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Christ in You, Our Hope of Glory (Col 1:27)
I am very pleased to be with you and I thank my dear friend Archbishop Piero Marini for his invitation – which which I readily accepted – to assist with your ongoing preparation for the 51st International Eucharistic Congress to be held in Cebu, Philippines, from 24 to 31 January 2016.

I have been asked to offer a reflection based on a phrase of Saint Paul which is both synthetic and doxological: “Christ in you, your hope of glory” (Christòs en hymîn, he elpìs tês dóxes, Col 1:27).  In meditating on these brief but powerful words of the Apostle, I decided to suggest an approach which, after a few necessary introductory comments, will bring us to the heart of Christian hope and its liturgical (and thus essentially Eucharistic) implications.  Before offering a brief conclusion, I will set out some practical applications which I trust can stimulate your own reflections.
***

Introduction


For many people nowadays, especially here in the West, it has become increasingly difficult, if not impossible, to hope.  Why is this?  Sociologists point out that we are immersed in a culture which glorifies the present moment, a culture which tells us to take advantage of each passing second – “carpe diem!”, forgetting the past and seeing the future as relatively insignificant.  Albert Einstein put it well: “I never worry about the future; it comes soon enough”.  Many of our contemporaries might restate the same idea as: “I never think about the future because I want to ignore the fact that it is coming, I’m even afraid of it”.


Concern about the future has also waned not least because, following the fall of the great messianic ideologies, it appears as something menacing, incapable of generating a sense of expectation, a sense of hope.  As a result of the present cultural crisis, which is primarily a crisis of meaning – a crisis of humanization, as I like to say –, talk about the future often evokes fear and anxiety, provoking a certain self-centredness and narcissism.  By 1930 Sigmund Freud could speak of “civilization and its discontents”.  More recently, the century just past has been termed “the century of the end” (Jurgen Moltmann), and “final exits” have been predicted for many realities: “the end of Christianity” (Marie-Dominque Chenu), “the end of modernity” (Gianni Vattimo), “the end of Western civilization” (Jacques Derrida).


In such a situation it can seem that the lack of time and the frenetic, fragmented pace of modern life no longer leave room for hope!  We can understand why young people are so concerned with the present, so obsessed with the need to collect “experiences”, often aimless, meaningless and marked by short-term expectations, as part of a society taken up with outward appearances, material possessions and the entertainment industry.  At a time when extreme subjectivism and individual self-interest prevail, the words which Friedrich Nietzsche attributed to his Zarathustra at the end of the nineteenth century seem prophetic:
No shepherd and one herd!  Everybody wants the same things, everybody is the same: anyone who thinks differently goes alone to the madhouse...  They have their little pleasures for the day and their little pleasures for the night: so long as they remain healthy…  Alas, I have known noble persons who have lost their own most sublime hope and then go on to disparage all sublime hopes.  They live shamelessly, indulging in paltry pleasures, and no longer dare to set themselves even ephemeral goals (Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Prologue, From the Tree on the Hill).

But then, driven by a whiff of hope, he feels he has to exhort:

It is time for men to set their own goals.  It is time for them to plant the seed of their highest hope…  By my own love and hope, I beseech you: “Keep sacred your loftiest hope!” (ibid.).


In the heart of every man and woman there eternally springs up, without ever being completely stifled, the question: In what can I hope?  Can we Christians help our contemporaries to respond to this burning question?

1.
The hope of Christians


In order to hope, we have to have a reason, a foundation on which to stand firm and thus look to the future without fear or anxiety.  For Christians, this reason is our faith, our clinging to the Lord of life.  “Faith” – the author of the Letter to the Hebrews tells us – “is the assurance of things hoped for” (Heb 11:1).  Abraham, the father of believers, “hoping against hope, believed” (Rom 4:18).  Even in times of trial, those who believe can cry out with the prophet Isaiah: “I will wait for the Lord who is hiding his face from the house of Jacob, and I will hope in him” (Is 8:17).


If we have faith, if we cling to the Lord who is ever faithful (cf. Dt 7:9; Ps 30:6 etc; 1 Cor 1:9, 10:13; etc.), if we put our belief and trust in him, then hope becomes possible, and hope in turn strengthens and protects faith.  Faith is hope: what we believe in becomes what we hope for.  For this reason the Apostle Paul frequently spoke to his communities of “Christ in you, your hope of glory” (Col 1:27) and “Jesus Christ our hope” (1 Tim 1:1)…  Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it well: “Christ our hope” (1 Tim 1:1) – these words of Paul are the strength of our life” (Resistance and Surrender…)

But we can and must be even more precise.  Christ is our hope because he is the one who was crucified, rose from the death and now lives forever.  This is our faith; this is what shapes us as christianoi, Christians, men and women belonging to Christ, dead and risen.  It is also our hope.  The distinctive mark, the proprium, of our faith is surely hope in the resurrection, hope in the love which is stronger than death, hope in life eternal.  To be entirely frank, the break between Judaism and early Christianity took place over this very point: the resurrection of Jesus the Messiah, and hence our own resurrection.  That is why Paul could proclaim before the synagogue: “I am on trial concerning the hope of the resurrection of the dead” (Acts 23:6).  That is why he could tell the Christians of Corinth that “if in this life only [we Christians] have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied” (1 Cor 15:19)…


Jesus’ resurrection – this event where, in the conflict between love and death, love, agápe, the one reality “strong as death” (Sg 8:6) and even stronger than death, has triumphed forever – “has given us a new birth unto a living hope” (1 Pet 1:3).  Consequently we are no longer those “having no hope… in this world” (Eph 2:12; cf. also 1 Thess 4:13).  The hope of Christians is thus Jesus Christ, a man in every respect like ourselves except for sin (cf. Heb 4:15), the authentic man, the Adam of whom God was thinking when he created humanity (cf. Col 1:15-18).  Crucified for his utter righteousness and risen for the love which shaped his whole life, Jesus Christ is the Lord of life who always comes to us, his Church.  This is our hope; this is our victory over the world (cf. 1 Jn 5:4-5); this is the wellspring of our charity.


So we must not be afraid to state this in the clearest terms possible: hope in the Resurrection is the proprium – the very core – of our faith!  It is the one real debt which we Christians owe to all men and women, for we must confess before them, above all by the witness of our lives, that death is not the ultimate reality.  Augustine saw this clearly: “Only hope in eternal life makes us truly Christians” (The City of God, VI, 9.5).  We are truly called to share “the joys and hopes, the grief and anguish of the people of our time” (Gaudium et Spes, 1), and to bring to them, in earthen vessels (cf. 2 Cor 4:7), in our own poverty and frailty, the great treasure of blessed hope: that life is stronger than death, love is more powerful than hatred, God’s fidelity is greater than our own infidelity!


A precious teaching on how we can bear witness to this hope in our dealings with others is found in several well-known exhortations of the First Letter of Peter, which need no comment:

“Conduct yourselves honourably among the Gentiles, so that, though they malign you as evildoers, they may see your honourable deeds and glorify God when he comes to judge… In your hearts, sanctify Christ as Lord.  Always be ready to make your defence to anyone who demands from you an accounting of the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence” (1 Pet 2:12; 3:15-16).


But let us now take one step further and ask:  How do we come to this hope?
2.
The Eucharist, a wellspring of hope


I would like to develop this reflection on the Eucharist as a wellspring of hope – and consequently of our mission as Christians – on the basis of Psalm 42, which in my opinion has much to say to us today.  In this splendid composition, a gem of biblical poetry, the psalmist describes a new situation in which he finds himself: a situation of crisis and decline in the community of believers, a situation in which believers cry out in anguish while the enemies of the faith, in growing numbers, scornfully exclaim: “Where is your God?” (Ps 42:3,10).  In his prayer, the psalmist thirsts for God, the living God, and cries out: “When will I behold your face?” (Ps 42:2).  In his lament, he recalls the Temple liturgy in which he would lead the crowds in procession towards the house of God amid glad shouts and songs of thanksgiving (cf. Ps 42:4)…  All this now seems a memory of the past, yet it is precisely the memory of the liturgy once celebrated which impels him to hope, driving him to repeat as a refrain:


Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me?  Hope in God: for I shall again praise him, my help and my God! (Ps 42:5,11).


The experience of liturgy is truly a source of hope, for in it our human hope is grounded, renewed and increased by the parousía, by the Lord’s coming and his presence in our midst!  The liturgy is the locus of the encounter between the Lord who comes and his people who thirst for him, an encounter which yearns for the definitive encounter: the direct encounter between God and his people, between the Bridegroom and his bride, the Church (cf. Rev 21:9), between the Lord and each individual believer.


If this is the case, it is all the more true that the Eucharist, “the summit and source of the Church’s liturgy” (cf. Sacrosanctum Concilium, 10), is the wellspring of Christian hope.  Unfortunately, especially in the second millennium, we have meditated almost exclusively on the Eucharist as the sacrifice of Christ on Calvary, with the result that the relationship between the Eucharist and the resurrection, and hence the coming of the Lord and the coming of his kingdom, has gradually been obscured.  And yet the witness of the Gospels to this relationship is clear and eloquent.  Luke highlights the context in which Jesus celebrates the Last Supper, relating his words:  


“I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer; for I tell you, I will not eat it again until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God” (Lk 22:15-16)


All three synoptic Gospels likewise repeat, in two slightly different forms, the words which Jesus spoke over the chalice:


“I tell you that from now on I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes” (Lk 22:18).
“Truly I tell you, I will never again drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God” (Mk 14:25; cf. Mt 26:29).


And the Apostle Paul, after recounting the words instituting the Eucharist (cf. 1 Cor 11:23-26), writes:

“As often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes… “ (“donec veniat”; 1 Cor  11:26).

From the beginning, then, the Eucharist has been celebrated against an eschatological horizon.  The eucharistic anamnesis is indeed the memorial of Jesus’ Passover, but it is also the foreshadowing of the wedding feast of God’s kingdom, when Christ will provide the definitive banquet, and the communion between himself and all the redeemed will at last be complete.  This eschatological thrust of the Eucharist appears clearly in the liturgical celebrations of the early Christian communities.  As Pierre Prigent has clearly shown, there are traces of eucharistic liturgies in the ending of the First Letter to the Corinthians and in the ending of the Book of Revelation, passages in which we find words and phrases which parallel the ritual of the eucharistic liturgy found in the Didache (10, 6).  Specifically, these texts echo the liturgical acclamation: Marana tha!”, “Come, Lord” (1 Cor 16:22; cf. Rev 22:20), the acclamation of the bride, the Church, the eucharistic assembly which, one with the Spirit (cf. Rev 22:17), invokes the coming of the kingdom, the definitive embrace of the Bridegroom – ho erchómenos – “the one who is to come” (Mk 11:9 and parallels; Mt 23:39; Jn 12:13) and the eternal wedding feast!


The various Christian liturgies of East and West clearly appreciate the eschatological character of the Eucharist.  This is shown by the fact that, in the anamnesis which follows the institution narrative, all of them in different ways commemorate not only Jesus’ death and resurrection but also his coming at the end of time, his parousía.  We need think only of the acclamation which we are used to repeating in the Latin liturgy:


We proclaim your death, O Lord; we profess your resurrection, until you come 
(“donec venias”).

We can also think of the Eastern anaphoras, which insert in the institution narrative as Jesus’ own words, the command to do as he has done “… until I come”.


Certainly the Eucharist is the memorial of the sacrifice of the cross, but it is also the proleptic memorial of the banquet of the kingdom; it is an image of the kingdom which is now coming into being and is already prefigured in the supper celebrated by the Christian assembly.  The Eucharist brings out the paradox of the “already, but not yet” of Christian eschatology; from Eucharist to Eucharist we tend towards that fullness of communion which will be ours in the kingdom, when we will sit at table with Jesus, who, in accordance with his promise, will come and serve us (cf. Lk 12:37)…  Deprived of this eschatological tension, the Eucharist cannot give us hope; lacking this awareness, we would risk having a meal in memory of a dead person!  Just as Passover was, and is, for the Jews the memorial of the Exodus, their liberation from the slavery of Egypt (cf. Ex 12:1-14), but also the memorial of the future messianic Exodus (cf. “Poem of the Four Nights” in Targum Neophyti, on Ex 12:42), so it is for us Christians.  The Eucharist is a celebration in which past, present and future come together and are gathered up, arousing the hope capable of sustaining our journey towards the definitive encounter with the Lord.


The memorial of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ accomplished on the cross ephápax, “once for all” (Heb 7:27; 9:12; 10:10), becomes memoria futuri, a memorial of what will take place when the present world will pass away (cf. 1 Cor 15:20): in this way the Eucharist is a wellspring of hope.  Certainly to commemorate something which has not yet taken place, something which is not yet visible, is not natural or easy for us.  But to those who might raise this objection, we can respond with Paul’s own definition of hope:

“Hope which is seen is not hope.  For who hopes for what is seen?  But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience” (Rom 8:24-25).


The Apostle goes on to say that the Holy Spirit comes to our aid in order to strengthen this hope within us (cf. Rom 8:26) – the same Spirit whom we invoke in the assembly in the second epiclesis to make the assembly itself the body of the Lord Jesus and to infuse hope in each of his members, sustaining their expectation of the Lord who comes.  For, as Paul writes in 1 Cor 10:11, “the end of the ages has come”…


Finally, how can we overlook the fact that in the consciousness of the ancient Church the Lord’s Prayer, the Our Father, had eschatological and eucharistic overtones?  Our petition “Thy kingdom come” (Mt 6:10) – which makes us think of the invocation: Marana tha – corresponds to our asking for the bread which is epioúsios, the bread of the future, the bread of the kingdom. (cf. Mt 6:11).  The first Christians understood this petition as referring to the bread of the wedding feast of heaven, signified here and now by “the bread come down from heaven” (Jn 6:41.41.58), namely, the flesh and blood of the Son of Man (cf. Jn 6:54-56).  Nor should we forget that the Our Father, placed in the Eucharistic celebration immediately before communion, directs us towards the  glorious coming of the Lord, to his coming kingdom!


I have provided a few basic references as a way of expressing how the Eucharist is the wellspring of Christian hope: not those little hopes which we daily invent for ourselves and come to think are good and essential, but the hope, the hope which does not disappoint (cf. Rom 5:5), the hope which is firm because it derives from faith in the word of the Lord.

3.
How can we experience a Eucharist which is a wellspring of hope?

I believe that we can answer this further question by turning to an essential element in mystagogy which nowadays, sadly, tends to be overlooked in the liturgical formation of young Christians.  I am referring to a simple but decisive realization: that the Eucharist can be experienced as a wellspring of hope only in faith and in the awareness that it is “the chalice of synthesis” (Irenaeus of Lyons, Adv. Haer. II, 16, 7):  For it embraces the entire history of salvation and is the concise memorial of the entire life of the Son: his preexistence with the Father before the world began, his earthly life culminating in his passion and death, his resurrection, his present intercession for us before the Father and the memorial of his return in glory.


The Eucharist is the  sacrament of the crucified and risen one,  the one who comes among his own.  It is the setting in which he opens up the Scriptures and breaks bread for us, even as he did for the disciples of Emmaus (cf. Lk 24:27-32).  It is the event in which he comes to us under another form (en hetéra morphê: Mk 16:12), under the signs of bread and wine, but always as the one who comes!  That is why we proclaim: “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord”.  In the Eucharist we constantly encounter the risen Lord who comes into our midst, just as he did with the disciples in the days after Easter: “Jesus came and stood among them, and said to them, ‘Peace be with you’”  (Jn 20:19,26).  How can we not think in this regard of the hymn chanted in the liturgies of Saint John Chrysostom and Saint Basil, at the beginning of the anaphora:
May we who … sing the hymn of the Thrice-Holy now lay aside all earthly cares, that we may receive the King of all, the Lord who comes, escorted invisibly by ranks of angels.

This is the parousía of the Lord in this “meantime” which is never empty precisely because of the Eucharistic celebration, in which he who came and who will come, comes now!


After bringing out this central and indispensable fact, I would now like to emphasize a few elements which I consider urgently needed if the Eucharistic celebration is to clearly express this eschatological dimension and Christians are to draw hope from that celebration.  The Eucharist is not a “religious” experience, but a way of being, a way of life.  “Our thinking is in full accord with the Eucharist, and the Eucharist, for its part, confirms our thinking”, wrote Irenaeus of Lyons (AH IV 18, 5); consequently, all our actions and our entire life must be conformed to this kind of “Eucharistic thinking” .


First of all, the Eucharist demands that God’s scattered children gather in one place around the Lord who has been exalted and glorified.  The time of the glorious coming of Jesus Christ is now the time when the”scattered children of God” (Jn 11:52), of “all the nations” (Mt 25:32), come together.  Christians, as I have just said, gather “in one place”, epì tò autó  (Acts 1:15; 2:1,47; 1 Cor 11:20; 14:23); these are the words with which the primitive community of Jerusalem described its own assembly and synaxis.  This gathering together every Sunday for the Eucharist is itself a prophecy of the eschatological ingathering; it is a prophetic event which in the midst of our fragmented and divided world ought to fill us with hope and joy.  We should continue to lament the infrequent attendance at the Sunday Eucharist, but do we also realize that throughout the world each Sunday we Christians perform a prophetic action, one which expresses hope for ourselves and for all humanity, since it is a act which points to a convergence, a fellowship and a hope-filled expectation of the Lord who comes?  Perhaps we have lost this realization, but the very ancient writing of the Didache admonishes us:


As this bread was broken and scattered on the hillside, and has now been gathered into 
one, so may your Church be gathered from the ends of the earth into your kingdom, 
[Father] (Didache, 9,4).

In the second place, we gather together on a particular day: Sunday, the Lord’s Day, kyriakè heméra, yom Adonai, which is always the day of the Lord’s coming, the day of promise and a prophecy of the kingdom.  Basil of Caesarea, citing the twentieth canon of the Council of Nicaea (325), notes that the Christians gathered for the Eucharistic celebration on Sunday should not kneel but stand “as wayfarers and pilgrims” (1 Pet 2:11) towards the kingdom, as men and women who have risen together with Christ, who have been raised up with him, and who “seek the things that are above” (1 Cor 3:1), because they have been set free from every form of slavery (cf. De Sp. S., 27, 66).

The very configuration of the assembly should express this hope: the assembly does not convene itself; it does not celebrate itself, nor do its members have anything particular to discuss with one another.  Rather, it is God’s people making its pilgrim way towards the kingdom, as Pope Francis constantly reminds us.  The environment and configuration of the assembly should therefore testify to the fact that we are in constant movement forward, our faces turned towards Christ who comes.


Finally, the mode of celebration, the ars celebrandi, should express the assembly’s hope.  It should make visible and audible the fact that the Eucharist is a wellspring of hope.  Our Eucharists, especially those celebrated in the growing number of smaller and aging Christian communities, if celebrated seriously and conscientiously, are even in their poverty a wellspring of hope.  When the Eucharist is celebrated seriously and conscientiously, even without singing or elaborate ritual expression, it is a wellspring of hope because it shows forth the Church in the sanctifying reality of her poor and suffering ones, who look forward to meeting the Lord.  They pray and celebrate the liturgy in order to hasten the coming of the one who will bring true justice for all those who have suffered oppression and injustice in this world.

With these points clearly in mind, we can then rightly paraphrase the well-known adage: not “lex orandi, lex credendi” alone, but also “lex orandi, lex sperandi” (J. Caillot, “Eschatologie et liturgie: resonance de l’ésperance”, La Maison-Dieu 220 [1999], p. 15)!

4.
Dialogue as an exercise of hope


I would like to make a final point, inspired by my reading of the preparatory document for the 51st International Eucharistic Congress.  It is significant that in these theological and pastoral guidelines the word “dialogue” is everywhere present; it appears in the title of five of the ten chapters: “A mission in dialogue with…”).  There is a clear intent to bring out the implications of this decisive term, starting at least with Paul VI’s encyclical Ecclesiam Suam (6 August 1964) on the life and mission of the Church.

At the same time I have not been able to find in the document any reference to the intrinsic relationship between dialogue, Eucharist and hope.  I would like at least to mention that if “God the Father has offered and established with us this ineffable and most real dialogical relationship  through Christ and in the Holy Spirit” (Ecclesiam Suam, 73), then the Eucharist is the high point of this dialogue, “donec veniat”.  And this dialogical “form” of the Eucharist – in which God speaks to his people, who in turn respond to him – consequently demands that the lived experience of believers confirm and increase the forces of faith, hope and love, in other words, our fidelity to the Lord, our expectation of the fullness of salvation in the kingdom and our carrying out the “new commandment” (Jn 13:34; cf. 15:12) of love for one another.


This dialogue between God and his people enables that people to be itself a missionary and intermediary between God and all of humanity, that the latter may have life eternal (cf. Jn 3:16); it makes them capable of dialogue, thus enabling the word of God to spread rapidly in the world in the midst of humanity (cf. 2 Th 3:1).  Every path of dialogue undertaken by Christians must testify to their faith in God and their confidence in man, and precisely from this exercise hope is born and grows.  Michel de Certeau could rightly state, then, that “something really significant takes place, something miraculous even, when after encounter and dialogue with a Christian, a man or a woman grows in hope”.


Then too, is not the Eucharist the culmination of the dialogue between the risen Jesus, who appears as a companion along the way, and the two disciples on the road to Emmaus? “When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them.    Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him” (Lk 24:30-31).  And was Paul not celebrating hope when, amid a tempest at sea, he celebrated the Eucharist to bring hope of salvation to all his fellow travellers (cf.  Acts 27:35-36)?

Conclusion

I would conclude by returning to the beginning, to the words of Paul which furnished the title for our meditation.  Paul peers into “the mystery hidden for ages and generations, but now manifested to the saints” (Col 1:26).  This glorious mystery has now been made known to us and must now be proclaimed to all peoples: “Christ in you, your hope of glory” (Col 1:27).

Jesus the Messiah, the Christ of God, was sent into the world as a man “born of woman” (Gal 4:4), and was put to death and rose from the dead.  He now dwells by the power of the Holy Spirit in every Christian, as a living and effective presence.  Thus, it is no longer the Christian who lives in Christ, but it is Christ who lives in him or her.  “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:20)!  It is precisely this presence which in the Christian becomes the hope of glory.  Louis Bouyer rightly observed that these words of Paul are the synthesis of Christianity (cf. his Introduction to the Spiritual Life).  They contain faith in Jesus the Lord and Christ; they contain the hope which is God’s glory; they contain the charity which is Christ himself.


“Christ in you, your hope of glory”.  For us, these words are not a slogan but a call to responsibility for our living in this world as children of God and brothers and sisters, in Christ, of all our fellow men and women.  They are a call to a responsibility which is constantly renewed and draws its strength from our celebration of the Christian liturgy – from our conscious celebration of the Eucharist, summit and source of the Church’s life and mission, in dialogue with the world.
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