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St. Luke’s Eastport – The Rev. Diana Carroll, Rector

True Body

“The bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”

In the name of God, the Source of Life, the Word of Love, and the Spirit of Truth. Amen.
Every season of the amateur baking competition The Great British Baking Show includes one week that is officially Bread Week. If you’ve been following along at home, you will know that today is our fourth Bread Week in a row! Granted, in the Episcopal Church, every week is, in a sense, Bread Week, since most Episcopal congregations celebrate Holy Communion every Sunday. But every third year, here at the end of the summer, we really emphasize bread, because we read the sixth chapter of the Gospel of John: the chapter that is all about Jesus as “the Bread of Life.”
This year, we are looking together at a different piece of music on each of these Sundays that connects with the themes of John 6. When I introduced this sermon series, I said that I wasn’t going to focus very much on the Eucharist, because of the strange circumstance of not being able to share the sacrament in person right now. But today’s selection of music takes us right to the sacrament, because it is our anthem: the famous setting of “Ave Verum Corpus” by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

“Ave Verum Corpus” is, as you can tell, in Latin, so let me share with you a translation of the text into English:
Hail, true body,
Born of the virgin Mary;
Who has truly suffered, slaughtered
On the Cross for humanity.
Whose side was pierced,
Pouring out water and blood.
Be a foretaste for us
During our ordeal of death.

The original version actually includes a few more lines that Mozart chose to leave out: “O sweet Jesus, O holy Jesus, O Jesus, son of Mary, have mercy on me. Amen.”

This text originated in the 1300’s as a Eucharistic hymn, attributed to Pope Innocent IV. According to the Treasury of Latin Prayers, “During the Middle Ages it was sung at the elevation of the host during the consecration.”
 The elevation of the host refers to that moment in the Eucharistic Prayer when the priest lifts up the large wafer of bread. It was especially significant in the medieval church, because altars were positioned against the wall, and the priest would have had his back to the congregation throughout the prayer. Lifting the host allowed the worshipers to see the bread as it was being consecrated. (Side note: Yes, there are a small number of Episcopal and Anglican churches that still do communion this way!) So that opening word “Ave” or “Hail,” which may be familiar from the “Hail Mary,” is a big clue that this anthem is an act of worship, directed specifically in this case to the “Verum Corpus”: the true body of Jesus.

Now clearly, the words of this prayer represent high medieval Catholic theology, which may resonate with us today in some ways and not in others. For instance, the language of the “true body” aligns with a belief that in the Eucharist the bread is literally transformed into the body of Jesus. You guessed it: transubstantiation. In the middle ages, this doctrine went hand in hand with the idea that in every Eucharist, Jesus was being sacrificed again, repeating his self-offering on the cross. Which is why the anthem places such a heavy focus on imagery of the crucifixion. There is also a notable concern here for the importance of receiving the sacrament as a means of salvation, particularly when facing “the ordeal of death.”

All of these are teachings that the Reformation movement would in time reject, and in fact, even the Roman Catholic Church has moved away from them in recent years. But you can see how John Chapter 6 provided part of the basis for these doctrines, especially when Jesus says, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day.”

The words of “Ave Verum Corpus” have been set to music by many, many composers over the centuries, but Mozart’s version has won out as the most popular in our time. Mozart himself seems to have been somewhat ambivalent towards his Catholic faith. He composed this piece as part of an effort to secure a job—and therefore a better income—at the Cathedral in Vienna. And yet, as Dr. James Liu has said, “the music seems to encompass a universe of feeling in forty-six short bars.”

In the Anglican tradition, to which the Episcopal Church belongs, we walk a “middle way,” a via media, of being both Catholic and Reformed. We do not teach transubstantiation, but we do believe that Christ is truly present in the sacrament of Holy Communion. We do not share the medieval concern with receiving “last rites” in order to avoid an eternity in hell, but we do anoint the sick and dying, and give them Holy Communion when possible, to comfort and sustain them.

So there is still a great deal of meaning that we can find in the text of “Ave Verum Corpus”, even though we are so far removed from its original context. There is still much here that matters to us. It matters that Jesus had a body. It matters that he had a mother. It matters that he truly suffered and died; he didn’t simply appear to suffer and die. (That’s a teaching called Docetism, which the early church rejected as a heresy.)
It matters that in Jesus, God gives God’s very self for us and to us. It matters that we taste God in our communion with Jesus Christ and with the Body of Christ that is the church. And, when we contemplate the “ordeal of death” that awaits all of us, there is comfort in knowing that Christ has gone that way before us and will not abandon us in our final hours.
And so today, let us pray: Hail, true Body. Be to us a foretaste of the heavenly banquet. Amen.
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