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When we hear a speaker begin a speech with the words, “never before,” we tend to poise ourselves to come up with exceptions to whatever claim is being made.  But it could possibly be true that never before has there been a greater need for hospitality and more opportunities to practice it in our country that in the twenty-first century.  There are some twelve million undocumented immigrants and many more documented immigrants living, not just in the border states, but throughout the country, in rural areas just as well as in urban centers.  We are no longer surprised to see a Muslim woman with a headdress next to us in the checkout counter of a grocery store.
Hospitality predates Christianity, as we heard from the first reading about Melchizedek and Abraham and many similar stories in the Jewish Scriptures.  However, as Christine Pohl writes in her book, Making Room, hospitality might be described as a way of life fundamental to Christian identity.  As many stories in the Gospels tell us, Jesus was seen as a welcoming person by the poor and public sinners who sought him out as a drinking and dinner companion.  Obviously, strangers considered him as a friend even upon first meeting him.

Today, as we celebrate the solemnity of the Body and Blood of Christ, we are reminded to make the connection between the practice of hospitality and the Eucharist.  This connection between the Eucharist and hospitality was made, first of all, by Saint John the Evangelist.  It is not accidental that the story of the multiplication of loaves and fish was placed in the sixth chapter of his Gospel.  For it is in this chapter that Jesus first makes mention of the Eucharist.  It must have seemed very strange to Jewish listeners to hear Jesus proclaim, “I am the bread of life…anyone who eats this bread will live forever.”

While food was very much on the minds of the people gathered around him, Jesus hoped they would be receptive to thinking of him as food, radical as this idea was.  On this feast day, as we gather to receive the body and blood of Jesus, we are to draw a simple parallel.  Just as ordinary bread is food for the body of flesh, so the food from heaven, Jesus, is food for his Mystical Body.  The body on the altar is for the sake of the body in these pews and in the rest of the world.  Although the practice of fasting from midnight on has no longer been in force for several decades, coming hungry to the Eucharist might not be a bad idea.  If we are physically hungry it might move us to be aware of the spiritual hunger we should feel as we come up to receive communion.  While the little wafer and wine are not able to satisfy our physical hunger, the Body and Blood of Jesus that we receive are filling.  That is, the Body and Blood of Christ give us more nourishment than we need to become healthy members of his Body.
The Eucharist builds up the Body of Christ, strengthens it, and helps it to grow.  In our daily lives we cross paths with many strangers and interact regularly with other persons we barely know.  Opportunities abound for us to be welcoming to them in one way or another.  It is often easier than we imagine to break down barriers between us and strangers we encounter on the street or in the grocery store.  Our hospitality will give them an experience of Christ’s love and unite them to Jesus—and help his Body grow in the world.

Driving through downtown Atlanta with her father, Hannah Salwen saw a Mercedes Benz to the side of their car as they stopped for a light.  On the other side was a homeless man holding a sign seeking money to buy food.  Hannah commented, “If that guy didn’t have such a nice car, then that guy could have a nice meal.” 

Taking the idea of sharing seriously, Hannah continued the conversation at home.  Half-jokingly her mother quipped, “What do you want to do?  Sell our house?”  Thus began the project known as Hannah’s Lunchbox whereby an Atlanta family moved from a 1.8 million dollar mansion into a house half the size and half the cost in order to donate half the profit to those in need. 

Convincing her family was not automatic but eventually Hannah’s teenage idealism won them over.  The Salwens’ decision to sell their big house and purchase a smaller home four blocks away will be chronicled in a book titled The Power of Half.  Moving has brought them closer together as a family, enabling a donation of $800,000 to benefit The Hunger Project, which will distribute money to more than forty villages in Ghana, allowing villagers to become self-sufficient through the building of internal support systems.  The Hunger Project’s vice-president believes 20,000 people could benefit from this donation.  After attending a ribbon cutting in Ghana for one of the projects, Hannah said she had never seen people so happy. 

So I ask: Is it the eating of a meal or sharing the meal that creates Eucharist?  Or is it both?  For, we come together to share in order to become whole, thus creating a complete body of Christ.  Eucharist puts us back together so we may do what Paul reminds the Corinthians to do—receive from the Lord so you may also hand on to others what the Lord has given.  Hannah Salwen brought this advice as a beautiful blessing of generosity to the people of Ghana.
Jesus’ invitation to this meal carries with it another invitation: be hosts to one another and show the same hospitality to other that Jesus shows to us.
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