
20th Sunday B-6 

Bread of Life #4 

Federico Fellini’s movie “La Dolce Vita” (in English “The Sweet Life”) begins with a statue of Jesus 
being transported beneath a helicopter. Suspended in mid-air, the statue first moves through some ruins 
of ancient Rome and then over a massive construction project. Next, the helicopter disturbs the quiet of 
some young women tanning themselves on an elegant Roman rooftop. “Where are you taking Jesus?” they 
ask. From the copter comes the response, “To the Pope.” They wave goodbye, the women continue 
soaking in the sun.   

 
Finally the statue is lowered in the plaza outside of St. Peter’s Basilica. As the statue descends, the 

camera focuses in for one final close-up of Christ with arms extended. This scene halts if only for a 
moment as though those transporting the statue might want to ask themselves, “Are we sure this is really 
what we want to do?” But any hesitation eventually yields to their original intention as the statue lowers 
into the square. 
 

When “La Dolce Vita” was released in 1960, Italy moved from the devastation of World War II 
through the cold war fears of the nuclear annihilation. Fellini witnessed elements of Italian society 
responding to this with a hedonistic escapism. As secularization advanced in Italy, “La Dolce Vita” became 
Fellini’s commentary that confining faith within church walls only leads to doom. Commenting on this 
film, director Martin Scorsese describes remaining scenes as “moving from decadence to despair with 
nothing in between.”  Remove Jesus from daily life, and as spiritual decay advances, hope dissolves. 
 

In our society today, expressions of religious faith are often considered unwelcomed intrusions of 
public life. Our society can move from atheistic secularism to fundamentalist or even fanatical religious 
expression. Both of these extremes push legitimate and balanced religious faith expression to the 
sidelines of public discourse and dialogue. Keeping Christ confined within church walls hinders the 
ability to transform society with transcendent truth.  

 
Like the characters of Fellini’s movie, we can drop Christ off within church walls and leave him 

there to pursue our own desires. Then we are in grave danger of moving from decadence to despair with 
nothing in between.  

 
Catholics have been known for our sacramental interpretation of life and the world. Our 

sacramental rituals use the simple elements of life: water, bread, wine, oil, the gentle laying on of hands; 
the passionate intimacy of marital love. With the Church’s faith, we acknowledge the presence of Christ in 
all of these events. In humble worship, we recognize the grace of divine love raising our humanity to 
glory. 

 
Though all sacraments are rituals of divine encounter and passionate love, we always hold The 

Eucharist as an especially sacred encounter and deeply passionate presence of Christ. The offering of 
bread, and the offering of wine with a drop of water mingled within, open our eyes to God’s saving 
mysteries, especially the death and Resurrection of the Savior, Jesus Christ. Recognizing The Real 
Presence on the altar empowers us to see the presence of Christ in the world around us, in the people we 
meet, and in the activities of our everyday life. We hold a strong connection between the altar of sacrifice 
and the streets of daily life.  

 
The deeper we are drawn into the Church’s sacraments of divine love and salvation, the more able 

we are to witness Christ in daily life. We witness his presence in the ordinary and extraordinary, the 
joyful and sorrowful, the triumphant and the tragic. No event of life is seen as absent God’s presence.  



 
But have we continued to make Eucharist the center and focus of our life? Have we continued to 

draw a deep vision of daily life from a deep commitment to the Eucharist? Or have we simply placed 
Eucharist and the sacramental life among many other priorities each vying for a place of significance in 
our life? 

 
The great danger is that many Catholics have intentionally or unintentionally traded The Real 

Presence for the Great Absence. When Eucharist vies for significance among other priorities, our ability to 
awaken the wider world to Christ’s abiding presence declines.  

 
When that happens, we fail in our common mission. Our mission is not to bring Christ into the 

world. Christ is already present there. Rather, our mission is to witness the Lord’s divine presence to 
others unable or unwilling to acknowledge Him in their daily lives. Uncovering this truth brings the light 
of God’s merciful love as liberating truth.  

 
Awakening their senses and sensibilities to the Lord’s presence in their lives offers them the 

invitation to conversion and dismiss whatever is sinful in their lives. Awakening their senses and 
sensibilities brings them faith leading them to hope. Hope stands between decadence and despair. Hope 
stands between tragedy and annihilation. Hope dissolves the Great Absence while revealing The Real 
Presence in every moment of life. 

 
At one of the many funerals recently celebrated, a few parishioners commented to me regarding 

certain statements said during a eulogy at the end of the funeral service. I was not able to hear clearly 
what was said from my place in the sanctuary. They interpreted his remarks indicating that memories of 
his mother were the only thing remaining of her wonderful life. When memories of her faded and 
disappeared, there would be nothing of her remaining.  

 
This statement infers there is no future, nothing to look forward to, nothing to expect. The past is 

the only treasure and when that fades from memory, we are emptied of our loved one’s impact on our 
life. If personal memories are all we have, we are hopeless. Despair will follow us to the grave. But we 
have more than personal memories of our loved ones. We have the memory of the Lord Jesus Christ. “Do 
this in memory of me.” 
 

             When celebrating Passover, the Jewish people understand “memory” to be far different from 

simply reflecting on some event in the past. Rather, “memory” at Passover Seder suppers recognizes the 

God who led their ancestors out of Egypt, across the Red Sea and into The Promised Land is still fully 

present to them. This same God fully present, continues to choose them and redeem them as in ancient 

times. All God’s saving actions are present at their Passover celebrations. 

When Jesus celebrated The Passover for his Last Supper, he inserted the words “Do this in 

memory of me.” Every disciple present, recognizing the Jewish meaning of those words clearly 

understood Jesus identifying himself with all God’s saving mysteries, and further identified himself as 

God saving humanity and all creation. 

Empowered with mission, The Church sustains the Lord’s memory down through the generations, 

centuries and millennia. In the Eucharist, this memory continues unabated, unceasing and undiminished. 

The Lord’s memory continues redeeming, forgiving, and saving humanity and all creation. Present on the 

altar of The Eucharist, the Risen Lord accomplishes the work of salvation in our midst and before God the 

Father. 



Heaven and earth are united in a marriage of divine love. The Eucharist opens a portal into heaven 

as we join the angels and saints in eternal praise at the heavenly banquet table. The Great Absence offers 

us nothing to anchor us in hope. The Great Absence only moves us unanchored from decadence to 

despair.  

The Real Presence is already ours and is God’s greatest gift to us. We can neither earn it nor 

deserve it. Rather, we humbly accept it, enter into the mystery, and let that mystery envelope us. 

Enveloped in the Real Presence of Our Savior, our faith will break out of confinement and our hope will 

be palpable to others. The world, moving from the Great Absence to the Real Presence will be awakened 

with hope. Awakened with hope, the world will move not from decadence to despair but from decadence 

to glory.   

For official Catholic teaching on The Eucharist, especially “Do this in memory of me”, please see The 

Catechism of the Catholic Church, #’s 1362-1369. 

  

 

 


