. But if I speak to this person, especially after listening to him with great attention, if I give him my time and even more my attention, the participative level of the gift is certainly much greater. 

And finally what shouldn't one say about the gift of one's own body within a context of authentic love? What shouldn't one even say about the sacrifice of one's own life, or also the gift of an entire existence devoted day after day to a person, a cause, or the service of Divinity itself? 

Here I give myself to another, making myself personally present to him (or to her) in the strongest possible sense, although still remaining myself; I welcome the gift of the other person and in this gift I receive the person completely. The two remain distinct and nonetheless reciprocally participate in each other; they give themselves to each other in person. 

The food I give or I receive (food also in the cultural and spiritual sense) remains what it is in its materiality and nonetheless I take nourishment from that person, from that culture, that spirituality and in exchange I give something intimately mine, I give myself to nourish others. 

In conclusion, the real presence of Our Lord with His flesh and blood and soul and divinity in the bread and wine of the Eucharist may become a difficult concept only for those with a modern mentality (moulded by the logic of non-contradiction), but never for those with a pre-modern mentality (moulded by participative logic). 

One might wonder why the Catholic and the Orthodox Churches insist so much in the real and not only symbolic presence of Christ among us and in the Eucharistic sacrifice, to the extent of turning this into such an important and fundamental issue. 

The fact is that the whole of Christianity is simply the person of the Man-God, who redeems and transforms us, sanctifying us and deifying us effectively and not in a purely ideal, formal and symbolic manner. 

The Kingdom of God is not a mere promise for a future that is still distant; it is not the promise of a future well being that leaves things as they stand today. The Kingdom of God is a reality, yes still in the germinal stages, but extremely alive, real, effectively operating already at this time. 

The God that Christianity adores is a God Creator in the strongest possible sense, and equally strong is the sense of God's incarnation among human beings, addressed at deifying human beings themselves and the entire creation as the extension of humankind, as His collective body. The Eucharist is the symbol and the sum of all this, of this strong concept of God, of His creativity, His incarnation and operating and redeeming presence. 
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