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In 2019 a Pew Research Report claimed that among the American 

Catholics they polled, fully 69% believed that in the Eucharist the bread 

and wine “are symbols of the body and blood of Jesus Christ,” while 

only 31% believed that, “during Catholic Mass, the bread and wine 

actually become the body and blood of Jesus.”  This startling result 

caused quite a stir in Church circles in the United States at the time.  

 

Now how a poll is taken (e.g., by phone or self-administered) and how 

questions are worded can significantly affect results.  But for 

argument’s sake let’s just take this Pew Research Report at face value. 

 

Since a majority of Catholics in the United States do not regularly 

attend church, it should not be a great surprise that most of these 

would either not know or not believe that they are missing anything of 

great importance by not going to Mass.  They would think they are just 

absenting themselves from a celebration of the symbolic presence of 

Jesus amongst us rather than Jesus really and truly being present at 

Mass.   

 

The surprise in the poll was that among those Catholics who were most 

observant – who reported that they attended Mass at least weekly – 

about one third of them (37%) did not know or did not believe that in 

the Mass the bread and wine actually becomes the Body and Blood of 

Jesus Christ. But that is what Jesus taught and what the Church has 

always believed. 



 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church states, “In the most blessed 

sacrament of the Eucharist ‘the body and blood, together with the soul 

and divinity, of our Lord Jesus Christ and, therefore, the whole Christ is 

truly, really, and substantially contained’” (CCC, 1374).  That is why the 

Second Vatican Council called the Eucharist “the source and summit of 

the Christian life” (Lumen gentium, no. 11): because Jesus is the source 

and summit of our Christian life and Jesus is really present in the 

Eucharist. 

 

At the Last Supper Passover meal Jesus took bread and wine and said 

“This is my Body…This is My Blood.”  Not “this symbolizes My Body” but 

“this is My Body.”   

 

And a year earlier on the eve of another Passover (Jn 6:4), Jesus – after 

multiplying the loaves and fishes to feed five thousand and walking on 

the water (both illustrating His power over nature) – gave His great 

eucharistic discourse that is recorded in Chapter 6 of John’s Gospel.  

What He said so shocked His audience that even many of His own 

disciples stopped following Him because of it (Jn 6:66).   

 

After telling those present, “I am the living bread that came down from 

heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that 

I will give for the life of the world is My flesh,” the crowd protested, 

“How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”  Jesus’ response was to 

restate it over and over again more emphatically. In just six verses we 

hear Him declare:  

 



• “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man 

and drink His blood, you have no life in you” (Jn. 6:53). 

• “Those who eat My flesh and drink My blood have eternal life, and 

I will raise them up on the last day” (Jn. 6:54). 

• “For My flesh is true food and my blood is true drink” (Jn. 6:55). 

• “Those who eat My flesh and drink My blood abide in Me, and I in 

them” (Jn. 6:56). 

• “Just as the living Father sent Me, and I live because of the Father, 

so whoever eats Me will live because of Me” (Jn. 6:57). 

 

And if that was not clear enough, to make His point even stronger, four 

times in these verses Jesus used the Greek word trogein (traw-gain) for 

“eat.”  This word is rather graphic. It describes “gnawing” or “chewing” 

on Him. 

 

And so, from the time of the apostles till today the Church has always 

taught that the eucharistic bread and wine really become the Body and 

Blood of Christ.  Saint Paul warned the Christians in Corinth that, 

“Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an 

unworthy manner will be answerable for the body and blood of the 

Lord…. For all who eat and drink without discerning the body, eat and 

drink judgment against themselves” (1 Cor. 11:27-29). 

 

Saint Ignatius of Antioch, who had been a disciple of the apostle John, 

writing around AD 110, spoke of those who “abstain from the Eucharist 

and from prayer, because they do not confess that the Eucharist is the 

flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ, flesh which suffered for our sins and 



which the Father, in His goodness, raised up again” (Letter to the 

Smyrnaeans, 7:1). 

 

Forty years later, Saint Justin Martyr wrote, “For we do not receive 

these things as common bread or common drink; but as Jesus Christ 

our Savior incarnate by God’s Word … We have been taught that the 

food consecrated by the Word of prayer … is the flesh and blood of that 

incarnate Jesus” (First Apology 66:1–20). 

 

And so, we confess that in the Eucharist Jesus Christ is truly present.  

But we recognize as well that He is also hidden.  For while we believe 

that after the words of consecration are pronounced the bread and 

wine on the altar are miraculously transformed into the Body and Blood 

of Christ, yet they still keep the appearances of bread and wine.  For, as 

Saint Paul said in a different context, “we go by faith and not by sight” 

(2 Cor. 5:7).   

 

And so, at the end of Mass today, after you have received Holy 

Communion, I invite you not to leave but to return to your pew and 

stay for ten minutes or so, as we adore Christ present in the Blessed 

Sacrament.  God bless. 


