The Body of Christ: An excerpt from a senior comp 
by Bridget Meade

“Behold,” I said, “the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world!”


I raised my empty hands, extending them toward the vacant pews as my nine-year-old voice echoed through the microphone system and off the back wall of the choir loft. Dejected, my arms dropped.


It was 7:15 on a Wednesday morning, and I had been serving as the priest of my imaginary congregation for five weeks now. My father was the principal of St. Xavier, the elementary school that was attached to our small town’s parish, and arrived no later than 7:00 every morning. This gave him an hour and a half to prepare for the school day and gave me an hour and a half to roam the hallways in search of remedy for my youthful restlessness. During those mornings, I had free reign over the school—that is, until teachers reported disorderly classrooms and missing candy. 


My father decided that the best way to deal with the situation was to leash me. From then on, I spent my mornings fidgeting in the stiff, itchy chairs of his office. The only time I was allowed to leave was to attend morning mass at the church on Tuesdays and Fridays. In my adolescent opinion, morning mass was the lesser of the two evils, so I gladly sat through the quick thirty-minute services. In comparison to Sunday masses, weekday services were quick and, for the most part, as enjoyable as a mass could be when it was attended solely by our parish’s hearing-impaired, elderly population. Most of them were retired, all of them were over the age of 65, and some of them even offered to use their senior citizen discount on me at Martha’s Diner down the street. After mass, I would hang around the church, chatting with them and Father Bob, our parish priest and a hearing-impaired senior citizen himself. 


Father Bob and I became very close as a result of our mornings spent together. He would even give me “behind-the-scenes” tours of the sacristy, showing me the buttons for the church’s sound system, the wardrobe of clerical vestments, and liturgical books. After just three visits to the sacristy, I knew the ins and outs of the church, and the wheels in my nine-year-old mind were turning. 


The following Wednesday morning, while once again sitting in the imprisoning chairs of my father’s office, I made my move.  


“Dad?” I asked, looking up from my Boxcar Children chapter book.


“Yeah, Gidge?” he responded, his eyes locked on his computer.


“I’ve been thinking, and I’ve really been liking this mass in the morning business. Would it be okay if I went to the church and prayed instead of reading?”


His turned to me and smiled.


“You know, sweetie, your grandparents made me attend morning masses as a kid, but I never appreciated it until I was older. I’m very impressed with your maturity.”


“Yeah, mass is really good for me, so, uh, I’m gonna go pray now.”


“Okay,” he said, turning his eyes back to the computer screen. “Keep an eye on the clock so you’re not late for class.”


I grabbed my book bag and slipped out the door. 

A short walk later I was at the heavy double doors of St. Xavier Basilica. The beauty of a small town is that every house, every car, ever door in general is always unlocked. This carries true for church doors. Using all my weight, I pulled one open and made my way to the altar. I ran my hands over the smooth linen of the altar cloth and looked out at the empty, unsupervised church. I had found my playground.


My mornings in the church started with simple exploration. I ran through the aisles, played the organ in the choir loft, and helped myself to all that Father Bob had forgotten to show me. I dug out the liturgical books and began reading random passages from the pulpit, which soon became the daily first reading, responsorial psalm, second reading, gospel, and eventually led to full-fledged church services. After two weeks I had mastered the sound system, given fifteen-minute homilies, and even wore the appropriate seasonal vestments for Catholic priests. However, there was one element, the most important element, missing from my masses: the Eucharist. 

My head hung as I raced through my memory, trying to recall if Father Bob had showed me where he stored the hosts. I raised a hand to my invisible congregation.


“Excuse me,” I said and made my way to the sacristy. 


They had to be in here, I thought, rummaging through a few drawers. My eyes scanned the room until they came to an abrupt stop on a cupboard above a counter. I picked up the excess skirting of my oversized vestments and hurried over. Pulling the drawers open one by one, I climbed them like stairs, making my ascent to the heavenly prize.

I opened the cupboard door and there it was: a one thousand count bag of hosts. I dug my hands in the bag and the pieces ran through my fingers like sand. Jumping down from the counter, I made my way back to the altar.


“Behold,” I said, raising a host in the air, “the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.” Smiling, I continued. “Lord, I am not worthy to receive you, but only say the words and I shall be healed.”


Then, just as Father Bob did every mass, I ate the host and made the sign of the cross. I looked in front of me and saw the ciborium, now filled with hosts.


Surely, I thought, one more host won’t hurt me. Slowly, I reached in and picked up another host, placed it on my tongue, and again made the sign of the cross. I had always loved the taste of them. I continued to slowly eat the hosts, one by one, placing them on my tongue, making the sign of the cross and repeating. Then I began eating them at a faster pace. I started eating two at a time with a double sign of the cross. Suddenly I was shoving them in my mouth two, three, four at a time as my hands hastily crossed my forehead and shoulders. 


My snacking stopped only when I heard a noise coming from the back of the church. I dropped the host and froze, holding my breath. 


“God?” I asked.


There was no response, so I wasted no time making a quick exit. I shoved the remaining hosts in my pocket, hurriedly cleaned up the sacristy, shut down the sound system, and ran to my classroom.


As the school day started, my nerves began to settle. I spent most of the morning focusing on one of Father Bob’s favorite sayings about prayer:


“Too much of a good thing, is a good thing,” he would always say.

Certainly the body of Christ is a good thing, so I shouldn’t feel bad about eating so much of Him. Throughout the day I would reach into my pocket, pull out a host, and slip it in my mouth while no one was looking. When lunchtime came around I didn’t eat a single thing off my plate. When you have a stomach full of Jesus Christ, sloppy joes just don’t compare.


Finally after recess came 6th period, the moment I had been waiting for all day: religion class. Certainly my current close state with Christ would result in some sort of Divine Intervention and I would be the star student of today’s lesson.


Mrs. Moiser instructed the class to take out our worksheet we had started the day before about the Ten Commandments. 


“Let’s pick up where we left off yesterday,” Mrs. Moiser said. “Who can tell me what the eighth commandment is?”


My hand shot into the air without even looking at the worksheet.


“The eighth commandment is ‘You shall not steal,’” I said proudly. Jesus was totally working inside of me.


“Very good, Bridget,” she said. “Who can read the passage about the 8th commandment from the book?”


Jessica Blaser raised her hand.


““The eighth commandment is You shall not steal. When you take something that does not belong to you, it is stealing,” Jessica read. “Sometimes people steal thinking no one will know what they have done, but God knows.”


“Thank you, Jessica,” Mrs. Moiser said. “The eighth commandment is an easy one to remember because the number 8 looks like a cookie jar. This reminds us that even taking a cookie is a sin if it isn’t our cookie.”


I looked down. Suddenly the wafers in my pocket began to strongly resemble a cookie. A lump formed in my throat. 


 “Think of it this way,” Mrs. Moiser continued, “would you want someone eating your cookie if they didn’t ask you first?” 


Would I want Jesus eating me if he didn’t ask Father Bob first? My stomach started growling. I raised my hand.

“Mrs. Moiser? I don’t feel well.” And with that, I took off down the hall for the bathroom. 


Frantically, I started to empty my pockets and throw the wafers in the toilet. I began spitting and picking at my teeth, trying to destroy every bit of evidence. I looked down and saw Jesus floating atop the toilet water. What have I done?! I can’t flush Jesus down the toilet! I paced back in forth in the small stall, waiting for God to tell me what to do or strike me with lightening.


“Bridget?” A voice came from outside the stall. “Are you okay?”


It was Erin, my best friend and confidante. Standing at 5’6 and testing at a fifth grade reading level as a third grader, Erin was both tall and wise beyond her years and often served as my adolescent conscience. 


“Mrs. Moiser sent me to check on you. Are you, like, puking?”


I reached out of the stall and yanked Erin in.


“I’ve got a crisis, Erin,” I explained, pointing to the toilet. “I just stole Jesus Christ and threw him in the toilet.”


“Bridget! Were you not listening in class? Mrs. Moiser just told us not to steal!”  she whispered violently, her eyes shifting.


“I know! I stole Him before she told us that, duh!” I said. “What do I do?”


“First of all, how did you get inside the tabernacle? Or did you steal them during mass?”


“Erin!” I whispered violently, reminding her to keep her voice down. “I didn’t take it from there—I took it from the sacristy, where Father Bob keeps them in a big bag.”


“Bridget,” Erin said in calmer, fuller voice. “That’s not Jesus. That’s just the hosts. Remember during mass when Father Bob does the prayer and turns the hosts into Jesus? You just took the wafers that weren’t blessed.”


I let out a big exhale. “You mean I didn’t steal Jesus?” I asked, relieved.


“No,” she responded, her eyebrows rising. “You just stole from Jesus.”


I threw my arms in the air. “I’m going to H-E-double hockey sticks!” Images of fire and my fellow child thieves crying in regret flashed through my head. 


“Bridget,” Erin comforted me, “you’re not going to…you know where… you just need to tell Father Bob.” 


“I can’t just tell Father Bob!” My voice rose. “He’ll tell my parents! I don’t want to be punished by God and my parents!”


Erin flushed the toilet. “Look, you’ve got two choices: you can tell Father Bob or you can burn…you know…down there.” She wasn’t helping. “Look, I’ve gotta go back to the classroom.”


Defeated, I shrugged my shoulders and followed her.


The school day ended and I found myself once again sitting in the itchy, tweed chairs of my father’s office. My eyes mechanically scanned the words of my Boxcar Children’s book, but my mind was focused on the crumbs in my pocket.


“Dad,” I said, looking up from page 37, “I’ve got some business to take care of.”


He chuckled. “I’ll be here for another hour, so if you can take care of that business without getting into any trouble, go right ahead.”


I grabbed by book bag and headed to the rectory. When I arrived, Father Bob was chatting with the secretary and couple nuns outside his office.


“Father Bob,” I said with stern eyes, “I need to talk to you.”


“Sure, Bridge,” he said smiling. “What can I do for you?”


I coughed and lowered my voice. “It’s personal,” I said, motioning to the door.


“Alright. Let’s go in the church and talk about it,” he said, waving his arm.


We crossed the street from the rectory and made our way to the church. Sitting down in a pew, he asked, “Problems with your sister again?”


“No, this is way worse than Becky,” I said, shaking my lowered head. “I, uh, ate a… a cookie, but,” I rushed, “it was someone else’s cookie.”


“Ahh,” he said, nodding. “You mean that you stole the cookie?” 


“Yeah, yeah. And that’s the eighth commandment. And, you know, I know that it’s wrong. I mean, I know I should say sorry. I just thought I should tell you… and God, you know. Whew! That felt good to get off my shoulders,” I said with a forced smile, quickly standing up from the pew.


“Have you told this person that you took a cookie from them?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. 


I looked up at the enormous crucifix hanging behind the altar. There He was, the very man I had stolen from. His hanging head was leaning right in my direction, His eyes on the ground. It was as if He were too disappointed to even look at me. Regaining my focus, I turned to Father Bob.


“No, well…. yes, well, yeah, I’m pretty sure He knows,” my voice trailed off.


“Well, I think the next thing to do would be to apologize and perhaps give your friend a new cookie to make up for the one that you took from them.”


“Yeah, yeah, well, you know, I was gonna do that already, so, yeah, I’ve got it under control now.” I said, reassuring him with my convulsive nodding. “Thanks for your help, Father.”


“You’re welcome, Bridge,” he said with an intrigued smile.


“Ok, well we can walk back to the rectory now,” I said, standing up quickly. I led the way out of the church. As I walked out of the heavy double doors, I took a deep breath of the fresh air.


“So, uh, Father Bob,” I started, “where do you guys get the communion that we eat during mass? Just wondering,” I quickly added.


“Well,” he explained, “some churches make them, but we buy ours.”


“Oh yeah?” I inquired. “From where? The grocery store?” I asked hopefully.


He laughed, “No, no a Catholic resource company. They get delivered every couple of weeks.”


“Are the expensive?” I asked, wincing.


“Not really. We buy them in bulk. I think they run around $15.00 for a big bag of them,” he said. “It’s paid for by money that people put in the collection basket.”


“Oh,” I said, trying to sound as casual as possible. “Cool.”


We reached the rectory. I shook Father Bob’s hand, thanked him for his time, and made my way to my dad’s office.


The next morning was a Friday. I showed up for 7:15 mass, said an Act of Contrition, and put $15.00 in the collection basket.

