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“CHRIST LOVED ME AND 
GAVE HIMSELF UP FOR ME”

When Jesus was hanging on the cross, every single member of the human race who ever did live or ever will live was present in His thoughts and in His love, and not in a vague, indistinct way, but each one of us as an individual person.  He knew each of us perfectly.  All the secrets of our hearts were clearly manifest to Him—all the good and all the evil that we have ever thought, or desired, or done, or ever will think, or desire, or do.

And, in spite of His knowledge of our sins, or rather, precisely because of His knowledge of the misery caused by our sins, Christ’s compassionate heart loved us, each one of us individually, and delivered Himself up for us.  With St. Paul, then, every single one of us can say with conviction: “Christ loved me, and delivered Himself up for me.” (Gal 2:20)

Nowhere is this truth more strikingly manifest to me than in the Holy Eucharist, the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.  Since the Mass presents again the Sacrifice of the Cross, it also makes actually present to me the love of Christ with which He offered Himself up for me.

The Scriptures tell us that Christ’s death in propitiation for our sins is the supreme manifestation of divine love for us.  “God commends his charity towards us,” says St. Paul, “because when as yet we were sinners, Christ died for us.” (Rom 5:8)  And our Lord says, “As Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up…. For God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, that those who believe in Him may not perish, but may have life everlasting.” (Jn 3:14-16)  St. John comments on this, saying, “In this has the love of God been shown in our case, that God has sent His only-begotten Son into the world that we may live through Him.  In this is the love, not that we have loved God, but that He has first loved us, and sent His Son as a propitiation for our sins.” (I Jn 4:9f)
The Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, the re-enactment in my very presence of Calvary’s sacrifice of love, is the most convincing sign that this divine love in the heart of God, and in the heart of Jesus, is concerned with me personally.  To convince me that He loved me as He hung on the cross of Calvary, and gave Himself up for me, in the Mass Jesus again takes bread and wine into His holy and venerable hands, and blessing them, He says to me, “Take and eat, for this is My body which was delivered up for you.  Take and drink, for this is the chalice of my Blood which was shed for you.” (Matt 26:26-28)  And He reaches this Body and Blood to me through the hands of His priest who says, “Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world.”

We miss the whole point of the Holy Eucharist if we do not vividly see it as a re-enactment of the Passion and Death of Christ in our very presence, if we do not see it clearly as the love of Christ Crucified, reaching out to embrace us, handing His very own Self to us, so that by eating of His sacrificial death we may “have life, and have it more abundantly.”  In each Mass, I must see the Heart of Christ here and now actively loving me personally, and delivering Himself up for me.
This is how the great Dominican saints saw the Holy Eucharist.  If, in the copious, magnificent writings of St. Thomas Aquinas on the Eucharist, there is any one thought which stands out above all others, and which echoes again and again, it is the thought that the Eucharist is a living reminder and representation of Christ’s Passion, a sacrificial banquet, in which Christ Himself is received, a banquet in which we partake of the sacrifice of the cross as recipients of the divine love of Christ.
And, in the mind of St. Thomas, the Passion of Christ above all else is love:  it is not mere sufferings, not mere death, but it is sufferings and death eagerly sought, joyfully endured out of love, a love which alone gave these sufferings their value as expiation for my sins, in infinite love for me personally, and for you.  
This is how St. Thomas views the Eucharist—as the sacrament of divine love for us, a sacrament which makes this love, and all that this love did for us, immediately present to each one of us, a sacrament which efficaciously creates the same love in us; for the sacramental grace of the Eucharist is charity.

St. Albert the Great, the teacher of St. Thomas, calls the Holy Eucharist the love-gift of the heart of God.  For Albert, the Eucharist and the heart of Jesus are inseparable.  Not only is the Eucharist the gift of the divine heart, but that heart is itself present in the Eucharist, here and now actively loving us.  God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son in sacrifice on Calvary;  He so loves each individual one of us that He gives His only-begotten Son again for us in the sacrifice of the Eucharist, so that we may eat, and have life from that love.

As the love-gift of the divine heart of God, the Eucharist is the result of an eternal plan.  St. John in the Apocalypse calls Christ “the lamb who has been slain from the foundation of the world.” (Rev 13:8)  For even before God made anything at all, He foresaw the fall of mankind; but, in undaunted, merciful love, He planned in advance the Savior in whom He would “restore all things.”   Such is “the mystery of His will,” determined even “before the foundation of the world.” (Eph 1:1-14)
In announcing this plan of His love through His prophets, Almighty God says to us, “I have loved thee with an everlasting love; therefore have I drawn thee, taking pity on thee.” (Jer 31:3)  It was a love bestowed on us from eternity, before we existed, and so we did not merit it; it is a love given in sheer mercy—a love which first drew us from the nothingness of non-existence, and then from the misery of sin into which we fell, and a love which remains forever present to us to maintain us in divine favor, or to lift us again if we fall.

And this Lamb, slain for us in accordance with the eternal will of God was to be eaten by the people for whom He was slain.  And so, this part of the eternal plan, the eating of Christ in the Eucharist, was prophesied in advance by the eating of the paschal lamb of the Old Law.  The paschal lamb was a memorial of the deliverance of the Israelites from the slavery of Egypt; and in the midst of the ritual prescribed for its eating, the children of each Hebrew family would ask the question:  “‘What is the meaning of this service?’  And the father would answer:  ‘It is the Passover sacrifice of the Lord, (victim of the passage of the Lord,) when He passed over the houses of the children of Israel in Egypt, striking the Egyptians, and saving our houses.’”  (Ex 12:26f)
Lest we miss the point of the Holy Eucharist, daily at Mass we ought to ask ourselves that question:  “What is the meaning of this service?”   It is the eating of the victim of divine love; it is the love-gift of the heart of God; it is the living reminder of our passage from sin and slavery through the Blood of the Lamb of God.  For He said, “Do this in remembrance of Me.” (Lk 22:19)   But especially in remembrance of the everlasting love of my heart for you, the love which inspired me on Calvary to deliver myself up for you, the love which still burns in my Heart and is immediately present to you in this sacrament.  “For as often as you shall eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord, until He comes.” (1 Cor 11:26)
Without the Holy Eucharist, the death of the Lord is incomplete, for a sacrifice is not complete until those who offer it, partake of it as a sign of their oneness with it.  And so the eating of Christ in the Eucharist is an integral part of the eternal plan of redemption: “Unless you eat of the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His Blood, you shall not have life in you.”  That is why St. Thomas says that the chief reason we are baptized is that we may eat of the sacrifice of Christ in the Holy Eucharist.  And even Baptism of desire always includes Holy Communion in desire.  Holy Communion is union—in mutual love—with the divine Victim of love.  Without this union, we cannot have life.
Long before this marvelous plan of God’s love had been fully manifest, the prophets and psalmists had begun to praise it without fully realizing what they were praising, for even the Old Testament preparations for the ultimate fulfillment of the plan were so wonderful that these men could not contain their joy.  Sophonias (Zephaniah) cries out, “Be glad and rejoice with your whole heart, O daughter of Jerusalem…The Lord your God is in the midst of you.  He will rejoice over you with gladness, He will renew you in His love!” (Zeph 3:14-18)

And a psalmist declares, “The counsel of the Lord stands forever, the plans of His Heart throughout the ages…. Behold the eyes of the Lord are on them that fear Him, and on them that hope in His mercy, to deliver their souls from death, and feed them in famine.” (Ps 32:11-19)  But, when the fullness of time comes, and at last this everlasting plan of the Heart of God has been fully manifest, it turns out to be so unspeakably wonderful, so ineffably surpassing all the wildest dreams of the prophets and psalmists, that their imperfect knowledge of it seems like sheer ignorance, in contract with knowledge of the full reality.  
That is why St. Paul refers to it as “the mystery which has been hidden from eternity in God,”  but now has been revealed to the apostles to be told to all the nations.  (Eph 3:9 –and the whole epistle)  St. Paul, as a learned Pharisee, well-versed in all the teachings of the Old Law, was so amazed at how Christ, the fulfillment of the Law, so surpassed all expectations, that again and again he comes back to the theme of the marvelous mystery of the eternal plan, now manifest to us.
It is of this that rhapsodizes, when he tells us how “the grace of God our Savior has appeared to all men.” (Tit 2:11), and when he speaks of “the grace bestowed upon us in Christ Jesus eternal ages ago, but now manifest through the appearing—‘the epiphany’—of our Savior, Christ Jesus.” (2 Tim 1:8)

If only we would share St. Paul’s ever-fresh wonderment over this marvelous mystery!  We take too much for granted that merciful grace and favor of the everlasting love of God for us.  Who in the Old Testament would ever have dared dream that God planned to give His very own self to us as our Bread of Life!  But we take it nonchalantly as a matter of course.

If the birth of Christ is the epiphany or manifestation to the world of the mystery of the eternal purpose of God’s mercy, the Holy Eucharist is the manifestation of God’s purpose in regard to me personally:  for when Christ in the Mass reaches His own Body to me as my Food, I am convinced that indeed He loved me—me personally—and delivered Himself up for me.  The everlasting, merciful love of God, which has no beginning and no end, and which burned in the heart of Christ crucified on Calvary—that same undying love comes into immediate contact with me in the Holy Eucharist, it embraces me, and will hold me eternally in its embrace if I respond to it aright.
This everlasting love embraces me in the Holy Eucharist to heal me, strengthen me, nourish me, comfort me, and refresh me.  And because of the daily re-offering of Calvary’s sacrifice of love in my presence, in the Mass, that everlasting love of the Sacred Heart is always present to me, all day long, not just during the Mass, or at the moment of Holy Communion.  It is an everlasting love, present everywhere, present to me; it is not restricted to time or to place.  It is restricted only by the narrowness of my heart, too indifferent, too selfish to open to receive it.

If then, I am to remain forever in the embrace of this everlasting love which embraces me in Holy Communion, I must die to the self-love which puts obstacles in its way.  Christ loved me, and died for me that I might have life.  But I can live with Him only if I die with Him.  My daily Holy Communion, a union with the Lamb who was slain before the foundation of the world, is a daily dying with Him by my death to sin, by my mortification of self, by my sufferings borne in union with Him.  And it is a daily living with Him, for He lives in me more and more perfectly as I grow in love for Him through self-sacrifice and fervent communions.
Conscious of these wonderful realities, I cry out in joy with St. Paul: “I died…that I might live in God.  I have been crucified with Christ, but I live—yet no longer I, but Christ lives in me.  And the life I now live in the flesh, I live in the faith of the Son of God, Who loved me, and gave Himself up for me.” (Gal 2:19f)


“O Sacred Banquet, in which Christ is received; the memory of His Passion is renewed; the soul is filled with grace; and the pledge of future glory is given us!” (St.
Thomas Aquinas)

© Fr Paul Hinnebusch, OP: 1961-01-09 NO Conf-Christ Loved Me and Gave Himself Up For Me   P. 4 of 4

