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Practicing Eucharist:  

Askesis for “Dialogical” Identity and Social Transformation 

 A ninety-year old woman by the name of Mercedes listens to the radio every day in the 

town of Gurabo, Dominican Republic. She is blind and so physically disabled that she needs the 

help of her daughters to help her move from one place to another. Mentally she is healthy. I 

walked into Mercedes’s one bedroom home the evening of April 27, 2013, to find her doing what 

she has done every day for the past 10 years of her life, listening to a Roman Catholic liturgy on 

her radio from the 90’s. The station is being broadcasted from the U.S. She cautions us not to 

move her radio: “the reception is very bad, and I will lose the signal if the antenna is moved” 

(She says all this in Spanish of course). In the background of the Mass on the radio, one can hear 

the techno music of another radio station trying to override the station with the liturgy, causing 

the words of the Mass to fade in and out as a mix of techno and static noise emit alongside the 

Eucharistic celebration. While I was frustrated by the technical difficulties presented in this 

situation, Mercedes was filled with peace and joy at the opportunity to listen to Mass on her 

radio. This time was and continues to be incredibly sacred for her. She may not be able to 

physically attend Mass in her hometown, but she ‘practices’ Eucharist. Her devotion and daily 

practice of this religious ritual, even over a radio, spoke to me on a personal level.  

 The term “Eucharist” comes from the Greek word eucharistia, meaning “thanksgiving.” 

It is an ancient religious practice that has been passed along Christian generations for over 2,000 
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years since the early Apostles. As stated in the Eucharisticum mysterium, it is the “central act of 

Christian worship and indeed of the whole Christian life” (Fink 431). Due to the various 

denominations within Christianity, there are a myriad of methods for conducting liturgy.1 Yet, 

the idea of celebrating “Eucharist” is something common to all, even if the style of celebrating 

differs between these denominations. Being familiar with the Roman Catholic liturgy, I will be 

using this particular form of Eucharistic celebration for this paper. The testimony of Mercedes 

and her authentic desire to celebrate Eucharist with people in another country, even over a radio, 

is a powerfully symbolic manifestation of her unity with other Catholics. The celebration of 

Eucharist has united her to something greater than herself, as she places her hand over the radio 

for the “Sign of Peace” during the Mass, extending her peace to everyone on the other side of the 

world. She is able to transcend the confines of her home in Gurabo, even if it is only for an hour 

a day. This practice of Eucharist has come to powerfully shape much of her personal and social 

identity as a Christian.  

 This paper will explore the philosophical dimension of practicing Eucharist as askesis or 

spiritual exercise that shapes and transforms one’s Christian identity on a personal and social 

level. Using Catholic philosopher Charles Taylor’s concept of “dialogical identities,” I will 

discuss the role of symbolic ritual in the Roman Catholic liturgy, how it has historically shaped 

identity and how it continues to do so today. In addition, I will argue for a response against 

modernity and post-modernity’s view of religious ritual, suggesting a third ‘analogical’ position 

that might shed light on how practicing the Christian ritual of Eucharist can be a tool for personal 

and social transformation. 

                                                           
1 Differences in celebrating Eucharist have existed since the early days of the Church. Today, the different names 
for the celebration of Eucharist include: “Mass” (Roman Catholic), “Divine Liturgy” (Byzantine Orthodox and 
Catholic), “Holy Communion” (Anglican), “Mysteries” (West Syrian), and the “Sanctification or Oblation” (Coptic) 
[Fink 431] 
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Brief History of the Eucharist 

I begin by offering a short overview of what the act of celebrating Eucharist is and how it 

was developed. This in itself can be a paper, but I will briefly outline what the gospels and the 

documents of the Second Vatican Council have to say regarding this ancient practice of 

communal Christian worship. Traditionally, celebrating Eucharist has its roots in the biblical 

narrative of the ‘Last Supper,’ in which Christ shared a Passover meal with his Apostles the 

night before his crucifixion. The three synoptic gospels, Mark, Matthew and Luke, contain this 

“institutional narrative” in which Jesus first institutes the practice of Eucharist (Mark 14:12-16, 

Matthew 26:19-20; Luke 22:15). This ‘breaking of bread,’ which has its origins in a Jewish 

practice, eventually becomes the main form of worship for the early Christian communities (Acts 

2:46, 1 Cor. 11:20). In the gospel, Jesus commands them “to do this in memory2” of him (Luke 

22:19). The Second Vatican Council document Sancrosanctum Concilium, explains the meaning 

of Eucharistic practice during Mass in a concise and eloquent manner: 

At the Last Supper, on the night when he was betrayed, our Savior instituted the 

Eucharistic sacrifice of his body and blood. He did this in order to perpetuate the sacrifice 

of the Cross throughout the centuries until he should come again, and so to entrust to his 

beloved spouse, the church, a memorial of his death and resurrection: a sacrament of 

love, a sign of unity, a bond of charity, a paschal banquet in which Christ is eaten, the 

mind is filled with grace, and a pledge of future glory is given to us. (Sancrosanctum 

Concilium 47)  

Through the use of this sacramental ritual, Christians remember Jesus’s act of love and sacrifice. 

While the word “Eucharist” can also refer to the specific bread and wine consecrated during the 

                                                           
2 The impact of the different translations of the word “memory” on the formation of Christian identity can be 
found on page 11 
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Mass, the manifold presence of Christ must not be forgotten. Christ’s Eucharistic presence is 

therefore not exclusive to the transubstantiated bread and the wine, but present also in the 

reading of Scripture, the priest, and the gathered assembly during Mass3 (Sancrosanctum 

Concilium 7). While discussing the ‘real’4 presence of Christ during the mass is not the purpose 

of this paper, I will continue with my argument, granting that as a matter of faith, Christ, in some 

unexplainable manner, is made present during the celebration of Eucharist in various ‘real’ and 

symbolic forms. 

Symbolism in Christian Ritual 

 After touching briefly on the historical and biblical context of Eucharist, I continue on to 

a more general understanding of symbolism, as it is used in religious practice, particularly 

focusing on Christian ritual. Sacramental theologian Judith Kubicki notes in her book that 

“symbols are understood to participate in and to make present the reality they symbolized” 

(Kubicki 60). A symbol can be an object (usually words, gestures, or images, etc…) that stand 

for or represent another idea, belief, action, or entity. In religious practice, symbols are often 

used as concrete manifestations of some abstract or spiritual belief or reality. In other words, 

symbols have an analogous nature to them.  Art and language similarly manifest a symbolic 

enterprise that attempts to convey ideas and beliefs using words and/or images.  

                                                           
3 “To accomplish so great a work, Christ is always present in His Church, especially in her liturgical celebrations. He 
is present in the sacrifice of the Mass, not only in the person of His minister, "the same now offering, through the 
ministry of priests, who formerly offered himself on the cross," but especially under the Eucharistic species. By His 
power He is present in the sacraments, so that when a man baptizes it is really Christ Himself who baptizes. He is 
present in His word, since it is He Himself who speaks when the holy scriptures are read in the Church. He is 
present, lastly, when the Church prays and sings, for He promised: "Where two or three are gathered together in 
my name, there am I in the midst of them" (Matt. 18:20) 
4 The medieval debate over the ‘real’ or symbolic presence of Christ in the “sacred species” of the bread and wine 
depreciated the power of symbol to express a reality. Post-modernism has created the space to claim Eucharist as  
both ‘real’ and symbolic presence. This is critical for my argument of reclaiming the practice of Eucharist as a 
means of askesis  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Idea
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Entity
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 In the case of the symbols used in Christian religious practice, such as the cross, the 

bread, the wine, the altar, the statues, the gestures, the words, the incense, etc… Catholic practice 

is rich with bodily symbols that signify other realities – usually spiritual ones5. These symbols 

aid in manifesting concretely things that are too abstract to capture succinctly without academic 

treatises and exegesis (even then the mysteries of Christianity can never be fully explained). For 

example, the third Person of the Holy Trinity is often represented symbolically as a dove. It is a 

given, that the Holy Spirit is not a physical bird, but rather the image of the white, peaceful dove 

represents the qualities or nature of the Holy Spirit as pure, harmonic, flowing, quiet, etc… 

Therefore the dove acts as a ‘means’ for understanding the Holy Spirit. If the symbolic dove was 

treated as an ‘end’ in itself, then Christians following this practice of dove-worship would be 

considered idolaters6. This simple example, sets the stage for understanding my next argument, 

that unlike the dove, Christian Eucharistic liturgy acts as both a ‘means’ and an ‘end,’ 

transcending the realm of symbolism alone and entering the territory of transformational askesis, 

or spiritual practice.7 

Beyond the Language 

As I have argued above, a symbol is not created for itself; rather it is fashioned for the 

use of pointing to another reality outside the concrete symbolic object. One of the peculiarities of 

figurative/symbolic language lies in its ability to transcend itself, and mean something other than 

                                                           
5 Philosopher John Cottingham quotes Andrew Louth’s commentary on symbol and the practice of liturgy as:  
“not something we ‘make up’, nor is it something that can be simply ‘understood’: it is something we participate 
in, not just as minds, but with all that we are – body and soul. Hence the importance in the liturgy of gestures and 
movement, of the sequence of the seasons, through which time itself is sanctified. The liturgy unfolds the varied 
significance of the mystery of Christ, and the fact that it cannot all be explained, the fact that much that we do, we 
do simply because we have always done it, conveys a rich sense of the unfathomableness of the Christian mystery” 
(Cottingham 164).    
6 This breaks God’s first commandment in the Old Testament – “Thou shalt have no other Gods before me” 
(Exodus 20:3, Deuteronomy 5:7)  
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what it physically expresses in a given sentence. Statements that would be otherwise irrational, 

contradictory or just merely impossible on the surface are given the ability to make sense. 

Religious language, in particular religious language in Christianity, seems to make ample use of 

such symbolic figures of speech. For instance, Christ has statements that rational minds would 

deem senseless and illogical, if they were not given the context of being symbolic and pointing 

to some deeper spiritual truth. Symbolic language can often simultaneously hold paradoxical or 

competing thoughts to be true in a given sentence: “I am the beginning and the end” (Revelation 

21:6, 22:13), “the last will be first and the first will be last” (Matthew 20:16), “for whoever 

wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for my sake will save it” (Luke 

9:24). I will not be unpacking these statements at the moment8, I only mention them to provide 

examples of symbolic language that can only be understood as meaning something other than 

what they say on their own.  

Beyond the Symbolic Language of Eucharist 

I will argue in this section that the practice of Eucharist – primarily when viewed as an 

act of worship – must transcend its symbolic nature. While debates have ensued over the history 

of Catholicism regarding the ‘real’ versus symbolic presence of Christ, I argue that ‘authentic’ 

practice of Eucharist will look to the religious ritual as both an ‘end’ (worshipping Christ for 

Himself—after all, Christians believe him to be God) and as a ‘means’ (worshipping Christ for 

the sake of personal and societal transformation). The beauty of figurative/analogical language 

here lies in its ability to say something other than what is physically said through a sentence or 

symbolic image, and express multiple thoughts at the same time. Therefore, while the symbolic 

                                                           
8 Many mystics, religious writers and philosophers have written on the topic of understanding these statements. In 
the end, as much explanation as they provide, they almost always conclude that these are the Mysteries of our 
Faith, never entirely understood. In this lies the richness of symbolic language, it provides a depth that non-
symbolic language does not. Non-figurative language says what it says (has one meaning). Symbolic language says 
what it says, and means so much more (inexhaustibly filled with meaning) 
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ritual of the mass is deemed worthy in and of itself, it cannot forget the reality to which it points 

to, forming a new creation out of us.   

In the case of practicing Eucharist, Sancrosanctum Concilium 57, regards the Mass not 

only as a symbolic practice, but as an active "sacrament of faith" that requires the participation of 

a group. It suggests that the purpose of the sacrament is two-fold: “to sanctify [humanity], to 

build up the body of Christ, and, finally, to give worship to God; because they are signs they also 

instruct. They not only presuppose faith, but by words and objects they also nourish, strengthen, 

and express it.” Thus, practicing Eucharist is not merely a form of worship, but plays a crucial 

part in generating a new personal and social identity for the Christian practitioner to be built into 

the ‘body of Christ.’ 

If Eucharistic practice becomes solely an act of worshipping Christ’s ‘real’ presence in 

the bread and wine, there is the potential danger for Eucharistic idolatry. Do not misunderstand; 

my argument for the askesis of Eucharistic practice must include the notion of worshipping 

Christ for himself (this is the ‘end’ of the Mass). At the same time, similar to the nature of 

symbolic language and its ability to transcend itself, one must also recognize that the Eucharist is 

not worshipped only for itself, but points to something greater9 outside the Sacred Host – to build 

up our being into the ‘Body of Christ’ (this is the ‘means’ of the Mass). This notion of 

worshipping God while simultaneously transforming humanity, suggests an active dialectical 

model that regards the importance of relationships in Eucharistic practice and symbol.  

Critiques of Modern and Post-Modern Eucharist 

 Before deepening the understanding of active dialectic askesis at Mass, the model or 

paradigm for the symbolic practice of Eucharist must allow for physically personal and social 
                                                           

9 “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in Me, the works that I do, he will do also; and greater works 
than these he will do” (John 14:12)  
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transformation. The perspectives of modernism and post-modernism reflect two very different 

approaches to practicing Eucharist. Understanding the radical stances of these two views of the 

world can provide reference points for our new approach to participating in an ‘authentic’ 

Eucharist, transcending and reconciling a modernist’s reductionism and a post-modernist’s 

relativism. David Foster’s Self and Salvation discusses modernism’s objective endeavors of 

“scientific knowledge… racial purity… standardization… universal norms… and reductionist 

accounts of humanity, ethics and religion” (152). To the detriment of symbol and the analogical 

imagination, anything that cannot not be explained by rational or scientific thought (i.e. mostly 

religious/spiritual truths), is discounted as false or unknowable. Modernism deals with the 

quantifiable, and regards the analogical nature of ritual as superstitious and impractical. A 

modernist’s view of the Eucharist might aim to study the psychological benefits of practicing a 

religion. If it was quantifiably significant that religious experience led to higher self-esteem or 

coping for instance, then this would justify their Eucharistic practice (using Christ’s grace for 

practical gain). In this case, the cerebral thinking of a modernist negates the necessary character 

of Eucharistic practice to surrender to rational thought, and submit to mystery and analogy.  

On the other hand, post-modernism seems to account for a “disintegration of identities… 

a contextualizing or relativizing of every apparent universal… and the multiplying of 

interpretations of text” (Foster 152). This extreme relativizing could regard Eucharistic meaning 

as whatever it ‘personally means to you’. Yet, due to the social implications which I wish to 

argue for in the askesis of Eucharistic practice, it must be said that a radical relativizing can lead 

to more fragmentation than a unified Eucharistic approach. Christian personal and social identity 

is left to the whims of thought and personal interpretation. This does not foster a unified 
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movement of transformation towards the building of ‘one body’10. Modernism attempts to 

quantify the grace of Eucharist, whereas post-modernism attempts to take the grace away from 

God, and subject it to personal interpretation. It appears that social roles and identity seem to be 

too confined to practicality by the modern scientist, whereas the post-modernist’s Christian 

identity is almost irrelevant and completely personalized.  

Taylor’s “Dialogical Identities” in Eucharist 

In response to modernism’s strict objectivity and post-modernism’s loose relativism, 

using the analogical imagination can break open the multidimensional use of Eucharistic 

language. As Foster indicates, Eucharistic language speaks to many different aspects of ritual, 

including: “praise, lament, confession, exclamation, narrative, proclamation, petition, and all 

other genres of the Bible… It is a language that is performed” (144). This ‘performed language’ 

of concrete symbolism at Mass (i.e. eating bread, drinking wine, making the ‘sign of the cross,’ 

‘burning of incense’, giving a ‘sign of peace,’ kneeling, standing, etc…) use the senses to 

communicate a particular goal. As seen in Sancrosanctum Concilium, the Mass has the two-fold 

purpose of worshipping God and ‘building Christ’s one Body’. This two-fold endeavor can be 

understood as being in dialogue with one another. This inherently forms a dialectic relationship 

between the worshipping of God and the development of personal and social identity as the 

‘Body of Christ’.  

To speak to this matter, I will use Charles Taylor’s “dialogical identity” as a means to 

discuss the historical and current perspectives on the type of identity formed by the practice of 

Eucharist at the personal/social level. Taylor in his Ethics of Authenticity argues that in our 

modern day, identities are formed in “dialogue with others” (45). This idea aptly fits into the 

                                                           
10 By “one Body in Christ,” I must clarify between an aim for unity rather than uniformity -- “Now there are 
varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:4)   
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dialectic nature of Eucharistic practice as a worship of God, and God’s creation of our new 

identity. Because the Mass is a communal celebration, a relationship to others is required in the 

worship of God, giving ourselves the opportunity to be transformed into the communal Body of 

Christ. The way one interacts with these ‘others’ at Eucharist will determine the type of identity 

one forms at a personal and social level. Identities are formed in relation and dialogue with 

others. Thusly, if one’s identity requires the recognition of others, one too must recognize the 

role of God in that development.  

Taylor argues that historically one’s identities were known through social hierarchies. 

Inequality predicated on class, race and gender determined one’s personal identity and social 

role. Today, our identities are not as much shaped by these social classes or hierarchies.11 Rather, 

our personal identity is influenced by the prevalence of “modern notions of [universal] dignity” 

(46). It is this egalitarian perspective of equal participation and recognition of all that has been 

promoted by the surge of democracy, that disregards social rank or position as a means of 

determining identity12. Historically, one’s personal role was socially determined. Identity 

nowadays seems to be more “inwardly generated,” yet it still seems to be mediated through 

dialogue (47). It is this ‘dialogical’ formation of identity at the personal and social level that 

takes place in religious language and participation in symbolism. 

Christ’s “Dialogical Identity” in Social Transformation 
                                                           
11 One can make the argument that the presence of social hierarchy still exists to a great extent today. Yet, it looks 
different 
12 To use an outmoded medieval understanding of liturgical practice, the gathered assembly/ lay people were 
always below in hierarchy to the priest. It would be very difficult to promote equal participation with God, 
especially when the very symbolism used in the liturgy points to a clear distinction in status and hierarchy between 
the priest and the gathered assembly. It is not apparent whether the social hierarchy led to this symbolic 
manifestation in the liturgy or the symbolic liturgical act reinforced the social order, creating a ‘superior’ clergy and 
an ‘inferior’ laity. This seems to be a ‘chicken or the egg?’ question, or in this case, ‘the symbol or the hierarchical 
order’? It seems a dialectic approach to this question might provide some insight into this problem. In addition, 
this example reminds one to be attentive to the meaning expressed by symbols. Sometimes the meaning of the 
symbolic act contradicts what is trying to be promoted in the first place    
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 Through the practice and repetition of the Eucharistic event of the Last Supper in 

community, analogical language and activity provides a Christian with an opportunity to engage 

Christ’s words and actions at the Mass. The participant of liturgy is shaped by these words and 

actions uttered and performed by the assembly and priest. In this consists the dialogical nature of 

transforming personal and social Christian identity. I will focus on two fundamental aspects of 

the Eucharistic narrative in the gospels and how they shape dialogical identity formation of 

Christians in the celebration of Eucharist. Firstly, how do the different translations of the word 

“memory” in the phrase “Do this in memory of me” (uttered by Christ in the “institution 

narratives” and the priest during the consecration at Mass), speak to the type of “dialogical” 

identity formed? Secondly, how does the foot washing narrative, found only in the gospel of 

John, speak to the transformation of Christian identity? The implications of entering into 

dialogue with these particular Eucharistic narratives every time one ‘authentically’ practices 

Eucharist will be explored in the following sections. 

‘Do This in Memory of Me’: Implications for Personal Transformation  

The “institution narratives” traditionally situate the following imperative in Christ’s 

discourse at the Last Supper, commanding his followers to ‘Do this in memory of me’ (Luke 

22:19). If this imperative is understood to be a direct command to celebrate Eucharist, as was 

understood by the earliest Christian communities, and Mass is understood as a form of worship 

and formation of the ‘Body of Christ,’ then the fulfillment of the command requires Christians to 

create the space for entering into dialogue with a liturgical practice that transforms personal and 

social identity. The language one chooses to remember the past (using repetition and ritual 

practice), determines the fruits of shaping personal/social identity for the present and the future.  
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An exploration of the various translations of the word ‘memory’ or remembrance in the 

phrase ‘Do this in memory of me,’ shed light on the numerous dialogues one enters into, merging 

the present with a practice of the Eucharistic narrative’s past. The Latin word for memory is 

memoria. This translation connotes a direct “command to imitate Jesus’s own actions at the Last 

Supper” (Fink, 438). The implications of the Latin translation result in entering into dialogue 

with a Christ one obeys out of a command he explicitly gave. One can argue that this obeying or 

imitation of his actions, although possibly brought about by a love for God and Christ, forms an 

identity that defers to Christ’s authority, accomplishing what Jesus willed, even if his command 

is not always understood. The Greek translation of ‘memory’ is anamnesis. This word connotes a 

level of active participation or koinonia (1 Corinthians 10:16). Therefore, the identity formed in 

dialogue with the anamnesis of Eucharist is not so much one that places its participant at the 

strict obedience or imitation of Christ. Rather, the Christian is urged by Christ to actively engage 

and participate in his command.  

While the translations appear to be only subtlety different, the rehearsal of the same 

particular symbolic phrases at every liturgy begin to affect the participant, possibly even at the 

unconscious level. The above illustrates the importance of being attentive to symbolic language’s 

various meanings and implications for identity formation. Lastly, the Hebraic translation of the 

word memory is zikkaron connotes a “sign” of the covenant that is “presented to God so that 

God will remember and act once again according to the covenant (438). This Hebraic translation 

enters one directly into dialogue with God. In other words, Jesus says this phrase so that God 

will once again respond, as He has in the past. The identity rehearsed in this translation is one of 

faithful receptivity,13 reminding God that one awaits for His unfailing action. Eucharist here 

                                                           
13 Right before the passage “Do this in memory of me” (Luke 22:19), appears another important phrase repeated 
during the Eucharistic Prayer of every Mass by the priest: “Given for you.” Taken from Christ’s “institution 
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resonates with an act of worshiping God, rehearsing not so much an obedient or participative 

identity, but rather a more receptive trust in God’s future actions. I have illustrated that one must 

be attentive to what exactly is chosen to be ‘remembered,’ for it will determine the type of 

dialogical identity rehearsed and ‘built up.’  

‘Washing of the Feet’: Implications for Social Transformation 

 As mentioned previously, the gospel of John does not contain a ‘breaking of the bread’ 

narrative for the Last Supper. Yet, it contains another powerful narrative concerning the renewal 

of identity for Christ’s apostles. In John 13, Jesus washes the feet of his disciples the night before 

his crucifixion. While this would have been customarily absurd for the master to wash the feet of 

his servants, this narrative illustrates a renewal in the type of relationship Christ is to have with 

the disciples and the disciples with Christ: “If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your 

feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an example that you should 

do as I have done to you” (John 13: 12-15). In this other Eucharistic narrative, without the 

‘breaking of bread,’ Christ presents them with a command as well, to serve one another in the 

same fashion, without differentiation between master and slave, rich and poor, male or female.  

Christ’s washing of his disciples’ feet is a simple manifestation of trumping social hierarchy at a 

time when one’s identity (as discussed previously) was socially determined.  Christ’s action in 

this narrative provides a paradigm for forming relationships with others in a radically new and 

selfless manner.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
narrative,” the rehearsal of this particular phrase to the assembly reminds the gathered that this Eucharist is being 
‘given’ to them. As David Foster writes, Christ “forms a community… without their trust or understanding. [Christ] 
does the trusting, obeying, suffering and dying. This lack of presumption that they have to do anything right to be 
the recipients of the bread and wine makes it a point of receptivity” (151). It appears that an identity of gratitude is 
formed by a congregation that recognizes its unworthiness to receive Christ by their own merits, but whose 
worthiness is dependent on the gracious gift of God alone.  
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 As Foster points out, Christ leaves the disciples at the Last Supper with a ‘radical 

imperative’ the night before his own crucifixion--  to give themselves with ‘comparable 

radicality’  (148). Whether it is through the “institution narrative” gospels in which Christ 

‘breaks bread’ with his disciples, or the narrative of Christ washing the feet of the apostles, both 

insist on imitating Christ’s radical selfless giving. Liturgical symbols, gestures and language in 

the celebration of the Eucharist provide the opportunity to practice and rehearse a radical self-

giving in dialogue with these various Eucharistic narratives. One often will use language, 

gestures and symbols that reflect this ‘radical imperative’ of serving others through: i.e. eating 

from the same bread, drinking the same cup, extending the ‘sign of peace’ to the assembly, etc… 

These sacramental symbols of the Eucharistic celebration, although practiced and repeated at 

least once a week by billions of Catholics around the world, contain a particular symbolic and 

analogical power to transforms one’s personal and social identity that can often go unnoticed by 

the same Catholics that practice Eucharist.  

 Jesus concludes the washing of the feet by calling his disciples to something new, 

transforming their personal and social identities. Christ says, “No longer do I call you servants, 

for the servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that 

I have heard from my Father I have made known to you” (John 15:13-15). Once again, Christ did 

away with social hierarchies and granted a new perspective on the inter-relatedness of the 

apostles to themselves and the world. The practice of Eucharist allows us to analogically enter 

that dialogue with Christ’s presence at mass, found in the bread and wine, Scripture, priest and 

assembly. In this way, practicing Eucharist provides a place to encounter Christ and have his 

teachings remembered and practiced, all in the name of worshipping God.  
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Conclusion: The Dynamics of Eucharistic Askesis  

In this paper, I have explored the philosophical dimension of practicing Eucharist as a 

form of askesis. By tracing the historical and theological basis of Eucharistic ritual (focusing on 

the Roman Catholic liturgy) – its two-fold purpose being the worship of God and the 

transformation of its assembly into the ‘Body of Christ,’ one becomes aware of the implications 

symbolism and the analogical imagination have in shaping Christian identity on a personal and 

social level. Applying Taylor’s concept of “dialogical identities” has allowed for discussion 

concerning the vital role of ritual for a Christian identity as individuals and a community.  As 

David Foster so eloquently states in describing the scope of the dynamic relationship with God, 

others and creation, found in the authentic practice of Eucharist, “through taste and physicality, 

through drama and history; through being commanded, judged and forgiven; through 

multifaceted responsiveness in word and action; through learning; through hospitality and a 

range of other exchanges; through individualization and incorporation,” the Christian is able to 

worship God and simultaneously strive for personal and social transformation in building the 

Kingdom of God on earth.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Works Cited 



Martinez 16 
 

Collins, John J., and Donald Senior. The Catholic Study Bible. New York: Oxford UP, 2006. 

Print.  

Cottingham, John. The Spiritual Dimension: Religion, Philosophy, and Human Value. 

Cambridge, UK: Cambridge UP, 2005. Print. 

Fink, Peter E. The New Dictionary of Sacramental Worship. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1990. 

Print. 

Ford, David. Self and Salvation: Being Transformed. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999. Print. 

Kubicki, Judith M. The Presence of Christ in the Gathered Assembly. New York: Continuum, 

2006. Print. 

Percy, Walker. Lost in the Cosmos: The Last Self-help Book. New York: Picador USA, 2000. 

Print. 

Taylor, Charles. The Ethics of Authenticity. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1992. Print. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


