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The Eucharist has always been mysterious to me. As a Jewish child,
nothing in my tradition could prepare me for such a ritual. The separation
between the Creator and his Creation is the fundamental tenet of Ju-
daism.’ God may have spaken, but in disembodied words. God may have
molded man, but man could not mold God. The divine was urterly
unimaginable and to create any image was the ultimate idolatry. Mai-
monides, among others, '1r1veighcd against nafve readings of the Bible that
toolk anrhrapamarphism lircrally. As for God, “He gives orders without
appearing” as a contemporary philosopher wryly ebserved. Certainly God
does not manifest himself in bread, does not give himself to man to be
materially ingested.

And yet, I also knew that the Eucharist was the heart of Chrisrianity:
it was ta_king communion that made my Christian friends Christian, and
taking communion that even created the Church itself. How did that hap-
pen? I wanted to understand how a wafer could become God. Passover of-
fered little help, for the matzoh we ate to commemorate the Exodus was
neither God, nor Moses or Elij ah—it was on[y bread that was flat because
the ancient Israelites had to flee before it had time to rise. Flat bread be-
coming God, and for that matter, God bccaming man—this was com-
pletely different.

My fascination pmmpted me to attend Mass now and then, but
when it came to communien, I weuld leave church inconspicuously (or so
1 imagincd}. And then one wet Sunday in London, alone and free of obli-
gations, ] seized the opportunity to attend services at St Giles at CrippleJ
gate, the church John Milton attended {when he attended) and his burial
pl:-lce. Doubtless, thoughtl would be communing with the soul of the
poet who has cngaged so much of my imaginative life. I encountered,
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however, another communion. Singing hymns his father had campased,
and wandering how Milton, that iconoclastic “sect of one,” felt abautjain—
ing in any communal ritual he did not invent himself, T heard my own
voice blending with the other voices in the congregation, and I disrinctly felt
the comforts of community.

Until communion. When the priest invited everyone to forge the
mystical body of God by partaking of the body and bloed of Christ to-
5cthcr, to accept the invitation Christ himself offered at the last supper to
“take, eat, and do this in remembrance of me,” my fellow fcelings dissi-
p:lrcd with the awareness that I could not join, But why not, | asked my-
self? No one here will prevent me, no one knows me, knows that I am
Jewish, and as far as my faith is concerned, I need not bother myself" too
much, for I could take communion as a scholar of ritual, adapring an an-
rhrapalagical pose. And so, instead of electing to stay behind in my pew
while everyone filed past me toward the altar, I resolved to join the move-
ment forward. But while I gave my limbs the command to stand and wallg,
they did not move. Frozen and embarrassed, I began to reassure myself
that I was neither sinner nor convert, but someone who simply wanted to
join, 1 tried again, loath to interrupt my spiritual communion by Failing to
complete that last ritual gesture, but again I was unable to move.

What had happened? Did my terror that Yahweh would strike me
down for committing idolatry overcome me? Oh yes. Did I fear that my
anthrepological experiment was disrespectful of others’ meaningful expe-
rience? Indeed. Was I afraid that if T ate Christ’s body, I would turn into a
Christian? That too. But darification of my inability to take communion
anly emcrgcd during the years ] worked on this srudy. Then, on a pilgrim—
age to Santiago de Composte[a, it came. There, 1 had another opportunity
to take communien ameng dear friends in the small chapel at Tgnatius
Loyola’s house that we visited during our journey. A private Mass had been
arranged for our group. This time, I did not fear the wrath of an ancient
Israelite deity nor did T have any reasen te question my respect for com-
munion or the graviry of my intentions. Indeed, they were so serious that
the priest and 1 had discussed the question of my taking communion at
considerable length. But that day began with my visit to Guernica where
harrowing visiens ef human vielence cry out from museums and memori-
als; so, when the priest spoke moving[y of Christ’s sacrifice, I was haunted
by the specter of war victims, including my own ancestors,
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On that day I knew that I could not take communion because the
world was not yet redeemed. When I explained to the priest that if ever jus-
tice reigns, then T will sure[y be able to take in the body of the Lord, he
nodded sadly, 50 sacuy. It is, therefore, with genuine sympathy for those
who felt real hunger for the real presence, the sacramental presence of the
Lord, that I try to heed the responses of Reformation poets, Rather than
import an Enlightenment arch-secularism back to a time when the sacra-
mental world view was challengcd, that is, rather than offer another reading
of the cultural productions of the Reformation through post-Reformation
secular lenses (that celebrate reason as liberation from the bondage of hu-
man supersririon], Itry to listen to the many peop[e who believed that hu-
man pain was the legacy of Adam’s sin, that human nature was first made
in the image of God and subscquenrly tarnished, and that anly the sacrifice
of God could restore it. I want to be attentive to how deeply felt the loss of
God was in a world once believed to be filled with “the glory of the Lord.™
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