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Reflections on Eucharistic Living
Part 4 – The Breaking of the Bread (a)

We intend to celebrate the Eucharist continually in our lives as well as in the liturgy, to offer ourselves in all that we do or suffer to God, with the intention that our offering be taken, consecrated and united to Christ’s sacrifice, broken and given.  As members of a royal priesthood, we will also present to God the joys and sorrows of the world.  Our intention is to give thanks to God in all things.

Having given some thought to some of the ways in which offering and consecrating are not only acts in the Eucharistic liturgy itself but patterns of prayer and life as well, we now come to the third act, the “breaking” of the bread.

On a little reflection, it might seem odd that this is included in the acts that compose the shape of the liturgy.  After all, the meals of Jesus and his disciples, including the Last Supper and the other Eucharistic occasions, always involved a loaf of bread - not little wafers or individual dinner rolls! - so that “breaking” was an obvious part or prelude to “giving”; it’s sort of like saying, “he cut the cake and gave everyone a piece”!  Yet the act of “breaking” is indeed always included; and in fact “the breaking of the bread” comes to be almost a technical term for the Eucharist, in Acts, for instance - a use reflected in our current baptismal vows.  It was “in the breaking of the bread” that the Emmaus disciples “knew” the risen Lord - a point Luke emphasizes by reiterating it when they describe the experience to the others.  And in the celebration of the Eucharist, the Fraction occupies a significant, even climactic, position in the liturgy - even when individual wafers are used, only a priest’s host is broken, and there is no practical necessity.  (For me, that brief silence at the time of the fraction is one of rich intensity and numinous awe.)  Clearly, then, for the early Church as for us the “breaking” of bread is an act of powerful significance.  It gathers to itself various facets of meaning, including sacrificial and what we might call “epiphanic” significances.

Passing over (!) the sacrificial for the moment, I’d like to invite us to consider the “epiphanic.”  This we might see immediately if we think of the Bread as “broken open.”   Figuratively, the breaking of the Bread, then, is something like the heavens being broken open, or the veil of the temple being torn in two at Jesus’ death (a magnificent image that combines the sacrificial and the revelatory!)  When something is “broken open” we can see something of what’s inside; we see beneath the surface.  So it’s no wonder that that liturgical moment of the Fraction is accompanied, almost spontaneously, with awe-struck silence: We are invited to “see into” the ordinary-now consecrated-bread and behold the Body of Christ, given for us.

So celebrating this facet of the Eucharist “always and everywhere,” in our daily lives, might well include being open to, even looking for/into, the depths of experience: for example, “seeking Christ in all persons,” and looking expectantly for the presence of Christ in the various events and moments of our days.  Being attentive to “the sacrament of the present moment” (a marvelous phrase often associated with Jean-Pierre de Caussade, though I believe he didn’t actually coin or even use it, and many others beside him have used it wonderfully)– remembering and trusting that at every moment, in every circumstance, God is in some way coming to us and giving himself to us– or “practicing the presence of God” is a searching and potentially transformative practice indeed.  And, in more general terms, a life of attentiveness and responsiveness to God invites us constantly to look beneath and live beyond the superficial, the “surface” of things: to live in a spacious, open “imaginal world” in which the ordinary-everyday-here-and-now is touched by eternity, and in which the kingdom of heaven is, so to speak, adjacent to the here and now - and can challenge and uplift and transform it: “on earth as it is in heaven.”

Here are a couple of questions:

– When have you been aware of the “breaking open” of some ordinary situation or person?

– What practices help you “practice the presence of God,” or celebrate “the sacrament of the present moment”?


