CHAPTER 3






	I used to serve seven o'clock mass every morning at a big brick church on a corner where everybody went to forget and pray for forgiveness; and I used to wonder about the people I saw at the communion rail --- after all, I knew what kind of people they were.  Mr. Lavek was a crook contractor, for instance, who built "El Rancho" houses and sold them for $10,500 while everybody knew they would fall apart in a few years, come tumbling down around families strapped by a big mortgage and lots of kids.  Yet every morning there Mr. Lavek would be at the rail with his mouth wide open, his eyes rolling, his tongue hanging out for the Sacred Host.  One morning, Father Souchek and I were giving communion at the rail to one pink mouth after another, when I thought I noticed something funny.



	As the people came up, all reverent with their hands folded tightly, and knelt down on the leather cushion, there was this big, wild hiss of air that came out each time damn loud with a whoosh.  I tried not to laugh, not while holding the brass plate under their chins while they looked up all holy at Father Souchek, but it started me to thinking for the rest of the mass, and by the time we were finished I had it all figured out.  I told Father Souchek about it in the sacristy.



	"You notice how the cushion hisses when the people kneel on it?" I asked.



	"Yes, son," he said.  "It will have to be fixed."



	"No, not fixed," I said.  "I got this idea here are these people falling on their knees like something big is about to come off, and all they end up doing is putting out this great big hiss of air."



	Right away he thought I was criticizing when really I thought this was something humble and fine to happen m a brick church that didn't look much different from a factory, a miracle or something, a sign from God, a piece of truth shot from the Holy Spirit; but not Father Souchek.  I suppose, though, here he had given up women and everything and had his fingers blessed not just so he could help people hiss at God.  He gave me a shocked look and then turned away to finish locking up the Sacred Hosts and put the key in his pocket.  I always liked Father Souchek but he seemed to take everything the wrong way.



	"Let's walk out by my garden," he said.  When we got out there he pointed to his radishes and carrots.  "Don't they look fine?"



	I didn't say anything, just waited like I was supposed to for Father Souchek to set me straight, to give me a wrench back to correctness, save my soul from the hellfire he saw already licking my feet, scare away my devil, call back the angels and put me back happily into the flock.  The earnest look on his face told me plainly that I had stepped out of line and that he would do me the favor of kicking me back into place before it was too late.



	"Son," Father Souchek said finally, looking right in my face, "the Holy Eucharist is a living symbol."  He paused to make sure he had my attention.  "A living symbol of Christ, do you understand that?"  I nodded my head, but I didn't exactly know what a symbol was.  "And when the people take the host why they are filled with Christ, the living Christ.  Son, the Holy Eucharist is a marvelous gift given us by God, and to mock it would be a most grievous sin."



	I nodded my head again, and he went on a little, repeating the same thing, before he let me get on my bike.  When I got home I went to the dictionary the Old Man had brought home from the printshop where he worked, and I looked up what symbol meant so I could understand Father Souchek better.



	"Symbol," the dictionary said, " (sim'bul), n. 1. an emblem. 2. in writing or printing, a conventional sign, as a letter or abbreviation, used in mathematics, physics, music etc. to represent operations, quantities, elements, sounds, etc."


	As soon as I caught on religion was covered under etc., I thought I knew what Father Souchek meant.  In communion the people were eating a sort of abbreviated Jesus who was really alive, and since as I said before I knew what kind of people they were, all of a sudden I had it, I knew what it all meant, and it was something far, far better than even Mrs. Johnson.  When Jesus was here full-size 1,943 years ago, I thought, the people went and murdered him, people just like us.  Now in communion what we're all doing is "sim'bul-iz-ing" by eating him up how people like us killed him back then.  By eating him up I was reminding myself I was the kind who stuck him up on that cross.  You know, I thought this was something really great, and I felt good about it.  I even thought up a couple other good ways we could "sim'bul-ize" what we did before and what we'd do again, if we had the chance.  Wouldn't it be fine if all of us would pick up a rock on the way to church and then as we went in we could wing it at old Jesus on the cross?  Or there could be a little statue of him at the door so that every time we walked in we could spit on him.  Or we could all curse him in a litany desecrating his goodness, we could shake our fists in a chorus of hate, reminding ourselves exactly what we are.

	But the next morning when I told Father Souchek what I had been thinking, he got angry red and puffed all up.  He shouted about how people who eat Jesus are really filled up with Jesus and they are all good and all holy while they are almost like eating something dehydrated, I supposed he meant.  He wouldn't even look at me but whirled around in his vestments and pushed me through the doorway, nudging me with his big belly until we got to the foot of the altar in front of the kneeling crowd.  I kept trying to figure out why anybody could be all gcod and all holy after eating up Jesus, and I was confused by the mix-up, when about midway through the Mass old Father Souchek let this big fat fart, right up there on the holy altar with the tabernacle open and his hand poked through the silk curtains, reaching for the Sacred Host.  When he turned around I could see his face get red and he muffed some of the Latin.  The fart had been so loud even the nuns in the first row must have heard it, and he knew, boy, was his face red.  I thought here he takes the host every moming, and he's a priest, and he sure isn't all good, he's not any different from the rest of us.  The only trouble was I started thinking about the saints, and the Virgin Mary, and even about Jesus himself.  I had never thought about them before, but as soon as I did I knew they weren't any different from the rest of us either.  So right there at the foot of the altar with my hand covering my nose and trying not to look at poor Father Souchek, I lost my religion in an instant and I let out the laughter I had always felt.  I laughed all the way home on my bike, thinking about how I had been fooled by all this Jesus business and how I was never going to be fooled again.



	But when I got home I started thinking about how strong Jesus must have been --- if he was a human being just like me --- to go forty days without food, sweat blood, and then hang all day on a cross with nails banged through his wrists.  I had to admit this was one fine, holy, heck of a feat to accomplish without any help from God or heaven or anybody else, and I hoped when I grew up I would have as much guts as Jesus.



