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According to Catholic belief the Holy Eucharist is both a sacrament and a 
sacrifice. The aspect of the sacrament which I will consider now is what is 
known as the "Real Presence".

By this expression is meant that the true Body and Blood, soul and divinity 
of Christ are really and substantially present under the Eucharistic species, 
that is, the appearances of bread and wine which remain on the altar after 
the Consecration.

"Presence" is one of those basic realities which we all experience and all 
know, but which is difficult to describe and define. Basically it means "being 
at hand", "being in front of"; when it is said of persons, often it also has the 
added meaning of "being for" or "being with", in the sense of accompanying 
someone.

A moment's reflection will reveal that God is present to us in a number of 
ways. By his power he is present in all of creation, since he conserves 



everything in its being. He is present in the souls of the just by his 
sanctifying grace. He is present in his Church which is the New Israel, the 
holy people of God. He is present in bishops and priests in a special way 
by reason of their consecration in Holy Orders. He is present, in a different 
way, in Holy Scripture and in the proclamation of his holy Word. These are 
some of the various ways in which God is present to his people.

But when the Church says that the glorified Jesus is really present in the 
Holy Eucharist, she is talking about a different and very special kind of 
presence. She means that, by the almighty power of God, a stupendous 
miracle has taken place, namely, the substance and reality of bread and 
wine have been changed into the substance and reality of the Body and 
Blood of the resurrected Jesus Christ who is now seated at the right hand 
of the Father in heaven. Therefore, since Jesus Christ is God and God is 
worthy of adoration, it follows that the Lord, truly present under the 
appearances of bread and wine, is worthy of adoration in the Holy 
Eucharist. For this reason the Church surrounds the Mass and the 
Eucharist with various gestures of adoration, such as incense, bows, 
genuflections, silence, candles, formal liturgical clothing and so forth.

It is not difficult to show from history the unanimity of belief in the Real 
Presence of Christ in the Eucharist for the first 1500 years of the Church. 
Occasional doubts about it, such as those of Berengarius of Tours (d. 
1088), caused an instant uproar - which attests to the universal acceptance 
of the Real Presence. This unanimous belief of 1500 years is itself an 
argument for its truth. For it is impossible that the Holy Spirit could leave 
the Church in error over a long period of time about one of the central 
doctrines of Christianity.

Widespread doubts about, and denials of, the Real Presence appeared in 
the sixteenth century. The Protestant Reformers were unanimous in 
rejecting transubstantiation and the sacrificial character of the Eucharist, 
but they did not agree on the question of the Real Presence. Thus, Luther 
admitted it but then added that it occurred only during the celebration of 
Holy Communion. Zwingli, along with many others, simply denied the Real 
Presence and claimed that the bread and wine are mere symbols of the 
Body and Blood of Christ. Calvin (later joined by Melanchthon) rejected the 
substantial or real presence of the Body and Blood of Christ and taught a 



presence of "power", that is, through the Eucharist a power proceeds from 
the glorified Body of Christ in heaven and is conferred on the faithful.
Because of the denials and doubts of the Protestant Reformers about the 
Mass, the Eucharist and the Real Presence, the Council of Trent 
(1545-1563) took up each of these questions and laid out for all the official, 
infallible teaching of the Church. Thus, in response to Zwingli, Calvin and 
their followers, the Council declared: "If anyone denies that the body and 
blood, together with the soul and divinity, of our Lord Jesus Christ and, 
therefore, the whole Christ is truly, really, and substantially contained in the 
sacrament of the most holy Eucharist, but says that Christ is present in the 
Sacrament only as in a sign or figure, or by his power: let him be 
anathema" (Denzinger-Schunmetzer 1651).
�

Some Scripture Passages Relating to the Real Presence:
John 6:35-56 (edited): 
Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me will never hunger, and whoever 
believes in me will never thirst … 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.” The Jews quarreled among themselves, saying, “How can this man give us [his] flesh to 
eat?” Jesus said to them, “Amen, amen, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man 
and drink his blood, you do not have life within you.  Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my 
blood has eternal life, and I will raise him on the last day.  For my flesh is true food, and my 
blood is true drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in him.  

Matthew 26:26-28: 
"Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to the disciples 
and said, 'Take, eat; this is my body.' And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it 
to them, saying, 'Drink of it, all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out 
for many for the forgiveness of sins.'" 

1 Corinthians 10:16: 
The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ? The bread that 
we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ?l 

1 Corinthians 11:27-29: 
Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be 
guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. Let a man examine himself, and so eat of the bread and 
drink of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks 
judgment upon himself.


