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My grandfather, Pop Woods, was an amazing cook! I still remember the glaze he made for our 

Christmas hams, and the stuffing he made for thanksgiving. But Pop’s greatest specialty 

was….soup. The best was his vegetable soup. Pop would be in the kitchen stirring a huge pot of 

vegetable soup, sipping Jameson’s Irish whiskey. 

 

At some point, he always threw everybody out of the kitchen so that he could add his ‘secret 

ingredient.’ Family members would say, “Pop, you have to tell us the secret ingredient!” He’d 

get a twinkle in his eye, sip some Jameson’s and say, “I’m not gonna tell you.” 

 

When he died in 1984, all of his soup recipes died with him. The next Easter, aunt Wilma tried to 

recreate his vegetable soup. But it wasn’t the same. So from that point on, we never had soup at 

our family dinners – it reminded us that Pop was no longer with us face to face. 

 

Jump ahead to 1987. I was in my first semester of seminary, and drove home to visit my parents.  

Mom was cooking up a storm. I sat down at the kitchen table, and mom started asking me all of 

the questions that a mom asks when her son gets home from seminary: “So, how are your 

classes? So, have you made friends? So, how’s celibacy?”  

 

Mom started to feed me my favorite Pennsylvania Dutch treats – hard pretzels with sweet 

mustard, ring bologna, a small bowl of soup… 

 

I took a spoonful of the soup. And I stopped. I took another spoonful. I looked at my mom and 

said, “This is pop’s soup!” She said, “Yes it is.” I said, “He gave you the secret ingredient?” She 

said, “Yes he did.” I said, “What’s the secret?” She said, “I’m not gonna tell you!”  

 

Then, we both started to cry. When I tasted that soup, it was like Pop was right there at the table. 

But it also reminded me that he was not there face to face. One spoonful reminded me of my 

grandfather’s presence, and his absence.  

 

Is there a food that does that for you? 

 

Jesus understood the power of food to carry the presence of people we love. It is no accident that 

the one thing he asked us to do in his memory was…to sit down and eat. At the last supper, Jesus 



knew that he was returning to his Father in heaven, but he also wanted to remain present to the 

people he loved so much on earth. 

 

So he told us to eat and drink. And he promised that, when we taste this sacred bread and wine, 

we would know that he is really present with us. 

 

Jesus is the bread of life. As we heard in today’s Gospel, this was a hard concept for some of his 

contemporaries to grasp. But he IS the bread that came down from heaven.  

 

In the Eucharistic bread of life, we come to share in eternal life. How? Because when we eat this 

bread and drink this cup, Christ is present. For 2000 years, Christians have struggled to explain 

this mystery, but for 2000 years we have also known that it’s true. 

 

The Eucharist makes Christ truly present. But, the Eucharist also reminds us that Christ is truly 

absent.  What do I mean? Well, Jesus gave us the Eucharist because he was returning to his 

Father in heaven. He was leaving… 

 

Yes, Christ is always with us… spiritually. But, we cannot see his face. We cannot feel his hand 

on our shoulder.  Christ is not here in a tangible form. So sometimes he feels absent.  

 

When I tasted my grandfather’s soup, I was reminded of how much I yearn to see him face to 

face – but I can’t. And when I taste the Bread of Life, I am reminded of how much I would love 

to see Christ face to face – but I don’t.  

 

The Eucharist consoles me. As a priest, I embraced a celibate calling because I felt a more 

fundamental need – the need to break the bread of life with and for you, God’s people. Without 

the experience of Christ’s presence in this sacrament, my life would make no sense. 

 

But, every time Mass is over, I realize – I still feel Christ’s absence. Because, we human beings 

only find our fulfillment in heaven, when we can see Christ face to face.  

 

But…we are not there yet. And that is the tension in which we all live.  

 

There are days when God’s loving presence is overwhelmingly real. Like when you sit out on a 

cool Summer evening and watch a sunset. Or when your child falls asleep on your shoulder. Or 

when the person you love most in this world wraps their arms around you. 

 

We feel God’s presence when someone we have hurt forgives us. We experience the presence of 

God in the world which God created, in the beauty of the human form, in a great meal, or in the 

bread of life placed on an altar. 



 

But even as we experience God real presence, there are days when it seems that God is really 

absent. All of us have days like the prophet Elijah in today’s first reading. Elijah had been SO 

FAITHFUL to God, but now his whole life is falling apart. He sat down under the tree and 

prayed, “I’ve had enough!”  

 

(Have you ever prayed THAT prayer?) 

 

We long for God to fix every problem, and it doesn’t happen. We experience Christ’s absence – 

 

+ when the company we’ve worked 20 years closes suddenly 

+ when we’ve spent a year looking for a job, and can’t find one 

+ When the doctor looks at you and says “cancer.” 

+ When your child breaks your heart. 

+ When loneliness grips your soul. 

+ When you’ve been lied to. 

 

We long to see Christ, but some days he feels absent. 

 

+ 70 years ago today (Sunday), the nuclear bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. In 1945, there were 

two Japanese cities with large Catholic populations. Those two cities were… Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki. How must they have experienced Christ’s absence in the wake of such devastation? 

+ 72 years ago today, an Austrian Catholic named Franz Jaegerstatter was beheaded because he 

refused to fight for Hitler’s army. As he faced his execution – did it feel as though Christ was 

absent? 

+ this past week, Isis captured a town in Syria, and abducted dozens of Christians. Today, do 

those Christians feel Christ’s presence, or his absence? 

 

The good news is that, in the Eucharist, we can bring everything to God. In the celebration of the 

Mass, we have the chance to thank God for every way in which we have experienced his 

presence this week. 

 

And then, we can offer to God all of those situations where Christ feels absent. The Eucharist 

does not answer every question, or take away every tear. The Eucharist is bread for the journey. 

It’s the essential nourishment we need as we make our way toward God. 

 

That is why, at every Mass, we pray, “Give us this day our daily bread.” Note, we don’t say 

“Give us all of the bread we could possibly ever want.” No – we pray for DAILY bread. 

 



Give us today, what we need for today. Give us the strength and wisdom to do what you ask us 

to do today. And we trust, O Christ, that you will be there again tomorrow, to give us daily 

bread…until, at last, see you face to face. 
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