
The Eucharist: 15 Ques�ons and Answers  

 

Excerpted from “The Real Presence of Jesus Christ in the Sacrament of the Eucharist: Questions and 
Answers,” Commitee on Doctrine of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops and approved by 
the full body of bishops at their June 2001 General Mee�ng.  

 

1. What is meant by “Real Presence”? 

The Lord Jesus, on the night before he suffered on the cross, shared one last meal with his disciples. During 
this meal our Savior ins�tuted the sacrament of his Body and Blood. He did this in order to perpetuate the 
sacrifice of the Cross throughout the ages and to entrust to the Church his Spouse a memorial of his death 
and resurrec�on. As the Gospel of Mathew tells us: While they were ea�ng, Jesus took bread, said the 
blessing, broke it, and giving it to his disciples said, "Take and eat; this is my body." Then he took a cup, 
gave thanks, and gave it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you, for this is my blood of the covenant, 
which will be shed on behalf of many for the forgiveness of sins." [Mt 26:26-28; cf. Mk 14:22-24, Lk 22:17-
20, 1 Cor 11:23-25] Recalling these words of Jesus, the Catholic Church professes that, in the celebra�on 
of the Eucharist, bread and wine become the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ through the power of the 
Holy Spirit and the instrumentality of the priest. Jesus said: "I am the living bread that came down from 
heaven; whoever eats this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give is my flesh for the life of 
the world. . . . For my flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink" [Jn 6:51-55]. The whole Christ is truly 
present, body, blood, soul, and divinity, under the appearances of bread and wine—the glorified Christ 
who rose from the dead a�er dying for our sins. This presence of Christ in the Eucharist is called "real" not 
to exclude other types of his presence as if they could not be understood as real [cf. Catechism, no. 1374]. 
The risen Christ is present to his Church in many ways, but most especially through the sacrament of his 
Body and Blood.  

 

2. Why does Jesus give himself to us as food and drink?  

Jesus gives himself to us in the Eucharist as spiritual nourishment because he loves us. God's whole plan 
for our salva�on is directed to our par�cipa�on in the life of the Trinity, the communion of Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. Our sharing in this life begins with our Bap�sm, when by the power of the Holy Spirit we 
are joined to Christ, thus becoming adopted sons and daughters of the Father. It is strengthened and 
increased in Confirma�on. It is nourished and deepened through our par�cipa�on in the Eucharist. By 
ea�ng the Body and drinking the Blood of Christ in the Eucharist we become united to the person of Christ 
through his humanity. "Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in him" [Jn 6:56]. 
In being united to the humanity of Christ we are at the same �me united to his divinity. God does not 
merely send us good things from on high; instead, we are brought up into the inner life of God, the 
communion among the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. In the celebra�on of the Eucharist (which 
means "thanksgiving") we give praise and glory to God for this sublime gi�.  

 



3. Why is the Eucharist not only a meal but also a sacrifice?  

While our sins would have made it impossible for us to share in the life of God, Jesus Christ was sent to 
remove this obstacle. His death was a sacrifice for our sins. Christ is "the Lamb of God, who takes away 
the sin of the world" [Jn 1:29]. Through his death and resurrec�on, he conquered sin and death and 
reconciled us to God. The Eucharist is the memorial of this sacrifice. The Church gathers to remember and 
to re-present the sacrifice of Christ in which we share through the ac�on of the priest and the power of 
the Holy Spirit. Through the celebra�on of the Eucharist, we are joined to Christ's sacrifice and receive its 
inexhaus�ble benefits. By the power of the Holy Spirit his one eternal sacrifice is made present once again, 
re-presented, so that we may share in it. Christ does not have to leave where he is in heaven to be with 
us. Rather, we partake of the heavenly liturgy where Christ eternally intercedes for us and presents his 
sacrifice to the Father and where the angels and saints constantly glorify God and give thanks for all his 
gi�s: "To the one who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be blessing and honor, glory and might, forever 
and ever" [Rev 5:13]. The Sanctus proclama�on, "Holy, Holy, Holy Lord . . . ," is the song of the angels who 
are in the presence of God [Is 6:3]. When in the Eucharist we proclaim the Sanctus we echo on earth the 
song of angels as they worship God in heaven.  

Furthermore, in the eucharis�c re-presenta�on of Christ's eternal sacrifice before the Father, we are not 
simply spectators. The priest and the worshiping community are in different ways ac�ve in the eucharis�c 
sacrifice. The ordained priest standing at the altar represents Christ as head of the Church. All the bap�zed, 
as members of Christ's Body, share in his priesthood, as both priest and vic�m.  

 

4. When the bread and wine become the Body and Blood of Christ, why do they s�ll look 
and taste like bread and wine?  

In the celebra�on of the Eucharist, the glorified Christ becomes present under the appearances of bread 
and wine in a way that is unique, a way that is uniquely suited to the Eucharist. In the Church's tradi�onal 
theological language, in the act of consecra�on during the Eucharist the "substance" of the bread and 
wine is changed by the power of the Holy Spirit into the "substance" of the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ. 
At the same �me, the "accidents" or appearances of bread and wine remain. "Substance" and "accident" 
are here used as philosophical terms that have been adapted by great medieval theologians such as St. 
Thomas Aquinas in their efforts to understand and explain the faith. Such terms are used to convey the 
fact that what appears to be bread and wine in every way (at the level of "accidents" or physical atributes 
- that is, what can be seen, touched, tasted, or measured) in fact is now the Body and Blood of Christ (at 
the level of "substance" or deepest reality). This change at the level of substance from bread and wine 
into the Body and Blood of Christ is called "transubstan�a�on." According to Catholic faith, we can speak 
of the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist because this transubstan�a�on has occurred [cf. Catechism, 
no. 1376]. This is a great mystery of our faith—we can only know it from Christ's teaching given us in the 
Scriptures and in the Tradi�on of the Church. Christ's presence in the Eucharist is unique in that, even 
though the consecrated bread and wine truly are in substance the Body and Blood of Christ, they have 
none of the accidents or characteris�cs of a human body, but only those of bread and wine.  

[An alterna�ve explana�on of Transubstan�a�on, coming from the Franciscan intellectual tradi�on and 
affirmed by the Council of Trent (and never prohibited in any subsequent church documents) is that the 
Body and Blood of Christ do not displace the substances of bread and wine, but (by coming out of eternity 



and into �me through the invoca�on of the Holy Spirit and Christ’s words of ins�tu�on) incorporate the 
bread and wine as the “surface condi�ons” that allow us to touch a reality beyond ourselves.  In Eucharis�c 
Prayers I, II and IV we find references to the Eucharist as bread a�er the consecra�on, but the true reality 
is the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ.   

This parallels the way nature works.  Atoms are taken into molecules without ceasing to be atoms; organs 
are part of our bodies without ceasing to be what they are and doing what they do—but the true reality 
is the body.  This actually fits the term “transubstan�a�on” beter for it pulls a reality across (trans) the 
barrier between the natural and the supernatural.] 

 

5. Does the bread cease to be bread and the wine cease to be wine?  

[In a natural perspec�ve, no.  The bread and wine “connect” us to Christ and truly become the extension 
of Him in our world.  In the more common teaching,] yes. In order for the whole Christ to be present—
body, blood, soul, and divinity—the bread and wine cannot remain, but must give way so that his glorified 
Body and Blood may be present. Thus in the Eucharist the bread ceases to be bread in substance, and 
becomes the Body of Christ, while the wine ceases to be wine in substance, and becomes the Blood of 
Christ. As St. Thomas Aquinas observed, Christ is not quoted as saying, " This bread is my body," but " This 
is my body" [Summa Theologiae, III q. 78, a. 5].  

 

6. Are the consecrated bread and wine "merely symbols"?  

In everyday language, we call a "symbol" something that points beyond itself to something else, o�en to 
several other reali�es at once. The transformed bread and wine that are the Body and Blood of Christ are 
not merely symbols because they truly are the Body and Blood of Christ. God uses, however, the 
symbolism inherent in the ea�ng of bread and the drinking of wine at the natural level to illuminate the 
meaning of what is being accomplished in the Eucharist through Jesus Christ. There are various ways in 
which the symbolism of ea�ng bread and drinking wine discloses the meaning of the Eucharist. For 
example, just as natural food gives nourishment to the body, so the eucharis�c food gives spiritual 
nourishment. Furthermore, the sharing of an ordinary meal establishes a certain communion among the 
people who share it; in the Eucharist, the People of God share a meal that brings them into communion 
not only with each other but with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

 

7. Do the consecrated bread and wine cease to be the Body and Blood of Christ when the 
Mass is over?  

No. During the celebra�on of the Eucharist, the bread and wine become the Body and Blood of Christ, and 
this they remain. They cannot turn back into bread and wine, for they are no longer bread and wine at all. 
Once the substance has really changed, the presence of the Body and Blood of Christ "endures as long as 
the Eucharis�c species subsist" [Catechism, no. 1377].  

 
 



8. Why are some of the consecrated hosts reserved a�er the Mass?  

While it would be possible to eat all of the bread that is consecrated during the Mass, some is usually kept 
in the tabernacle. The Body of Christ under the appearance of bread that is kept or "reserved" a�er the 
Mass is commonly referred to as the "Blessed Sacrament." There are several pastoral reasons for reserving 
the Blessed Sacrament. First of all, it is used for distribu�on to the dying (Via�cum), the sick, and those 
who legi�mately cannot be present for the celebra�on of the Eucharist. Secondly, the Body of Christ in the 
form of bread is to be adored when it is exposed, as in the Rite of Eucharis�c Exposi�on and Benedic�on, 
when it is carried in eucharis�c processions, or when it is simply placed in the tabernacle, before which 
people pray privately. These devo�ons are based on the fact that Christ himself is present under the 
appearance of bread. Many holy people well known to American Catholics, such as St. John Neumann, St. 
Elizabeth Ann Seton, St. Katharine Drexel, and Blessed Damien of Molokai, prac�ced great personal 
devo�on to Christ present in the Blessed Sacrament.  

9. What are appropriate signs of reverence with respect to the Body and Blood of Christ?  

The Body and Blood of Christ present under the appearances of bread and wine are treated with the 
greatest reverence both during and a�er the celebra�on of the Eucharist [cf. Mysterium Fidei, nos. 56-61]. 
For example, the tabernacle in which the consecrated bread is reserved is placed "in some part of the 
church or oratory which is dis�nguished, conspicuous, beau�fully decorated, and suitable for prayer" 
[Code of Canon Law, Can. 938, §2]. According to the tradi�on of the La�n Church, one should genuflect in 
the presence of the tabernacle containing the reserved sacrament. It is appropriate for the members of 
the assembly to greet each other in the gathering space of the church (that is, the ves�bule or narthex), 
but it is not appropriate to speak in loud or boisterous tones in the body of the church because of the 
presence of Christ in the tabernacle. Also, the Church requires everyone to fast before receiving the Body 
and Blood of Christ as a sign of reverence and recollec�on (unless illness prevents one from doing so). In 
the La�n Church, one must generally fast for at least one hour. 

 

10. If someone without faith eats and drinks the consecrated bread and wine, does he or 
she s�ll receive the Body and Blood of Christ?  

If "to receive" means "to consume," the answer is yes, for what the person consumes is the Body and 
Blood of Christ. If "to receive" means "to accept the Body and Blood of Christ knowingly and willingly as 
what they are, so as to obtain the spiritual benefit," then the answer is no. A lack of faith on the part of 
the person ea�ng and drinking the Body and Blood of Christ cannot change what these are, but it does 
prevent the person from obtaining the spiritual benefit, which is communion with Christ. Such recep�on 
of Christ's Body and Blood would be in vain and, if done knowingly, would be sacrilegious [1 Cor 11:29]. 
Recep�on of the Blessed Sacrament is not an automa�c remedy. If we do not desire communion with 
Christ, God does not force this upon us. Rather, we must by faith accept God's offer of communion in Christ 
and in the Holy Spirit, and cooperate with God's grace in order to have our hearts and minds transformed 
and our faith and love of God increased.  

 



11. If a believer who is conscious of having commited a mortal sin eats and drinks the 
consecrated bread and wine, does he or she s�ll receive the Body and Blood of Christ?  

Yes. The a�tude or disposi�on of the recipient cannot change what the consecrated bread and wine are. 
The ques�on here is thus not primarily about the nature of the Real Presence, but about how sin affects 
the rela�onship between an individual and the Lord. Before one steps forward to receive the Body and 
Blood of Christ in Holy Communion, one needs to be in a right rela�onship with the Lord and his Mys�cal 
Body, the Church - that is, in a state of grace, free of all mortal sin. While sin damages, and can even 
destroy, that rela�onship, the sacrament of Penance can restore it. Anyone who is conscious of having 
commited a mortal sin should be reconciled through the sacrament of Penance before receiving the Body 
and Blood of Christ, unless a grave reason exists for doing so and there is no opportunity for confession. 
In this case, the person is to be mindful of the obliga�on to make an act of perfect contri�on, that is, an 
act of sorrow for sins that "arises from a love by which God is loved above all else" [Catechism, no. 1452]. 
The act of perfect contri�on must be accompanied by the firm inten�on of making a sacramental 
confession as soon as possible.  

 

12. Does one receive the whole Christ if one receives Holy Communion under a single form?  

Yes. Christ Jesus, our Lord and Savior, is wholly present under the appearance either of bread or of wine 
in the Eucharist. Furthermore, Christ is wholly present in any fragment of the consecrated Host or in any 
drop of the Precious Blood. Nevertheless, it is especially fi�ng to receive Christ in both forms during the 
celebra�on of the Eucharist. This allows the Eucharist to appear more perfectly as a banquet, a banquet 
that is a foretaste of the banquet that will be celebrated with Christ at the end of �me when the Kingdom 
of God is established in its fullness [cf. Eucharisticum Mysterium, no. 32].  

 

13. Is Christ present during the celebra�on of the Eucharist in other ways in addi�on to his 
Real Presence in the Blessed Sacrament?  

Yes. Christ is present during the Eucharist in various ways. He is present in the person of the priest who 
offers the sacrifice of the Mass. According to the Cons�tu�on on the Sacred Liturgy of the Second Va�can 
Council, Christ is present in his Word "since it is he himself who speaks when the holy scriptures are read 
in the Church." He is also present in the assembled people as they pray and sing, "for he has promised 
‘where two or three are gathered together in my name there am I in the midst of them' [Mt 18:20]" 
[Sacrosanctum Concilium, no. 7]. Furthermore, he is likewise present in other sacraments; for example, 
"when anybody bap�zes it is really Christ himself who bap�zes" [ibid.]. We speak of the presence of Christ 
under the appearances of bread and wine as "real" in order to emphasize the special nature of that 
presence. What appears to be bread and wine is in its very substance the Body and Blood of Christ. The 
en�re Christ is present, God and man, body and blood, soul and divinity. While the other ways in which 
Christ is present in the celebra�on of the Eucharist are certainly not unreal, this way surpasses the others. 
"This presence is called ‘real' not to exclude the idea that the others are ‘real' too, but rather to indicate 
presence par excellence, because it is substan�al and through it Christ becomes present whole and en�re, 
God and man" [Mysterium Fidei, no. 39].  



14. Why do we speak of the "Body of Christ" in more than one sense?  

First, the Body of Christ refers to the human body of Jesus Christ, who is the divine Word become man. 
During the Eucharist, the bread and wine become the Body and Blood of Christ. As human, Jesus Christ 
has a human body, a resurrected and glorified body that in the Eucharist is offered to us in the form of 
bread and wine. Secondly, as St. Paul taught us in his leters, using the analogy of the human body, the 
Church is the Body of Christ, in which many members are united with Christ their head [1 Cor 10:16-17, 
12:12-31; Rom 12:4- 8]. This reality is frequently referred to as the Mys�cal Body of Christ. All those united 
to Christ, the living and the dead, are joined together as one Body in Christ. The Mys�cal Body of Christ 
and the eucharis�c Body of Christ are inseparably linked. By Bap�sm we enter the Mys�cal Body of Christ, 
the Church, and by receiving the eucharis�c Body of Christ we are strengthened and built up into the 
Mys�cal Body of Christ. The central act of the Church is the celebra�on of the Eucharist; the individual 
believers are sustained as members of the Church, members of the Mys�cal Body of Christ, through their 
recep�on of the Body of Christ in the Eucharist. Playing on the two meanings of "Body of Christ," St. 
Augus�ne tells those who are to receive the Body of Christ in the Eucharist: "Be what you see, and receive 
what you are" [Sermon 272]. In the eucharis�c prayer, the priest asks the Father to send the Holy Spirit 
down upon the gi�s of bread and wine to transform them into the Body and Blood of Christ (a prayer 
known as the epiclesis or "invoca�on upon"). On the other hand, at the same �me the priest also asks the 
Father to send the Holy Spirit down upon the whole assembly so that "those who take part in the Eucharist 
may be one body and one spirit" [Catechism, no. 1353]. It is through the Holy Spirit that the gi� of the 
eucharis�c Body of Christ comes to us and through the Holy Spirit that we are joined to Christ and each 
other as the Mys�cal Body of Christ. By this we can see that the celebra�on of the Eucharist does not just 
unite us to God as individuals who are isolated from one another. Rather, we are united to Christ together 
with all the other members of the Mys�cal Body.  

 

15. Why do we call the presence of Christ in the Eucharist a "mystery"?  

The word "mystery" is commonly used to refer to something that escapes the full comprehension of the 
human mind. In the Bible, however, the word has a deeper and more specific meaning, for it refers to 
aspects of God's plan of salva�on for humanity, which has already begun but will be completed only with 
the end of �me. In ancient Israel, through the Holy Spirit God revealed to the prophets some of the secrets 
of what he was going to accomplish for the salva�on of his people [cf. Am 3:7; Is 21:28; Dan 2:27-45]. The 
Eucharist is a mystery because it par�cipates in the mystery of Jesus Christ and God's plan to save humanity 
through Christ. We should not be surprised if there are aspects of the Eucharist that are not easy to 
understand, for God's plan for the world has repeatedly surpassed human expecta�ons and human 
understanding [cf. Jn 6:60-66]. We must not try to limit God to our understanding, but allow our 
understanding to be stretched beyond its normal limita�ons by God's revela�on.  
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