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One of our children came up to me after Mass on Palm Sunday, waving his palm and said, “Hey, thanks Father for the palm…and by the way, is that big piece of bread we bring to the altar as hard to break as it looks?” Intrigued by his observation but also a little confused, I stooped down and asked, “Why do you think the bread would be hard to break?” He shrugged his shoulders and said, “Well, the way you hold it up in the air so high… and break it so-o-o slowly, it looks like it must be hard to do.” I was truly edified by his examination of what was taking place at the time of the Lamb of God and I went on to explain, in Second-grade terms, that it was not that the Eucharist was hard to break but that since it was such an important part of the Mass, I was breaking it very slowly for everyone to see.

Today’s gospel story calls to mind for us just WHY that gesture of the breaking of the Eucharistic Bread IS so important for us Catholics. This story of the walk to Emmaus takes place on the same day of Jesus’ resurrection and, from Luke’s Gospel, this is the first time that Jesus is revealing himself to some of the disciples. We know from the story that even though the disciples spent an entire afternoon with Jesus, they did not recognize him until they were at supper and he did a gesture that was very familiar to them – breaking the bread and giving it to them to eat. From that supper on, the gesture of breaking the bread became the primary symbol in the Mass for the Real Presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. 

Why did that gesture of breaking bread become so important for the first Christians? As they started to write down the stories for the bible and were reflecting on Jesus’ life and the meals he ate with them, they recalled how he did the same four-part ritual at each meal – took the bread, said a blessing, broke it, and gave it to them to eat. This ritual was epitomized at the Last Supper, but he did the same gesture at other significant meals – at the feeding of the 5000, the various meals by the Sea of Galilee, and this supper at Emmaus. The disciples had participated in these meals and had seen this repetition of gestures that Jesus did. Only now did they realize how significant that gesture really was… as the broken bread represents Jesus’ brokenness for us! In that very simple ACT their eyes were opened to now SEE that Jesus was in their midst.

Over the centuries each part of the Mass has been adapted and revised several times, but the words of consecration and that gesture of breaking bread have been the mainstays of the Eucharist to open our eyes to SEE that here at this Altar, Jesus is truly PRESENT in our midst. Here is the irony and miracle of the Eucharist: God’s presence is recognized, not in some dramatic lighting bolt or loud ‘wizard of oz’ voice, but in the simple gesture of breaking bread.

In the Eucharist, not ONLY are our eyes opened to recognize the Real Presence of Jesus HERE, but from this experience we are also meant to SEE the Real Presence of Jesus in the other simple gestures of our life. Like those disciples on the road to Emmaus, too often we do not recognize Jesus in our midst. We miss seeing him in the compassionate eyes of the nurse or doctor taking care of us; we miss seeing him in a friend who listens to us; we miss noticing Jesus in the elderly person’s feeble hands. The ritual-gesture of the Eucharistic bread being broken is meant to help us connect our own broken lives of fears and suffering to the broken life of Jesus who was raised from the dead. As we share in his brokenness so we share in his resurrection!

Like those disciples could not recognize Jesus because they were too steeped in their own grief and disappointment, we too can easily get stuck in our own little world of life’s problems and forget that the Risen Jesus is in our midst, walking the road of life WITH US, at our side. The reason we need to keep coming back to the Sunday Eucharist week after week is so that TROUGH the Eucharist – the Breaking of Bread - our eyes will continue to be opened up to better recognize the Real Presence of Jesus in the ordinary events of our daily life. 

These rituals and gestures are such a simple but extraordinary part of our Catholic faith that I hope our youth come to appreciate. The very fact that God chose to ‘stay with us’ in the very ordinary ‘form’ of broken bread… is a SIGN that God is at our side in the ‘ordinariness’ of our daily life. Let us try and put aside distractions at Mass, follow a child’s example, and pay close attention to what happens during the Lamb of God and SEE that it is Jesus right here in our midst!
