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Unit C:  Reflections on Eucharistic Living
Part 3 – Giving thanks

Last time we reflected on the first Act of the Eucharist, that of offering, or presenting, or laying on the altar, all that we do and are, and all our concerns and hopes for the world, along with the oblations of bread and wine. The next thing that happens in the liturgy is the prayer called the Great Thanksgiving. In this prayer, the oblations of ordinary bread and wine (and lives and selves) are "consecrated," transformed by being filled with the Presence of Christ, becoming for us the Body and Blood of Christ. This is understood to be, specifically, the work of the Holy Spirit; traditionally one of the essential elements in the prayer of consecration is the epiclesis,or invocation of the Holy Spirit, on/over the Elements AND the Holy People. (If you don't immediately recall this, take a look at each of the Eucharistic prayers in the BCP, and you'll see it.) While there are, of course, various theological attempts to articulate what takes place in these holy mysteries (while, needless to say, no words can exhaust or even define the Mystery itself), in our tradition, the elements are not understood to be transformed in such as a way that they're no longer really bread and wine, but rather to be transformed by being more as well, being truly the life of Christ poured out for us.

Now this is a very powerful and luminous focal point and paradigm for Christian life. The Eucharist itself is profoundly effectual in uniting us with Christ our Lord: the closest possible union we can enjoy in this life, as has been said. It also shows, in intense, concentrated form, what is to happen always and everywhere: that these ordinary lives of ours, offered to God, are taken, and consecrated and filled with Christ's own presence, Christ's own life, by the sanctifying power of the Holy Spirit. And we notice that, just as with the Elements, we ourselves are not made into something other than ourselves; our own personalities and circumstances are not obliterated or even, necessarily, "tweaked" (much as we might sometimes wish they would be); and yet they/we become "Christified." We become theotokoi, bearers of Christ, to and for the world. The Incarnation continues in the most ordinary and homely circumstances, in the most ordinary and unlikely persons, like you and me.

Now, while there are various good words to describe the essence of what happens (like "anamnesis", re-membering, or not-forgetting, and "epiclesis," and consecration), the word that we use to identify this central prayer, and that gives its name to the Sacrament itself, is "thanksgiving" – Eucharist. Eucharisteo is the Greek word for giving thanks; and either this word or another, meaning "blessing," is always used in those accounts of Eucharistic events I mentioned last week. When Jesus took the five loaves and "blessed," he didn't, of course, make little signs of the cross in the air over them! He "eucharistized"; he gave thanks - because, in Jewish tradition, giving thanks for or over something IS how one blesses anything. (This is reflected, for instance, in Rivendell’s traditional Saturday night table blessings.) To give thanks is to orient it Godward; potentially to change its meaning, to see it as the gift of God, and so to perceive Giver as well as Gift.

This suggests a rather wonderful spiritual exercise which can be practiced anywhere. I like to do it particularly in settings like airports, or grocery stores, or driving, where there are a lot of people one doesn't know much about. You can practice a kind of "guerilla spiritual warfare," even, by blessing all kinds of people, looking at others gently but intensely (without staring, of course!) In the light of God's love, and giving thanks to God for them. You can also go around, as you take a walk, for instance, blessing the bits and pieces of the created universe that you come across. And, of course, it would be a pity to behold a gorgeous sunrise, or the delicate tracery of ice on a window, or a cardinal blazing color in a winter landscape, without giving thanks to the Creator of all beauty, and so lifting up whatever it is into Eternity.

The connection between giving thanks and blessing also suggests one way of understanding also casts light on St. Paul’s (and others’) puzzling exhortation to give thanks for everything. Of course this can be heard simply as reminding us that God is the Giver of all good and necessary things that sustain our lives, the things we so easily take for granted. But many Christians through the ages have discovered another facet of this, a wild and wonderful one: giving thanks "always and everywhere," even in the bad stuff, can actually transform it, filling it with Christ's presence, lifting it up to God for sanctification, redemption, transformation, whatever it needs. This is quite different from trying to pretend we're grateful for something obnoxious, or even tragic, when we're not (much less suggesting that other people should be!) Or that suffering and evil are only apparent because we're not understanding them properly, or even that we should look for the silver lining, or make lemonade, or put on a happy face, or any of those other obnoxious things people say. And it goes beyond thinking of reasons to be thankful in difficult matters. It is to affirm that somehow God is present and involved, and can and will do something good even with the worst things–as God did with that worst thing, the Cross. So, our giving thanks "always and everywhere" becomes a powerful way of being priestly people in the world, of lifting everything up into the purposes of God, the redemption of the world.

For this reason, in our Rule we mention, as one of the aspects of "celebrating the Eucharist with our lives," "giving thanks in all things."  This is reflected as well in Rivendell’s "Always and Everywhere" statement.  It’s a lovely and powerful challenge, to remember to do this in all sorts of circumstances.

Questions for reflection:

-- When are you most aware of gratitude?  For what?  Do you remember occasions on which you were overwhelmingly grateful?
-- In what situations would it be most difficult to give thanks?
-- Have you experimented with “giving thanks in all things”?  What has been your experience, if so?
-- In the week ahead, try living intentionally in gratitude, remembering to give thanks as frequently as possible.  How does this affect your daily life?  Have you discovered ways of doing this, or “triggers” to help you remember?

