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THE USES OF SAINTS
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image most of us had formed of

a remote ascetic ruthlessly bent on extinguishing every human

affection.

The publication of his private journals too enabled us to see a man who reproached himself for real
and not imaginary failings - like over-work, hurrying through his spiritual exercises or even putting
them off till the end of the day, talking too much, inconsistency, giving way to impatience and anger,
struggling with his own perfectionistic personality, and especially with his need to stand out and be
adm ired,

Far from being immured, as we had believed, within the narrow confines of an outdated nineteenth
century devotionalism/ we discovered instead a man of vision, possessed by a restless quest for a
truer and more comprehensive grasp of the Eucharist, one rooted ever more firmly in the ancient
sources of scripture and tradition. This unremitting drive placed him on the crest of the slowly swelling
wave of new thinking that would one day break in its full splendour at the Second Vatican Council,
As he scrutinized the sources tirelessly and in prayedul spirit, his mental world broadened and
deepened in a way that his companions and early followers seem to have been incapable of grasping,
No longer did he look at the mystery, as he had done for so long, simply from the standpoint of the
sacramental presence after Mass; no longer did he envisage the goal of the Eucharist in terms of
gathering adorers about the Lord hidden in the sacramental bread (though he still considered this a
valuable practice). No, what now gripped his attention, what fascinated him was the mysterious action
of Christ in the person who receives communion with faith.

At a time when Eucharistic devotion was identified Iargely with adoration of the presence of Christ in
the reserved sacrament, he overturned this priority, declaring that sacramental communion brought
about an extension of the incarnation through the transforming action of the risen Christ forming
himself in the responsive communicant. This became the central concern of his ministry, He grasped
as never before that "in the Eucharist we receive the fruits of all his mysteries... We are forced to
recognize God's love in the perfect and complete gift of himself, [..,] That intimate manifestation is
obtained only in holy communion."
Drawing upon the statement in 2 Peter to the effect that we are called "to share in the divine nature"
(2 Peter 1,4) he exploited the riches of this theology, beloved of the Eastern Church but no longer
familiar in the West, applying it to Christ's action in holy communion:

"In holy communion, we receive

Jesus Christ... He comes in us to form his virtues in us, to
fashion us to his own likeness, to change us into his own image. He accomplishes this education
to his resemblance in us, so that he grows in us as well as we grow in his likeness'until we reach
the state of the perfect man."'

In the final years of his life he returned again and again to this insight, leaving us a rich inheritance of
texts, of which we can give here only the briefest sample,
"The Eucharist is the bread of the spirit.
bread of love

It is also the bread of life, the bread of the heart, the

"Taste and see, Scripture says. The taste for God is the family feeling; it brings us close to his
heart. It is knowledge by feeling and not by reasoning. In holy communion/ we experience love,
we know the heart of Jesus, we penetrate his secret.
"Communion," he recalls to us, t'is the heavenly banquet, the marriage feast of the Lamb."
This brings me to my final point which concerns the notion of the model with which I began. In what
way are the saints, in what way is Eymard (now amongst them), a model for us? Clearly, it is not a
matter of trying to make (were we able to do so!) our own lives a facsimile, a slavish copy of theirs,
but rather of drawing inspiration from them and of gaining insight from the way they lived their
existence - in all the diversity of their personalities and situations - into the underlying dynamics of
h ol

i

ness.

In no way a systematic thinker, Eymard possessed an intuitive intelligence, He had remarkable insight
into the deep structures of personal existence, He saw, for example, that the various forms of selfseeking he detected in himself were not simply a congeries of vices and bad habits to be corrected, so
much as something unified, a whole or system, that he usually called le moi (the self); this notion
corresponds, I believe, to what, nearer to our own day, Thomas Merton was wont to call "the false
self. "

That is why he sounds so radical (and, if you like, inimitable): no personal desires at all, no interests
of his own! Superficially, that sounds alarmingly like the portrait of a zombie. Yet precisely here is the
paradox. It is only when this false self is dissolved that our true identity - what in Paul is called the
"hidden self" (Eph 3,16) and in the book of Revelation "the new name" (Rev 2,17) - is able to appear.
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Similarly, in Eymard's teaching on holy communion, the language of Christ forming
himself within us is not about the imposition of an alien template that would replace
our own identity. Eymard's metaphor of "education" makes that clear. Christ is like
the mother drawing out, evoking the child's capacities, in dialogue with her own
modelling. What is also remarkable about Eymard's teaching is how profoundly
Trinitarian it is, Acting in the power of the Spirit, Christ calls our true self into being,
not just as individuals relating to him in love, but also as beloved sons and daughters
of his Father!
Recalling, some fifty year later, the decision of the Pope of the Second Vatican
Council, John XXIII, to enrol Peter-Julian Eymard amongst the saints, we are invited to ponder their
(and now with them Eymard's) place in our lives. The saints were always important for him; the ones
he named most often in the spiritual jottings of his later years were, not surprisingly, great Founders
such as Benedict, Francis, Dominic, Ignatius of Loyola, and Alphonsus Ligouri, models in whom he
could descry the lineaments of his own calling and destiny.

But even more frequently he turned to the scriptural figures, especially those closest to the Lord
Mary and Elizabeth, Joseph and Zechariah and John the Baptist, not to forget the beloved disciple,

-

Finally, the context in which the canonization took place is also full of meaning; for it coincided with
the promulgation of the first major document of the Council, the one that dealt with the reform and
renewal of the liturgy, and above all the Eucharist - the mystery to which Eymard's life had been
peerlessly dedicated. Does this not stir us, who seek in these opening decades of the third millennium
to draw life from the bread of life and the cup of salvation, to open our heafts unreservedly, as
Eymard did, to Christ's transforming action in the mystery of his love?
lMiguel de cervantes
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SPREADING THE FIRE OF THE EUCHARIST
Ben Ho, N.S.S.S.
f
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"I

came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!" (Luke
72:49). In his Advent weblog reflection,'seed of Fire'1, Fr Joseph Homick

explained this imagery as God casting His own words as seeds of fire into the
hearts of anyone who would receive them - "the implanted word that has the
power to save your souls" (James r:2r). we see this affirmed in our RoL #22:

"...This Word,
which the Spirit causes to resonate in our innermost being,
challenges us in ever new ways.
When shared fraternally,
and according to our capacity to receive it,
the word enlightens us and incorporates us into the mystery of christ.',
Expanding on St John Damascene's proclamation "the Eucharist which is the fire that inflames us,,, St
Peter J_ulian Eymard I'Eymard'l writes "the incendiaries of this Eucharistic fire are all those who love
Jesus"2, In this section of Guitton's book, he cites that Eymard's metaphoric use of fire is the best
expression for the saint's apostolic zeal3 which ultimately influenced the structure of the religious
order which Eymard set up, This was evidently so as Eymard inferred at the end of his Great Retreat
of Rome in 1865 ['Great Retreat'], that the religious of the Blessed Sacrament, a society of both
"adorer and firebrands" can and should "set the world ablaze" with the Eucharistic fire as the Lord
wanteda,
The Vineyard, December 2012. Special Edition

Page 8

