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Understanding the
Institution of the Holy
Eucharist

The Institution of the Holy Eucharist stands as
one of the most profound and central
moments in Christian faith. It marks the night
when Jesus Christ, on the eve of his
crucifixion, gathered with his apostles for the
Last Supper and established a sacred meal
that would forever define Christian worship.
This event, recorded in the synoptic Gospels
and in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians,
has been celebrated for nearly two millennia
as the source and summit of Christian life.
But what exactly happened on that night, and
why does the Eucharist remain so vital for
believers today? To understand the Institution
of the Holy Eucharist is to enter into the heart
of Christian mystery—a mystery of love,
sacrifice, and enduring presence.
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The significance of this institution cannot be
overstated. For Catholics, Orthodox
Christians, and many Protestant
denominations, the Eucharist is not merely a
commemorative meal; it is a sacrament that
makes present the sacrifice of Christ. The
words spoken by Jesus—"This is my body...
this is my blood"—have been recited in every
age, in every language, and on every
continent. They form the core of liturgical
worship and the foundation of Christian unity.
Yet the full meaning of the Institution of the
Holy Eucharist extends far beyond ritual. It
touches on themes of covenant,
remembrance, and the profound intimacy
between God and humanity.

The Biblical Account of the Last
Supper

The Institution of the Holy Eucharist is rooted
in the Passover tradition. Jesus and his
disciples were celebrating the Jewish feast of
Passover, which recalled the liberation of
Israel from slavery in Egypt. During this meal,
Jesus took bread, gave thanks, broke it, and
gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat;
this is my body." Then he took a cup of wine,
gave thanks again, and said, "Drink from it,
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all of you; for this is my blood of the
covenant, which is poured out for many for
the forgiveness of sins" (Matthew 26:26-28).

These actions are reported with slight
variations in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark,
and Luke, as well as in 1 Corinthians
11:23-26. Saint Paul explicitly states that he
received this tradition from the Lord and
passed it on to the Corinthian church. The
consistency of the testimony underscores its
importance. Every account highlights that
Jesus commanded his followers to "do this in
remembrance of me." This command is not
merely a call to recall a historical event but to
participate in a living memorial that makes
the original event present across time.

The context of the Last Supper is also rich
with meaning. Jesus knew he was about to
suffer and die. The Institution of the Holy
Eucharist was his way of giving his
disciples—and the entire Church—a tangible
means of remaining united to him. The bread
and wine would become his body and blood,
offering a sacrifice that would be made once
for all but made present sacramentally in
every celebration. The Gospel of John does
not describe the institution with the same
words, but instead presents the washing of
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the feet and the long discourse on the Bread
of Life (John 6), which affirms that Jesus is the
living bread come down from heaven.

Theological Foundations: Real
Presence and Sacrifice

At the heart of the Institution of the Holy
Eucharist lies the doctrine of the Real
Presence—the belief that Jesus Christ is truly,
substantially, and permanently present under
the appearances of bread and wine. This
teaching has been affirmed by the Catholic
Church at the Council of Trent and is held by
Eastern Orthodox and some Anglican and
Lutheran traditions. The term
transubstantiation is used in Catholic
theology to describe the conversion of the
entire substance of bread and wine into the
substance of Christ's body and blood, while
the accidents (the outward appearances)
remain unchanged.

The Eucharist is also a sacrifice. The
Institution of the Holy Eucharist is inseparable
from the sacrifice of the Cross. At the Last
Supper, Jesus offered his body and blood in
an unbloody manner, prefiguring his bloody
sacrifice the next day. The Eucharistic liturgy
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is therefore a re-presentation of the one
sacrifice of Christ. It is not a new sacrifice nor
a repetition, but the same sacrifice made
present through the ministry of the priest and
the power of the Holy Spirit. This
understanding is rooted in the letter to the
Hebrews, which speaks of Christ as the
eternal high priest who offered himself once
for all.

The sacrificial dimension emphasizes the
communal aspect. The Eucharist is not a
private devotion but the act of the whole
Church, the Body of Christ. Through the
Institution of the Holy Eucharist, believers are
drawn into a deeper communion with Christ
and with one another. This communion is
both vertical (between God and humanity)
and horizontal (among the faithful). It is the
bond that unites the Church across time and
space, making present the heavenly banquet.

Liturgical Celebration Through the
Ages

The Church has faithfully obeyed Christ's
command to "do this in remembrance of me"
for two thousand years. The earliest Christian
communities gathered for the "breaking of
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the bread" (Acts 2:42). Over time, the liturgy
evolved into more structured forms, such as
the Divine Liturgy in the East and the Roman
Rite in the West. Despite differences in
language, music, and ritual, the core
structure remains: the Liturgy of the Word
and the Liturgy of the Eucharist, with the
consecration as the centerpiece.

In the Catholic tradition, the celebration of
the Eucharist is called the Mass. The Mass
includes specific prayers that recount the
Institution of the Holy Eucharist, known as the
Eucharistic Prayer or the Canon of the Mass.
These prayers recall the words and actions of
Jesus at the Last Supper. The priest, acting in
the person of Christ, repeats the consecration
over the bread and wine. The faithful then
receive Holy Communion, the body and blood
of Christ.

The liturgy is not simply a ritual repetition; it
is an encounter with the living God. Every
celebration of the Eucharist is a participation
in the heavenly liturgy described in the Book
of Revelation. The holy Eucharist is the
pledge of eternal life and a foretaste of the
wedding feast of the Lamb. The Institution of
the Holy Eucharist, therefore, is not locked in
the past but is dynamically present every
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time the Church gathers at the Lord's table.

The Eucharist as a Sacrament of
Unity and Charity

Saint Augustine famously called the Eucharist
the "sacrament of charity" and the "bond of
unity." Because the Institution of the Holy
Eucharist creates a profound communion with
Christ, it also compels believers to live in
charity with one another. Receiving the
Eucharist should transform the recipient into
what they receive—the body of Christ. This
transformation is not automatic; it requires
an openness to grace and a commitment to
live out the Gospel in daily life.

The Eucharist is also a source of healing and
strength. For Catholics, the sacrament of the
Eucharist is available to those who are in a
state of grace—that is, free from mortal sin.
Regular reception of Holy Communion is
encouraged as a means of growing in
holiness. Many saints have spoken of the
Eucharist as the greatest gift on earth. Saint
Thomas Aquinas wrote exquisite hymns in
honor of the Blessed Sacrament, such as
Pange Lingua and Adoro Te Devote, which are
still sung today.

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by
Dudley & Sawyer ¢ Knowledge is power. * Page 7



The practice of Eucharistic
adoration—spending time in prayer before
the consecrated host—developed in the
medieval period and remains popular today.
This devotion flows directly from the
Institution of the Holy Eucharist. If Jesus is
truly present, it is fitting to adore him. Many
parishes have perpetual adoration chapels
where the faithful can pray in the presence of
the Eucharist. These practices deepen the
faith and reinforce the centrality of the
sacrament.

Scriptural Roots and the Bread of
Life Discourse

To fully understand the Institution of the Holy
Eucharist, one must also consider John
chapter 6, the Bread of Life discourse. In that
passage, Jesus says, "l am the living bread
that came down from heaven. Whoever eats
this bread will live forever. This bread is my
flesh, which | will give for the life of the
world" (John 6:51). The listeners were
shocked, and many disciples left. Jesus did
not soften his words, but instead insisted on
the literal truth of his statement. This
discourse is a prelude to the institution of the
Eucharist at the Last Supper and makes clear
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that Jesus meant what he said: the Eucharist
is truly his body and blood.

This connection between the manna in the
wilderness, the Bread of Life, and the
Eucharistic meal underscores the continuity
of God's saving work. Just as God fed the
Israelites with manna, so Jesus feeds his
Church with his own self. The Institution of
the Holy Eucharist is the fulfillment of the Old
Testament types and the promise of new and
eternal life.

Contemporary Significance and
Reverence

In a world marked by division, distraction,
and materialism, the Eucharist remains a
beacon of hope. The Institution of the Holy
Eucharist offers a way to step out of time and
into eternity, to encounter the love of God in
a tangible manner. For many, the Eucharist is
the anchor of their daily life. Mass
attendance, Communion, and adoration
provide spiritual nourishment and moral
strength. The Eucharist also calls Christians
to social justice, as it is impossible to truly
receive the body of Christ without recognizing
Christ in the poor, the sick, and the
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marginalized.

The reverence owed to the Eucharist is
profound. The Catholic Church teaches that
the Eucharist should be treated with the
highest honor. This includes proper
preparation for receiving Communion,
genuflecting or bowing before the tabernacle,
and ensuring that no irreverence is done to
the sacred species. Such practices are not
mere rubrics but expressions of faith in the
Real Presence.

Furthermore, the Institution of the Holy
Eucharist challenges believers to deepen
their understanding and appreciation. Many
resources are available for those who wish to
learn more: the Catechism of the Catholic
Church, writings of the Church Fathers, and
works of modern theologians. Parish
missions, Eucharistic congresses, and
retreats dedicated to the Eucharist help
revive devotion. The Church encourages
frequent, even daily, reception of
Communion, as long as the faithful are
properly disposed.

Conclusion

The Institution of the Holy Eucharist is far



Institution Of The Holy Eucharist

more than a historical event remembered in
ritual. It is the living heart of Christian faith, a
gift of Jesus Christ to his Church, and a
perpetual source of grace. At the Last Supper,
Jesus took bread and wine and transformed
them into his body and blood, instituting a
new covenant and a new worship. This sacred
mystery continues to nourish, unite, and
sanctify millions of believers around the
world. To fully enter into the mystery of the
Eucharist is to encounter the love of God
made flesh, broken, and shared for the life of
the world. Whether celebrated in a grand
cathedral or a simple chapel, the Eucharist
remains the center of Christian life—a
profound invitation to communion with God
and with one another, now and forever.
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