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Corpus Christi: Emmaus Commentary 
 

Of all the special feasts that follow Pentecost, Corpus Christi is probably the one most affected 
by the limitations of this time of pandemic. Originating as a popular feast day, processions and 
pageantry are part of its pedigree, even though those elements are not obligatory. 
 
It is perhaps a good occasion for us to revisit traditional Cistercian ways of reflecting on the 
Eucharist. Of course, they did not have this feast in the early days, and in general their 
experience of the Mass was more individualistic than it is for us. They left only a few writings on 
the Eucharist, to which they most often refer simply as "the sacrament," but its importance is 
nonetheless noticeable in Cistercian spirituality. As in most Cistercian preaching, the emphasis 
tends to be on the moral level, that is, on reforming one's life and on cultivating virtues, which 
was seen as a prerequisite for authentic spiritual reception of the sacrament. 
 
The example I'll present today is from an anonymous twelfth-century commentary in sermon 
form on an episode in Saint Luke's gospel, chapter 24, the two disciples on their way to Emmaus. 
We heard a snippet from it during the night office in Easter Time (I'll come back to that later). 
It's a somewhat long, rambling piece, but it does follow Luke's narrative verse by verse. As you 
might expect, it's heavily allegorical. Here is how the author sets the stage: 
 

As I see it, these two [disciples] can be called Oratio [prayer] and Meditatio 
[meditation], which are joined together by a necessary bond: prayer is enlightened 
by meditation, and it is in meditation that prayer catches flame. Thus, whenever 
we hold still in contemplation of the Lord's Passion, prayerful, awe-filled 
remembrance leads to compunction. Meditation ruminates on the discolored 
wounds, the nail marks, the lance, the vinegar, the ferocity of the persecutors, the 
flight of the apostles, the shameful death, and the burial of the body. Prayer pours 
out sighs, drips with the spices of devotion, and melts away in grief. […] Proven 
[monks] know what I am talking about, those who have learned these things 
through the experience of inner sweetness, because, when the intensity of 
meditation is mixed with the fervor of prayer the bright ray of contemplation 
springs from the midst of them… (PL 184:966-967) 

 
True to his word, our anonymous Cistercian comments on the Emmaus story in a way that 
obviously comes from good habits of lectio divina. He turns the travelers' entreaty ("stay with us, 
for it is nearly evening") into a versatile prayer: 
 

We can understand this verse in many ways and find many delights in it: "stay 
with us, for it is nearly evening." When we are enjoying progress in the virtues, 
we are in the day. When troubles and difficulties cast their shadow, it starts to 
become evening for us. And since you, [Lord], are our refuge, you who alone take 
our toil and pain into account, "stay with us, for it is nearly evening." Already the 



waters have risen up to the soul, already the delight of devotion turns to misery, 
already temptation has reached into every nook and cranny of our mind: "stay 
with us, for it is nearly evening." (PL 184:977) 

 
Our anonymous commentator even finds in this verse a refrain for those experiencing the 
weariness but also the benefits of a long life: 
 

Lest we give up when we begin to fail, "stay with us, for it is nearly evening." The 
evening of my life is already upon me, the body is worn down by afflictions, 
bitter death already threatens, fear and trembling shake my whole inner world, 
and I am scared about how I will be judged, but you, Lord, to whom the Father 
has given all judgment, "stay with us, for it is nearly evening." Or we can 
understand evening as meaning refreshment for the troubled mind, so that, when 
the intensity of trials lessens, Prayer and Meditation can prepare there a guest 
room for God, so that they might urge him to stay and invite him to eat with them, 
as it is written, "If anyone opens the door to me, I will come in to him and have 
supper with him and he with me" [Rev 3:20]. (PL 184:977) 

 
We now come to the passage we heard from at vigils during Easter Time, where the verse in 
question is "Their eyes were opened, and they recognized him in the breaking of the bread." It is 
obviously the Eucharistic moment in the story, but our commentator seems to presume that Saint 
Luke's meaning in that regard is already clear. His comments, rather, aim at underlying spiritual 
attitudes— 
 

Their eyes were opened, and they knew him when he broke the bread. When 
bread is broken, it is in a way diminished, or "emptied." By “breaking” 
understand the virtue of humility, by which Christ —even he who is the bread of 
life—broke, diminished, and emptied himself. And by emptying himself he gave 
us knowledge of himself. (Journey with the Fathers, Year A, p. 60) 

 
A little later, he goes on: 
 

And in fact, the Lord became our bread and we are his bread. He condescended to 
eat his bread with sweat on his brow, so that we might eat with joy. If you want to 
know him, break yourself as he did, because anyone who claims to abide in Christ 
ought to live as he lived. The kingdom of God lies not in words, but in power. 
(Journey with the Fathers, Year A, p. 60) 

 
And our anonymous author concludes his comments on this verse in a way that shows a deep 
understanding of the spirituality of the Rule as formulated by the better-known Cistercians of his 
day: 
 

Break yourself, then, by the labor of obedience, by the humiliation of repentance. 
Bear in your body the marks of Jesus Christ by accepting the condition of a 
servant, not that of a superior. And when you have emptied yourself, you will 
know the Lord through the breaking of bread. True humility opens our eyes, 
"breaking" and diminishing the other virtues which might blind us with a spirit of 



pride, and teaching us that of ourselves we are nothing. And when we humble 
ourselves by self-contempt, so much the more do we grow in the knowledge of 
God. (Journey with the Fathers, Year A, p. 61)  
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