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INTRODUCTION: DO THIS IN
REMEMBRANCE OF ME

John H. Armstrong
From my earliest remembrance, as I was growing up in an

evangelical Christian church, I thought often about the Lord’s
Supper. In front of me every week, in a plain and mostly unadorned
sanctuary, were the words of the Lord Jesus, carved into the table
below the pulpit: “Do This in Remembrance of Me.” This meal was
not celebrated very often in my home church, but when it was
included in our worship, it had a strong attraction for me. I
remembering asking my parents, “When can I take it?” and, “What
does this mean?” Or even, “Why do we do this?” (I even recall
asking, “Why do we do this so infrequently?”) The answers I got
were not entirely satisfactory. But the attraction I felt to this
celebration grew even stronger over time. To many of my friends the
ceremony seemed somber, but to me it was thrilling, a time filled with
hope and joy. I understood that it was vitally important for my life as
a Christian, but I had no idea why. I also knew that I wanted to
partake of it as a Christian who truly loves the Lord.

How odd it is that we Christians need to be reminded by a simple
and recurring meal. We have been redeemed through the precious
blood of our Messiah, Jesus, yet we are prone to forget his great act
of sacrifice. But our Lord understands perfectly well our weakness
and thus made provision for us to come again and again to this table
so that we do not forget.

More than five decades later, I am still thinking about this
awesome and simple meal. Why is this ceremony so important for
Christians? What is the appeal in the taking of bread and wine to
remember Christ’s death in our gathered church meetings? And why
is it that this particular meal is still practiced by almost every
Christian alive today when Christians have consistently disagreed
about its precise meaning for nearly twenty centuries?

Donald Bridge and David Phypers, in a helpful overview of the
Lord’s Supper, describe an imaginary viewer watching a religious
channel on television. He sees many sights, sounds, and forms



coming from various Christian groups all over the world. In the midst
of this wide-ranging diversity, he takes note of the following:

[There] is one thing the oddly different groups do have in
common. They all make rather special use of bread and wine.
The use they make of it is bewilderingly different, but they all
use it. If [this viewer] sticks with the program for a few weeks, he
will soon discover that Christians have not only done different
things with the bread and wine, but have done terrible things to
each other because of it. Men and women have been
imprisoned, whipped, pilloried, tortured, and burned alive
because of differing opinions about what really happens when
Christians eat bread and drink wine and remember their Lord.1

All Christians the world over trace their practice of the Lord’s
Supper back to that evening prior to Jesus’ horrific death when he
shared a final meal with his disciples in a “large upper room” (Luke
22:12). During that meal Jesus said to his followers, first of the bread
that he gave to them, “This is my body” (Matt. 26:26), then later of
the cup, which he also gave to them, “This is my blood of the
covenant” (Matt. 26:28). In so doing, Jesus commanded his followers
that they should “do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19). It
appears he intended that they would celebrate this meal again and
again. This is how the apostle Paul understood the event, since we
read that both the bread and the cup should be taken “in
remembrance of me [Jesus],” just as Jesus commanded (1 Cor.
11:24 – 25).

This meal has been called by several appropriate names. The
simplest expression occurs in 1 Corinthians 11:20, where it is called
“the Lord’s Supper.” In 1 Corinthians 10:21 it is called “the Lord’s
table.” In 1 Corinthians 10:16 it is a koinonia (a “communion”),
literally referring to “a sharing together” or a “participation” (NIV).
Most scholars agree that an allusion to this same meal also occurs in
Acts 2:42, where it is referred to as “the breaking of bread.” Later the
church called this meal the “Eucharist,” because this particular word
expressed the most characteristic element of the Lord’s Supper,
namely, the giving of thanks (Matt. 26:27; 1 Cor. 11:24; cf. the Greek
eucharisteom, “to give thanks”). (The term “Mass,” which comes
from the Latin ending of the Roman rite, came later and was taken



from the words, “Go, you are dismissed.”) A number of allusions to
this Supper also occur in the New Testament.

The chief thing to be noticed in all of these texts is the rich variety
of expressions for the Lord’s Supper, all pointing to Jesus and his
sacrifice. Almost every Christian, regardless of how they understand
this Supper, agrees with this much — Christ instituted it, and the
New Testament commands his followers to celebrate it. The very
word that was on the table in my childhood church said we were to
“do” this, not “debate” this. Both repetition and command are located
in this one word, “do.” Furthermore, the belief that we all must come
to this table is plainly rooted in the instructions the apostle Paul gave
to one of the earliest Christian congregations when he wrote, “For
whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26).

Reading these words makes it seem all so simple, so obvious. For
sure, Christ’s commands are not burdensome or complicated. Yet
earnest and faithful Christians have disagreed. They disagree over
the meaning of the Supper as well as the importance of it. They
disagree over who should take it and when. And they strongly
disagree over what happens to the elements themselves when they
are prayed over and taken by the people of God. Careful
consideration of the biblical texts and the practice of the earliest
Christians reveal that almost every action and phrase in the biblical
text is “alive with meaning and vibrant with implication.”2

A COMMANDED REMEMBRANCE
 

“Do this in remembrance of me.” Our Lord’s command seems very
simple, as I’ve said. Any faithful Christian can comply if they so
desire. But the understanding of what these words meant, and how
we are to obey them, has not been so simple throughout the course
of two thousand years of church history. At times it would seem the
better part of real wisdom to simply lay aside all the controversies
and obey the command.

The earliest references we have of Christians remembering Christ
in this sacred meal occur in the book of Acts. Here we read that they



regularly “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42).
Biblical scholars have no doubt that this reference to “the breaking of
bread” is a reference to the Lord’s Supper.

In Acts 20, we read that the Christians in Troas gathered “on the
first day of the week . . . to break bread” (Acts 20:7). Here the
expressed purpose for the church’s gathering seems to have been
“to break bread,” indicating that this meal was central to the church’s
public assembly. Luke, the human author of these words, is the
same writer who recorded in the third gospel the Lord’s clear
command to celebrate this meal (Luke 22:19). This makes it quite
obvious that the church’s gathering “to break bread” is understood by
him as the fulfillment of Jesus’ command to “do this in remembrance
of me.”

Some biblical scholars have surmised that the early church
celebrated the Lord’s Supper daily (Acts 2:46 – 47). This would
indicate that the Supper was immediately separated from the
Passover, which was only celebrated annually. It is clear that,
several decades into the Christian era, believers appear to have
been receiving the bread and the cup every week, on the first day,
which had become the Lord’s Day (cf. Acts 20:7, 11; 1 Cor. 16:2).
And in both 1 Corinthians 10 and 11, where Paul devotes the most
descriptive textual material in all of the New Testament to the
Supper, there is little doubt that this celebration of Christ’s body and
blood was a regular occurrence. Yet virtually all biblical scholars
agree there is no clear command regarding the frequency of the
Lord’s Supper within the New Testament. Paul simply says, “For I
received from the Lord . . . ” (1 Cor. 11:23), which implies that he had
a trust received directly from the Lord Jesus himself. In fact, one way
to read this statement would be, “I, even I Paul, have received from
the Lord [Jesus Christ] that which I now deliver to you.” (It is
commonly agreed that received and delivered were technical terms
used to describe the passing on of an oral tradition. Where Paul
received this we do not know, but it could well have been from either
the church in Damascus or the church in Antioch.) So I believe we
are required to make much of this meal precisely because Jesus,



and his faithful apostles who labored to build the church’s one
foundation on him, made much of it.

What Is the Lord’s Supper?
 

What exactly is the Lord’s Supper? Put very simply, it is an
uncomplicated ceremony in which bread and wine are taken by
gathered worshipers in a sacred act of communion, remembrance,
and thanksgiving. This sacred act is rooted in the words and actions
of Jesus. Justin Martyr, writing in his classic work Apology, put it this
way: “We do not receive these things as common bread or common
drink, but as Jesus Christ our Savior who became incarnate by
God’s Word and took flesh and blood for our salvation.”3

There is no real doubt about this simple historical fact —through
the centuries this meal has been the central and characteristic action
of the church at worship. If the church is a community that
remembers Jesus as Lord, then the chief way this has been done in
public worship has been through this Supper. And this remembrance
is not designed for sentimental reflection but as a divinely invoked
“recalling” of the historic event of Christ’s life and work, particularly
his passion, resurrection, and ascension.

The Origins of the Supper
 

Most scholars agree that the Lord’s Supper has its roots in the
Jewish Passover celebration. The Passover meal consisted of lamb,
bitter herbs, and unleavened bread. It was instituted to celebrate and
commemorate God’s liberation of the Israelites from slavery in
Egypt. The story is told in Exodus 28. The meal was celebrated as a
thanksgiving for the gifts of food, fellowship, and freedom. When
Israelite children would later ask their parents, “What does this
ceremony mean to you?” (Exod. 12:26), the parents were to refer
them to these great events.

When Jesus instituted the meal that we call the Lord’s Supper, it
was not a Passover meal he celebrated but rather an entirely new
ceremony within the context of the Passover. It was not celebrated



yearly, as the Passover, and it involved only two simple elements —
bread and wine. And though Jesus is “the Lamb of God,” who
sacrifices himself for our sins (John 1:29), a literal Passover lamb
was not involved in the Lord’s Supper, as in the Passover. The
differences between the two meals are important to note, but the
parallels are also worth careful consideration:

During the Passover meal, someone, usually the youngest son,
was designated to ask the question, “Why is this night different
from other nights?” At this point the host would retell the story of
Israel’s deliverance out of Egypt and the meaning of the various
elements of the meal. As the host of the Last Supper, Jesus
would have retold the story. Later, the parallels between the
Passover and the Last Supper which Jesus was establishing
would be quite apparent.4

A VISIBLE REMEMBRANCE
 

Though we sometimes forget this, this meal is not a private
ceremony. It is a church-based celebration wherein believers
remember their Lord together in a visible manner. In this corporate
family meal we celebrate Christ’s sacrifice for our sins.

Over many centuries, the celebration of this church meal became
more and more elaborate. The reasons will be explored, to some
extent, in the chapters that follow. Part of the reason Christians differ
about the meaning of the meal is connected to the way they choose
to celebrate it. But this much must never be lost in our
disagreements — the Lord’s Supper emphasizes participation by the
entire congregation in the meal. The pattern is clearly established in
Mark 14:23, where we read, “Then he took the cup, gave thanks and
offered it to them, and they all drank from it.” This is a communion
that expresses the unity of God’s family and thereby anticipates the
end of this age, the final and complete unity of all Christians in their
Lord.

But what does this remembrance really mean to us as Christians?
I suggest that at least three things are clearly in view.



1. Commemoration
 

Since Jesus instructed us to always celebrate this meal “in
remembrance of me” (1 Cor. 11:24), the Lord’s Supper should
always remind us of the final meal Jesus celebrated with his
disciples before he died on the cross. When these texts are read and
understood in their redemptive context, the words and actions of our
Lord have powerful significance. They are plainly meant to bring to
the minds of the disciples, and ours as well, all the events of his
incredible life, his suffering and ignominious death, and his glorious
and victorious resurrection. Thus, by this meal, we now recognize,
observe, and remember his life and death for us.

2. Renewal
 

As surely as we commemorate and remember Christ’s sacrifice for
our salvation, we also renew our faith and offer ourselves up to him
again when we come to this table (cf. Rom. 12:1 – 2). The Lord’s
Supper enriches our Christian lives through our meeting with Christ
at this appointed place. Here we receive his grace again, and here
he reveals to us that we belong to him through mystical union. This
inspires us to be committed followers of the Savior. Each of us has
an obligation to love and serve the Savior and to minister to one
another. Gathered around this table, we receive the ability to love
God and our neighbors. Having received these tokens of his love, in
the bread and the wine we are given gifts that empower us to serve.
Our faith is renewed.

3. Thanksgiving
 

Mark 14:23 reads, “Then he [Jesus] took the cup, gave thanks and
offered it to them [the disciples].” Note carefully that he gave the cup
to them after he had given thanks. Thus we see an obvious reason
why the church has always seen, as a central element in the Lord’s
Supper, the idea of thanksgiving. Thus the word Eucharist, which
comes from the Greek eucharisteo, m meaning “to give thanks,” has



always been closely associated with the Lord’s Supper for a very
good reason. It is here that we give thanks and praise to God
through our prayer. It is here that we thank God for creating us, for
making us in God’s image, for being a good and faithful God, for
forgiving our sins for Christ’s sake, and for giving us a future and a
hope to be fully revealed in the kingdom of Christ, both now and in
the age to come.

A STRENGTHENING REMEMBRANCE
 

Whereas our baptism is given only once and marks the beginning
of our Christian journey, the Lord’s Supper is given regularly and
assures us of the Holy Spirit’s ongoing presence in our lives. By this
meal we are regularly given the grace and strength of Christ in
communion with him. It is a meal that feeds us so that we can grow
in the love and knowledge of Christ. The bread signifies the physical
body of Christ as well as the mystical body of his church. The cup
stands for his blood and thus the forgiveness of our sins and the life-
giving power of his sacrifice for us.

Spiritual nourishment and growth come to us at this Supper in at
least four ways:

1. It Enables
 

The Lord’s Supper enables our faith in a way designed by God to
strengthen us. Through reverent and faithful participation in this
meal, we are enabled to proclaim our Lord’s death until he comes.
We are empowered to be more faithful in our witness to the gospel
and called to serve others as Christ has served and given himself up
for us. In a powerful way, if we come in humble faith, we reflect on
our confession at the Lord’s Table and ask God to enable us to live
more faithfully for him. As we experience afresh God’s love at the
Eucharist, we find fresh peace with God. By this we are enabled to
live our lives in the power of his love.

Regardless of how we understand the Supper, we who gather
around this table receive the power of Christ — a power that enables



us to give ourselves more completely to God and to our neighbors.
By this divinely appointed means we are able to carry God’s love into
the world so that others may receive the benefit of Christ’s gifts
through us. By this means, the Lord’s Supper also enables our
mission to be carried out as we go out into the world.

2. It Unites
 

The bread we eat is one loaf, and the cup we drink is one cup.
These elements symbolize our oneness with Christ and each other.
The bread is not just for me individually but for the whole church,
thus expressing our unity. The cup symbolizes the shedding of
Christ’s blood for the sins of all, not just for mine. This is the life of
the whole church.

The Didache, a second-century document that served as a kind of
manual of church order, makes extensive reference to the Eucharist.
In connection with the piece of bread, broken from the one loaf and
given to the worshiper, this liturgy reads as follows:

We thank you, our Father, for the life and knowledge which you
have revealed through Jesus, your child. To you be the glory
forever.
As this piece [of bread] was scattered over the hills and then
was brought together and made one, so let your church be
brought together from the ends of the earth into your Kingdom.
For yours is the glory and the power through Jesus Christ
forever.

The Lord’s Supper is a fellowship (cf. 1 Cor. 10:15 – 17). It seems
to have served from the very beginning as the sacred act of Christian
fellowship, the bond of love between the members of a society. At
this meal we share in the fellowship of Christ and of each other.
What a tragedy that this meal constitutes a cause for division in the
church of our day! A pastor of an earlier era stated the matter well
when he wrote, “Herein is placed an inescapable obligation on every
Christian that this act of Holy Communion become again, as it was in
the Apostolic Church, a bond of union and a seal of Christian
consecration to a common Lord.”5



3. It Nourishes
 

It has been observed by many who have reflected on this meal
that we are nourished by Christ at the feast of the Lord’s Supper.
Here we grow in our ability to nourish others and to be nourished by
other Christians, who also share the grace of God with us. But the
greater nourishment comes from God himself. Here, in Christian
worship, the whole of our relationship with God is summed up in one
simple action — that of eating bread and drinking wine together as
followers of Christ.

The famous German poet and novelist Goethe once said, “The
highest cannot be spoken; it can only be acted.” This is actually true
of all human love, especially that of Jesus, who, “while we were still
sinners, . . . died for us” (Rom. 5:8). Words and thoughts ultimately
fail us when it comes to the mystery of such love; thus it seems that
God gave to us a spiritual drama wherein we can be nourished again
and again by his love.6

4. It Prepares
 

The Scripture teaches that we prepare for the coming of the Lord
and his earthly kingdom by taking the bread and the wine of this
meal. Paul writes, “For whenever you eat this bread and drink this
cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26,
italics added). We make a declaration at this table and prepare our
body and soul for the coming day of the Lord. Jesus plainly gave to
the Last Supper an eschatological orientation (cf. Mark 14:25). Here,
I believe, is the right way to look at this matter of preparation:

The wine, we are to understand, is to partake of the newness of
the new heavens and the new earth which will be revealed in
the Day of the Lord. Here Jesus is not viewing this great day on
the side that is now turned toward us — this side which
threatens judgment and prompts us to repentance — but on the
bright side, which will not be visible to us till after the
regeneration. His decisive orientation toward the future may
explain why Jesus did not speak of the sacrament as a



retrospective memorial of him, although it was sure to acquire
this significance eventually. Paul emphasizes the memorial
character of the sacrament when he says, “Ye do show the
Lord’s death till he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26). But the second
coming is prospective, and even the proclamation of the Lord’s
death is not wholly retrospective, being an instance of the
proclamation of the gospel, which always has in view a future
salvation. This is the sense in which the bread and the wine —
Jesus’ body and blood — are given and spoken and eaten in
remembrance of him.7

A PERSONAL REMEMBRANCE
 

This meal is given for you. It is intensely personal, though it should
never be private or individualistic in its orientation or setting. When
Paul states, “For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you
proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26), he uses the
plural “you,” which in the context meant the Christians in Corinth. But
we must not overlook the personal significance of the Lord’s Supper.
The Supper is surely for you as an individual Christian, but having
said that, you must remember it is not for you alone. It is for you to
share with your brothers and sisters in Christ.

How Do We Prepare for this Supper?
 

Each of us must personally prepare for this celebration if we are to
take the bread and the wine as we ought. There are several ways to
prepare. First, we should meditate on the meaning of Jesus’ life,
death, and resurrection. By this type of reflection and prayerful
thought we can draw fresh inspiration and encouragement from his
sacrifice for us. Second, we can consider again the message of
Christ and how this good news informs the living of our lives today.
Third, we can explore the various areas of our lives that need
change and improvement through repentance. Finally, we can pray



for the Spirit-given faith to receive the elements of the Supper with a
deeper love for Christ and one another.8

There are thousands of written prayers and devotional helps that
can be employed to assist one’s personal remembrance of Christ in
coming to this table. I particularly like the ancient prayer of Saint
John Chrysostom, a great preacher and theologian in the Christian
East, which expresses and summarizes almost every thought I’ve
offered to this point. He wrote these words for all of us to pray as we
come to this table:

We praise and adore the ever blessed Trinity for the redemption
of the world by our Lord Jesus Christ, and we come, O blessed
Savior, now to take and eat thy body, which was broken for us.
We come joyfully to drink of that cup which is the new testament
in thy blood, which blood thou hast shed for the remission of the
sins of many. O merciful Jesus, create in us a mighty hunger
after this bread of life, this bread which came down from
heaven. Let this immortal food instill in our weak and
languishing souls new supplies of grace, new life, new love, new
vigor, and new resolutions. Amen.9

When Do We Celebrate the Supper?
 

The Bible does not answer a number of questions that we have
about the Supper. One of the questions most often asked over the
course of the centuries has to do with the frequency of the
celebration: How often should we come to the table, and should it be
only on the first day of the week?

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 11:26, “For whenever you eat this
bread and drink this cup . . . .” The word whenever appears to be
open-ended. It means simply that you may take the meal as often as
conscience and common practice determine. Churches differ in their
customs, but one thing we do know — the earliest Christians took
the Supper very often. It is possible that in some settings they took it
almost every day. It seems fairly obvious when we read the historical
records that initially they took it every Lord’s Day. Paul’s counsel



does not determine the precise number of times the church should
take the meal, but it places no limits on frequent celebration either.

A common argument I’ve encountered among some evangelical
Protestants is that frequent celebration will make the Supper
ordinary or less important. I have always found this argument weak,
if not outright appalling. How can you remember the Lord’s death too
frequently? How can I express my devotion and love for Christ too
much? The problem in making it too ordinary may lie in our hearts,
not in how often we actually come to the table.

The other important truth underscored in Paul’s counsel is that we
are to “proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” This meal has both
a past and a future perspective in it. We must regularly remember
the Lord’s death. But we should also look forward to his coming
again, when we will no longer need this oft-repeated meal to remind
us of the Lamb’s victory. This idea introduces us to the great
“wedding [supper] of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:7) which will come when all
the redeemed celebrate the Lord’s death and resurrection with him in
heaven.

A SPIRITUAL REMEMBRANCE
 

The apostle Paul provides important instruction about taking this
meal as a proper spiritual remembrance:

A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and
drinks of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without
recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on
himself. That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a
number of you have fallen asleep. But if we judged ourselves,
we would not come under judgment. When we are judged by the
Lord, we are being disciplined so that we will not be condemned
with the world.

1 Corinthians 11:28 – 32
The context of this counsel, often misunderstood by modern

Christians who fear that they have committed a particular sin that
must keep them from coming to the Lord’s Table, is about the unity
of the church (see 1 Cor. 10:17; 11:21). The great sin in Corinth was



the way the church humiliated the poor in their midst. Well-off
Corinthians appear to have prevented the less fortunate from
celebrating the various feasts. This problem carried over into the
Lord’s Supper context. Their behavior was utterly selfish and a
scandalous contradiction of the meaning of this meal. This action
equates to what Paul calls “despising” the church of God in 1
Corinthians 11:22. What this underscores is not personal sin but
actions and attitudes that would keep a person from fellowship with
all the members of the congregation. This meal is a fellowship —
with Christ and one another. It is a meal of peace; thus, to refuse to
be at peace with our brothers and sisters is to eat and drink
“judgment” on ourselves. Given the fact that schism and pride plague
every congregation on earth, the Lord’s Supper is an appointed time
for reconciliation and renewed fellowship. Here God’s grace is given
to heal and to unite us again to our Lord and to each other.

A REAL FELLOWSHIP
 

One of the differences of opinion you’ll encounter in the four views
on the Lord’s Supper presented in this book surrounds the meaning
of our fellowship with Christ at this table. There is room for
discussion about this matter, but there seems to be little room for
disagreement about one particular fact: in some way we fellowship
with Christ himself at this meal.

Here is how the Bible puts it:
Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a
participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we
break a participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one
loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the
one loaf.

1 Corinthians 10:16 – 17
The word “participation” here is the translation of koinonia, a word

familiar to many readers. Christ is present at this Supper. We may
debate how he is present, but the teaching of 1 Corinthians is clear
at this point. And what we read from the earliest records of Christian
thought outside of sacred Scripture demonstrates that Christians



believed the living Christ communed or fellowshipped with his people
when they ate this bread and drank this cup. Somehow more is
going on here than what can be processed in our brains. There is
mystery here, beyond doubt. The attempt to explain away this
mystery is neither correct nor spiritually fruitful. All who wrestle with
the four views discussed in this book will want to keep this in mind as
they read and reflect. This Supper renews our life in Christ and
assures us of the Holy Spirit’s presence in us as we continue to draw
near to God every day.

At this Supper, Christians commemorate Christ’s life, death, and
resurrection. We are to come in faith, seeking fellowship with Christ
in thanksgiving. There is much here that may still divide one
Christian understanding from another, but also much to encourage
us to actively and faithfully participate with reverence. This is one
reason why Communion seasons have often been times of revival in
the history of Christianity. Here God has come to his people, and
love for Christ has been renewed in a season of divine refreshing
sent by the Lord. May it happen again in our day, as we humbly draw
near to God, who gave us this holy meal to keep us close to Christ
our Lord.

Notes: Introduction: Do This in Remembrance of Me
1. Donald Bridge and David Phypers, Communion: The Meal That Unites? (Wheaton,
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2005), 54.
4. Robert H. Stein, “Last Supper,” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, ed Joel B.
Green, Scot McKnight, and I. Howard Marshall (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity,
1992), 447.
5. Hugh Thompson Kerr, The Christian Sacraments (Philadelphia: Westminster,
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BAPTIST VIEW: Christ’s Presence as
Memorial
Russell D. Moore

Novelist Flannery O’Connor was at a dinner party when “the
conversation turned on the Eucharist.” In response to a comment
from the ex-Catholic intellectual Mary McCarthy in which she said
she thought of the bread of Communion as a pretty good symbol,
O’Connor said, “Well, if it’s a symbol, to hell with it.”1 Many
Christians can sympathize with O’Connor’s reflexively Catholic
dismissal of a “symbolic” view of the Lord’s Supper. And, in one
sense, she is exactly right. If the bread and the wine are simply
“symbols” — along the lines of a contemporary corporate logo —
whose point is to remind us of a significant historical event, then the
Lord’s Table really isn’t all that defining for Christian identity. But this,
of course, is not at all what Baptists and others in the broad
Zwinglian tradition have meant when we have affirmed that the
Lord’s Supper is a “memorial meal,” or an ordinance of Christ. In
order to understand the Baptist view, we must take into account the
biblical pattern of signs, and how it relates to the role of proclamation
for the creation and sustenance of faith. But in order to recapture the
meaning of the so-called “memorial” view, more than just
understanding is in order. Churches must consciously reclaim the
Lord’s Supper as a central aspect of the church’s identity in Christ.

THE LORD’S SUPPER AS SIGN
 

Biblical Foundations
 

The very term memorial can be misleading. Many contemporary
Christians have thus chafed at the idea of the Supper as a bare
means to remembrance — prompting even some Baptists to
embrace a more sacramental understanding of the Supper.2 But the
historic Baptist concept of the Lord’s Supper serves less as a
“memorial” than as a sign — a sign pointing both backward and



forward. In the Old Testament, this function of the sign serves as a
“reminder” and a proclamation to both covenant parties —Yahweh
and his people — of the promises of God. The rainbow sign of the
Noahic covenant, for instance, served to remind the entire surviving
creation that they had been spared from the wrath of God in the
deluge, and to remind them that God promised never to destroy his
creation by water again. But the most significant aspect of the bow
was the “reminder” to God himself: “Whenever the rainbow appears
in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant
between God and all living creatures of every kind on the earth”
(Gen. 9:16). As theologian Michael Williams points out, the bow in
the sky is “a sign of God’s grace in the midst of judgment,” a treaty of
peace between the Creator and his human image bearers along with
the creation they are called to govern under his lordship.3

The sign nature of the Supper is in continuity then with the rest of
God’s redemptive purposes in the canon, purposes that often are
linked with the concept of eating and feeding. In the primeval garden
of Eden, the man and the woman were sustained by the fruit of the
trees, especially by that of the Tree of Life. One of the earliest and
most specific acts of God’s lordship over humanity entailed what
they were to eat and what they were to avoid eating.4 After their
rebellion, they were cut off from the garden sanctuary, but most
specifically from the life-giving tree.

In the redemption of Israel from among the nations, God gave
various signs that he was for them, centering on the act of eating
and feeding. The Passover meal indicated God’s presence on behalf
of the Israelites. Manna in the wilderness, along with the provision of
water and of quail, demonstrated that God cared for his covenant
people. Moreover, God promised a future restoration that included
eating and drinking of bread and of wine. In his prophecy of God’s
overturning of the reign of death, Isaiah mentions that God will lay
out a banquet for all peoples on the holy mountain, a feast that
includes “the finest of wines” (Isa. 25:6). The messianic feast points
even beyond the bounty of Canaan, “a land of grain and new wine,
where the heavens drop dew” (Deut. 33:28). Speaking of the
glorious future that awaits God’s people, Zechariah writes, “The seed
will grow well, the vine will yield its fruit, the ground will produce its



crops, and the heavens will drop their dew. I will give all these things
as an inheritance to the remnant of this people” (Zech. 8:12). With
Israel restored, “Grain will make the young men thrive, and new wine
the young women” (9:17). When the Davidic kingdom is exalted in
the last days, Amos announces, “New wine will drip from the
mountains and flow from all the hills” (Amos 9:13), and the restored
nation of Israel “will plant vineyards and drink their wine” (v. 14).

With the curse on the ground (Gen. 3:17 – 18) now lifted, the
people will feast, because their covenant God feeds them —and
does so without stinginess. Whereas in the old age, people labored
against the ground for bread and for wine (“through painful toil you
will eat of it all the days of your life” [Gen. 3:17]), at the messianic
banquet the earth itself will joyfully give forth the provision of the
covenant God.

The coming of Jesus promises the onset of this new reality. Jesus
changes water to wine at a wedding feast, pointing to a greater feast
to come (John 2:1 – 11). He feeds thousands by multiplying food
with a word (John 6:1 – 13). He identifies himself and his people with
the vine of God (John 15:1 – 8), an image previously given to the
nation of Israel (Isa. 5:1 – 7; Jer. 2:21), identifying himself as the
fulfillment of the promise that the vine would one day yield fruit (Isa.
27:6; Gal. 5:22 – 23). In Christ, this new age is a reality, although a
veiled reality seen only to those who have the eyes of faith. The
meal Jesus feeds us then is a sign of an eschatological banquet,
with the church acknowledging the “already” and pining for the “not
yet.”

All of this is set in the context of a cosmic warfare schema of
Scripture. The story line is a battle between the Serpent and the
dragon-slayer son of Eve (Gen. 3:15; Rev. 12), a war that rages from
the very earliest pages of the biblical story. Even in the tracks just
outside of Eden, the murderous Serpent leads a fallen humanity to
the shedding of blood, a killing that, ironically, finds its root in two
views on ritual sacrifice. Cain brings to Yahweh the vegetation and
grain of the earth, as though he does not recognize that he now lives
in a cursed era. Abel the righteous, however, recognizing that
something is awry, brings before his God a bloody sacrifice (Gen. 4:3
- 5). In the Lord’s Supper, both the restoration of Eden and the



recognition of human sin coincide in a ritual meal that is indeed the
produce of the earth, perhaps pointing backward to our pre-
carnivorous past and to our post-carnivorous future (Isa. 11:7), and
yet symbolizing spilled blood and a mangled body, pointing to the
fact that we are forever approaching our God through a Mediator
(Rev. 5:9 - 10).

The banquet of the Lord’s Supper signals that, for the church, the
warfare is over, and yet it still rages on. While not all things in the
outside world have yet been placed under the feet of our King, we
have come into his rest. And as we gather around his table, he
announces to us his victory, pointing us to the day when we will eat
at a table spread for us in the presence of our enemies (Ps. 23:5). In
this sense, the Lord’s Supper is the antithesis of an ongoing sacrifice
of Christ. It is instead the sign that the sacrifice has been accepted
once for all and that we now share in the spoils of a crucifixion that
crushed the Serpent’s head. This warfare motif is why Jesus assigns
the Supper with such kingdom significance, even in the midst of an
ongoing tumult against the principalities and powers. After he
celebrates the Supper, Jesus announces to his disciples, “You are
those who have stood by me in my trials. And I confer on you a
kingdom, just as my Father conferred one on me, so that you may
eat and drink at my table in my kingdom and sit on thrones, judging
the twelve tribes of Israel” (Luke 22:28 - 30). Immediately after this
declaration, Jesus promises Peter that he will stand against a Satan
who desires to destroy him (v. 31), assuring him and us that through
Jesus the kingdom will prevail. Through the eating of a messianic
banquet meal, the church announces — not just to itself but to the
principalities and powers (Eph. 3:10) — that the kingdom has
invaded, the new order is dawning, and the rulers of this age are
being cast out. That is more than a symbol; it is a sign.

Contemporary Implications
 

The sign aspect of the Lord’s Supper is often obscured in
contemporary churches — and not only in those who hold to the
Zwinglian/Baptist view of the Supper as a memorial meal. Often this



has as much to do with the ethos of the Supper as with any teaching
regarding it. Often Lord’s Supper services are characterized by a
funereal atmosphere, complete with somber, droning organ music as
the ministers or deacons distribute the elements to the congregation.
The congregation is sometimes led to believe (if for no other reason
than the omission of pastoral teaching) that the point of the meal is
to screw up one’s face and try to feel sorry for Jesus. This is often
accompanied by a psychological attempt to meditate on the physical
pain of Jesus’ sufferings — an emphasis that is markedly
understated in the biblical text itself.

In order to recover a biblical model of the Lord’s Supper, churches
need not tacitly accept a sacramental understanding of the “real
presence of Christ” in the elements of bread and wine. Instead, they
must recapture the vision of the eschatological messianic banquet —
and seek to recover the joyfulness and triumph of this event within
their own churches. This would mean that the Lord’s Supper would
be characterized by even more celebrative singing, and even
laughter, than the rest of the service. The congregation would be
taught to understand that the Supper is a victory lap — announcing
the triumph of Christ over the powers of sin, death, and Satan. At the
same time, the Supper would maintain the gravity of the moment, as
the congregation recognizes that it is performing a sign of God’s
freeing us from slavery through Christ — a sign of a new covenant
that addresses not only other believers but God himself, the unseen
demonic rulers, and even unbelievers who might marvel from outside
at the meaning we find in this ancient rite.

THE LORD’S SUPPER AS PROCLAMATION
 

Biblical Foundations
 

The function of the Supper as proclamation is particularly acute in
the old covenant precursor to the Lord’s Supper — the Passover
meal. Yahweh delivers the people of Israel from the curse on the
firstborn through a substitutionary sacrifice, the death of a lamb. He



then commands them to continue the meal as a statute — a
memorial to the deliverance from the curse on Egypt (Exod. 12:43 -
50). The point of the meal was explicitly commemorative. The
Israelites are told how to respond when future generations ask what
the meal means: “Then tell them, ‘It is the Passover sacrifice to the
LORD, who passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt and
spared our homes when he struck down the Egyptians’ ” (12:27). But
the meal did not simply point backward. Yahweh reminds the people
that they will continue to celebrate the Passover when their children
are in the land of promise. In so doing, Israel’s God signifies that he
will keep his covenant to multiply the nation and to deliver them into
a land flowing with milk and honey. Moreover, the meal was to
prompt the Israelite community to worship in light of Yahweh’s
redemptive act (v. 27, “the people bowed down and worshiped”). As
one commentator observes, “The annual Passover celebrations,
then, were a constant summons to Israel to look back and were
never meant to be anything other than a ‘Getting out of Egypt’ feast,
a commemoration of their deliverance and redemption.”5The feast
was to continue even after the conquest of the Promised Land, to
remind the people of Israel in perpetuity that they were a redeemed
people.

It is no accident that the first Lord’s Supper was a Passover meal.
Luke specifically tells us that it was “the day of Unleavened Bread on
which the Passover lamb had to be sacrificed” (Luke 22:7). It is not
incidental that the institution of the meal coincided with Passover
since Jesus explicitly called it the Passover meal, an identification
Matthew repeated in retrospect (Matt. 26:18 - 19). Again, just as with
the Passover meal, Jesus ties the significance of the meal with its
function as proclamation. If Jesus intends to suggest that the
elements of bread and wine are literally his body and his blood, he
certainly avoids the obvious question as to how then the disciples
see his body still before them, at that point neither broken nor poured
out. But he does suggest that the bread and the wine function as
covenant markers (Luke 22:20), that the disciples should “do this in
remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19). Moreover, Jesus points forward
to the messianic banquet to come by noting that he will not eat or



drink with his disciples “until it finds fulfillment in the kingdom of God”
(Luke 22:16).

It seems, then, that for Jesus the institution of the Lord’s Supper
functioned for the new covenant Israelite community precisely as it
had for the old covenant Israelite community. Yes, the meal
strengthened faith, but it did so through a visible sign of an invisible
covenant promise — the promise of the kingdom of Christ. The
question, then, is not whether the Lord’s Supper is a means of grace
but how it functions as a means of grace. The Supper does indeed
ground, buttress, and establish Christian faith — but it does so
through the proclamation of the finished redemption of Christ and the
promise of the kingdom to come. In this sense, the eating and
drinking of the Lord’s Supper create faith within the body, and this is
analogous to the verbal proclamation of the word of truth. The
church’s faith is established through the preaching of the gospel — a
proclamation that includes the eating of the bread and the drinking of
the wine.

This gets at the very definition of faith itself. In a passage identified
by various Christian groups as eucharistic, Jesus contends that his
disciples must “eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood”
(John 6:53 - 55). To equate this feeding on Christ with the physical
act of consuming the elements of the Lord’s Supper confuses the
context of the event and obscures the force of Jesus’ teaching.
Immediately after feeding the crowd of five thousand, Jesus
identifies himself as the true bread from heaven, as distinct from the
manna in the wilderness. He then points the crowd to the issue of
belief, a belief that includes looking to and trusting in Jesus as
Messiah and Lord (John 6:40). In the act of feeding, Jesus
illuminates the very meaning of faith itself and therefore of gospel
proclamation.

From Eden onward, a fatal flaw of humanity remained the
appetites, specifically the refusal to trust God for the provision of
food and drink. Noah, the founder of a new humanity after the
deluge, becomes drunk with wine (Gen. 9:21). Esau throws aside his
birthright for the sake of a hunger for stew (Gen. 25:33 - 34), a
pattern that the New Testament warns believers not to emulate (Heb.
12:16 - 17). Indeed, the apostle Paul indicts unbelievers, specifically



false teachers within the church, because they are governed by the
appetites, persons whose “god is their stomach” (Phil. 3:19). The
Israelites grumbled in the wilderness that God was not for them,
specifically because they did not believe he would feed them (Num.
11:4 - 5). In the temptation (Matt. 4:2 - 4), Jesus demonstrates trust
in his Father, where Israel demonstrated distrust, by refusing to eat
the food of demons, trusting instead that by living by every word that
comes from the mouth of the Father he would gain “a good land — .
. . a land with wheat and barley, vines and fig trees, pomegranates,
olive oil and honey; a land where bread will not be scarce and you
will lack nothing” (Deut. 8:7 - 9).6 When the church feeds on the
bread and the wine given by Christ, we are confessing to one
another, calling forth faith within the church, that the God who
brought us out of slavery now says to us: “Open wide your mouth
and I will fill it” (Ps. 81:10).

Contemporary Implications
 

The first way the church can incorporate a more biblical
understanding of the Lord’s Supper as an event of proclamation is to
restore the Supper to the biblical rhythm of congregational life. The
ordinary pattern of the Supper recorded in the book of Acts is a
weekly observance (Acts 2:42), accompanied by the preaching of
the gospel, prayer, and the fellowship of the body. Often churches
neglect the Supper — observing it monthly, quarterly, or even less
often — out of fear that it will be seen as sacramental, or, conversely,
that it will callous the congregation to the meaning of the ritual. If the
Supper is gospel proclamation meant to call forth and strengthen the
faith of believers, how could such an event become rote? The key to
this question is not so much in an evangelical fear of sacerdotal
tendencies as in an evangelical ignorance of the role of gospel
preaching for the believer. Evangelicals understand that the gospel
is “the power of God for . . . salvation” (Rom. 1:16) at the moment of
conversion. What we often do not comprehend is that this same
gospel is what continues believers in the faith, moving them to
conformity with the image of Christ. So often our Lord’s Supper



practices are so ambiguous simply because we are unsure of how to
preach the gospel to believers. We believe that the message of John
3:16 is too elementary, so we move on to “practical life tips” from the
Scriptures. And yet the Bible never envisions a church of believers
not constantly nourished by the gospel of Christ crucified — both
through verbal preaching and through the ordinances.

Such a reorientation will necessitate pastors and church leaders
who explain the meaning of the Supper, both to lifelong members
and for the benefit of those who may come from more sacramental
backgrounds. The Lord’s Supper should never be an afterthought,
tagged on to the end of a service, perhaps after the final musical
number of a visiting youth choir. Instead, the Supper should require
the same pattern as the Passover and Jesus’ institution of the
Supper: explanation of God’s redemptive act followed by the
enactment of the redemption in the meal. Sinners should be called to
see in the bread and in the wine their own crucifixion through the
crucifixion of the Christ in whom they are hidden (Col. 3:3). It should
be an opportunity to present to sinners the tangible evidence that
their transgressions are forgiven. Imagine, for instance, a pastor at
the beginning of the Supper assuring women in the congregation
who have had abortions in their past to trust in the Christ whose
body was given and whose blood was shed for the remission of all of
their sins, including this one that dare not be named.

In this sense, the Supper of blood and flesh drives us in faith to
confess our sins and to rest in Christ. It serves to convict us of the
truth that we approach God through a veil of blood and death; we do
not stand before him with our own covenantal righteousness. In this
sense, we are similar to our old covenant ancestors, who were
reminded by the slit throats of goats and calves that they were
sinners reconciled to God. Our eating of bread and drinking of wine
are not sacrifices — precisely because we cannot repeat the infinite
sacrifice of Jesus — but they point us backward to the truth that we
come to God now only because of a judgment that fell on our King at
Golgotha. In 2004, filmmaker Mel Gibson released his film The
Passion of the Christ, a project derided by critics as sadistic and
gory. And yet, the film, with its intense depictions of the bloody
sacrifice of Christ, resonated with Christian audiences — especially



evangelical Protestants — across America. Could it be that, for many
Christians, this film reminded them that theirs is a bloody religion, a
truth too long obscured in our churches except in occasional
evangelistic presentations to unbelievers? Could it be that this
longing in evangelical audiences is the result of a loss of the Lord’s
Supper as a robust and meaningful proclamation of the bloody death
of our Christ?

As the Supper functions as proclamation, the presence of Christ in
the indwelling Spirit not only assures of forgiveness through the
Word; he also convicts of unbiblical patterns of life and thought. The
Supper must be verbally interpreted by pastors and church leaders
to mean that the church renews its commitment to seek first the
kingdom of God, knowing that only from him can we find our daily
bread. This is especially relevant in an American society so fattened
by our consumerism, materialism, and wealth that we are plagued
with problems with food — problems ranging from childhood obesity
to teenage anorexia to middle-aged bulimia. Jesus spoke of children
who ask their fathers for bread and are not given stones (Matt. 7:9).
Too often in our culture of self-sufficiency, children never need to ask
fathers for bread at all — they simply grab another Twinkie from the
cabinet. The Lord’s Supper can serve as a much-needed gospel
corrective to all of us, reminding us, through faith, that we are but
hungry children who reject the Evil One’s delicacies as we wait for
our Father to feed us until we want no more.7

THE LORD’S SUPPER AS COMMUNION
 

Biblical Foundations
 

The apostle Paul grounds the Supper’s meaning in the new
covenant identity of the body of Christ. The problem with not
“recognizing the body” in the Corinthian church is that the community
did not recognize how the Supper distinguished them from the
condemned world (1 Cor. 11:29 - 32). For Paul, the point is not a
metaphysical question about the secret makeup of the elements.



Rather, he, like Jesus, points to remembrance and to promise. The
bread and the cup are signs of remembrance of the atonement (1
Cor. 11:24 - 25) and point to the coming of the kingdom (1 Cor.
11:26). There is no question that in the Supper we commune with
one another and with Christ. The question is how. The apostle Paul
does not intend to teach that the elements physically become Jesus’
body and blood; nor does he intend to teach that believers are
spiritually transported to the heavenly places to commune with
Christ. Instead, it seems that the New Testament assumes that
Christ is always present with his people (Matt. 28:20), organically
and mystically united to his church as a head is united to a body
(Eph. 5:23).

In the Supper, we experience the presence of Christ through the
proclamation that Christ is united with his people, the church. We,
through faith, confess the identity of the people of God and our union
with the crucified Messiah. Once again, there is continuity with an
aspect of old covenant Israel’s Passover feast. Bible scholar Peter
Craigie puts it this way: “After the exodus and forming of the
covenant at Sinai, Israel became a single nation, the family of God;
thus the Passover became the act, symbolically speaking, of the one
large family of God, celebrated in one place where the sanctuary or
house of God was located.”8 The Lord’s Supper identifies the temple
presence of God in his new sanctuary, the church.

Through the Lord’s Supper then, the church feasts, specifically
because we recognize the presence of Christ. In the temptation in
the wilderness, Jesus refuses to eat because God will give him
eschatological bread (Matt. 4:2 - 4). In the Supper, we confess that
God has fed us through the broken body and spilled blood of his
Messiah. Jesus tells us that the wedding party fasts when the
bridegroom is away but feasts in his presence (Matt. 9:14 - 15). The
kingdom community feasts because our Christ is always with us,
although this presence is not yet evident to the watching world.

This is the reason why some in the Corinthian church were “guilty
of sinning against the body and blood” of Christ, by not “recognizing
the body” and thus eating and drinking judgment on themselves (1
Cor. 11:27, 29). The issue was not that they did not recognize some
metaphysical reality within the elements; nor was it that they were



not transported to another spiritual realm. The problem was instead
that there were divisions within the body (v. 18). These people were
using the Supper to feed their individual appetites rather than to care
for one another (vv. 20 - 21). This kind of fighting to get ahead of one
another, to feed one’s own belly, means that the Supper is “not the
Lord’s Supper you eat” but something entirely different. The divisions
within the body are repudiated, Paul notes, because of the way the
Supper forms the identity of the people of God. Immediately after
noting that the broken bread is “a participation in the body of Christ”
(1 Cor. 10:16), Paul goes on to elaborate — identifying this body with
the church itself: “Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are
one body, for we all partake of the one loaf” (v. 17).

The bread, the apostle notes, is “a participation in the body of
Christ” and the cup “a participation in the blood of Christ” (1 Cor.
10:16). But how is this so? In the same way that eating food
sacrificed to idols means becoming “participants with demons” (v.
20). It is not that the meat itself is the real presence of the demonic
beings; nor is it that the eaters are transported to the demonic realm
to commune with them. Rather, the eaters of this pagan meat
participate in consuming a sacrifice intended to exalt and identify
with the demons who masquerade as gods (cf. Deut. 32:32 - 33). It
is in this way that the believer has “fellowship” with Christ — through
the presence of his body, the church. Thus, the eating of the Supper
points back to the Old Testament imagery of the worshiper
“fellowshipping” with God through the meal of a sacrifice, a meal the
meat of which the worshiper actually consumes. The idea of a
shared meal as fellowship, as Bible scholar Mark Rooker notes,
“sheds light on Paul’s warning in 1 Corinthians 10:18 - 22 that
partaking of a sacrifice offered to an idol or a demon is in effect
having fellowship with it.”9

This is also why the apostle Paul ties the Lord’s Supper to the
discipline of the congregation. The immoral man is to be cut off from
the community — specifically in terms of barring him from eating with
the congregation (1 Cor. 5:11). Why? The apostle points to the
Passover imagery once again (vv. 6 - 7), both in terms of the
unleavened bread and in terms of the sacrificed Passover lamb.
Since the meal defines the people of God, the one who refuses to



repent is delivered to Satan, to the world outside — the world that is
waiting to be judged (vv. 5, 12 - 13). In this way, the congregation is
“recognizing the body” of Christ by defining the boundaries of
communion at the table in terms of those who are in union with
Christ. In so doing, the church by faith acknowledges what Jesus
once accused his religious interlocutors of ignoring: “I say to you that
many will come from the east and the west, and will take their places
at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of
heaven” (Matt. 8:11). This is one reason why the breaking of bread
between Jews and Gentiles was such a crucial aspect of the unity of
the early church.

Contemporary Implications
 

Often the rejection of the “memorial view” of the Lord’s Supper has
less to do with the view itself than with the sick Western
individualism that attaches itself to it. It seems that if the Lord’s
Supper is a “reminder” or even a sign of the future, it must
necessarily be an individual act, devoted simply to causing the
individual to exercise his cognition in a more holy fashion. This is
not, of course, necessarily the case. Indeed, the alternative
viewpoints have found themselves just as vulnerable to American
individualism — as is evidenced by Roman Catholic churches in
which the communicants line up for the Eucharist and its
sacramental blessings without ever knowing one another.10

The need for a community focus around the table cannot,
however, be eradicated. Baptist churches that celebrate a curt
“Communion” every three months still find themselves with this need
for a truly communitarian Lord’s Supper. Often these churches seek
to fill this need for table fellowship with a “Dinner on the Grounds”
Sunday meal or coffee and doughnuts before the Sunday school
hour or lunch after services at the local steakhouse. These moments
of fellowship are crucial, but they cannot take the place of the
Supper Jesus has given us. Part of the problem is the individualized
way we present the elements themselves. Most contemporary
Baptist churches — and many other evangelical Protestant churches



— distribute chewing gum-sized pellets of bread and thimble-sized
shot glasses of juice. Increasingly this practice is even more
individualized by companies that sell to churches “disposable”
Communion “sets,” a plastic container filled with juice with a wafer
wrapped in cellophane on top (ideal, we are told, for the college
group’s summer retreat in the mountains).

This practice nullifies the thrust of the New Testament emphasis
on a common cup and a common loaf, both of which signify the unity
of the congregation in Christ. It also mitigates the meaning of the
Supper as a supper, as a meal. The meaning of the Supper would
go a long way toward recovery in our churches if we asked the
congregation to tear apart the bread and to drink together from a
common cup of wine — practices that would have been
commonplace in the early New Testament communities. Some would
shrink from such a practice, no doubt, out of fear of illness or
discomfort with such close contact with others. But that is precisely
the kind of American individualism that is obliterated by the gospel
emphasis on the church as the household of God, a family united
through the Spirit. As we encourage the congregation to eat together
around the table of Christ, we call them to faith, asking them to
recognize and welcome the presence of Christ — not in the
elements or in the heavens above them, but in the body he has
called together, the assembly he rules and protects even now as
King. Only then will we understand what the New Testament
Scriptures mean when they call us to “fellowship.” Perhaps if we
recover the community focus of the Lord’s Supper, we will have less
and less need for professional conflict resolution experts and others
to “consult” with our congregations on alleviating divisions among the
congregants. After all, for the apostle Paul, the starting point for unity
in the church was the common table. It could be once more.

At the same time, the recovery of the Lord’s Supper necessitates
the recovery of church discipline. The two are inseparable in the
New Testament and, if the Supper is to effect real fellowship in the
Spirit, they must be inseparable once more. Often in our
contemporary ecclesial culture the act of barring a member from the
table seems quaint or even meaningless. After all, who really cares if
he is deprived of a wafer and a splash of grape juice? If the table,



however, is once again seen as the locus of church fellowship, as
the place where we experience Christ present in one another around
the eating of an inaugurated banquet feast, the fencing of the table
takes on a very different —and much more biblical — hue. If the
identity of the presence of Christ in “the brothers” is seen by who is
admitted to the Lord’s Table, then we will understand the importance
of the church far more than if we simply see the bread and the wine
as some undefined ritual — something we do because Jesus told us
to, although we can’t quite remember why.

The nexus of church discipline and the Lord’s Supper is bound
then to militate against the individualistic grain of contemporary
evangelicalism. It will mean that churches must discuss, for instance,
the meaning of baptism as the boundary marker for the church —
with churches that believe in a regenerate church membership and
credo-baptism affirming such a stance even when such affirmation is
seen as sectarian by those who would ask, “So you wouldn’t admit
Jonathan Edwards to the Lord’s Table?” Ironically, such discussions
would not mean more division in the church but less. Churches that
recognize the importance of the ordinances of baptism and the
Lord’s Supper for Christian identity have far more prospect for
eventual unity than churches that seek to find unity in carefully
written manifestos or carefully orchestrated press conferences.

CONCLUSION
 

The Lord’s Supper is about more than how we view a ritual of the
Christian church. Instead, our view of the Supper affects and
explains how we think about the most basic realities of our common
Christian faith. In 1832, Ralph Waldo Emerson resigned as a
Unitarian minister because he could not administer the bread and
the wine, since his religion was wholly spiritual and not material at
all. Historian John Lukacs argues that Emerson’s anti-material
spirituality, seen in his view of the Supper, represented a trend in
liberal Protestantism that eventually led to the widespread
acceptance of Darwinism. After all, Christianity was “spiritual” and



“commemorative,” not earthly or physical.11 This kind of pseudo-
Gnosticism erodes Christianity at its very core.

It is this kind of anti-material “spiritual” Christianity that once drove
Flannery O’Connor to rage. But the alternatives are not merely some
metaphysical understanding of “real presence” or the idea that the
Supper is “just a symbol.” The Lord’s Supper is no more “just a
symbol” than the gospel account is “just a story.” The gospel,
presented in verbal declaration or in the messianic table meal, points
to something that makes sense of all reality — indeed the reality to
which everything else points. In order to reclaim the centrality of the
Lord’s Table, we must think anew about what it means to be a
fellowship of believers, united through the Spirit around a crucified
and triumphant Messiah. It is true that, in one sense, “the kingdom of
God is not a matter of eating and drinking” (Rom. 14:17). But we
must remember that, in another sense, the sounds of the kingdom of
God are not those of eerie cosmic silences but of the murmur of
voices, the clinking of cups, and the tearing of bread.

A REFORMED RESPONSE
 

I. John Hesselink
It is reassuring to see Russell Moore immediately dismissing an all

too popular Protestant understanding of the Lord’s Supper as being
simply symbolic. The Baptists and others in “the broad Zwinglian
tradition” (whatever that means), he tells us, believe that the
sacrament does not merely “remind us of a significant historical
event” (p. 29). Later in the chapter, however, the position taken
regarding the Supper is problematic from a Reformed, not to mention
Catholic and Lutheran, standpoint.

Nevertheless, when Moore states that “the historic Baptist concept
of the Lord’s Supper serves less as a ‘memorial’ than as a sign — a
sign pointing both backward and forward” (p. 30), we resonate with
that.1 The subsequent biblical exposition, which takes up much of
the chapter, is interesting and helpful, but it does not clarify how the
signs in the Lord’s Supper relate to what is signified. The biblical
exposition concludes with the statements, “Through the eating of a



messianic banquet meal, the church announces . . . that the kingdom
has invaded, the new order is dawning, and the rulers of this age are
being cast out.” And then, “That is more than a symbol; it is a sign”
(p. 32).

Fine, but a sign of what? Simply of a “vision of the eschatological
messianic banquet” (p. 33)? The eschatological emphasis and the
stress on the joyful, triumphant nature of the sacrament are salutary.
However, the question remains, What happens in the Lord’s Supper?
Moore states, “In order to recover a biblical model of the Lord’s
Supper, churches need not tacitly accept a sacramental
understanding of the ‘real presence of Christ’ in the elements of
bread and wine” (p. 33). Then follows the sentence, “Instead, they
must recapture the vision of the eschatological messianic banquet.”
This raises another question: Does the Supper only point to a future
celebration?

The discussion that follows makes much of the Passover
celebrations that were a precursor to Jesus’ celebration of the Last
Supper with his disciples. The bread and wine then “function as
covenant markers” (p. 34), and the meal is accordingly “a visible sign
of an invisible covenant promise — the promise of the kingdom of
Christ” (p. 35). The main point of this whole section, however, is that
the function of the Lord’s Supper is proclamation. It is significant,
however, that this proclamation refers to a past event — Christ’s
redemption — and a future event — the promise of the kingdom. So
again the question remains, What happens in the present? Note that,
for Moore, the Supper as “gospel proclamation” is “meant to call forth
and strengthen the faith of believers” (p. 36). It also “drives us in faith
to confess our sins and to rest in Christ” (p. 37). At one point, Moore
speaks of “the presence of Christ,” but not in the partaking of the
Lord’s Supper but “in the indwelling Spirit” (p. 38) — a vague and
curious expression.

What it finally comes down to is a general presence of Christ with
the church: “We, through faith, confess the identity of the people of
God and our union with the crucified Messiah” (p. 39). And “the
kingdom community feasts because our Christ is always with us” (p.
39). All this is true, but there is nothing uniquely sacramental about
all of this. Calvin, too, emphasized the role of the covenant, the



sacrificial atoning death of Christ, and our faith union with Christ, but
he didn’t stop there. For Calvin (and Luther and Aquinas),
participating in the Lord’s Supper brings something extra to the table,
something not experienced simply by the proclamation of the Word
or the fellowship of the covenant community. It is a mysterious,
miraculous communion with the flesh and blood of our Lord Jesus
Christ —and that is what I find missing in Moore’s presentation.

All these caveats notwithstanding, I still find much that I can affirm,
above all the biblical background and eschatological emphasis. In
our own liturgy for the Lord’s Supper we say together, “Christ has
died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again.” The section on the
meaning of the sacrament begins with the sentence, “Beloved in the
Lord Jesus Christ, the holy Supper which we are about to celebrate
is a feast of remembrance, of communion, and of hope.” Each of
these themes is then developed with a full paragraph. The same
motifs reappear in the prayer before Communion. Such reminders
should foster a more celebrative experience of the Supper.

I also agree that ideally there should be a common loaf and a
common cup in the celebration of the Supper. In most of our
congregations this is not the practice, but at Western Seminary,
where we celebrate the sacrament every Friday, we pass around the
one loaf and then dip the portion we have torn off from that loaf in
the one cup that is passed around. As each person hands the bread
and later the cup to the next person, they say, “The body of Christ
broken for you,” and “The blood of Christ shed for you.” The service
concludes with a prayer and hymn of thanksgiving. This is an
appropriate ending for any Communion service, since the Eucharist,
among other things, is also a eucharistia (thanksgiving) for God’s gift
of salvation in Jesus Christ.

A LUTHERAN RESPONSE
 

David P. Scaer
Offering these chapters from different perspectives brings to light

not only unresolved historical differences but areas in which one
tradition can enhance that of the others. My hope is that our



discussions will not simply reiterate Reformation-era differences, but
Russell Moore opens this door by putting forth Zwingli’s view as the
Baptist position. This takes matters back to the impasse at the
Marburg Colloquy of October 1529 at which Ulrich Zwingli and Martin
Luther could not agree on the Lord’s Supper. The Lutheran
Reformers were asked to tolerate Zwingli’s views so that the princes
could form a united front against armies of the emperor and pope,
who were intent on eradicating their reformations. In spite of the
threat, Luther did not capitulate to Zwingli’s memorial view of the
Lord’s Supper.

This was only the tip of the iceberg. Agreement on the first
fourteen and the first two parts of the fifteenth article of faith proved
to be superficial, especially on Christology. Zwingli was influenced by
the Renaissance humanism, with its revival of Neoplatonism, which
allowed neither Christ’s human nature to embrace his divine nature
nor the sacramental bread to be recognized as his body. In
Reformed churches, including baptistic and paedobaptist ones,
Zwingli’s view that Christ is present by way of memory in the Lord’s
Supper exists side by side with Calvin’s belief that Christ is present
spiritually. In spite of their differences, Zwingli and Calvin agreed that
the elements could not be identified with Christ’s body.

Since Marburg, the Reformed have sought Lutheran recognition of
both Zwingli’s and Calvin’s views, but confessional Lutheran
churches have not reciprocated. Recognition of Zwingli’s position
that the Lord’s Supper is hardly more than a memorial meal and a
sign would be a surrender of the Lutheran belief that the elements of
bread and wine become Christ’s body and blood in this sacrament.

Lutherans can agree with Russell Moore that the Lord’s Supper is
a memorial, a sign, and proclamation, within a constellation of other
signs in both the Old and New Testaments. Memory or recollection of
Christ’s death belongs to the celebration of the sacrament. From the
beginning, God provided signs to evoke the memory of past events
as evidences of his mercy. So Moore rightly understands the Lord’s
Supper as the culminating act of God’s feeding his people, to which
belong the manna given to Israel in the wilderness and Christ’s
miraculous feeding of the thousands.



A full understanding of this rite requires seeing it within the broad
scope of salvation history. Old Testament signs point forward to the
Lord’s Supper. The Supper embodies such past events as the
Passover and the sacrifices, and it points to the complete union of
God with his people at the end of time. However, such signs are
more than memory devices, because Christ is present in all these
signs, giving grace, salvation, the Holy Spirit, and himself to create
union with the Father. Jesus was already present in the Old
Testament signs, but the Lord’s Supper is the pinnacle of all signs
because the one who was born of the Virgin Mary, crucified under
Pontius Pilate, and raised from the dead is actually present with his
sacrificial body and blood in the bread and wine. It is the most
sacred of signs, because the signs correspond to the divine realities
they contain. What the reading of the Gospels causes to be recalled
in the church’s memory becomes present, tangible, edible reality in
the Lord’s Supper. All of the events of Christ’s life recorded in
Scripture pour into the moment of the sacrament so that he who is
remembered in the hearing of believers takes on form in bread and
wine and is received not only by mouth into the body but also into
the soul. In this sacrament the memory of Christ becomes reality so
that he is really with us in every aspect of the celebration, including
the elements.

Zwingli’s view is sometimes called the anamn sis, taken from
Christ’s words of institution: “do this in remembrance [anamn sis] of
me” (Luke 22:19). This cannot only mean that we remember him but,
in following the pattern of the Psalms, that we also ask God to
remember his promises to us. As we remember Christ in the
sacrament, we ask God to remember the promises he made in
Christ to forgive us. After all, prayer is reminding God of his love to
us — and this is most appropriate as he looks at us through Christ,
who is embodied in this sacrament.

Challenges to Lutheran views not only come in formal ways from
Reformed churches who desire fellowship with Lutheran churches
but also from evangelicals who share with Lutherans a commitment
to biblical authority, inspiration, and inerrancy but who remain
Zwingli’s and Calvin’s heirs in their doctrines of Christ and the
sacraments, especially the Lord’s Supper. Alliances with them



require that distinctive Lutheran doctrines of the regenerative power
of baptism and of the Lord’s Supper as Christ’s actual body and
blood be submerged to serve a greater unity against destructive
methods of biblical criticism. Though Luther is revered in Reformed
churches, including Baptist ones, for his doctrine of justification in
opposition to Rome, his views on the Lord’s Supper are as
intolerable as the Roman Catholic view. Identification of the elements
with Christ’s body and blood falls under the Reformed censure of
forbidding idolatry, which comprises their second commandment.
Any reference to the “bread god” to describe the Catholic doctrine of
the Lord’s Supper also targets the Lutheran view.

For Zwingli, both baptism and the Lord’s Supper had historical and
eschatological significance in pointing back to what God had done
and ahead to what God was going to do, but God was not present in
the rites and its elements — hence they were not essential for
salvation. It is hard to avoid the implication that one sacramental sign
can be substituted for the other and that the order of their
administration is a matter of indifference. Today’s Baptists, like
Zwingli, regard both rites as memorials, signs and proclamations,
making baptism’s function virtually indistinguishable from that of the
Lord’s Supper. Thus within a Zwinglian context, it is not surprising
that the Lord’s Supper can be given to one without baptism. These
rites may be necessary by way of command and so properly called
ordinances rather than sacraments — a word implying that in them
God is granting salvation.

The Lord’s Supper is the proclamation of Christ’s death, but it is a
proclamation bringing the historical moment of the cross into the
present. If the Lord’s Supper is a proclamation and memorial only in
the sense that the hearers recall information about a past event or
figure in history, then it is hardly distinguishable from or more useful
than a sermon. For Lutherans, the sermon, the proclaimed Word
(i.e., the gospel), is Christ himself and is in this sense sacramental.
He who is present in preaching and enters the ears of his hearers
invites them to receive him by their lips and mouths in the
sacrament.

Lutherans can agree with Moore that those leading immoral lives
are excluded from the Lord’s Supper, but with the understanding that



a sense of guilt for sin and unacceptability by God rather than a
sense of moral rectitude best equips one for receiving the Lord’s
Supper. This sacrament is not an ordinance in the sense of the Ten
Commandments but an institution that forgives sins committed
against the law. In following ancient church practice, closed
communion for Lutherans means excluding unbelievers and those
who have not been baptized or belong to churches with erring beliefs
— especially about the Lord’s Supper. Baptist practice, on the other
hand, allows the unbaptized to receive it.

Since the Lord’s Supper in a Zwinglian sense is understood as
hardly more than a memorial or sign without real content,
instructions about its administration, recipients, and elements are not
pressing issues. A layperson is as qualified to administer the rite as
an ordained minister. Grape juice is as acceptable as wine, though
the preference of the former over the latter seems motivated more by
principles of the prohibition movement than biblical reasons. Wine
that gladdens human hearts (see Ps. 104:15) is the fit vehicle for
Christ’s blood, by which we are taken into the mystery of the
atonement in which are embedded the glories of heaven. In some
Reformed, and embarrassingly Lutheran, churches, beverages other
than wine, such as soda or orange juice, are substituted. Where
Christ’s institution of the Lord’s Supper with regard to its elements,
beliefs, administrators, and recipients is not followed, it is
compromised.

Moore eloquently declares that “in the Lord’s Supper, both the
restoration of Eden and the recognition of human sin coincide in a
ritual meal” (p. 32). Following this line of reasoning, we can say that
all prior Old Testament rituals are assumed into this sacrament so
they initiate a participation with Christ that will be completed when
the one whom we devour with our mouths will be seen by our eyes.
As valuable as bringing the full biblical panorama into a discussion
on the Lord’s Supper is, a word might have been said about Zwingli’s
position vis-à-vis Luther in interpreting the word “is” in the phrase
“this is my body” as “signify.” (Calvin agreed with Luther on “is” but
took body to be Christ’s “spiritual body.”)

Now for a personal note. Perhaps the vast majority of Lutheran
pastors in receiving members from churches that adhere to



Zwinglian or Calvinist teachings on the Lord’s Supper often discover
that these members did not hold Reformed teachings but already
held to the Lutheran belief that the ordinary elements of bread and
wine are those extraordinary things of Christ’s body and blood. In
other words, they actually believe Christ’s words, “This is my body.”
Of course, the reverse is also tragically true of both Lutherans and
Catholics who do not believe that the elements are Christ’s body and
blood, as surveys indicate. This should serve as a reminder that
every sermon accompanying the celebration of the Lord’s Supper
must contain this teaching.

A ROMAN CATHOLIC RESPONSE
 

Thomas A. Baima
One of my hopes for this book was that the authors could treat

questions from the perspective of the various churches and ecclesial
communities as they are, rather than as either an idealized version
or as they were in the sixteenth century. I must say I have been
pleased by each of the chapters by the other authors, who have
done exactly that. Hence, this response can focus on my
appreciation for the author’s insights and questions that still need
resolution. In short, each author has made dialogue possible.

I will admit to being surprised by Russell Moore’s chapter,
especially in its generous use of liturgical and sacramental terms. At
the outset, I found myself agreeing with his contention that the Lord’s
Supper defines Christian identity and expressing appreciation for his
presentation on the biblical pattern of signs. Any Catholic scholar
would feel comfortable with his description of what is called anamn
sis (see pp. 34 - 35), the sign that points backward and forward,
though we would also want to talk further about the sign of
something now. And I was surprised and pleased by his appreciative
use of the writings of both Flannery O’Connor and Pope Benedict
XVI.

I also appreciated the chronological reading of the Old Testament
and his use of the allegorical method so loved by the Fathers of the
church. Certain other points he makes would find a hearing with



Catholic scholars, such as his use of semi-realized eschatology and
his reflections on sacrifice.

An insight I found distinctive in his chapter was the warfare motif.
This approach to the spiritual life during the time of the church — the
time between the two comings of Christ — is very similar to themes
in Eastern Orthodox spirituality and which, while present in the
Western Catholic tradition, have been less emphasized today.
Indeed, the warfare motif is also suggestive of other points as well,
specifically those around church discipline and the notion that the
church is for believers. These three themes could be of great interest
to Catholic Christians who are involved in the ministry of Christian
initiation of adults.

The chapter also raised some questions for me. Moore is clear to
say that the Holy Communion is “more than a symbol” —that “it is a
sign” (p. 32). It is not clear to me to what the subject of the sentence
(the “messianic banquet meal”) is referring to. What is the sign? Is it
the elements, or is it the meal? At one point he says that the meal
creates faith and establishes faith (p. 35), and in another that Christ
is always present with his people and that in the meal we recognize
his presence (p. 39). Later, Moore is much clearer when he writes,
“[We ask] them to recognize and welcome the presence of Christ —
not in the elements or in the heavens above them, but in the body he
has called together, the assembly he rules and protects even now as
King” (p. 42). But then, is the meal the sign, or is the assembly the
sign? And if it is the assembly, how is the presence of Christ different
in the meal from the service of preaching?

Also, more conversation is needed on the Last Supper. Moore
correctly identifies the Last Supper as a Passover meal. He also
draws theological significance from the Passover. Where we need
more conversation is in the fact that the Passover was a sacrifice
and a meal. Pesach. is the term used for both the meal (“Passover”)
and the sacrificial victim (“Passover lamb”). Consequently, I think he
moves too quickly over the institution narrative (“This is my body . .
.”) when he concludes “that the elements of bread and wine are [not]
literally his body and his blood” (p. 34). The significance of the
Passover was more than proclamation; it was a participation in the
sacrifice through the sharing in the sacred meal.



This matter of sacrifice keeps emerging in the dialogue about the
Lord’s Supper. Each time, theologians set it aside for some future
time. But the question will not be denied. Already in the World
Council of Churches’ “Lima Document” (titled Baptism, Eucharist and
Ministry) we read the following:

It is in the light of the significance of the Eucharist as
intercession that the references to the Eucharist in Catholic
theology as “propitiatory sacrifice” may be understood. The
understanding is that there is only one expiation, that of the
unique sacrifice of the cross, made actual in the Eucharist and
presented before the Father in the intercession of Christ and of
the church for all humanity. In the light of the biblical conception
of memorial, all churches might want to review the old
controversies about “sacrifice” and deepen their understanding
of the reasons why other traditions than their own have either
used or rejected this term.1

As I will say in my own chapter, this is a matter for another time —
a time that should not be far off. We are saved by Christ’s sacrificial
death on the cross. Just as Moore pointed us to the Passover as a
means to understanding the Lord’s Supper as a memorial meal, we
need to do the same, in dialogue with each other, around our
understanding of the sacrifice that the meal of the new covenant
makes present and effective.
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The Real Presence of Christ
 



REFORMED VIEW: The Real Presence of Christ
 

I. John Hesselink
At the outset it is necessary to clarify the Reformed view of the

Lord’s Supper. This will require an explanation of the notion of
Christ’s real presence in the Lord’s Supper, a presence that is
spiritual in nature. However, this view is not universally held by all
Reformed theologians. For example, Ulrich Zwingli (1484 - 1531),
who initiated the Reformed reformation in Zurich in 1519, held a view
of the Lord’s Supper that is generally known as a memorialist
position — one that takes a purely symbolic interpretation of the
Supper. This view was sharply rejected by Martin Luther at the
Marburg Colloquy in 1529 and was regarded unfavorably by John
Calvin.

Since this view was represented earlier in this book, I will focus on
the view of John Calvin. This view of a spiritual partaking of the flesh
and blood of the risen Christ in the Supper is also generally taught in
most Reformed confessions, including the Heidelberg Catechism
(1563) and the later Westminster Confession of Faith (1648). Hence
Calvin’s view is today usually considered the Reformed view,
although some Reformed and Presbyterian theologians lean toward
the Zwinglian view. Keith Mathison in his book Given for You:
Reclaiming Calvin’s Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper documents the
falling away from Calvin’s view by a number of nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century theologians, who found Calvin’s view too
complicated and mystical.1 Thus, one cannot describe the view here
espoused as being Reformed when that label is broadly conceived.
However, among contemporary Reformed-Presbyterian theologians,
Calvin’s view of the real presence is almost universally the preferred
understanding of the sacrament. Moreover, the high view of the
Lord’s Supper that Calvin espoused was not his alone but was
essentially that of his friend and mentor Martin Bucer; his successor
in Geneva, Theodore Beza; and another Reformed contemporary,
Peter Martyr, whose sacramental theology is often regarded as
having made a singular contribution to Reformed theology.2



CALVIN’S VIEW OF THE SACRAMENTS
 

Before proceeding to Calvin’s doctrine of the Lord’s Supper, it will
be helpful to see how he understands “sacrament.” Calvin had a high
view of the sacraments, as high in most respects as Luther’s. (The
same cannot be said of many modern Reformed-Presbyterian
Christians, in contrast to their Lutheran counterparts, not to mention
Episcopalians and Roman Catholics).

In his chapter on the sacraments in the Institutes, Calvin begins
with a statement found already in the first edition: “We have in the
sacraments another aid to our faith related to the preaching of the
gospel.”3 He expands on this with a more formal definition. “It seems
to me,” he says, “that a simple and proper definition would be to say
that it is an outward sign by which the Lord seals on our consciences
the promises of his good will toward us in order to sustain the
weakness of our faith; and we in turn attest our piety in the presence
of the Lord and of his angels and before men” (Inst. IV.14.1). He then
refers to the famous definition of Augustine — “a visible sign of a
sacred thing” or “a visible form of an invisible grace” — but feels that
it is too brief and hence somewhat obscure (IV.14.1). Later, however,
he expresses approval of Augustine’s description of sacraments as
“a visible word” because a sacrament “represents God’s promises as
painted in a picture and sets them before our sight, portrayed
graphically and in the manner of images” (IV.14.6).

Calvin also uses other images and metaphors to describe the
sacraments. He suggests that we might call them “the pillars of our
faith”:

For as a building stands and rests upon its own foundation but is
more surely established by columns placed underneath, so faith
rests upon the Word of God as a foundation; but when the
sacraments are added, it rests more firmly upon them as upon
columns. Or [he adds] we might call them mirrors in which we
may contemplate the riches of God’s grace, which he lavishes
upon us. (IV.14.6)

I need to point out three more things before taking up Calvin’s
doctrine of the Lord’s Supper, namely, the role of the Holy Spirit, the
importance of faith, and the place of Christ in making the sacraments



powerful and efficacious. In the lengthy chapter on the sacraments in
the Institutes, the motif of the Holy Spirit becomes prominent. Here
Calvin repeats that the sacraments were given by God to establish
and increase our faith, but, he adds, they only properly fulfill their
office “when the Spirit, that inward teacher, comes to them, by whose
power alone hearts are penetrated and affections moved and our
souls opened for the sacraments to enter in. If the Spirit be lacking,
the sacraments can accomplish nothing more in our minds than the
splendor of the sun shining upon blind eyes, or a voice sounding in
deaf ears” (Inst. IV.14.9). In short, “the sacraments profit not a whit
without the power of the Holy Spirit” (IV.14.9). Or, as Calvin puts it in
his Geneva Catechism, “The power and efficacy of a sacrament
does not lie in the external elements, but wholly emanates from the
Spirit of God” (Q. 313).4

On the human side, however, faith is also indispensable. For it is
“certain that the Lord offers us mercy and the pledge of his grace
both in his Sacred Word and in his sacraments. But it is understood
only by those who take Word and sacraments with sure faith.” Then
Calvin cites Augustine to the same effect, that “the efficacy of the
Word is brought to light in the sacrament, not because it is spoken,
but because it is believed” (Inst. IV.14.7). The Reformer expresses
himself even more forcibly in a polemical treatise: “He who separates
faith from the sacraments does just as if he were to take the soul
away from the body.”5

Sacraments are thus not magical means by which recipients are
automatically blessed. On God’s side, the Word and the Spirit are
crucial; on our side, faith is essential if the promises of God in Jesus
Christ are to be realized. Yet even the faith by which we believe is a
gift of the Holy Spirit, for “faith is the proper and entire work of the
Holy Spirit, illumined by whom we recognize God and the treasures
of his kindness and without whose light our mind is so blinded that it
can see nothing, so dull that it can sense nothing of spiritual things”
(Inst. IV.14.8).

The third idea that is fundamental to Calvin’s understanding of the
sacraments is that they find their meaning in Christ. For “Christ is the
matter [materiam] or (if you prefer) the substance [substantiam] of all
the sacraments; for in him they have all their firmness [soliditatem],



and they do not promise anything apart from him” (Inst. IV.14.16).
For the benefits of the sacraments “are conferred through the Holy
Spirit, who makes us partakers in Christ; conferred, indeed, with the
help of outward signs, if they allure us to Christ; but when they are
twisted in another direction, their whole worth is shamefully
destroyed” (IV.14.16). In other words, if we focus on the elements
and not on the Christ to whom they point, we misunderstand and
misconstrue the sacraments.

THE LORD’S SUPPER
 

It cannot be overemphasized that Calvin does not teach that the
bread and the wine are mere symbols of Christ’s body and blood. In
this regard, Calvin is closer to Luther than to Zwingli, for he believed
in a real presence of Christ in the Supper. Luther and Calvin differed
on the nature of that presence, but they both believed that Christ is
really present in some sense in the elements of the bread and wine
when they are received by faith. Calvin emphasized the role of the
Holy Spirit more than Luther did, but at the same time he warned
against conceiving of the sacraments as no more than a purely
spiritual communion with the spirit of Christ.

Note how Calvin expresses the matter in his First Catechism: in
the symbols of the bread and the wine “the Lord exhibits the true
communication of his body and his blood — but a spiritual one” (sec.
29).6 These words might be interpreted in a “spiritual,” that is,
nonobjective way, but he later writes, “Accordingly, body and blood
are represented under bread and wine, so that we may learn not
only that they are ours, but that they are life and food for us” (sec.
29). The same truth is expressed more clearly later in the Institutes:
“If it is true that a visible sign is given to us to seal the gift of a thing
invisible, when we have received the symbol of the body, let us no
less surely trust that the body itself is also given to us” (IV.17.10).

At times Calvin seems to be engaging in a direct polemic against
Zwingli’s more symbolic view, where the recipient’s faith is the key
factor. Calvin also emphasizes the necessity of faith for the
sacrament to be efficacious, but his emphasis is on God’s grace and



the inherent power in the sacrament. He also criticizes the Roman
view and that of his high Lutheran critic Joachim Westphal,7 but he
does not hesitate to use concrete, graphic language and metaphors
to show how seriously he believes that when we partake of the
elements in the Lord’s Supper, we truly feed on the Lord Jesus
himself.

A Real Presence
 

Here are a few examples: Just as bread nourishes our bodies, so
the body of Christ nourishes and quickens our souls. Similarly, as
wine “strengthens, refreshes, and rejoices a man physically, so
[Christ’s] blood is our joy, our refreshing, and our spiritual strength”
(Geneva Catechism, Q. 341). When the sacrament reminds us that
Christ “was made the bread of life which we continually eat, and
which gives us a relish and savor of that bread, it causes us to feel
the power of that bread. . . . By true partaking of him, his life passes
into us and is made ours — just as bread when taken as food
imparts vigor to the body” (Inst. IV.17.5).

Calvin can even say that “Christ’s flesh enters into us to be our
food” (IV.17.24). Taking his cue from Cyril of Alexandria and using
the analogy of a spring, Calvin concludes, “In like manner the flesh
of Christ is like a rich and inexhaustible fountain that pours into us
the life springing forth from the Godhead into itself. Now who does
not see that communion of Christ’s flesh and blood is necessary for
all who aspire to heavenly life?” (IV.17.9).8

This kind of realistic language about the “eating of Christ’s flesh”
through faith (IV.17.5) and having Christ’s blood offered “for us to
taste” has been offensive to some later Reformed theologians and
may shock some contemporary Reformed-Presbyterian faithful.9
Calvin himself concedes that “it seems unbelievable that Christ’s
flesh, separated from us by such great distance, penetrates to us so
that it becomes our food” (IV.17.10).

One would think that the passages cited above would dispose of
criticisms from Calvin’s Lutheran critics in particular who maintain
that Calvin does not believe in a “real presence” of Christ in the



Supper.10 Granted, the real presence and partaking of Christ’s flesh
and blood in the Supper should not be interpreted materialistically
but spiritually; but “spiritual” in this sense does not mean unreal or
that Christ is present only in spirit. At the same time, Calvin resists
the notion that the body and blood of Christ are contained in the
elements. Rather, the elements “are as instruments by which our
Lord Jesus Christ distributes them to us.”11 Nevertheless, Christ is
present to us in the Supper even though physically distant from us.
The clue to Calvin’s theology of the sacrament here, as with so many
doctrines, is the Holy Spirit.

The Role of the Holy Spirit
 

One of Calvin’s fundamental presuppositions with regard to the
Lord’s Supper is that the ascended body of Christ is localized, so to
speak, in heaven. Hence the body of Christ cannot be ubiquitous, as
it was for Luther. Calvin repeats in various later works what he
affirms briefly in his 1538 Catechism: “For although Christ, having
ascended into heaven, ceases to reside on earth, . . . still no
distance can prevent his powers from feeding his believers on
himself and bringing it about that they still enjoy ever present
communication with him, though he is absent from that place” (sec.
29).

What is missing here, however, is how the distant, ascended
Christ becomes one with us in the Supper. The answer is the Holy
Spirit. In Calvin’s Short Treatise on the Lord’s Supper, written only
two years later, the role of the Holy Spirit in this connection is still
largely absent. Calvin only alludes to the fact that it is the Holy Spirit
who “gives efficacy to his ordinance” and that “the virtue [or power]
of the Holy Spirit is joined to the sacraments when they are duly
received.”12 In his Geneva Catechism, however, written the following
year (French edition, 1542) Calvin is much more explicit as to “how
we are made partakers of Christ’s substance,” even though “Christ’s
body is in heaven and we are still pilgrims on earth.” This gap is
bridged “by the miraculous and secret virtue of [Christ’s] Spirit, for



whom it is not difficult to associate things that are otherwise
separated by an interval of space” (Qs. 353 - 55).13

In his commentary (written in 1546) on Paul’s account of the Lord’s
Supper in 1 Corinthians 11, Calvin is more precise about the way the
Holy Spirit unites things separated in the celebration of the
sacrament. Here he succinctly and clearly explains how the flesh of
the ascended Lord spiritually nourishes us. In the following passage,
note particularly how he first rejects Roman Catholic and Lutheran
views of the real presence and then states his own view:

The sharing in the Lord’s body, which, I maintain, is offered to us
in the Supper, demands neither a local presence, nor the
descent of Christ, nor an infinite extension of his body, nor
anything of that sort; for, in view of the fact that the Supper is a
heavenly act, there is nothing absurd about saying that Christ
remains in heaven and is yet received by us. For the way in
which he imparts himself to us is by the secret power of the Holy
Spirit, a power which is able not only to bring together, but also
to join together, things which are separated by distance, and by
a great distance at that.14

Elsewhere in his commentary, Calvin is even more explicit in
distancing himself from Zwinglians and those who see in the Supper
“only a memorial of something that is absent”:

My conclusion is that the body of Christ is really [realiter], to use
the usual word, i.e., truly [vere] given to us in the Supper, so that
it may be health-giving food for our souls. I am adopting the
usual terms, but I mean that our souls are fed by the substance
of his body, so that we are truly [vere] made one with him; or,
what amounts to the same thing, that a life-giving power from
the flesh of Christ [vim ex Christi carne vivificam] is poured into
us through the medium of the Spirit, even though it is at a great
distance from us, and is not mixed with us [nec misceatur
nobiscum].15

Calvin’s final edition of the Institutes amplifies this thesis. Here
Calvin refers to the Holy Spirit as “the bond of this connection,”
which is “like a channel through which all that Christ himself is and
has is conveyed to us.” Calvin’s key text here is Romans 8:9, which
“teaches that the Spirit alone causes us to possess Christ completely



and have him dwelling in us” (IV.17.12). More specifically, in
reference to the Supper, Calvin reiterates that this spiritual eating is
no less real even though Christ remains in heaven and is not
“enclosed” in the elements in a carnal fashion. The solution again is
the “secret” and “incomprehensible power” of the Spirit (IV.17.33).16

Here a slight complication arises. Do we then only lift up our
hearts (sursum corda!) to the ascended Christ and somehow feed on
him there? Or is there a sense in which the risen Christ by his Spirit
descends to us and nourishes us spiritually through the partaking of
the elements? Both are true, but the accent is on the former. For the
most part, Calvin teaches that “in order to enjoy the reality of the
signs our minds must be raised to heaven where Christ is” (Geneva
Catechism, Q. 355). Calvin is so averse to any notion that Christ is
physically contained or enclosed in the elements that he ridicules
those who would “drag” Christ down from heaven (Inst. IV.17.31).
“But if we are lifted up to heaven with our eyes and minds, to seek
Christ there in the glory of his Kingdom, as the symbols invite us to
him in his wholeness, so under the symbol of bread we shall be fed
by his body, under the symbol of wine we shall separately drink his
blood, to enjoy him at last in his wholeness” (IV.17.18).17

Yet Calvin can also speak figuratively of Christ’s coming down to
us in order to nourish us in the Supper.18 For “in order to be present
with us, [Christ] does not change his place, but from heaven he
sends down the efficacy of his flesh to be present in us.”19 And
again, “We say Christ descends to us both by the outward symbol
and by his Spirit, that he may truly quicken our souls by the
substance of his flesh and blood” (IV.17.24). But this “descent” must
not be misunderstood in such a way that Christ is literally brought
down and enclosed within the elements. Those who so believe “do
not understand the manner of descent by which he lifts us up to
himself” (IV.17.16).

This may leave some readers confused — and understandably so
— for this is a very complex matter. It may be of some comfort to see
that Calvin himself did not pretend to understand all of this. One
cannot “reduce to words so great a mystery,” he concedes, and then
humbly adds, “which I see I do not even sufficiently comprehend with
my mind. I therefore freely admit that no man should measure its



sublimity by the little measure of my childishness.” Calvin concludes
with these words:

Rather, I urge my readers not to confine their mental interest
within these too narrow limits, but to strive to rise much higher
than I can lead them. For, whenever this matter is discussed,
when I have tried to say all, I feel that I have as yet said little in
proportion to its worth. And although my mind can think beyond
what my tongue can utter, yet even my mind is conquered and
overwhelmed by the greatness of the thing. Therefore, nothing
remains but to break forth in wonder at this mystery, which
plainly neither the mind is able to conceive nor the tongue to
express (Inst. IV.17.7).20

Since this heavenly mystery is beyond comprehension but is at the
same time such a precious gift of God’s generosity and kindness,
our proper response should not be frustration because of our inability
to understand the mysteries of the sacrament, but rather gratitude
and a reverent openness to what God would give us through it. We
should emulate the spirit of Calvin, who was “not ashamed to
confess” that the nature of Christ’s presence in the Supper is “a
secret too lofty for either my mind to comprehend or my words to
declare.” In short, he concludes, “I rather experience than
understand it” (Inst. IV.17.32).21

PASTORAL ISSUES
 

Frequency of Celebration
 

Calvin’s high view of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper is also
reflected in his desire to celebrate the sacrament at each Lord’s Day
worship service. In the church order he introduced shortly after his
arrival in Geneva — the “Articles concerning the Organization of the
Church and of Worship at Geneva 1537” — he proposed the
following:



It would be good to require that the Communion of the Holy
Supper of Jesus Christ be held every Sunday. . . . When the
church assembles together for the great consolation which the
faithful receive and the profit which proceeds from it, in every
respect according to the promises which are there presented to
our faith, then we are really made participants of the body and
blood of Jesus, of his death, of his life, of his Spirit, and of all his
benefits.22

However, this was rejected by the City Council and Calvin never
got his way with regard to this issue. When Calvin returned to
Geneva in 1541 after his three-year stay in Strasbourg, he proposed
a revised church order, the “Draft Ecclesiastical Ordinances” of 1541.
Here he proposes a compromise: “that it always be administered in
the city once a month, in such a way that every three months it takes
place in each parish.”23 Thus Calvin’s compromise became the
established order in most Reformed and Presbyterian churches until
about the middle of the twentieth century.

As a result of liturgical renewal in the Reformed tradition24 and a
growing appreciation of the significance of the Lord’s Supper in local
Reformed and Presbyterian churches, a more frequent celebration of
the Supper has become common. In several Presbyterian/Reformed
churches around the world a monthly celebration is practiced.
According to Keith Mathison, “There are a growing number of
Reformed churches that observe the Supper on a weekly basis,”25

but I’m not aware of many. However, in some Reformed and
Presbyterian seminaries, including my own (Western Theological
Seminary in Holland, Michigan), the sacrament is celebrated once a
week in the context of a regular chapel service.

Manner of Celebration
 

In the Reformed tradition, there is no set manner as to how the
sacrament is to be celebrated. On the continent, the tradition has
been for the celebrants to come forward, receive the elements (from
a minister assisted by elders), partake while standing, and return by
a side aisle. In some cases, elements are in trays; in other cases,



the recipient will receive a small piece of bread and dip it in the cup
of wine or grape juice (the intincture method). This is also the
practice in some other parts of the world (e.g., in the Presbyterian
Church in Brazil) and is increasingly being done this way in North
America. However, in most American Presbyterian and Reformed
churches the common practice is to have the elements served by
elders to the parishioners as they remain seated in their pews. The
elements consist of tiny pieces of precut bread and tiny cups of wine
or grape juice — usually the latter.26 Unfortunately, this undercuts
the significance of breaking a single loaf in front of the congregation.
Robert Letham feels very strongly about this and believes that this
practice “is redolent of post-Enlightenment individualism, where
religion is conceived of as a private, inward matter between the
individual soul and God.”27

In any case, there is considerable freedom in this regard, so that
where it is feasible, groups may come forward and form a circle
around the Communion table and first pass a loaf of bread to the
next person saying, “The body of Christ broken/given for you.” The
celebrant then tears off a piece of bread from the loaf and dips it in
the cup of wine or juice as the words “the blood of Christ shed for
you” are spoken by the person holding the cup.

In a few churches, both on the continent and in the United States,
small groups of believers will come forward and take turns sitting at a
large Communion table and partake of the elements there. The
practice of “the common cup,” where people drink from the same
cup, is still practiced in some Reformed-Presbyterian churches both
here and in Europe.

Who May Participate?
 

Here we deal with the issue of “the fencing of the table.” At one
time, particularly in Scotland and the Netherlands, elders would visit
members of the congregation prior to each celebration of the Supper
to determine whether they were fit to partake of the Supper on the
next Lord’s Day. They were given Communion tokens, which they
would present at the worship service to indicate that they had been



approved for the partaking of the sacrament. Sadly, in some
conservative branches of the Reformed and Presbyterian churches
only a few older, “saintly” characters felt worthy of partaking, which
meant that the majority of the congregation never experienced the
blessings of the sacrament until they reached that stage in life.

In some conservative Reformed denominations, such as the
Christian Reformed Church in North America, the practice of “close,”
not closed, communion was practiced. Only those who had been
checked out by an elder beforehand were permitted to partake.
Today, the practice in most Presbyterian and Reformed churches,
including Christian Reformed, is to welcome anyone to the Lord’s
Table who has been baptized and is a professing member of a
Christian church.

In some churches in the Reformed tradition, including my own (the
Reformed Church in America), during the worship one week before
the celebration of Communion, an “Exhortation to Self-Examination”
is read prior to the prayer of confession. One of the opening lines is
this: “That we may celebrate the Sacrament to our comfort, it is
necessary that we rightly examine ourselves.”28However, where the
sacrament is celebrated more frequently than four times a year this
practice tends to fall out. Also, churches that are into contemporary
worship often play fast and loose with liturgical matters. For
example, they will omit the section on “The Meaning of the
Sacrament” and the fairly elaborate Communion prayer.

Then there is the matter of children’s participation in the Lord’s
Supper — a relatively new development in Reformed and
Presbyterian churches. The question of whether it was appropriate
for children to participate in the Lord’s Supper was first raised in the
United Presbyterian Church in the 1960s and in the Presbyterian
Church U.S. (Southern) in the 1970s. By the time of the reunion of
the two churches in 1983, it was a generally accepted practice. In
the Reformed Church in America, the issue came to the fore in the
early 1970s and was hotly debated for over a decade. Finally, in
1988, the General Synod accepted the most recent report of the
Commission on Theology.29The Christian Reformed Church, with
more specific restrictions, approved the practice in the 1990s.



Conservative Presbyterian denominations such as the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church are opposed to the practice.30

The Requisites for a Proper Celebration of the Sacrament
 

In an earlier age it was often believed that the Lord’s Supper could
only be celebrated in the context of a worship service in a church.
The officiants were an ordained minister assisted by elders. That
limitation has given way in the last half of the twentieth century to
celebrations of the Supper at conferences, retreats, and other
informal gatherings. In such cases the celebration of the sacrament
is not always accompanied by the preaching of the Word, and elders
are no longer required to be present; but the officiant must be an
ordained minister and elements of the liturgy must be used, as well
as the words of institution of our Lord. The latter is the absolute
minimum. A recent development in some Presbyterian and
Reformed churches is to allow elders to serve the sacrament when
(1) no ordained minister is available and (2) when they are
authorized to do so by the session or consistory.

As is obvious from the above statements, when it comes to the
practice of the Lord’s Supper, there is considerable openness and
flexibility among the various denominations — and within the
denominations. The goal, in any case, is to follow the maxim of the
apostle Paul that “everything should be done in a fitting and orderly
way” (1 Cor. 14:40).

A BAPTIST RESPONSE
 

Russell D. Moore
Some may wonder whether the children of Geneva and the

children of Nashville are all that far apart from one another when it
comes to the question of the Lord’s Supper. After all, compared to
our distance from Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Lutheran, and
even typical pop evangelical thought on this matter, the Reformed
and Baptist models are often saying much the same thing. John
Hesselink’s chapter confirms such, since there is much in it to which



I, and the Baptist tradition of which I am a part, can say a hearty
“Amen.”

First, as Hesselink notes, John Calvin was the first to maintain that
the sacraments are not “automatic” means of blessing (p. 61). They
are only effective when joined with the faith of the recipient. They
must be empowered by the Holy Spirit, and they can only be
understood in light of God’s purposes in Christ. Second, as
Hesselink makes clear, the Supper is more than a bare symbol, but
is a “feeding” of God’s people by Christ himself (p. 62). Third,
Hesselink contends, with Calvin and the Calvinists, that Christ is not
physically present “in” or “under” the elements of bread and wine but
is seated instead physically and spatially in the heavenly places,
although he is, of course, omnipresent with respect to his deity (p.
66). Finally, Hesselink offers concern about the spiritual danger of
neglect of the Supper among the churches (p. 68). To all of these
things, I can join my hearty approval.

My quarrel with the Reformed tradition is not so much with what is
taking place but with how these blessings are conveyed to the
covenant community by the messianic King, Jesus. I don’t disagree
with the “real presence” of Christ in the Lord’s Supper (rightly
defined), but I do see this presence in a different fashion from the
way Calvin and his Scholastic and Puritan successors saw it. Christ
is indeed “really present” in the Lord’s Supper. But it is not necessary
to surmise that the Supper uniquely takes us to the heavenly places
to commune with him there through the Spirit. Christ is always really
present with his people (Matt 28:20). This is especially true in the act
of gathered worship:

But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem,
the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon
thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the
firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to
God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made
perfect, to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the
sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.

Hebrews 12:22 - 24
Moreover, the presence of Christ is specifically promised in the

discipline of the congregation — a discipline centered on the



fellowship of the covenant people around the messianic table. When
the congregation is gathered “in My name,” Jesus promises, “I am
there, in their midst” (Matt. 18:20 NASB). The apostle Paul writes of
the congregation “assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus” as the
time when “the power of our Lord Jesus is present” (1 Cor. 5:4). The
issue of the “real presence” has less to do with the elements
involved, it seems to me, than with the presence of the Spirit himself,
in whom Jesus comes to his people (John 14:17 - 18). This doesn’t
mean that the elements themselves are unimportant. By no means!
These are the vehicles through which Jesus, through his body the
church, announces to us the onset of the new covenant, thereby
encouraging and strengthening our faith in him. Jesus is present with
us, and we benefit from his presence when the word preached points
us to his gospel. He is present with us, and we benefit from his
presence when the word portrayed in the baptismal waters points us
to his gospel. He is present with us, and we benefit from his
presence when the communion over bread and wine points us to his
gospel. In all of these things, we remain before the face of God on
Mount Zion.

The “newness” of the covenant that this Supper proclaims is a
further distinction between the Reformed and Baptist views.
Hesselink notes the diversity of opinion within the Reformed
community over paedocommunion (children at the Lord’s Supper).
As a Baptist Christian, I believe that the Lord’s Supper “new
covenant in my blood” (1 Cor. 11:25) speaks to those within the
covenant, those who “all know” the Lord, “from the least of them to
the greatest,” those who have experienced the forgiveness of sins
through the sacrifice of Christ (Jer. 31:34). Advocates of
paedocommunion rightly argue that the Passover feast applies to all
members of the covenant, including little children. They furthermore
maintain (again, rightly, I think) that the Lord’s Table defines the
parameters of local church fellowship, and that all baptized members
of a congregation not under discipline should be welcome to it.
Opponents of paedocommunion, on the other hand, rightly maintain
that the New Testament commands that those who attend the
Supper must be able to “recognize” the body, and eat and drink in a



worthy manner as accountable members of the assembly (1 Cor.
11:27, 29). Again, there is no argument here.

It seems to me that paedocommunion is the logical outcome of a
Reformed ecclesiology. It is nonetheless ruled out by the New
Testament’s tying of the Lord’s Table to discipline, but could it be that
this is only because the New Testament restricts membership in the
new covenant community to those who have been regenerated and
have expressed faith in Christ? I believe this discussion to be
foundational to our differences and even more important than the
questions over any “real presence” versus “memorial”
disagreements.

Above all, however, I look forward to the day when the children of
Nashville and the children of Geneva (along with all the children of
God from every tribe, tongue, and “communion”) can fellowship
around a supper in the new earth. Then, though perhaps not until
then, we will be united around the table. On that day, I expect, the
“real presence” of Jesus won’t be a matter of dispute at all.

A LUTHERAN RESPONSE
 

David P. Scaer
Each theological tradition is entitled to define its terms, including

the real presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper, as it sees fit. Since
the Reformed do not identify the elements of bread and wine with
Christ’s actual body and blood, they understand real presence
differently from the Lutherans, Orthodox, and Roman Catholics who
do make this identification. According to the Reformed, believers
receive Christ spiritually by faith in their souls and do not receive his
body and blood with the mouth. Unbelievers do not receive Christ,
though by participating in the sacrament they may cause offense or
commit a sacrilege.

In working for rapprochement with the Lutherans, the Reformed
have used terms familiar to Lutherans but with different meanings.
“Real presence” belongs to that conciliatory vocabulary. Forthright
sacramental discussion has been hampered in Germany by rulers
forcing Lutherans into united territorial churches with the Reformed.



After failing in the early seventeenth century, Prussian rulers
succeeded in 1830 in imposing on Lutheran congregations liturgies
allowing for the Reformed spiritual understanding of the Lord’s
Supper. In distributing the sacrament, pastors were no longer
allowed to use the Lutheran formula, “This is my body,” but were to
say, “Christ said, ‘This is my body.’ ” This indefinite formula allowed
for the Reformed view that Jesus was present in a spiritual manner
only and not in the bread.

The largest American and European Lutheran and Reformed
churches have recently signed agreements allowing their members
to receive Communion in each other’s churches and stating that the
other’s views on the Lord’s Supper are acceptable. In these
situations, Lutheran distinctions regarding the Lord’s Supper are
eventually replaced by Reformed understandings. In the minds of
many, including the intellectually elite, Lutherans and Reformed are
lumped together as Protestants, and past differences are seen as no
more than petty historical squabbles. Martin Luther’s views are seen
as no different from John Calvin’s. In German churches, statues and
stained-glass windows of Luther, Calvin, and even Ulrich Zwingli are
placed side by side as if their reformations were theologically unified.
The last holdout for the classical Lutheran position are those
churches that adhere to the Lutheran Confessions, of which most
are in fellowship with The Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod.

With the Reformed doing their best to entice Lutherans to join
them in one fold from the Reformation on, a Lutheran doesn’t have
to wonder what Hesselink has in mind when he writes that “Calvin
had a high view of the sacraments, as high in most respects as
Luther’s” (p. 60). Really? When the contents of the chalice were
spilled, with tears in his eyes Luther got down on his knees and
licked up Christ’s blood. He excommunicated a priest who placed the
consecrated hosts in the same place as unconsecrated ones. It is
hard to imagine Calvin doing this.

In trying to locate Calvin closer to Luther than Zwingli, Hesselink
claims that Calvin did not look favorably on Zwingli’s “memorialist” or
“purely symbolic” interpretation of the Supper, which, he adds, was
“sharply rejected by Martin Luther” (p. 59). Left unsaid is that Calvin
did not disown Zwingli and that their successors accepted each



other’s positions in the Consensus Tigurinus in 1549. Zwingli’s view
of the sacrament as a sign or memorial may still not measure up to
Calvin’s view that with it the Spirit communicates spiritual gifts to
believers, but both are acceptable in Reformed churches and not
cause for division. Calvin may have had a higher place for the
sacrament than Zwingli did; but for both, the sacramental bread
remained nothing more than bread.

Like Calvin, Lutherans can speak of a spiritual reception of Christ
in the Lord’s Supper, but for Lutherans it is subsequent to and
dependent on the oral reception of his body and blood in the bread
and wine. The Reformed cannot, as Lutherans can, look at or handle
the consecrated bread and say that this is Christ. Since Christ for the
Reformed is confined to a spatially defined heaven, the Spirit
replaces him or, at best, links Christ’s flesh to the believer. Christ’s
divine nature, but not his human nature, may be present with the
elements. In advancing his view that Christ is in a spatial heaven
where faith can find him, Calvin condemned the Lutheran position
(see Inst. IV.17.16 - 20). Unacceptable to the Reformed is the
Lutheran insistence that Christ’s divine nature works through the
human nature and is fully present in it.

Some years ago, a Reformed theologian, later a president of a
prestigious seminary in New England, alerted me to a foundational
difference in that the Reformed go first to God to find Jesus.
Lutherans take a reverse route and go through Jesus to find God.
True enough, but Lutherans take one step further in going through
baptism and the Lord’s Supper to find Christ. In encountering Christ
in the sacraments, they encounter the Spirit and the Father and
come to know God as Trinity.

Like the Reformed, Lutherans speak of the sacraments as signs.
For Lutherans, the signs point to the divine realities contained within
them. Calvin eschews Zwingli’s view that the divine realities are
remote from the elements and instead holds that they signal the
Spirit’s working along with the sacraments and the rites. However,
the elements themselves are devoid of the Spirit or divine gifts.
Sacraments can be the occasion for the Spirit’s works, which are
made operative only by faith. Lutherans agree that faith is the only
means for receiving the sacrament’s benefits, but faith neither



contributes to the sacrament’s reality nor detracts from Christ’s
presence in it. By celebrating the rite, an assembly identifies itself as
believers, but, contrary to Calvin’s teaching, faith does not create or
contribute to the character of the rite as a sacrament. For Lutherans,
an unbeliever receiving the sacrament comes into an intimate
relationship with Christ not as redemptive atonement but as judge,
and so compounds God’s judgment on him. By his unbelief, he
offends not only the church but Christ, whom he has taken into both
his body and soul.

Speaking of Christ’s spiritual presence is just as ambivalent as
speaking of his real presence. To emphasize his belief, Luther held
that participants in the sacrament received not only Christ’s
resurrected body, which might allow for a spiritual, noncorporeal
body, but the body born of the Virgin Mary. Christ’s taking on the
forms of bread and wine had a prior pattern in the incarnation.
Lutherans agree that by the Holy Spirit the bread becomes Christ’s
body by being embedded in Christ’s words of institution. This is a
Trinitarian work in which all the divine persons are present. In this
sacrament the Spirit is present as the Spiritus Creator, finishing the
work of creation first in the incarnation and then the Lord’s Supper,
not as a surrogate or replacement for the man Jesus Christ but with
him. Through the Spirit’s action in the Word on the bread and wine,
the Father gives them to us as the body and blood of the crucified
and risen Christ. The Reformed belief that the risen Christ is spatially
restricted at the Father’s right hand, which is seen as a place or
location, virtually requires that the Spirit be the major agent in the
sacramental action. He possesses the omnipresence denied to
Jesus’ human nature. This means that any Reformed definition of
the real presence of Christ in the sacrament has to be radically
different from a Lutheran understanding.

One can appreciate Hesselink’s desire to bring the Reformed view
as close to Luther’s as possible. This he does by noting that Calvin
can say “Christ’s flesh enters into us to be our food” (p. 63). What
might be an otherwise acceptable view to Lutherans is
counterbalanced by Calvin’s “resist[ing] the notion that the body and
blood of Christ are contained in the elements” (p. 64). Calvin and the
Reformed do not say Christ’s flesh and blood enter through our



mouths. Rather this happens only in our souls. For unbelievers
receiving the sacrament there is no actual eating and drinking of
Christ’s body and blood. The Spirit “sends down the efficacy of his
flesh,” but not Christ himself who is contained in a place in heaven
(p. 66). Lutherans do not recognize a spatial distance between
heaven and earth, but heaven manifests itself on earth in the
sacraments so that not only Christ’s benefits but Christ himself, body
and soul, God and man, are present in the Lord’s Supper.

In defining the Lord’s Supper, Lutherans and the Reformed make
use of many of the same terms and phrases but understand them
differently. This is especially true of the real presence, but beneath
the surface they have different views on atonement, justification, and
sanctification. Their differences with regard to the Lord’s Supper are
only the tip of the iceberg.

A ROMAN CATHOLIC RESPONSE
 

Thomas A. Baima
I enjoyed reading John Hesselink’s chapter because the Reformed

tradition is less known to me than the Orthodox, Anglican, or
Lutheran traditions. I found the clarification he made about the
varieties of positions within the Reformed tradition especially helpful.
The clear connections to the Augustinian school helps Catholic
Christians see that Reformed theology is not merely a reaction to the
Roman Catholic position of the day but also an attempt to establish
continuity with the Fathers of the church.

I found the emphasis on the role of the Holy Spirit in the
sacraments to be a welcome note. On the whole, Western
Christianity has neglected pneumatology. I understand better now a
comment that our editor, John Armstrong, made recently that the
Reformed understanding of real presence has some things in
common with Eastern Orthodox theology. Fleshing out those
similarities would be a discussion I would welcome.

Perhaps most instructive to the Catholic Christian who reads this
chapter are the several comments that report the experience of
receiving the Lord’s Supper for the Reformed Christian. In college, I



would frequently argue theology with my roommate, who was from
the United Church of Christ, but from a congregation that had
historically been part of the Evangelical and Reformed Church. One
Holy Thursday, I went to church with him and observed the
celebration of Holy Communion. What I observed was an experience
that for him was clearly far greater than the doctrinal description he
had given in our arguments.

Still, as I read the chapter, a number of questions come to mind.
Central to them is the use of subjective language throughout.
Hesselink quotes Calvin as saying that a sacrament “ is an outward
sign by which the Lord seals on our consciences the promises of his
good will ” (p. 60), that the sacraments were given by God to
establish and increase our faith (p. 61), that “ if the Spirit be lacking,
the sacraments can accomplish nothing more in our minds than the
splendor of the sun shining upon blind eyes ” (p. 61), that the
benefits of the sacraments “are . . . conferred, indeed, with the help
of outward signs, if they allure us to Christ’ ” (p. 62), and that “ in
order to enjoy the reality of the signs our minds must be raised to
heaven where Christ is ” (p. 66). These are all mental effects. So,
what is the presence, really?

Another question has to do with the stress on issues of space and
time. We read in Hesselink’s chapter of the “distant, ascended
Christ” (p. 64) — that “Christ is present to us in the Supper even
though physically distant from us” (p. 64), that “Christ’s flesh,
separated from us by such great distance, penetrates to us so that it
becomes our food” (pp. 63 - 64). It seems that with this linear view of
time Christ is in our past and in our future but not in our present.
While Christ remains at the right hand of the Father, he is not
trapped there the way Lazarus was at Abraham’s side (Luke 16:22).
He is as present as he was at the Last Supper. While I can’t quite put
my finger on it after studying Hesselink’s chapter, there is a
significant theological issue here involving both the doctrine of the
incarnation and the communion of the saints.

It may, in fact, be the latter that is the problem. There seems to be
a hesitation in Reformed theology to talk about the communion of
saints — both those on earth and those in heaven — in the present
tense. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that there is a



reluctance to speak about a relationship between the saints on earth
and the saints in heaven in the present moment. The Second
Vatican Council taught, “So it is that the union of the wayfarers with
the brethren who sleep in the peace of Christ is in no way
interrupted, but on the contrary, according to the constant faith of the
Church, this union is reinforced by an exchange of spiritual gifts.”1

So, having now opened a huge can of worms, let me simply
suggest that a reconsideration of the doctrine of the communion of
saints from the ancient creeds may enrich our conversation about
the real presence of Christ in the Supper.
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LUTHERAN VIEW: Finding the Right Word
 

David P. Scaer
Sometimes the Lutheran position on the Lord’s Supper is

described by others as “consubstantiation,” which etymologically
means “one substance by the side of another.” Along with bread and
wine, recipients of the Supper receive Christ’s body and blood.
Lutherans rarely use this term and are more likely to use the phrase
“the real presence” to describe their belief that the elements of bread
and wine are actually Christ’s body and blood and are given to and
received by all who participate in the Lord’s Supper. This commonly
used phrase has its drawbacks, however. It can be used of the belief
that Christ is only spiritually present in the Supper — not in his actual
body and blood.1Not many Christians would dispute that Christ is
present in the Lord’s Supper according to his divinity, by the Spirit’s
power, or by being remembered. Crucial for Lutherans is that Jesus
of Nazareth — born of the Virgin Mary, crucified and now raised from
the dead — is given to the participants.2

One dictionary definition of consubstantiation fits the Lutheran
view: “the substantial union of the body and blood of Christ with the
eucharistic elements after the consecration”; another definition does
not: “At the consecration of the Eucharist the substance of the body
and blood of Christ coexists with the substance of the consecrated
bread and wine.” “Coexists” suggests, or at least allows, that Christ’s
body and blood lie side by side with the earthly elements without any
essential communion between them.3

The Lutheran Confessions, in describing Christ’s body and blood
as being “in, with and under” the bread and wine, may have allowed
others to use “consubstantiation” to describe this view. These
prepositions were intended to affirm that the earthly elements were
really Christ’s body and blood and not to explain how earthly and
divine elements were spatially related. In the earlier Lutheran
Confessions, the three prepositions were not used together. Article
Ten in the German edition of the Augsburg Confession says that “the
true body and blood of Christ are truly present under the form



[Gestalt] of bread and wine,” a formulation which their Roman
opponents found acceptable. In the Small Catechism, Luther used
under: it “is the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ under
bread and wine.” In the Large Catechism, he used two prepositions:
the Sacrament of the Altar “is the true body and blood of the Lord
Jesus Christ, and in and under bread and wine.” Article Ten of the
Apology of the Augsburg Confession uses with: “the body and blood
of Christ are truly and substantially present and are truly distributed
with those things that are seen, the bread and the wine.” If with by
itself allows for consubstantiation, in, as Christ is in the bread and
wine, suggests impanation, the belief that Christ’s body is contained
in the consecrated bread like a nut in a cookie. Used together, these
prepositions affirm that the elements are actually Christ’s body and
blood and do not have spatial significance.4 Adequate is Luther’s
explanation that bread and wine “are truly the body and blood of
Christ.”5

LUTHERAN DISTINCTIVENESS AND THE LORD’S
SUPPER

 
Justification by faith was the first characteristic doctrine that

distinguished Lutherans from Roman Catholics, but the view on the
Lord’s Supper that separated them from the Reformed soon claimed
equal prominence. Reformed interpretations of the Supper were not
all of one kind, but common to all was the teaching that the bread
and wine were not Christ’s body and blood. Mere symbolical,
memorial, or spiritual views that did not affirm Christ’s bodily
presence were not tolerable to Lutherans.6 They rejected the Roman
doctrine of transubstantiation, which held that substances of bread
and wine were physically changed into Christ’s body and blood so
that properties of bread and wine remained but not their
substances;7 however, Reformed views were seen as more
threatening.

To safeguard their position, Lutherans set forth three criteria for an
acceptable definition of the Lord’s Supper: (1) Christ’s body and
blood are received by the mouth and not just by faith or the soul. (2)



Unbelievers, not just believers, actually receive Christ’s body and
blood. (3) Views contrary to this must be condemned.8 For
Lutherans, true identified the sacramental elements with Christ’s
actual body and blood of Christ. In the distribution of the sacrament,
true is included: “Take and eat; this is the true body of the Lord Jesus
Christ.” A mere spiritual view was unacceptable.

THE LORD’S SUPPER AMONG THE SACRAMENTS
 

Since Lutherans understand the Lord’s Supper as a sacrament,
the definition and number of sacraments come into play. Roman
Catholics insist on seven and the Reformed on two. For Lutherans,
this is an open issue,9 although most follow Luther in using the word
sacrament only of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. For Luther,
baptism and the Lord’s Supper are constituted by the word of God —
i.e., by Jesus’ institution — and involve earthly elements. Baptism
lays the foundation for the Lord’s Supper, which in turn points the
believer back to baptism. What is born in baptism is nourished by the
Lord’s Supper.10

Rather than providing a prior definition of a sacrament and then
deciding which church rites meet the criteria, the Augsburg
Confession lets each rite stand on its own institution and be defined
by its particular functions. This allows for a gradation from rites that
have Christ’s explicit commands to those instituted by the church.
Penance and ordination can be sacraments because in them God
works to create and strengthen faith, which is seen as one action
accomplished by God through the Word, that is, through Christ and
the gospel. Any number of rites can be called sacraments, but each
has its own necessity, function, and promise.11

Baptism provides for the foundation of Christian life, and the Lord’s
Supper is the goal. Emergency administration of baptism is required,
but only regularly ordained ministers may administer the Lord’s
Supper. Baptism, like birth, is a once-in-a-lifetime, unrepeatable
event; as nourishment for the Christian life, the Lord’s Supper is
received regularly. Only the baptized may receive the Supper.



The Augsburg Confession discusses baptism in Article Nine and
the Lord’s Supper in Article Ten, but a general discussion on the
sacraments only comes later in Article Thirteen — after the articles
on confession and repentance.12 In defining sacrament, the author of
these confessions, Philip Melanchthon, Luther’s colleague at the
University of Wittenberg, put the emphasis on God’s presence in the
ritual to forgive sins.13 Since for Luther, sacraments had to do with
physical, tangible things, only baptism, administered with water, and
the Lord’s Supper, with the elements of bread and wine, qualified. He
referred to them as the “two sacraments instituted by Christ,”14 but
he spoke of penance as the practice of baptism15 and spoke of
marriage in sacramental terms. Essential in either definition was that
in the sacraments God works for the salvation of believers.

In baptism, the believer is incorporated into the body of Christ; in
the Lord’s Supper, one receives that body. Baptism is the
presupposition for the Lord’s Supper, which in turn is the fulfillment of
the baptism — but both offered forgiveness. One cannot be
substituted for the other; nor can the order be reversed. Even the
most sincere unbaptized believers dare not be admitted to the Lord’s
Supper. Lutherans speak of the Word making the sacrament and of
the sacrament as the visible Word. The Word creates faith by
hearing, and this Word changes ordinary bread and wine into
Christ’s body and blood and creates and confirms faith. Baptism
gives a new birth by the application of the Word in water and places
the recipient in Christ’s death and resurrection. In the Lord’s Supper,
Christ comes to the believer in bread and wine. If these distinctions
remain unrecognized, Christians may falsely content themselves
with only hearing the Word or receiving only one of the sacraments
and thus deprive themselves of the benefits God intends for them.16

THE SACRAMENTAL GOD
 

Sacraments are not New Testament innovations but rather are the
ordinary ways in which God came to his Old Testament people even
before the fall.17 He was present in the tree of life to establish
communion with our first parents (Gen. 2:9) and later in the rainbow



(Gen. 9:13) and in the sacrifices to forgive sins (Lev. 4:1 - 5:13).
Thus the first Jewish Christians were already sacramental in their
historical reflections and liturgical practices and were prepared for
recognizing Christ’s presence in bread and wine. The Passover
(Exod. 12:1 - 30),18 the sacrifices, and the feeding with the manna in
the wilderness (Exod. 16:1 - 36) were brought together and raised to
newer and higher dimensions in the Lord’s Supper. Paul explains the
Lord’s Supper against the background of the feeding with manna:
“And all [our fathers] ate the same supernatural [NIV, spiritual] food
and all drank the same supernatural drink. For they drank from the
supernatural Rock which followed them, and the Rock was Christ” (1
Cor. 10:3 - 4 RSV).19 The Evangelists use eucharistic language in
their records of the feeding miracles.20 The God who comes in the
incarnation and the sacraments was already dwelling with Israel.

THE SACRAMENT BETWEEN ATONEMENT AND
FORGIVENESS

 
The Lord’s Supper brings its recipients face-to-face with Christ’s

death as the atonement so that sins can be forgiven. Christ’s blood
given in the Lord’s Supper is first offered to God as the atonement:
“This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for
the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:28). Christ’s blood is sacrificially
shed or poured out from his body as an atonement to satisfy God’s
charge against sinners. With the demands of the old covenant
satisfied, God establishes a new covenant in which forgiveness is
offered for the sins of those who participate in the Supper. It is the
new covenant or testament (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25).21

With his body and blood Christ is present in the church as the
sacrifice to God for sin. What Christ sacrificed to God he gives as
sacrament to his people. Sacrifice and sacrament are two sides of
one reality. Appropriately in the liturgy the congregation greets Christ
as the atonement for sin in the Agnus Dei: “Lamb of God, who takes
away the sin of the world, have mercy on us.” As the blood of lambs
spared the Israelite boys from death, so Christians are spared death
by Christ’s blood in the Lord’s Supper. In this sacrament the church



proclaims the Lord’s death until he returns (1 Cor. 11:24 - 26) and
confesses that his death is the sacrifice for their sins and those of
the world (John 6:51). Believers are promised eternal life and the
resurrection merited by Christ’s death (v. 54).22 Unbelievers and
those with unresolved sin meet him as judge. On that account, those
who approach this Supper must do so with great care. In the
sacrament atonement and judgment come together.

THE LORD’S SUPPER AS SIGN
 

Sacraments are signs to which God’s Word is attached. The
outward signs are affirmations that God is the Creator and point to
the supernatural things contained in the sacraments — which indeed
they are. They convey redemptive grace and signify that the Creator
is at home in his creation. In the sacraments the Creator becomes
one with his creation by taking on its forms. The sacramental union
in which Jesus comes as bread and wine is one step beyond the
incarnation in which God assumed flesh in Jesus of Nazareth.
Corruptible created things become fit vehicles for the divine
elements of Christ’s body and blood. Rejected is the principle of
finitum non capax infinitum (“the finite is incapable of holding the
infinite”), an argument often raised against the Lutheran beliefs of
Christ’s presence in bread and wine and of God’s giving of his full
majesty to the human nature of Jesus (the genus maiestaticum). A
philosophical axiom cannot be the basis of doctrine, but the terms of
this axiom can be reversed to bolster the Lutheran position. It is not
a matter of whether the finite is capable of the infinite but whether
the infinite is capable of the finite (infinitum capax finitum). If this is
not so, then the infinite is less than infinite.

Another axiom (namely, that only one object can occupy a
particular place at one time) has no place in the Lutheran theology.
Jesus can be present in one place — the local presence — but he is
not bound by the ordinary rules of space and time — the illocal
presence. His presence in the Lord’s Supper is unique and is
ordinarily called his “sacramental presence,” since his body and
blood are distributed by the ministers and devoured by the



recipients. This is related to Jesus’ omnipresence but not identical to
it. God is present in all things, but for salvation he is present in some
things (i.e., the sacraments) and not others. In instituting the
sacrament, Jesus sat with his disciples, who received him in bread
and wine, and in the same moment was present wherever God was.
Finding and worshiping him in things he has not designated is
idolatry. God was found and worshiped in Jerusalem but not in
Bethel.

Today he is present for our salvation in things called sacraments to
test our faith in him by our accepting his invitation to meet him in
these things. This he does preeminently in the Lord’s Supper.23 If we
do not recognize him in the elements or if we refuse his invitation, we
are guilty of unbelief and do not receive the benefits he places in the
sacraments. Substituting other elements for bread and wine is an act
of disobedience. Such a ritual can be sacramental in the sense that
the Word of God is present, but it is not a sacrament instituted by
Christ. Just as God was present in the man Jesus — and in no one
else — for salvation, so Jesus is present in the bread and wine to
make participants beneficiaries of the salvation God accomplished in
him.24

Luther used Augustine’s definition that a sacrament was
constituted by the Word’s being joined to a physical element chosen
by God — the Word that turned ordinary things into sacraments to
forgive sins.25 To illustrate this, Luther spoke of God’s using a straw
to bestow grace, though not suggesting that God had actually done
or would do this.26 He wanted to show what God’s Word could do
with ordinary things. The external elements of the sacraments as
signs correspond to what the sacraments are and do. Like water in
baptism, bread and wine are not arbitrarily chosen, but their external
forms convey and correspond to the heavenly things they contain.
Just as in baptism water symbolizes creation, birth, and destruction,
bread is reminiscent of what humans must produce in the sweat of
their brow to survive in a world of sin (Gen. 3:19). It is a reminder of
our fallen condition and the necessity of eating Christ’s body for
salvation.

Fittingly, Jesus describes himself as “bread” (John 6:33, 35, 48,
51) and the “vine” (John 15:1), which is the source of wine. Until the



Reformation, the fourth petition of the Lord’s Prayer (“Give us today
our daily bread” [Matt. 6:11]) was widely understood as a reference
to the Eucharist. It was a prayer to God to give Jesus as the
heavenly food. As we eat the bread, Jesus makes us his body and
forgives us our debts. Wine anticipates heaven’s joys, which already
belong to believers in Jesus. He drinks of the fruit of the vine with us
in the Lord’s Supper and participates in the sacrament with us (Matt.
26:29).

Use of bread made without yeast is the most common practice
among Lutherans. It recalls the Passover, when yeast was removed
from the Israelites’ houses. Another argument for the use of
unleavened bread is that the Evangelists placed the institution of the
Supper during the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Matt. 26:17; Mark
14:1; Luke 22:1).27 Eastern Orthodox churches use leavened bread
as a reminder that the Lord’s Supper commemorates Easter, but the
use of leavened or unleavened bread has not been divisive. More
serious is the practice of substituting grape juice with additives for
wine. Only grapes fermented as wine were available in the spring
when Jesus instituted the Supper. Use of substances other than
wine may be based on the idea that any alcoholic beverage,
including wine, is not a fit sacramental vehicle or that the elements
used are unimportant. If consumption of alcohol is a problem for
some, wine with a lower alcohol content can be used.

FAITH AS THE WORTHY RECEPTION OF THE LORD’S
SUPPER

 
Lutherans are insistent that the validity of the Lord’s Supper rests

on Christ’s command and not on faith.28 As important as faith is for a
worthy reception of it, Christ’s word in instituting the Supper — not
faith — makes it a sacrament.29 Unbelievers and those with
insincere faith who receive Christ’s body and blood take them to their
harm.30 The man in Corinth living in open sin with his father’s wife
was harming himself. Without compromising the belief that the Lord’s
Supper’s efficacy does not depend on faith, recipients are required to
believe that Jesus is offered through the earthly elements, and only



by this faith do they receive the forgiveness offered through them.
Christ’s body and blood are received by the mouth, but their benefits
are received by faith. Since faith was required to receive the Lord’s
Supper, Lutherans maintained the practice of confession and
absolution (or penance, as it was called). Luther did not ordinarily
call it a sacrament, as Melanchthon did, but he had a place for it (the
fifth of six parts) in his Small Catechism between the sections on
baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Confession with absolution was the
lifelong practice of baptism and a requirement for receiving the
Lord’s Supper. Only the penitent who believed in the benefits of the
Lord’s Supper could receive it. Baptism, absolution, and the Lord’s
Supper were seen as a constellation.

THE LORD’S SUPPER AS THE FOOD OF THE HOLY
SPIRIT

 
Along with their insistence that the elements were Christ’s body

and blood, Lutherans spoke of this presence as supernatural,
heavenly, and spiritual, though these terms were open to
misunderstanding.31 Since the manna was called a spiritual food, the
sacrament of the altar could hardly be less so. The sacramental
eating was a spiritual one. Mouth and teeth devour Christ’s body, but
it remains intact.32 His body which was received by the mouth was
“spiritually partaken through faith” in the Supper.33Reformed
opponents held that with Christ’s ascension into heaven and his
session at the right hand of the Father, he could be spiritually but not
actually present with his body and blood in the sacrament. Lutherans
held that Christ’s sitting at the Father’s right hand had nothing to do
with confinement to a space in heaven34 but referred to his exercise
of God’s rule on earth.35 The omnipresence of Christ’s human nature
provided a foundation for his sacramental presence but was not the
evidence for it.

Proof for Christ’s presence in the sacrament came in the words of
institution that effected it. It was not dependent on a particular
understanding of his omnipresence or subcategory of it. By his



ascension, Christ entered into the sacramental life of the church.
Wherever the Lord’s Supper is celebrated, he is completely there —
God and man, body and soul. Distance in time and space does not
separate Christ’s institution of the Supper on Maundy Thursday from
its subsequent celebrations. Where a pastor and a congregation are
not available, believers may participate in it in a spiritual way by
meditating on it. Lutherans may not receive the Lord’s Supper in
other churches, but they should meditate on its mystery and benefits.

Spirit and spiritual can be understood in a Platonic sense of only
things of the spirit being real. Physical things are not real in
themselves but shadows of the world of ideas. Similarly, the
Reformed see the sacramental elements as symbols of divine things
and attribute the union of believers with Christ not to their actually
receiving his body and blood but to the Spirit. Lutherans rejected
these views; however, the Spirit’s role, along with that of the Father,
in the Lord’s Supper must be affirmed. Bread and wine are symbols
but in the sense that they contain the realities of Christ’s body and
blood to which they point. They symbolize a present reality and not
something outside of them.

As an adjective for the Holy Spirit, spiritual is also a proper word.
The Spirit is active in the words of consecration to create faith in the
recipients and thus the Lord’s Supper is a spiritual meal. Though a
Trinitarian invocation is not included in the liturgy of the Lord’s
Supper, as it is in baptism, it is no less a Trinitarian act. Prayers of
the traditional Lutheran liturgy are addressed to the Father: “It is
truly, meet, right, and salutary, that we should at all times, and in all
places, give thanks unto thee, O Lord, Holy Father, Almighty,
Everlasting God.”36 Things created by the Father are transformed by
the Spirit of Christ into his body and blood through which he works
and confirms faith. In the Lord’s Supper the Creator Spiritus comes
as the sanctifying Spirit to turn things he created into instruments of
salvation. He is present not in an action parallel to or alongside the
sacrament but in Christ’s words through the sacramental elements.

An argument for the Spirit’s role in the Lord’s Supper can be made
from Paul’s reference to the Israelites’ partaking of the same spiritual
food and drink, which was Christ (see 1 Cor. 10:3 - 4). This section
introduces Paul’s discourse on the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 10:14 - 22).



Rather than translating pneumatikon as “supernatural,” as the RSV
does, it is better translated spiritual, as the NIV and the ESV do, as a
reference to what the Holy Spirit did. The Spirit who provided manna
and water as the sacraments for Israel works sacramentally for the
church in bread and wine. Liturgies of the Orthodox Church give a
prominent place to the Spirit in the epiklesm is, by which he is
invoked on the elements to make them Christ’s body and blood.37

This is not the historic Lutheran custom, but the Apology takes note
of this. In the Lord’s Supper, the Spirit as God’s creating agent (Gen.
1:2) raises the created things of bread and wine to a higher and
more sacred level in making them Christ’s body and blood.
Nevertheless, at the heart of the Lutheran arguments for Christ’s
presence in the Supper are the words of institution: “This is my body
. . . this [cup] is my blood of the covenant” (Matt. 26:26, 28). Through
these words Christ effects the sacrament. The word is is taken
literally and not figuratively. Words spoken by the minister do not
have their power from him, nor do they possess an autonomous
power — a kind of magic — but their power resides in Christ’s
institution.38 The words of Christ are the Spirit’s only vehicle to work
salvation.

THE PRACTICE OF THE LORD’S SUPPER
 

For nearly two centuries after the Reformation, the Lutheran
church had a weekly Sunday celebration of the Lord’s Supper. This
indicated its determinative role for Christian life and its importance
for doctrine. Pietism and the Enlightenment had a damaging effect
on Lutheran sacramental life. Even churches seriously committed to
Luther’s teachings offered the Lord’s Supper no more than four times
a year. Ironically, the church that defined itself by its doctrine of the
Lord’s Supper eliminated its practice, with few exceptions, from
regular worship.

Today the majority of Lutheran congregations in the United States
have a weekly celebration of the Lord’s Supper. Its celebration on
Sunday is not seen as mandated by the commandment requiring
Sabbath observance but as the celebration of the Lord’s



resurrection. It transcends and encompasses the time and the space
between its institution and its perfect celebration in heaven. Its
celebration on any day, especially festivals or saints’ days, is also
proper. In the Supper, Christ is temple, priest, and sacrifice, so
pilgrimages to shrines and efforts to restore Israel as God’s people
and reconstruct Jerusalem with its temple are rendered obsolete.
Participants in the sacrament have come to the heavenly
Jerusalem.39

THE LORD’S SUPPER: WHAT’S IN A NAME?
 

When Lutherans speak of the sacrament, they are most likely
speaking of the Lord’s Supper. Like other designations (e.g., “the
Lord’s table” [1 Cor. 10:21]), it is taken over from the New Testament:
“When you come together, it is not the Lord’s Supper [deipnon] you
eat” (1 Cor. 11:20, italics added). Use of this designation is more
significant today in the light of historical doubts raised by critical
scholars, who hold that Jesus may have joined his disciples for
meals before his death, but its origins as a sacrament rest with his
followers, who after death came to believe that he had risen.
Memorial meals took on a sacred character in which bread and wine
were eventually identified with Jesus himself.

Discussions among Christians about Christ’s presence in the
Supper must first agree that he instituted this meal as a sacrament.
Without this historical conviction, the rite can hardly be called the
Lord’s Supper, and subsequent theological questions are rendered
moot. Though called the Lord’s Supper because it was instituted in
an evening meal, it has since earliest times been celebrated in the
morning, often at daybreak, to commemorate the resurrection. Its
ritual terms were set forth on Maundy Thursday, but its origins rest in
Christ’s death as an atonement for sins. The Greek words translated
“on the night he was betrayed” can also be rendered “on the night he
was handed over” (1 Cor. 11:23) — i.e., God handed Jesus over to
Satan so that by struggling with Satan and death Jesus might
overcome them. By crucifixion his blood flows from his body so that
both can become the heavenly elements of the sacrament. With his



body and blood — i.e., as priest and sacrificial victim — Christ enters
the assembly of believers to forgive their sins. Jesus is himself the
Word who makes earthly elements his body and blood. Because he
is all aspects of this sacrament, he is proclaimed in its every aspect
(see 1 Cor. 11:26). Thus the Lord’s people come together on the
Lord’s day to hear the Lord’s word (i.e., the gospel), to pray the
Lord’s Prayer, and to gather around the Lord’s table to receive the
Lord’s Supper. In all these actions and in the elements themselves
Jesus is present. This meal is in every aspect the Lord’s Supper.

Other designations for this sacrament also embrace biblical terms,
though they may not have been in use in apostolic times precisely in
the way we know them now. “Holy Communion” is commonly used
among Lutherans. “The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the
communion of the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it
not the communion of the body of Christ?” (1 Cor 10:16 KJV, italics
added). Those who receive the bread and the wine participate in
Christ’s body and blood, which provides the basis for communion
with other recipients. By receiving the body of Christ, the church is
constituted as a fellowship in his body. The sacrament is a Holy
Communion because recipients share in the holy things of Christ’s
body and blood and through them have communion with one another
and express a common faith. Without this, no real fellowship exists.
Accordingly, Lutherans commune with only those who are penitent
and share the same faith. Tragically, in the sacrament in which Christ
unites believers to himself, and through him to others, the disunity
among Christians caused by their differences becomes evident.
Because Ulrich Zwingli could not say that the bread and wine of the
Supper were really Christ’s body and blood, Martin Luther refused to
commune with him. Requiring that all recipients have a common faith
is traditionally called “closed communion,” after the ancient custom
of dismissing those who were not eligible to receive the sacrament
before the Lord’s Supper was celebrated. “Open communion” — the
practice of communing all who desire to participate in spite of grave
differences — is more likely to be derived from understanding it as a
community rite in which diverse beliefs are tolerated. A ritual
practiced under these circumstances has a diminished sacramental
character.



Luther in the Small Catechism called the Lord’s Supper “the
sacrament of the altar” — a term connected to how Lutherans place
the cross or crucifix on their altars to symbolize Christ’s death as a
sacrifice for sins. “Altar” may have been used for the place from
where the sacrament was distributed in apostolic times.40 Even
when the Supper is not celebrated, the altar as the place where
Christ is in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper is reverenced by
bowing the head or kneeling.

“Eucharist,” a term used in the Didache,41 has recently come into
wider use among some Lutherans. Its adjective, “eucharistic” (from
the Greek eucharistos, “thankful”), is the most commonly used one
for this sacrament. Eucharistic theology and practice deals with
teaching about the Lord’s Supper. “Eucharist” is derived from the
words of institution: “when he had given thanks” (1 Cor. 11:24, italics
added; cf. Matt. 26:27).42 It is found in the accounts of the
miraculous feedings of the crowds (Matt. 15:36; John 6:11) — events
the Evangelists use to prepare their hearers for the Supper’s
institution.43 The word also occupies a prominent place in the Proper
Preface, the introductory part of the Communion liturgy: “It is truly
good, right, and salutary that we should at all times and places give
thanks to you, holy Lord, almighty Father, everlasting God.” The
entire service is eucharistic, the occasion in which the congregation
thanks God for this inestimable gift of Christ’s body and blood.

In Article 10 of the Augsburg Confession and the Apology, it is
called “the Mass,” a term still used in northern European Lutheran
churches but rarely in America. It is derived from missa, the Latin
word for “depart” or “go,” formerly the last words in the service. Once
believers have received Christ’s body and blood, no greater
mysteries await them on earth. Luther questioned whether private
Masses qualified as a sacrament, and he denounced the Mass as a
priest’s offering of Christ as a sacrifice for sins, especially for those
of the dead. For him this was an abomination.44 Also objectionable
was the Roman argument that since Christ’s blood was in his flesh,
the laity did not have to receive the cup.45 In some places this
practice has been rectified. In spite of serious differences, Luther



acknowledged that Roman Catholics really received Christ’s body
and blood.46

WHAT ABOUT JOHN?
 

Martin Luther combined the words of institution from Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and Paul in his Small Catechism definition of the
sacrament of the altar: “It is the true body and blood of our Lord
Jesus under bread and wine, instituted by Christ himself for us
Christians to eat and drink.” Strikingly absent is John, Luther’s
favorite evangelist. John 6 was used by the Roman Catholics to
support giving only the host to the laity because blood is already in
the flesh, a position compatible with their doctrine of
transubstantiation. At Marburg in October 1529 in his dispute with
Luther, Zwingli used John 6:63 (“the Spirit gives life; the flesh counts
for nothing”) to his advantage in seeing the Supper in spiritual and
not physical terms.47 Luther focused the discussion on the words of
institution, especially “is” (this is my body; this cup is the new
covenant in my blood).

Perhaps out of loyalty to the Reformer, Lutherans have hesitated
in using John 6 in their understanding of the Lord’s Supper. This
hesitancy was supported by John 6:63, which seemed to require that
without receiving the Lord’s Supper, a person could not be saved.
Lutherans made an exception to John 3:5, which made baptism an
absolute necessity for salvation. In spite of their avoidance of John’s
gospel in their eucharistic theology, Lutherans have used such
phrases as “the bread from heaven” and “the bread of life” in their
eucharistic hymns and devotion. Ironically, Lutherans may have
deprived themselves of the most descriptive New Testament
evidences for their position that recipients of the Supper actually eat
Christ’s body and drink his blood and that this sacrament is vital to
the Christian life. Luther’s claim in the Small Catechism that
forgiveness, life, and salvation are given in the sacrament strangely
mirrors the teaching of John 6:50, 54 that eternal life and the
resurrection come with eating Christ’s body and drinking his blood.



If Lutherans can overcome their historical aversions, they will find
a wealth of evidences from the entire Johannine corpus (not just
John’s gospel) to support their doctrine that the earthly elements of
the Lord’s Supper are truly Christ’s body and blood. With regard to
Zwingli’s use of the unprofitability of the flesh as evidence against a
physical understanding of the Lord’s Supper, this passage more
likely refers to those who without the life-giving power of the Holy
Spirit cannot accept that Christ is promising to give his body for food
and his blood for drink. When Jesus began to speak in such fleshly
terms, many turned away from him (John 6:66). Some still do.

A BAPTIST RESPONSE
 

Russell D. Moore
I wouldn’t want to trade places with David Scaer. The “extremes”

of the spectrum represented in this book — my Baptist view and the
Roman Catholic view — are relatively simple: the elements are a
sign pointing to the reality thereof, or they actually are the body and
blood of Jesus. By contrast, the Lutheran view of consubstantiation
is exegetically, historically, philosophically, and semantically far more
complex. This does not make the view untrue; it simply makes it
more of a challenge to explain. Nonetheless, Scaer does so with skill
and grace.

In laying out his view of the Supper as a Lutheran distinctive,
Scaer helpfully notes that the Lutheran view is closer to the Roman
Catholic vision of Communion than to the Reformed views. Despite
the commonality among the Lutheran, Reformed, and Anabaptist
streams of the Reformation on matters of authority and soteriology,
Scaer is right that the heirs of Martin Luther were the least willing to
“reform” the Roman Church’s theology of Communion. Scaer
helpfully fits the Lutheran view within the context of a sacramental
theology in which the sacraments themselves do the work, apart
from prerequisite faith on the part of the recipients.

This is perhaps where those of us in the Free Church tradition
often find the Lutheran view the most perplexing. The sacramental
theology of the Roman Catholic Church is clear and coherent — the



church as the mystical body of Christ and the heir of the apostles is
authorized to dispense grace. Lutherans, however, distinguish
themselves from Rome by a conviction that justification comes sola
fide, that it is received through faith alone and not through the
mediation of any human ecclesial structure or authority. This tension
is seen in Scaer’s treatment of the Supper in the biblical context of
the presence of God and atonement for sin. Scaer rightly affirms the
propitiatory and sacrificial nature of the crucifixion offering of Jesus
at Golgotha. Moreover, Scaer rightly ties the Supper to the Passover
and the old covenant’s foreshadowings of our redemption. But where
he relates the Passover event to the Supper, I believe Scripture
would tie the Passover meal to the Supper. The Passover event of
sacrifice of the substitutionary lamb is fulfilled in the cross of Christ,
not in the Supper. As Paul instructs the Corinthians, our Passover is
Christ himself, who has already been sacrificed (1 Cor. 5:7). The
church’s ongoing communion over bread and wine is instead related
to the Passover festival (1 Cor. 5:8 - 11).

As I noted in my chapter (pp. 33 - 38), the festival of the Passover
was an act of proclamation, an act of remembrance and anticipation.
Why should this not be the case then with the Supper when the
precise same kind of wording is used for the act? The Supper points
to our union with Christ in his already accomplished crucifixion,
resurrection, and exaltation. Contrary to Scaer, it is not in “the
sacrament” that “atonement and judgment come together”(p. 92), but
rather in the cross outside the gates of Jerusalem where God’s wrath
and God’s forgiveness meet (Rom. 3:25 - 26). Our appropriation of
this atonement comes not through any activity (circumcision,
baptism, or even Communion) but through trust in the “God who
justifies the wicked” (Rom. 4:5). This faith is not severed from the
Supper. The Supper prompts and encourages faith by pointing the
penitent believer outside of himself to Christ, as he continues to look
to the once-and- for-all atonement of Jesus.

It is perfectly understandable for Scaer to see Reformed views of
the Supper as dangerous to his understanding of Communion, and
even to see how he, like Luther, could not commune with those of us
who hold to a view of the Supper as a sign of proclamation and
promise rather than as a vehicle for the real presence of Christ. It is



disappointing, however, to see his chapter equate Reformed views
as similar to Platonic concepts of the relationship between spirit and
matter. Plato and his philosophical heirs (both conscious and
unconscious heirs) believe spirit to be inherently more “real” than
matter. This is not the disagreement between us on the Supper. I
believe the “real presence” of Christ — his very material human body
and blood — is necessary to the life and holiness of the church. The
question is whether this “real presence” is in the heavenly places,
awaiting his return, or whether he comes to us physically now in the
bread and wine. Scaer’s Platonic allusion is no more accurate than
someone saying that Lutherans are “Platonic” because they do not
believe that Christ is physically present “in and under” the vocal cord
vibrations of the Word preached.

Scaer’s treatment of the practice of the Supper is intriguing and
thought provoking. While I agree with him at many places, I am
unconvinced in others. Scaer argues, for instance, that “substituting
other elements for bread and wine is an act of disobedience” (p. 93).
I agree, but I do not extend this to the question of whether the wine
must be fermented and without additives, as does Scaer. Contrary to
Scaer’s argument, there are very few, if any, who would argue that
an alcoholic beverage is “not a fit sacramental vehicle or that the
elements used are unimportant” (p. 94). He is right that Jesus
certainly used fermented wine at the Supper. The question is
whether the fermentation itself is essential to the element, or
whether, as it seems, the issue is the crushed fruit of the vine, which
points to the blood of Jesus. I am not opposed to using “real” wine in
the Supper, but I am not willing to say that alcohol content, or lack
thereof, changes the act of Communion. If it does, then I must also
ask if it is disobedient to use in the Supper grapes grown in regions
outside of the Middle East, since it is clear that this variety of wine is
what Jesus poured in the upper room.

Scaer ably defends the Lutheran insistence that the “validity of the
Lord’s Supper rests on Christ’s command and not on faith” (p. 94).
His appeal to the Corinthian correspondence, however, is not
convincing. Yes, the immoral Corinthian man was harming himself
and was indeed to be barred from the Lord’s Table. Was this
because he was in contact with the physical presence of Christ in the



Supper, or because through the table he participated with the
presence of Christ through his body, the covenant community? The
church is not, Paul says, to “associate with” or “even eat” with such a
man. Why? It is because he “calls himself a brother but is sexually
immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a
swindler” (1 Cor. 5:11). It seems this eating together has everything
to do with faith, since a man eating at the table without faith is not a
brother but an imposter. The problem with his inclusion at the meal is
the church’s pronouncement through Communion that he is in fact a
“brother,” a man of faith, when he is in reality in rebellion against the
way of Christ. Again, it seems that the Supper here is an act of
proclamation, while the assembly itself is the presence of Christ (1
Cor. 5:4).

Those of us who are confessional evangelical Protestants owe
more than we can ever express to the biblical conviction and sheer
grit of Martin Luther. This chapter should remind us that Luther and
his heirs did not just protest against the Roman church but sought
and still seek to provide an alternative that is in continuity with the
apostles and prophets and with the church throughout the ages.
When it comes to the Supper, I can only say that, while thanking God
for the Word-bound conscience of Luther, I do not think he
“reformed” the church enough when it comes to the relationship
between the faith of the believing community and the sacraments. In
short, I just wish he had nailed a bit more to the Wittenberg door.

A REFORMED RESPONSE
 

I. John Hesselink
It seems to be almost impossible to convince traditionalist

Lutherans — particularly those of a Missouri or Wisconsin Synod
variety — that Calvin believed that Christ is really (realiter) and truly
(vere) present in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. Granted, not
all people in the Reformed tradition hold this view. Many are
Zwinglian in their understanding of the Supper, even though they
have never heard of Ulrich Zwingli. But the classical Calvinian
position holds that Christ is substantially present in the Supper,



though not contained in the elements. Therein lies a significant
difference.

When the Reformed go on to say that the presence of Christ in the
Supper is spiritual, not physical, many Lutherans often assume that
spiritual presence means unreal or illusory. Or, as the Book of
Concord puts it (cited in note 6 in David Scaer’s chapter), “spiritually”
means to the Reformed “nothing more than the spirit of Christ that is
present, or the power of the absent body of Christ, or his merit.” I
hope my presentation has demonstrated that this understanding of
the Reformed (i.e., Calvinian) view does not merit that charge.
Moreover, when one dismisses the significance of the role of the
Holy Spirit in uniting the believer with the risen Christ in a
sacramental way, one is in effect denigrating the power and person
of the Holy Spirit! In both traditions the real presence of Christ in the
sacrament is acknowledged, but there is a different understanding of
the modality of that presence. As Scaer points out, the phrase “real
presence” is ambiguous and requires clarification (p. 87). However,
in my chapter I have tried to show that “presence” means a
substantial (another difficult word) partaking of the life-giving body
and blood of Christ and that in the Supper there is a true
communication of Christ’s body and blood.

John Calvin, in any case, was closer to Luther than to Zwingli.
Luther recognized this. In 1541 Calvin wrote Short Treatise on the
Lord’s Supper in an attempt to mediate between Luther and Zwingli
(and Johannes Oecolampadius, the Basel Reformer who sided with
Zwingli).1 Calvin sent a copy to his friend Philip Melanchthon. It is
not certain whether Melanchthon or Moritz Goltsch, a Wittenberg
bookseller, gave a Latin version to Luther, who announced that “had
Zwingli and Oecolampadius spoken like Calvin, there would have
been no need for a long dispute.”2

Calvin continually sought to explain his position in ways that would
be understandable and acceptable to moderate Lutherans. B. A.
Gerrish observes, “He repeatedly argued belief in the union of sign
and reality was the actual — and sufficient —bond of agreement in
sacramental theology between the Lutherans and the Swiss.” 3In
1554, Calvin wrote a letter to one of his Lutheran accusers (John
Barbach), which is notable both for its irenic spirit and the succinct



way he reiterates his position. Gerrish sums up the situation this
way:

If Luther, that distinguished servant of God and faithful doctor of
the church, were alive today, he would not be so harsh and
unyielding as not willingly to allow this confession: that what the
sacraments depict is truly offered to us (vere praestari), and that
therefore in the sacred Supper we become partakers of the
body and blood of Christ. For how often did he declare that he
was contending for no other cause than to establish that the
Lord does not mock us with empty signs but accomplishes
inwardly what he sets before our eyes, and the effect is
therefore joined with the signs? This much, unless I am greatly
mistaken, is agreed among you: that Christ’s Supper is not a
theatrical display of spiritual food but gives in reality what it
depicts, since in it devout souls feed on the flesh and blood of
Christ.4

Turning to the present, readers of this book should be alerted to
the fact that in 1997 “A Formula of Agreement” was adopted by the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the Presbyterian Church
(USA), the Reformed Church in America, and the United Church of
Christ whereby they entered into full communion with each other on
the basis of a document titled A Common Calling: The Witness of
Our Reformation Churches in North America Today.5 It was
acknowledged that differences between these two communions still
existed, but in the words of the Leuenberg Agreement (III.1.18), “In
the Lord’s Supper the risen Jesus Christ imparts himself in his body
and blood, given for all, through his word of promise with bread and
wine. He thus gives himself unreservedly to all who receive the
bread and wine; faith receives the Lord’s Supper for salvation,
unfaith for judgment.”6 I realize that conservative Lutherans may
regard this consensus as an unholy compromise, but it still
represents a historic breakthrough on the part of two major
Reformation traditions.

In conclusion, let me point out several areas where I can heartily
endorse positions taken in Scaer’s chapter. For example, we agree
that “sacraments are not New Testament innovations but rather are
the ordinary ways in which God came to his Old Testament people”



(p. 90). We, too, believe that sacraments are signs to which God’s
Word is attached and that “the external elements of the sacraments
as signs correspond to what the sacraments are and do” (p. 93).
However, we would say that the role of the Holy Spirit, as far as the
celebration of the Supper is concerned, is not so much to “create
faith” (p. 96) as to strengthen and nourish faith; and that although the
words of institution are indispensable, it is not Christ’s words alone,
but the Word and the Spirit that effect the sacrament (p. 97). Along
with the Orthodox churches, we “give a prominent place to the Spirit
in the epiklesm is, by which he is invoked on the elements to make
them Christ’s body and blood” (p. 96). Scaer concedes that this is
not the historic Lutheran custom, although it is noted in the Apology.
Here it appears to be a matter of emphasis.

In the light of all this and several other points of agreement, I
would hope that unlike some of the sixteenth-century Lutherans —
particularly the ultra-Lutherans who took over after Luther’s death —
even the more traditionalist Lutherans would not find our position
“threatening” (p. 89) but one that should elicit a more open and
sympathetic reception than in the past.

A ROMAN CATHOLIC RESPONSE
 

Thomas A. Baima
I like David Scaer’s stress on real presence versus

consubstantiation. His contextualizing of consubstantiation as
“Nestorian” is an interesting insight that I want to think more about
(p. 87 n. 3). Another point of particular importance was when he
showed that there were some formulations of eucharistic doctrine
that the Roman Catholic Church found acceptable at the beginning
of the Reformation. Ecumenists have not paid enough attention to
the formative period of Reformation doctrine before the polemics
took over. Some kind of return to those acceptable Lutheran
formulations as a basis for contemporary dialogue could be useful.
Of course, the section on the sacramental God rings true to a
Catholic and shows how our two traditions still share a great deal in
the Western liturgical tradition.



Another aspect of Scaer’s chapter — and the other two authors’ as
well — is the centrality of Saint Augustine in Protestant thought.
Here Scaer calls us back to the Augustinian definition of a
sacrament, but the larger point, often obscured by the central
position that Saint Thomas Aquinas has occupied in the Catholic
Church, is that all Western Christians are children of Saint
Augustine. Augustine is the common father of both the Roman
Catholic and Protestant communities. A new appreciation of
Augustine, who was the principal source for Saint Thomas (after the
Scriptures themselves), could help us find a common foundation for
our theological discussions in the future.

The Lutheran stress on sacramental validity resting “on Christ’s
command and not on faith” (p. 94) is also clarifying for a Catholic to
hear. One of our difficulties is appreciating the differences among
Protestant views. We are unfair when we fail to recognize the
significant differences among the different traditions of the
Reformation. For example, I was surprised to learn of the Lutheran
view that baptism, absolution, and the Lord’s Supper form a
constellation (p. 95). This notion of the relationship of penance to
Holy Communion is something I reflect on in my chapter, and it is an
area I would like to hear more about from Lutheran friends.

A couple of themes seem to run through all of the Protestant
chapters. One overarching theme has to do with the matter of spatial
and temporal relationships. It seems that the primary problem the
Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation poses for Protestants of every
tradition is how Jesus’ body can be in multiple places. I reflect on this
in my response to John Hesselink (p. 80), but here I simply identify it
as a common thread running through all three chapters. Another
theme was that in the first decade of the twenty-first century, all
Christians are facing the problem of an overemphasized
individualism and the phenomenon of “doctrine lite.” We feel this
acutely in the Catholic Church, and it was affirming to hear other
Christian theologians identify the same problem. Perhaps it is true
that misery loves company.

Reading Scaer’s chapter raised some questions. It is well and
good to note that there were formulas of doctrine that both the
Lutherans and the Roman Catholics could accept at the start of the



Reformation, but what do we do about them now? And how do we
address the need, then and now, to have distinguishing formulas?
We live in a time when there is great pressure to “repristineize” our
churches by stressing our unique identities. Is this the way forward?
Should we not return to the sources in the Great Tradition and allow
those sources to critique our current practices and formulas? I
believe that the distinctive elements in our separate traditions often
carry the most vital insights we might offer as gifts to other
Christians. The danger is that too great an emphasis on the
distinctive elements runs the risk of creating a sectarian attitude.
True resourcement, as a theological method, protects the distinctive
elements by grounding them in the Great Tradition.

Another issue was the statement “a philosophical axiom cannot be
the basis of doctrine” (p. 92). While this is certainly true, it is equally
true that a doctrine cannot be formulated in human language without
engaging philosophical questions. Any statement contains certain
tacit presuppositions that affect the formula. The debate over
transubstantiation versus consubstantiation is in some ways the
classic example. The theological term transubstantiation uses
Aristotelian metaphysical categories to explain theologically the
doctrine of real presence. The theological term consubstantiation is
no different. What is different is that the term consubstantiation
involves nominalist categories drawn from William of Ockham’s
critique of metaphysics, involving a shift from a metaphysical position
of moderate realism to the conceptualist position that universals exist
only in the mind. As a result, when Luther, who was an adherent of
William’s teaching, engaged the question of real presence, the
philosophical system he used was a form of discourse tacitly
“oriented toward human understanding rather than the object itself.”1

The problem for the theologian is not one of using philosophy to
frame doctrinal formulations but one of using a poor philosophy to do
so. Any philosophical system used to express a revealed religion
such as Christianity must have the necessary capacities to handle
the subject. One way to examine the history of dogma is to evaluate
the philosophical system that systematic theologians have employed
to explain and explore the faith. Many of the failures of the modern



period in dogmatic theology are the result of theologians employing
systems that are not up to the task.2
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ROMAN CATHOLIC VIEW: Christ’s True, Real,
and Substantial Presence

Thomas A. Baima
When I was asked to write this chapter, I had just finished using a

book on comparative liturgy in the Zondervan Counterpoints Church
Life series in a class at Mundelein Seminary.1 I appreciated the value
of having such a helpful dialogue among various positions, which I
could share with my students. And I was thrilled to be asked to
participate in this Counterpoints book.

My task in this chapter is to present the doctrine of the Lord’s
Supper as confessed by the Catholic Church.2 While Orthodox
teaching on Holy Communion is not presented in this volume, on a
number of points it is so close to the Catholic Church’s position that I
will presume to include them. I do this mostly to remind readers that
the kind of conversation we are having in this book must be careful
to include all Christians. The Christian world is Catholic, Orthodox,
Mainline Protestant, Evangelical, and Pentecostal. All of these
voices cannot always be included in every conversation, but we
should honestly acknowledge that the other voices are there.

The general editor of this book gave us a list of questions to
consider. I have organized my chapter around these questions,
which appear as section heads. I hope this will make my remarks
clearer to readers who may not be familiar with the theological
tradition I represent. The questions themselves indicate the very
different frames of reference we each use to talk about these
matters. Understanding our different frames of reference is as
important as the specifics of our answers.

For a reader who wishes to explore Catholic teaching further, I
would recommend the Catechism of the Catholic Church (hereafter
the CCC). The CCC is not a catechism in the sense of Luther’s
Small Catechism; rather, the CCC is a compendium, a sourcebook of
Catholic doctrine, for bishops and priests in their teaching ministry.
Eight hundred pages long, it is a complete and integral presentation
of Catholic doctrine, along with references to the sources of the
doctrine in Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium. Additionally,



there are a number of reliable websites that readers can consult for
further study.3

WHAT IS THE MEANING AND SIGNIFICANCE OF
COMMUNION?

 
This first question allows me to state at the outset some of the

difficulties we have in this conversation. When asked, “What is the
meaning and significance of Communion?” I must honestly say, “I
don’t care.” I don’t care about meaning and significance because it
takes us off the track. The correct question should be, “What is
communion [i.e., intimate fellowship]?” Let me explain why this
distinction is important.

Meaning and significance are existential matters that frame the
question in terms of an individual’s experience of the thing being
considered. If we start there, we will never come to an understanding
of the Catholic view of Communion.

A BETTER QUESTION: WHAT IS COMMUNION?
 

A better question to use as a starting point is, “What is
communion?” On this matter, Catholic Christians have a lot to say.
We must use the central truths of the faith as the interpretive keys to
particular truths. The central truth of Christianity is that God is Trinity.
All other doctrines refer back to this central truth.

The Communion of the Triune God
 

If you were to attend Mass this Sunday at a local Catholic parish,
the priest’s first words would be, “In the Name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” And if you were to attend the Divine
Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom (the ritual used by Orthodox and
Eastern Catholic churches), the priest would turn to the people just
prior to the Eucharistic anaphora, make the sign of the cross over
them, and proclaim, “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of



God the Father, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you
all.” A proper Trinitarian theology is an essential condition for
understanding communion. “Being is communion,” according to
Bishop John of Pergamon (John Zizioulas).4 And as Christians, we
know that the ground of all being — God — is a Trinity of persons:
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

To speak of communion, it is necessary to speak of God, who is
communion itself. This truth is often lost on Western Christians, both
Catholics and Protestants, who function as practical Christomonists.5
Our Western stress on Christology is sometimes at the expense of
our theology — properly, our Trinitarianism. Being is the communion
of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. All of the ancient
creeds acknowledge this in their structure and content. All traditional
Christians know that true religion stands or falls on Trinitarian
doctrine. Yet this doctrine has not properly made its way into
Western piety. For that reason, it is all the more important to stress
that any other form of communion in the Christian life is a reflection,
first of all, of the most basic communion of God being God.

This teaching may seem obvious, but so much is at stake here. At
its root, Christianity proclaims that ultimate reality —being — is the
communion of persons. Unity is what existence is all about. Christian
existentialism is not about finding meaning but about unity — with
the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.

The Communion of the Divine and Human in the God-Man
Jesus Christ

 
The second key doctrine for our understanding of Holy

Communion is the incarnation. The incarnation is nothing less than
the communion of the divine and human in the God-Man, Jesus
Christ. It is the unity in a single person of two ways of being. God
and humanity are not separate, because Jesus personally unites
them. Meet Jesus, and you have met God. Meet Jesus, and you
have met an authentic member of the human race. In Jesus, we
become partakers in the divine nature.6 This truth of the faith has



profound consequences for our understanding of the dignity of the
human person.

The Communion of the Church, Created and Sustained by the
Sacraments

 
This notion of communion flowing from the Trinity itself and

passing through the incarnate Word of God, Jesus Christ, sets the
stage for the wider unity of God with all nations. If the communion of
persons is how it is with God and how it is with Christ, by extension
communion of persons must be how it is with the church. Now, the
church is not God. It is a creature —something made by God.
However, the church participates in the same communion of the
Trinity and Christ because something analogous to the incarnation is
happening in her. Christ, the head of the church, is united with the
human members who make up the church, which Scripture calls “the
body of Christ.”7 God and humanity are united by means of the
actions of the Holy Spirit, which we call the sacraments.8

Sacraments are not something that the church does; rather, the
sacraments make the church. When I say “make,” I mean the
sacraments create and sustain the church. The church is structured
by the sacraments.9 Baptism creates the church by building her up
from new members. Confirmation strengthens these members to be
witnesses of Christ. Penance and anointing of the sick heal the
wounds of sin and suffering that afflict the members, further building
them up into the living stones of the edifice. Marriage sanctifies
human love and is described by Saint Paul as an image of the
church (Eph. 5:22 - 33). Christ’s headship is continued through Holy
Orders — which makes the other sacraments possible. And in the
Eucharist, Christ and members offer praise, sacrifice, and worship to
the Father in the Holy Spirit.10

The Holy Eucharist as the Source and Summit of the Christian
Life

 



The Eucharist has been called “the source and summit of the
Christian life” by Pope Paul VI.11 The Christian life, our Orthodox
brothers and sisters remind us, is doxological. “Orthodoxy” means
“right praise.” What is right praise? It is a life ordered by the
character of God — Father, Son, and Holy Spirit — and by the action
of God in human history — creation, revelation, redemption, and
consummation.

This doxological life is revealed to us in the history of the people of
Israel and in the person and event of Jesus Christ. It’s not a
discovery of human insight but a gift, which also makes it a “given,” a
constitutional element of Christianity. From the doxology, which is the
Eucharist, we receive life. Toward the doxology, which is the
Eucharist, we journey, for unity with Christ is the goal of this life. In
the doxology, which is the Eucharist, we find the foretaste and
promise of the eternal life which is to come in the kingdom.

Holy Communion
 

Holy Communion is the moment when all of this comes together.
When I receive the body and blood of Christ in the sacrament, what I
receive becomes part of me. And I become part of him. The unity of
the sacred elements of Communion in my body unites me to his
body. And unity with the body of Christ makes me an adopted child
of God.

Sacrament as the Central and Unifying Insight of the Catholic
Tradition

 
This brings us to the central and unifying feature of Catholic

Christianity (as well as Orthodox Christianity), in distinction from
other forms (mainline Protestant, evangelical, or Pentecostal).
Catholics call it the “sacramental economy.” Economy, as used here,
refers to God’s work. Specifically, the sacramental economy is the
work of the Holy Trinity in human history during the age of the
church.



In the descriptions of the kingdom of God in the book of
Revelation, we find the image of a liturgy, a worship service.12

Worship by saints and angels is offered to the Father through the
high priesthood of Jesus his Son in the communion of the Holy Spirit.
Reading backward, temporally speaking, we find that the prefigure of
the kingdom of God is the church, gathered for the sacred liturgy.
That sacred liturgy, which the church celebrates between the time of
the ascension of Christ and the second coming, recalls and makes
present the saving events of his earthly ministry, especially his
passion, death, and resurrection. That anamn sis (“remembrance”)
gives glory (Gk. doxa) to Christ. The life of the kingdom is doxology.
The Christian life in the age of the church must also be doxological.

Reading back further, through the lens of the paschal mystery, we
see that pre-Christian history is also marked by this doxological
dimension. The whole of the first covenant was a call to the right
worship of God.13 If we read the history of the Jewish people through
this lens, we see a very clear pattern of God working in and through
their history as a people, we see a sacramental economy where God
blessed them. The CCC puts it this way:

Divine blessings were made manifest in astonishing and saving
events — the birth of Isaac, the escape from Egypt (Passover
and exodus), the gift of the promised land, the election of David,
the presence of God in the temple, the purifying exile, and the
return of a small remnant. The Law, the Prophets, and the
Psalms, interwoven in the liturgy of the chosen people, recall
these divine blessings and at the same time respond to them
with blessings of praise and thanksgiving.14

When this anamn sis is empowered by God, it is not merely a
remembering but an actualization of sacred events so that they are
really present.15 Saint John of Damascus wrote about this:

You ask how the bread becomes the Body of Christ, and the
wine . . . the Blood of Christ. I shall tell you: the Holy Spirit
comes upon them and accomplishes what surpasses every
word and thought. . . . Let it be enough for you to understand
that it is by the Holy Spirit, just as it was for the Holy Virgin and



by the Holy Spirit that the Lord, through and in himself, took
flesh.16

Sacrament and Sacrifice
 

In the short scope of this chapter, it is impossible to explore the
companion doctrine of sacrifice, which is inseparable from any
Catholic understanding of the Eucharist.17 So let me just set the
stage by saying that in the sacramental ethos of Catholic Christianity,
when the bread and wine are separately consecrated, the death of
Christ (the separation of blood from his body) is signified and
through the liturgical anamn sis made present. The doctrine of the
real presence, however, elevates this act from mere liturgical anamn
sis to a real anamn sis, where the same offering, the same priest,

and the same sacrifice are present. As I write this, I ask my fellow
authors of this volume not to latch on to this paragraph and fill their
responses with quotations from the book of Hebrews. That would be
a great conversation — one I would welcome — but it’s not the
conversation we are engaged in right now. The sacrifice and
priesthood of Jesus would be a great topic for another book.

I raise the point about sacrifice solely because it is bound up in the
Catholic notion of sacrament. So to adequately understand our
belief, you must posit this point: the biblical pattern, or model of
sacrifice, involved three things: offertory, priestly mediation, and
meal.18 The application of this Old Testament notion to the new
covenant by the sacramental model entails the use of biblical
images, which revealed the action of God in salvation history, to
frame, interpret, and throw light on the final and definitive act of God
in Jesus Christ. The great Catholic theologian Ludwig Ott wrote the
following:

Although the sacrament and the sacrifice of the Eucharist are
performed by the same consecration, still they are conceptually
distinct. The Eucharist is a sacrament insofar as in it Christ is
partaken as nourishment for the soul; it is a sacrifice insofar as
in it Christ is offered as a sacrificial gift to God. . . . [Saint
Thomas Aquinas writes that] it has the nature of a sacrifice in



that it is offered up, and it has the nature of a sacrament in that
it is received, and hence, it has the effect of a sacrament in him
who receives it and the effect of a sacrifice in him who offers or
in those for whom it is offered [Summa Theologica III.79.5]. The
sacrament is directed immediately to the sanctification of men
[and women], the sacrifice to the glorification of God. As a
sacrament, the Eucharist is a permanent reality; as a sacrifice, it
is a transient action.19

I conclude my consideration of the sacramental economy with
another quotation from the Catechism:

Jesus’ words and actions during his hidden life and public
ministry were already salvific, for they anticipated the power of
his Paschal mystery. They announced and prepared what he
was going to give the Church when all was accomplished. The
mysteries of Christ’s life are the foundations of what he would
henceforth dispense in the sacraments, through the ministers of
his Church, for [as Leo the Great wrote] “what was visible in our
Savior has passed over into his mysteries.”
Sacraments are “powers that come forth” from the Body of
Christ, which is ever-living and life-giving. They are actions of
the Holy Spirit at work in his Body, the Church. They are “the
masterworks of God” in the new and everlasting covenant.20

The Dogma of the Real Presence
 

Keeping in mind the sacramental vision of Catholic Christianity, we
can now approach the heart of the matter. What does the Catholic
Church teach as the dogma of the real presence?

The Council of Trent summarized the teaching in its first canon on
the sacrament of the Eucharist:

If anyone denies that in the sacrament of the most holy
Eucharist the body and blood together with the soul and divinity
of our Lord Jesus Christ and therefore the whole Christ are truly,
really and substantially contained, but says that he is in it only
as in a sign or figure or by his power, let him be anathema.21



As you can see from the language, a dogmatic definition excludes
an unacceptable teaching. To properly interpret any dogmatic text,
the theologian must know what error the dogma was formulated to
correct. One way to think of dogma is like an old-style prescription in
medicine. One hundred years ago, doctors would write prescriptions
that had to be compounded by pharmacists. In doing so, the doctor
was able to customize a medicinal preparation for a particular
patient’s illness. The art of medicine lay in the formulation of the drug
to treat a specific illness. When particular formulas proved
successful in treating specific diseases, they were listed in
formularies by the pharmacists so they could be used by other
physicians.

Dogmatic formulas are the prescriptions of spiritual physicians.
When an illness (heresy) afflicts the body of Christ, the pastors of the
church, as spiritual physicians, formulate a doctrine. In the same
way, when a doctrinal formula proves effective in treating spiritual
illness, it is listed (canonized) in a decree. Such was the case with
the doctrine of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.

There was a development of the doctrine over the centuries. Each
time the real presence of Christ was denied in some way, the church
replied with a formula to correct the error. Eventually, a theological
term — transubstantiation — came to be favored in the formulation
of the doctrine.

At the time of the Council of Trent, three errors had to be treated.
One error was to say that the Lord Jesus was present only as a sign
or figure. The Fathers would have understood this to be Ulrich
Zwingli’s teaching. Another error was to say that the Lord was
present only by his power. This the Fathers understood to be John
Calvin’s teaching. There is a third error — that of Martin Luther —
namely, that the presence was limited to the celebration and did not
continue afterward. Not mentioned in the list but treated in the
dogma was the error of Martin Bucer, namely, that the Lord is
present by means of the faith of the receiver. The Fathers of the
Council of Trent formulated a doctrine in such a way as to treat (with
spiritual medicine) each of these errors. The components of the
prescription were “true, real and substantial.” But I’m getting ahead
of myself.



The Regula Fidei — the Rule of Faith — is that Christ is really
present in the sacrament of the Eucharist. In Catholic doctrine, a
sacrament is a sign which brings about that which it signifies.
Baptism is a sign of the washing away of sin, of death, and of rebirth.
When persons are baptized, by grace and in faith their sin is washed
away and they are united to Christ’s death and reborn to eternal life.
In the Eucharist, ordinary food is the sign of nourishment, and the
separate elements are signs of Christ’s sacrifice.22 So the Faith tells
us that Christ is present in the sacrament. Since this is part of the
Rule of Faith, we believe it.23

I submit that the doctrinal problem the Council of Trent tried to
address with its formulation of “true, real and substantial” was
nothing short of saying that “all things are possible with God.”24 In
the philosophical and theological framework of the time, the Fathers
tried to explain how the impossible —the accidents remaining after
the conversion of the substance —was still reasonable.25 They were
answering a charge that goes back to the Bible itself — “How can
this man give us his flesh to eat?”26

That Jesus can do what he says is not open to question — at least
if you are a traditional Christian. If, on the other hand, you don’t hold
the Nicene faith, if you think that Jesus died and his body was lost
and the so-called resurrection is only a profound memory in the
hearts of disciples, then no theology will make any sense to you.
Theology begins with faith and depends on it for proper context. If
you lack this faith, then your answer to the question of “How can this
man give us his flesh to eat?” is simple and direct: he can’t. But if
Jesus is who he says he is — if he is Lord, Son of God, Savior —
then we must, as traditional Christians, assume that his words in
Scripture mean what they say. If Jesus, who died on the cross, is
risen, then miracles still happen.

Does this shake your faith? What if you were to see the Son of
Man rising from the dead?27 This is the biblical argument for
believing Jesus when he says, “This is my body.” So we are left, as
was the Council of Trent, in explaining how Holy Communion can be
the body of Christ.



One of our problems is that we know some things about the body
of Christ. We know what it looked like after the resurrection. (The
Bible tells us his body looked like a gardener, or a man on the road
to Emmaus, but apparently not always like Jesus of Nazareth.)28

And we know where it is right now. He is in heaven, for he ascended
and sits at the right hand of the Father. So our problem with “this is
my body” centers on the word is.29

What happens in the Eucharist is not at all like a chemical reaction
(e.g., hydrogen and oxygen transformed into water). The
components — the reality — remain the same, but the form is
changed because of the atomic fusion of the components. In the
Eucharist, just the opposite occurs: the reality is changed, but the
form remains the same. Also, we’re not talking about a
“transfiguration,” though some theologians have used this term
because it is a biblical word: On Mount Tabor, Jesus “was
transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his
clothes became as white as the light”30 No, in the sacrament of the
Eucharist, there is no change in appearance. Even if you could put
the elements under an electron microscope or you could observe the
elements at the molecular or subatomic level, there would be no
change that you could see or measure.

If that isn’t what we are saying, then what are we saying? Simply
that Jesus meant what he said: “This is my body.” We are saying that
after the consecration, the accidents of bread and wine contain the
reality of the body and blood, soul and divinity of Jesus Christ.31 So
we are talking about real change, i.e., change at the level of reality.
The Scholastic theologians called it transubstantiation. The CCC
also uses the term conversion.32 Both terms mean that the whole
substance of the bread becomes the body of Christ and the whole
substance of the wine becomes the blood of Christ. The Fathers of
the church argue that this is possible because of the power of the
Word. Saint John Chrysostom writes, “This word transforms the
things offered.”33 Saint Ambrose asked, “Could not Christ’s word,
which can make from nothing what did not exist, change existing
things into what they were not before?”34



Catholic theologians explain the conversion by a technical term
called adduction.35 Adduction means that Christ is brought into the
sacrament without leaving heaven, and his presence is effected in
myriad places. This explanation answers a number of objections to
the doctrine of transubstantiation.

This is very important for the Catholic understanding of the
sacrament. A sacrament is a sign which brings about that which it
signifies. This means that the accidents are not accidental. The sign
of eating and drinking — signs of nourishment — and the unity of the
elements with our bodies bring about what is signified: spiritual
nourishment and unity with Christ.

WHO SHOULD PARTICIPATE IN THE LORD’S SUPPER?
 

Anyone who is baptized and in full communion with the Catholic
Church should receive Holy Communion. The real question for
Catholics is when they should first be admitted to Holy Communion
after baptism. The practices of Eastern and Western churches differ
on this point, while both adhere to an identical doctrinal
understanding. For the sake of those readers who may not be
familiar with the Eastern church, let me first quickly explain the two
“lungs” of traditional Christianity and then summarize the doctrinal
agreement on paedocommunion. After that, I’ll describe the differing
praxis of the two traditions.

In the early church, adults who believed the gospel were baptized
and then took part in the Eucharist. This was all fairly
straightforward. Baptism was the initiation rite into the faith; Holy
Communion was ongoing initiation. Gradually, as the church grew,
the liturgical rites grew as well, and the initiation process became
more formalized. A three-part rite became normative: baptism,
chrismation (confirmation), and the Eucharist.

In the Christian East, as infants were baptized, this same order
continued. In the same ceremony, the newly baptized infant is
chrismated (anointed with chrism) and then given the Eucharist.
(Practically, a drop or two of the precious blood is placed on their
tongues. Only once they can eat solid food are they given the body



of Christ, dipped in the precious blood, which is the ordinary way
Eastern Orthodox and Eastern Catholics administer Holy
Communion.)

The Western church followed much the same development — with
an important exception. Christian initiation of infants involved a
“progressive” administration of the sacraments. Baptism was given
to infants, but by the thirteenth century, confirmation and communion
were delayed to the age of discretion — the age of discretion at that
time was debated, but twelve years of age seems to have been
common.36 Thomas A. Marsh has noted, “The mind of the Church
had always been that confirmation should precede first communion.
But here again the practice varied greatly until the classic sequence
was officially made normative by the council of Trent (1566).”37

Many Protestant communities maintained this discipline when they
separated from the Catholic Church in the sixteenth century. In the
eighteenth century, however, a French practice developed by which
confirmation was delayed until after first Holy Communion. In the
nineteenth century, the practice spread to other countries. Then, at
the beginning of the twentieth century, the age for the reception of
first Holy Communion was set at age seven. The effect was that the
order of the second and third sacrament was reversed.38

HOW DO CATHOLICS HANDLE PRACTICAL PASTORAL
ISSUES?

 
One practical pastoral issue has to do with which elements should

be used in the celebration of Holy Communion. The answer for
Catholics is very simple: the ones Jesus used. Real bread made
from wheat and real wine made from grapes are valid matter for the
sacrament. We understand ourselves to be bound by the example of
Jesus. “This” in the phrase “this is my body” referred to something
specific — namely, bread. “This” in the phrase “this is my blood of
the covenant” referred to wine. We use the elements Jesus used.

This is so important that if other elements were to be used,
Catholics would say that the sacrament was invalid. What this



means is if the “this” is not bread, then it does not (cannot) become
the body of Christ.

So when a pastoral situation presents itself, such as a person with
a gluten allergy, and someone suggests we ought to use rice wafers
instead of the regular unleavened bread for Mass, or that we ought
to use grape juice for alcoholics, as good as their intentions are for
wanting to include everyone in Holy Communion, intentions cannot
change reality. The church lacks the authority to change the
elements instituted by Jesus for the celebration of the sacraments.

HOW FREQUENTLY SHOULD COMMUNION BE
OBSERVED?

 
Actual practice varies among Catholics with regard to this

question. Minimally, we would say that a Catholic is one who
believes the truths of the gospel and has been baptized. A practicing
Catholic is one who attends Mass on Sundays and holy days and
who makes what is called the “Easter duty” — confessing any mortal
sins and receiving Holy Communion at least once each year. A
devout Catholic is one who goes to daily Mass. These simple
definitions, while not official, are understood and used by Catholics
the world over. For the devout Catholic, the source and summit of
the Christian life is integrated into the fabric of his or her daily life.
Far from being routine, Holy Communion truly becomes a special
kind of “daily bread,” which we pray for in the Lord’s Prayer.

WHERE SHOULD COMMUNION BE SERVED?
 

The next question posed by the general editor was, “Where should
Communion be served (for example, in the pews, at the table, etc.)?”
After chuckling at some of the examples I thought of in reply, I
realized that each of the examples was a time when the Eucharist
had been most significant to my own faith life. So as part of a serious
answer, I made a list.



I begin my list by naming the Eucharist of the bishop, because this
is the ideal in the Catholic sacramental model. It is the image of the
church that Ignatius of Antioch taught before his martyrdom in AD
110. This celebration reveals the ecclesiological dimension of the
Eucharist. Saint Ignatius said that where you find the bishop and his
Eucharist, there you find the Catholic Church. The faithful gather,
with the bishop at their head, surrounded by his presbyters and
assisted by the deacons. They gather before Christ, who is really
present on the altar and who unites them with the Father and the
Holy Spirit. Since the bishop is united with the other bishops and the
pope, in the bishop’s Eucharist we are able to see made manifest
the mystery of the church as one, holy, catholic, and apostolic.

While the bishop’s Eucharist is the ideal, the average Catholic
Christian, however, usually celebrates Holy Communion in the parish
church with that portion of the people of God and led by a pastor
who is assigned by the bishop to minister there. But the parish is not
the only place where we celebrate Holy Communion. We also do so
in hospitals or nursing homes, where this sacrament brings spiritual
nourishment to the sick and dying. From the intimacy of a sickroom
we also move to large public gatherings, such as when the pope
gathers hundreds of thousands for World Youth Day. And don’t forget
the profound moment of a military chaplain serving Holy Communion
to his troops before combat. And we remember, too, the experience
of so many Christians in the world today, who celebrate the sacred
mysteries under government persecution, where the church exists in
the underground.

SHOULD THE TABLE BE FENCED?
 

This question refers to intercommunion. Fencing the table, or
restricting who may receive the sacraments, is a challenging issue.
On the one hand, Jesus’ own example of table fellowship with those
who should have been excluded by Jewish law is a hallmark of his
earthly ministry.39 On the other hand, Saint Paul is very, very clear
that if we eat and drink the Lord’s Supper without recognizing the
body, we eat and drink damnation.40



I talk about this in my parish in this way: if we are in communion,
then we can receive Communion. If we are united with the other
members of the body of Christ, the church, if we are journeying with
them through this life, believing the faith, repenting of our sins,
keeping his commandments, working to conform our lives to his
teaching and example, submitting ourselves to the governance of the
sacred pastors — in other words, if we are discerning the body —
then we can and indeed should receive the body and blood of Christ
in the Eucharist.

But there are times when we should not receive the Eucharist.
Again, it is Saint Paul who tells us about this. If we have fallen from a
right relationship with Christ through sin, we would be eating and
drinking judgment, so we should not receive Communion. If we
would cause scandal to our brothers or sisters, we should not
receive Communion. The Bible is quite clear about these points. In
the early years of the church, excommunication meant being barred
from reception of Holy Communion. Reconciliation meant being
restored to communion, signified by the reception of Holy
Communion. Sometimes, however, excommunication (which is
always meant as a discipline that will motivate a person to
conversion, not simply as a punishment) resulted in permanent
separation. Sometimes in the early years of the church’s life, whole
congregations or even local churches (dioceses) separated from full
communion with the Catholic Church. Almost always, this was a
result of heresy. If people were denying a truth of the Christian faith,
no real communion existed between the two churches, so Holy
Communion was impossible.

Today you find three different approaches to admission to
Communion: open communion, closed communion, and limited
intercommunion. Open communion is found in those ecclesial
communities that invite anyone who is baptized or who believe in
Jesus to come to the table. Closed communion is the opposite. Only
members in good standing of that particular church may receive
Communion. The first might be characterized by the discipline of the
Episcopal Church USA. The second is the practice of the Lutheran
Church - Missouri Synod or the Orthodox churches. The Catholic
Church finds herself in the middle. While we usually practice closed



communion, there are specific occasions where we allow a limited
intercommunion with other Christians.

The decision to allow another Christian to receive Holy
Communion is made on a case-by-case basis by the pastoral
minister. There can be no invitation. The decision is based on the
spiritual situation of the person and the relationship of their own
church to the Catholic Church in terms of faith and morals.41

WHO SHOULD BE ALLOWED TO SERVE THE
ELEMENTS?

 
There are two dimensions to this question. It is Catholic doctrine

that only a validly ordained priest may consecrate the elements. This
means either a presbyter or bishop is necessary to have Holy
Communion. As a separate matter, the elements are normally served
(distributed) by bishops, priests, or deacons. In cases of need, they
may be assisted by acolytes and extraordinary ministers.42

MUST PREACHING OF THE WORD ALWAYS
ACCOMPANY THE LORD’S SUPPER?

 
The celebration of Mass would always include the proclamation of

the Word in the readings of the Scriptures. On Sundays and holy
days of obligation, it is required to have a sermon. In general
practice, since the Second Vatican Council, most priests preach at
every Mass they celebrate, including weekdays.

Holy Communion, however, is regularly distributed outside of
Mass. There is a special rite for doing so, which, while it contains
readings from Scriptures, usually would not have a sermon. This rite
is used by priests, deacons, and extraordinary ministers in the
distribution of Holy Communion to the sick.

HOW SHOULD PEOPLE PREPARE FOR THE LORD’S
TABLE?



 
It was Saint Paul who taught about eating and drinking in an

unworthy manner.43 Preparation for the Eucharist through penance
is a constituent part of the Christian life. It is important to note here
that, for Catholics, penance is a proclamation of the doctrine of
grace, not works. The penitential practices of prayer, fasting, and
almsgiving are aimed at creating the proper inner dispositions in the
Christian that foster their configuration to Christ.

Penitential prayer is modeled after the psalms. It is a form of
prayer for which we find many examples in the inspired Word. Most
Catholic devotional prayers take the attitudes and themes of the
psalms as their starting point. Penance is both a way of creating a
disposition and a means of healing the effects of sin in a person’s
life. This healing comes from creating space in the soul for the
development of the virtues that counteract specific sins.

Ultimately, sin is dealt with through another special sacrament
called penance or reconciliation. Most people call it confession. A
discussion of this sacrament would take me beyond the limits of this
chapter. Suffice it to say that Jesus said, “If you forgive the sins of
anyone, their sins are forgiven.”44 Catholics take him at his word.

SHOULD THE EUCHARIST BE WORSHIPED?
 

If Jesus is who he says he is, then he is to be believed. If the
bread and wine we present at Mass become what he says they
become, then they are to be worshiped. That’s the simple argument
for our practice of eucharistic adoration.

I have practiced eucharistic adoration since I was a child. And
even as a young child, I knew very clearly that if the Lord Jesus was
really present in the Host, then by worshiping it, I was worshiping
him. Later, when I studied theology, I was introduced to the book of
Revelation, which, as I’ve already mentioned, describes heaven as a
worship service. In fact, in Revelation, there are two descriptions of
what goes on in heaven. One is the wedding feast of the Lamb;45 the
other is worship of the Lamb on the throne.46



Where the celebration of the Eucharist at Mass with Holy
Communion is the prefigure of the wedding feast of the Lamb,
eucharistic adoration is the prefigure of the worship of the Lamb on
the throne. In adoration, we do what the angels do — we fall down
and worship. Through the eyes of faith, we look at the Lord. We look,
hoping with the eyes of faith to see his glory, “the glory of the one
and only Son, who came from the Father.”47

In conclusion, it has been a privilege to engage this sensitive
subject that has divided churches and ecclesial communities for so
many years. Hopefully, by listening to each other with respect, we
will be able to better understand variant positions and clear away
misconceptions so that when we engage in dialogue, it is about the
real issues and not a reaction to a caricature of what the other
communities believe.

A BAPTIST RESPONSE
 

Russell D. Moore
My college roommate, James Whouley, was a devout Irish

Catholic who centered his life around the celebration of the Eucharist
on a weekly, if not daily, basis. As I read Thomas Baima’s chapter, I
could not help but remember watching with James a cable news
broadcast of a televised Roman Catholic Mass attended by a
number of powerful government officials. I remember seeing James’s
face grow red as he watched the image of William Brennan, then a
United States Supreme Court Justice notorious for defying the
church’s stance on the sanctity of unborn human life and for
authoring repeated judicial affirmations of legalized abortion, moving
toward the priest officiating at the Mass. “Don’t do it,” James
muttered repeatedly under his breath. When he saw the eucharistic
host placed on Brennan’s tongue, James yelled at the television:
“No!” In his outraged tone of voice, I heard one who took seriously
his church’s teachings about the presence of Christ in the elements
of bread and wine. I read something of the same voice in Baima’s
chapter, and I am appreciative of it.



Baima recognizes in his chapter the division between the Catholic
tradition (rightly including the Orthodox and others who hold to
similar views of the real presence) and other traditions. Baima rightly
points out the anathemas of the Council of Trent, anathemas that
make clear that my position on the Lord’s Supper is not simply
another “viewpoint” but a refusal to discern the body of Christ, a
refusal that can damn me.

With such being the case, I cannot help but take seriously the
claims of the Roman Catholic Church, even as I must dissent from
them at this point. The gravity with which the Catholic Church holds
the Eucharist is seen, for example, in Baima’s capable explanation of
the Roman Church’s position on intercommunion (pp. 133 - 34). I
find myself often accused by other evangelical Protestants of a
Baptist “bigotry” regarding our churches’ historic belief that baptism
is a church ordinance and prerequisite to the Lord’s Table. As Baima
points out, baptism is a prerequisite to the Supper in virtually every
Christian communion, the dividing line being one’s definition of
baptism (pp. 129 - 30).1

While Baima represents well the teaching of the Roman Church on
the Supper, he does not convince me that my forefathers were
wrong to reject the ideas of transubstantiation and the Mass.
Unfortunately, there is little opportunity for much fruitful dialogue on
this point, since he and I disagree first of all on authority and only
secondarily on the nature of the Supper. Since I do not receive as
revelatory the teachings of the Roman magisterium, but receive
Scripture alone as the final, normative authority for the church, I
must ask to see where in Holy Scripture the Catholic view of the
Mass is to be found. I do not think Baima makes this case.

Baima argues that skeptics who argue that God cannot
transubstantiate bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ
doubt the power of God. This is no doubt the case. As Baima points
out, nothing is impossible for God — including the resurrection from
the dead (pp. 127 - 28). None of us doubt, though, that God could
transform the elements of bread and wine mystically into the
presence of Christ. I don’t doubt that God could have sent his Son to
twenty-first-century Portland, Oregon, rather than to first-century
Nazareth. The question is whether he has done so. Baima argues



that proponents of transubstantiation “were answering a charge that
goes back to the Bible itself — ‘How can this man give us his flesh to
eat?’ ” (p. 128). This is precisely the charge. Where I think Baima
falters is in the answer to the question. The Jewish skeptics at
Galilee failed to see that Jesus’ discourse on eating his flesh and
drinking his blood has everything to do with belief. After all, Jesus
points to himself as the true Manna of God by saying clearly, “And
this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he
has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father’s will
is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have
eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:39 - 40).

The grumbling of Jesus’ overly literalistic hearers is a consistent
theme in John. In John 2, when Jesus announces that he will restore
a destroyed temple in three days, the confused onlookers ask how
this can happen when it “has taken forty-six years to build this
temple,” mistakenly assuming he is referring to the physical edifice in
Jerusalem (v. 20). In John 3, Nicodemus hears of the new birth and
asks whether a man can reenter his mother’s birth canal (v. 4). In
John 4, Jesus speaks of living water, and the Samaritan woman
assumes that this water will free her from the daily routine of coming
to the well (vv. 14 - 15). In John 8, when Jesus points to the slavery
of his hearers, they assume he means literal bond slavery to some
human power (vv. 31 - 35). In John 9, when Jesus says he has come
to give sight to the blind and blindness to the seeing, the Pharisees
assume he is referring to congenital eye failure rather than the
spiritual blindness of those who fail to believe (vv. 38 - 41). In John
10, yet another division occurs among the Jews when Jesus speaks
of himself as a shepherd who fights wolves and guards a flock, a
division that causes them to call him “raving mad” (vv. 20 - 21). And
so it goes. The problem with the Catholic view of the Eucharist is not
that it seeks to answer the grumbling question of the crowds by the
seashore but that it seeks to answer it on the same mistaken terms.

Even more problematic, in my view, is the Roman Catholic view of
the sacrificial nature of the sacrament, a vision that lies behind
Baima’s treatment of eucharistic adoration, the role of the Eucharist
in the redemptive process, and so forth. Baima asks us “not to latch
on to this paragraph and fill [our] responses with quotations from the



book of Hebrews,” saying that “it’s not the conversation we are
engaged in right now” (p. 125). Unfortunately, I feel like the state
trooper who is told by the speeding motorist, “Pay no attention to that
radar gun reading of my speed. I would love to have that interesting
conversation but we’re talking about something completely different
now, whether or not I’ve violated the law.” For Baptists and other
Protestants, Hebrews is entirely relevant to the discussion since the
Roman Church insists on portraying the Supper, as Baima does here
(entirely consistent with the Catechism and the historic Catholic
councils) as the reenactment of the sacrifice of Christ. I do not
believe I am changing the subject when I argue that Hebrews
anchors our faith to blood that has already been shed, once for all,
outside the gates of Jerusalem, and offered in the heavenly places
for sin (Heb. 9 - 10). The very nature of the sacramental system, in
which the believer is repeatedly infused with the grace of Christ
through the sacraments, seems to us to be precisely the problem the
writer of Hebrews identifies in the shadowy, temporal animal
sacrifices of the old covenant (Heb. 10:11 - 14). It seems that,
contrary to the Catholic sacramental economy, the new covenant
calls together a church that is founded on belief, a looking away from
self and toward an already crucified, already resurrected Messiah. In
this case, the Supper builds up the church through proclamation — a
proclamation of an already accomplished salvation received through
looking toward and resting in Christ (see John 3:13 - 15).

Baima helpfully places Communion within the larger framework of
the truth that God is a communion of persons. With this I fully agree,
and, as I point out in my chapter, this is a point sorely lacking in
evangelical Protestantism. The communion of the church around the
Lord’s Supper would make no sense if the self-focused, unipersonal
Allah of Islam were god of the cosmos. Could it be that Baima
overreacts to Western Christianity’s emphasis on Christology? Could
it be that a Christ-centered Trinitarian vision is that of the New
Testament, in order that the heavenly worship of Revelation pointed
to by Baima comes through the bloody mediation of the One to
whom the Spirit points (John 15:26), the One by whom the Father
receives glory by hearing his lordship acknowledged by every tongue
in the universe (Phil. 2:9 - 11; Col. 1:15 - 20)? If this is so, as Jesus



promised, then the Spirit seeks to create and sustain faith by
pointing us constantly to the priestly mediation and kingly triumph of
our messianic King. Despite Baima’s thought-provoking chapter, I
still believe that this faith comes ultimately through proclamation —
in words, in water, and in bread and wine.

A REFORMED RESPONSE
 

I. John Hesselink
Thomas Baima begins by pointing out that the view of the Lord’s

Supper or Mass he presents is the one held by all Catholic churches.
He then expounds this view in a traditional and, I presume, accurate
way. If we could continue this discussion, I would like to ask him
what he thinks about some of the recent developments in Roman
Catholic sacramentology. He does cite a few recent studies of the
Mass by Catholic theologians, but his analysis does not reflect some
of the attempts to rethink or reevaluate the Scholastic notion of
transubstantiation, which is the sticking point between Catholics and
Protestants. We no longer think in Aristotelian categories of matter,
form, and substance, and hence one idea proposed by some
modern Catholic theologians, namely, to think in terms of
“transignification” rather than transubstantiation, offers a fresh
possibility for fruitful ecumenical dialogue.

On the Reformed side, a term used by prominent but littleknown
sixteenth-century Reformed theologian Peter Martyr Vermigli offers
the possibility of ecumenical convergence on this thorny issue. In a
treatise on the Eucharist published in 1549, he used the admittedly
awkward but suggestive term “transelementation.” By this he means
that “the bread itself was transformed by virtue of its sacramental
union with, and participation in, Christ’s flesh.”1 The notion of
“sacramental union” is common in Calvin and other Reformed
writers.

It has also been pointed out that on certain points Calvin and
Aquinas had more in common than Luther and Aquinas. They were
one in believing that the ascended Christ’s human body is in heaven
and is not ubiquitous. Accordingly, real presence for both Aquinas



and Calvin must be kept logically distinct from local presence. I think
Calvin and Vermigli would agree with Aquinas when he affirms, “The
body of Christ is not in this sacrament in the way a body is located in
a place. The dimensions of a body in a place correspond with the
dimensions of the place that contains it. Christ’s body is here in a
special way that is proper to this sacrament.”2 Moreover, Aquinas
also believed that Christ’s bodily presence is spiritual and is realized
only by the power of the Holy Spirit. As I pointed out (pp. 64 - 67),
Calvin is noted for his emphasis on the role the Holy Spirit plays in
bridging the gap between the risen Christ and the believer and
making it possible for us to feed on the flesh and blood of the Savior.

The differences, of course, are still significant. For one thing, the
emphasis in Calvin is on spiritually feeding on Christ in heaven. In
contrast to both Aquinas and Luther, Calvin rejected the belief that
Christ’s body is contained in the bread. An even bolder suggestion is
made by the Hungarian Catholic theologian Alexandre Ganoczy. In
the preface to the English translation of his book The Young Calvin,
he maintains the following about Calvin’s understanding of the
sacraments:

Calvin must be acknowledged as in accord with tradition and
thus as catholic [N.B.: small c, I. J. H.]. By this I mean above all
his doctrine of the real presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper
through the activity of the Holy Spirit. On this point, according to
the most recent research, even the Council of Trent could take
no exception to Calvin’s teaching. We could say that Calvin’s
pneumatology serves not only to affirm God’s absolute freedom
in his saving acts but also to support a dynamic understanding
of the sacraments, which in many ways is quite close to the
doctrine of the Eucharist in the Eastern churches.3

Another major issue has been the question concerning the place
of sacrifice in the Supper/Mass. At the time of the Reformation this
was a highly divisive issue, so much so that in the third edition of the
Heidelberg Catechism (1563), still widely used in many churches in
the world in the Reformed tradition, the Mass is described as “a
condemnable idolatry” (eine vermaledeite Abgotterei). Why?
Because “the Mass is basically nothing but a denial of the one
sacrifice and suffering of Jesus Christ” (Q & A 80).4 In light of a



different understanding of the Catholic view of sacrifice in the Mass
— and in a more ecumenical spirit — many current versions of the
Catechism put this in parentheses and point out that this sentence
was not in the original version of the Catechism.

As Baima points out, the concept of sacrifice “is bound up in the
Catholic notion of sacrament” (p. 125). Protestants today have no
problem with this, as long as it is understood that Christ is not being
sacrificed in a literal sense each time the Mass is celebrated. In
other words, if the sacrifice of Christ is no longer defined in terms of
repetition but rather as re-presentation, there should be no stumbling
block here. I would still like clarification as to what Ludwig Ott means
when he says that the Mass “ ‘is a sacrifice insofar as in it Christ is
offered as a sacrificial gift to God’ ” (p. 125). Would Roman Catholics
accept the idea of sacrifice articulated in a recent United Methodist
rite that speaks of “our sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving, which we
offer in union with Christ’s sacrifice for us”?5

In any case, I appreciate the emphasis on the importance of a
Trinitarian perspective in understanding the Lord’s Supper as it
works itself out in the Catholic notion of a “sacramental economy” (p.
123). As over against Lutherans, we are also agreed on the notion of
“adduction” not understood as signifying transubstantiation but as
meaning that “Christ is brought into the sacrament without leaving
heaven, and his presence is effected in myriad places” (p. 129). And
all four of us agree that we should celebrate the sacrament
doxologically, looking forward to the wedding feast of the Lamb on
the throne.6

A LUTHERAN RESPONSE
 

David P. Scaer
Thomas Baima rightly understands Christ’s presence in the Lord’s

Supper within the wider context of the three divine persons.
Trinitarian communion is expressed in the incarnation and then in all
the sacraments through which Christ makes the church his body.
Lutherans can affirm that “God and humanity are united by means of
the actions of the Holy Spirit, which we call the sacraments” (p. 122).



In the Apology to the Augsburg Confession, baptism, the Lord’s
Supper, and confession and absolution are listed as sacraments;
though for Luther, absolution was the practice of baptism and in this
sense sacramental. Other rites recognized as sacraments by
Catholics are also practiced by Lutherans as evangelical
proclamations of grace to create and confirm faith. None carry the
law’s threats, but those who refuse them deprive themselves of
grace.

Lutherans can agree that the Lord’s Supper is the pinnacle to
which the baptized are directed by preaching; however, for
Lutherans, baptism remains effective throughout the believer’s life
and remains for him or her the foundational sacrament from which
the church emerges. Baptism is never past tense or replaced by
other sacraments or rites but determines faith’s boundaries.

Baima warns his fellow contributors about referencing Hebrews in
responding to his exposition of the sacrament as a sacrifice (p. 125).
This opens a door to discussing his definition of the sacrament as
the anamn sis, “where the same offering, the same priest, and the
same sacrifice are present” (p. 125). Certainly in the Supper Christ is
present as offering, priest, and sacrifice. As baptism is participation
(communion) in Christ’s death and resurrection, so the Lord’s Supper
is communion in his sacrifice by receiving his body and blood by
which Christ made the sacrifice.

Sacrifice effects sacramental efficacy. What is offered to God as
sacrifice is given to us as sacrament. Sacrament and sacrifice are
two different sides of one reality. Christ’s death is a onetime historical
moment, but this sacrifice or atonement for sin is an eternal reality
before God, which determines how he deals with the world. The one
sacrifice for sin corresponds to only one Eucharist, which manifests
itself wherever Christians celebrate it. No one but God can offer up
Christ as a sacrifice, and Christ alone distributes his sacrifice as
sacrament to his people. As Christ’s servants, ministers are only his
instruments in distributing the sacrificial benefits in the sacraments,
but their persons do not contribute to the sacrament’s essence and
effects.

In all aspects of the sacrament — its institution, content, and
administrators — it is the Lord’s and not the church’s Supper.



Christ’s involvement in the sacrament belongs to his promise to drink
the fruit of the vine with his disciples in his Father’s kingdom, which
came with his resurrection. Rather than seeing the Lord’s Supper as
an aid to man’s physical weakness, Christians ascend in the Lord’s
Supper to the highest glory on earth. Christ becomes part of us and
we become part of him. This mysterious sacramental union between
God and his church reflects the more mysterious incarnational union
of God and humanity in Jesus. In the Formula of Concord (1577), the
culminating confession in the Book of Concord, the article on Christ
is placed right after the one on the Lord’s Supper. One informs the
other, and a defect in one signals a defect in the other.

Traditionally in their Communion liturgies Lutherans have no
epiklesm is, that part of the Eastern Orthodox rites in which the Spirit
is invoked on the elements to make them Christ’s body and blood.
This exclusion is for historical and not theological reasons. It was not
part of the Catholic rites preserved by Lutherans. The Spirit is
present and at work in the Lord’s Supper, as he is in preaching and
all sacraments and church rites, with the understanding that he is
there with Christ as God and man and not as a replacement or
surrogate for a Jesus confined to a spatial heaven.

Yes, the sacrament is food for the soul but also for the body. Its
content is not only the crucified but also the resurrected Christ, who
makes us participants in his resurrection and guarantees our own.
Souls of unbelievers have no faith to be nourished by this
sacrament, but their bodies devour the body and blood of him who
judges unbelief. Their participation brings them before God’s
judgment seat. To avoid this horror and in the hope that people
would in faith receive this sacrament, early Christian churches
dismissed the unbaptized before the Eucharist. For this reason and
to express the unity of faith, most Reformation churches shared
Communion only with those of their own fellowship. This is still the
common practice of most Roman Catholic churches and those
Lutherans adhering to their confessions.

The Council of Trent (1545 - 1560) intended to refute what
Catholics considered the Lutheran heresy regarding Christ’s real
presence. Baima quotes its first canon on the sacrament of the
Eucharist (from the thirteenth session):



“If anyone denies that in the sacrament of the most holy
Eucharist the body and blood together with the soul and divinity
of our Lord Jesus Christ and therefore the whole Christ is truly,
really, and substantially contained, but says that he is in it only
as a sign or figure or by his power, let him be anathema.” (p.
126)

This document was answered in detail by Martin Chemnitz in his
monumental Examination of the Council of Trent, in which he wanted
to show where Lutherans disagreed but also where they agreed with
it. The canon is acceptable, as long as “in” did not refer to
impanation — the belief that the body is contained like a nut in a
cookie — or transubstantiation. Lutherans had used similar language
in speaking of Christ’s body and blood “in” the bread and wine and
adding in other documents the prepositions “with” and “under.” The
Augsburg Confession declares, “The true body and blood of Christ
are truly present under the form of bread and wine in the Lord’s
Supper.” Multiple prepositions affirmed Christ’s presence in the
Supper but not in the sense of other objects that occupy one space
at a time.

For this reason, the Reformed rejected the Lutheran position.
Matters could rest with simply repeating Christ’s own words that the
bread is his body and the cup is his blood. Luther based his defense
against Zwingli on est, the Latin for “is.” Whatever biblical arguments
are brought into the debate, at least the words of Jesus should be
front and center.

Baima softens Trent’s “anathema” on those who do not accept this
view by comparing it to a physician’s diagnosing of a disease before
prescribing the medicine (pp. 126 - 27). However, the Lutheran
Confessions similarly condemn those who hold that Christ is only
spiritually present or that it is no more than a sign or memorial. Some
views are simply intolerable.

Not unexpectedly, as a Roman Catholic theologian, Baima wants
to omit the “Roman” before Catholic (p. 119 n. 2). However, Rome
compromises its catholicity in elevating its pope above all other
bishops, ministers, and churches. Recent pontiffs have worked
toward détente with Orthodox patriarchs and have allowed members



of that fellowship to commune in their churches, but the Orthodox
have not reciprocated.

Transubstantiation is a peculiarly Western philosophical definition
of the Eucharist that simply cannot be equated with the Orthodox
view. Baima compares transubstantiation to transfiguration (pp. 128 -
29). This may distort the eucharistic mystery. As the Greek word
metamorphosm is suggests, Christ’s human form was transformed
so that in and through it his divine nature was manifested. It does not
mean that his human nature was replaced by the divine nature — a
comparison Baima uses in explaining transubstantiation. In his
transfiguration, Jesus was as much man as he was in the state of
humiliation, and, similarly, in the Lord’s Supper his body and blood
are present “in, with, and under” the bread and wine without
replacing them. Just as the man Jesus is God, so the bread is his
body.

Baima notes that the views of others, including the Orthodox,
should also have an airing (p. 119). Their exclusion was perhaps a
matter of space or the fact that their views aren’t much different from
those expressed therein. Like the Baptists, many Pentecostal
churches reject infant baptism and share with them views on the
Lord’s Supper that are in line with Zwingli’s. Baima does not mention
the Episcopalians. Their rich eucharistic practice places them with
Lutherans and Roman Catholics in the Catholic tradition, but their
Thirty-nine Articles are readily recognized by the Reformed as
Zwinglian and Calvinist. This is an enigma not only to those on the
outside but perhaps also to them.

Claiming that Lutheran belief does not allow Christ’s presence to
extend beyond the liturgical celebration needs elaboration (p. 127).
Taking the sacramental elements from the church to the homebound
with the recitation of the words of institution was common. By
hearing church bells intoned at various parts of the service, including
during the words of institution, those confined to their houses
participated. Only enough hosts were consecrated for those
receiving the sacrament, and at the end of service, the contents of
the chalice were consumed by the ministers. A mixing of
consecrated and unconsecrated hosts was not allowed. For this,
Luther excommunicated a minister under suspicion of Zwinglianism.



Lutherans objected to the Roman practice of carrying the
sacrament in processions and its use in the evening benediction. At
the imperial diet of 1530, from which emerged the Augsburg
Confession, upon pain of death the Lutheran princes defied the
command of Charles V to take part in the Corpus Christi procession.
Lutherans worship Christ wherever he is, including the sacraments,
and thus Luther genuflected before the baptismal font and the
sacrament. Christ is not tucked away in some distant heaven, but at
God’s right hand he is among us in preaching and the sacraments.
Like the Orthodox, Lutherans know of no devotion of Christ apart
from the sacrament.

By receiving the Lord’s Supper at the altar and not in the pews,
Lutherans affirm their belief that with the consecration earthly
elements at the altar become Christ’s body and blood, and so
appropriately they kneel to receive them. From the Small Catechism,
Lutherans learn to call it “the sacrament of the altar.” Sacramental
distribution in the pews makes it appear that this is the church’s
supper, which is made a sacrament by the faith of believers. Perhaps
the current Roman practice of having lay-persons distribute the
sacrament in the aisles and not at the altar will be evaluated by the
current pontiff, who seems to be committed to reaffirming traditional
theology and practices.

Under the influence of American Protestantism, with its Reformed
bent, many Lutheran congregations have replaced the common cup
with individual glasses. With concerns over communicable diseases,
this practice is widespread. To express the church’s unity, tradition-
minded Lutherans are returning to the common cup. In the Roman
Confutation, Roman Catholics accepted the Lutheran position that
the earthly sacramental elements were Christ’s body and blood.
Further discussion may still uncover closer agreement, but the
matter may be moot. Since Lutheran ministers are not ordained by
bishops in fellowship with the pope, they do offer a sacrament that
conveys Christ’s body and blood. Ironically, Lutherans are often
lumped together with the Reformed, whose views they reject and
who in turn reject Lutheran views as too close to Rome’s.

Perhaps the arguments offered here will suggest to some that the
title describing the Roman Catholic view — “Christ’s True, Real, and



Substantial Presence — is also applicable to the Lutheran view.
Since the Lutheran doctrine, which maintains that Christ’s body is
accessible through bread, best corresponds to the incarnation in
which God is accessible through the man Jesus, Lutherans may
have a better claim to it.
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CONCLUSION: THE TWO MOST IMPORTANT
QUESTIONS

John H. Armstrong
The purpose of Understanding Four Views on the Lord’s Supper

has been to provide a balanced and fair presentation of four distinct
historical/theological views of Communion practiced within the
Christian tradition. To be sure, there are other views, even nuances
within these four views, not represented in our book. Within
evangelical Protestantism alone there are modest (and sometimes
acrimonious) variations of the three Protestant views presented here.
As the general editor, I had to make several important choices.
Obviously, I had to choose the writers for each of the four chapters.
The most basic choice from the beginning was which views to
include and how to frame the approach to each particular view. In the
end, I chose to include the three historically representative
Protestant views (essentially the Reformed, Lutheran, and Baptist),
since these clearly lined up with the traditions and general practices
common to our churches.

I also understood that this volume could not provide a serious
basis for dialogue and fruitful debate without including the Roman
Catholic view of the Lord’s Supper as the Mass. This is why Thomas
Baima was invited to provide an important point of contact and
analysis for Protestant readers. If I had included five views, I would
have added a chapter on the Eastern Orthodox perspective. There is
a great deal to be learned from the East, which many of us in the
Western church are only now discovering. Since readers of this book
are primarily from the West, I decided to limit the discussion to the
Catholic/Protestant and Protestant/Protestant debates over
Communion.

This topic is really worthy of several books. Indeed the subject has
generated countless pages of text, as well as numerous debates,
over the course of centuries. The bibliography at the end of the book
will help readers dig deeper if they so desire. My goal has been
clarity and simplicity, joined with respect and dispassionate fairness.
I believe these four contributors have fulfilled this goal and have



given readers an insightful overview that fits well with the design of a
point-counterpoint style of presentation.

In dealing with this complex subject, the contributors have sought
to understand and answer the most basic questions raised by their
different views of the Lord’s Supper. I am persuaded that the two
most important questions remain clear: (1) What is the meaning and
significance of this Supper? and (2) Why should we regularly
celebrate the Lord’s Supper in our church communions? All other
questions flow from these two in a very important sense. Let me
illustrate.

As you have discovered by now, one of the pressing questions in
this debate will always be, What is the meaning of this bread and this
cup that we partake of in the Lord’s Supper? Our authors have
shown how the answers vary considerably. There are clear
differences among them regarding how Christ is present in the bread
and the wine. This debate will clearly not be settled by these four
presentations. But the presentations shed a great deal of light on the
reasons different Christian churches practice the Lord’s Supper as
they do and teach what they do about its meaning.

Several important things can be agreed on by all Christians. By
believing these things, we can be guided toward a richer
understanding of the Lord’s Supper and a deeper love for Christ:

 No one is warranted to neglect or denigrate the Lord’s Supper
just because there remains disagreement among believers
regarding its meaning and practice. We can differ about our
understanding of the precise way in which grace is related to the
Lord’s Supper without concluding that those within other
Christian traditions that differ from our own are outside the grace
of God. The important thing is to obey Christ in coming to this
table. And the most important point is to commune as he taught
us, not simply to debate the meaning of Communion.
 Not everyone who receives these elements in a church context
is a true Christian. Thus, not all who have been baptized and
partake of this Supper will finally be saved. This meal does not
make one a Christian in and of itself.
 Our Savior commands all of us who are baptized Christians to
partake of this meal in remembrance of him. Therefore, we must



never treat the Lord’s Supper as trivial. Put simply, the Lord’s
Supper is important, and we should be serious about it. It is
bound up with Christ and his gospel. This connection makes it
vitally important that all who wish to be faithful to Jesus should
partake of this Supper with joy and faith.
 Both baptism and the Lord’s Supper are related to one another
as blessings and benefits given by Christ to his church. Baptism
should be administered once, while the Lord’s Supper should be
administered frequently. Both of these signs nourish and
strengthen our faith; thus both remain important to those of us
who love Christ as Lord. To the Protestant Reformers, as this
book has shown, the word sign meant a good deal more than
the modern word means, which treats a sign as simply a mere
symbol.
 Protestant Christians recognize only two sacraments, or
ordinances, given by Christ to his church — baptism and the
Lord’s Supper. They will reject additions to these two
sacraments and practice only these in a manner that will
continually relate them to the gospel of grace. They also reject
all human innovations and laws imposed on believers from
outside the Bible.

Our Catholic brothers and sisters see seven sacraments in
the Bible, but even the addition of five sacraments does not
negate the fact that Catholics and Protestants agree that
baptism and the Lord’s Supper are vital signs that Christ clearly
gave to all his people. Common ground can be found by
agreeing that these offerings to God are truly sanctified, while
the one sacrifice of Christ on the cross is the only sacrifice that
saves us. Real problems exist in how we express this,
especially since we have centuries of debate related to these
arguments, but such a simple understanding can at least frame
a proper starting point.
 Protestants and Catholics have a considerably different
understanding of the Lord’s Supper (and baptism), and this
disagreement is important enough to warrant our continued
dialogue, as well as our disagreement, in Christian love. We
should not allow past debates to destroy the prospect that the



future may allow for a different understanding that can develop
without compromise. Though it may seem impossible now, God
is able to bring about things that are “immeasurably more than
all we ask or imagine” (Eph. 3:20).
 The Lord’s Supper will never be fully explained or adequately
defined this side of heaven. God has acted in Christ to save us
— an action declared in his Word. His Spirit confirms and
applies this action to our hearts. But how do we explain these
great mysteries of our salvation?

In one of his hymns, Charles Wesley eloquently attempted to
express the mystery of the Lord’s Supper:

How He did these creatures raise
And make this bread and wine
Organs to convey His grace
To this poor soul of mine;
I cannot the way descry,
Need not know the mystery;
Only this I know — that I
Was blind but now I see.1

Two authors — a Baptist and an Anglican — express this
agreement well. They conclude that this very mystery in the Lord’s
Supper can allow us to seek a position more complementary in the
end:

Somewhere along this route, surely, the whole debate on
Christ’s presence in the Eucharist with its hitherto contradictory
positions may be found to be complementary. If it can be agreed
that Christ is not physically present in the bread and wine, then
hopefully it can be agreed that he is both objectively and
subjectively present. He must be objectively present, or how
could anyone who eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in
an unworthy manner be guilty of profaning the body and blood
of the Lord? Equally, those who eat and drink must eat and drink
in faith. The Holy Spirit must be active, making Christ present in
the Eucharist, calling forth adoration, joy, and thanksgiving from
the worshiping community. The mode of Christ’s presence is
best left undefined.2



Some will suggest that every possible avenue for common ground
on the Lord’s Supper has already been explored in church history,
and that there is no real basis for looking at what divides us with any
hope of fruitful change. I disagree. I don’t wish to suggest that we are
not separated by our differences, as this book appropriately
demonstrates. But I do believe that nonliturgical churches are
increasingly looking at the biblical teaching on sacraments with new
openness, while the liturgical traditions are contextually engaging the
mission of Christ in whole new ways in the modern world. Could it be
that old arguments will not suffice in this new world? Could it be that
new missional contexts will require new expressions that will open
up all of us to what God is doing in the world and the church?

Having observed the importance of the Lord’s Supper and the
numerous ways in which we can and should agree about its
meaning, we must sadly acknowledge that the most evangelical of
Protestants still disagree about certain details related to the biblical
practice of Communion. The debate we have witnessed in this book
demonstrates how and where we disagree. All the goodwill in the
world will not make our views identical. No amount of hard work or
true charity can easily make our differences vanish. What then shall
we do?

In my twenty years as a pastor, I found that it was always wise to
keep a congregation anchored in a common understanding of what
we did at the Lord’s Table. As a community, we could encourage
further discussion, and even brook some disagreement among us,
but we could not afford to practice different views. Such practice
would divide us and hinder the growth of our community. The people
needed to be taught the meaning of the Lord’s Supper. They needed
to celebrate the Eucharist in a spirit of love and common mutuality. A
congregation divided at this point is one that will not be able to come
to the table as it should.

Finally, we must not miss the fact that, though we are not presently
united in our views of the Lord’s Supper, we are united in our basic
Christian affirmations regarding the historical and doctrinal elements
of our Christian faith as expressed in the Apostles’ and Nicene
Creeds. In a world increasingly divided by faith and religion, this truth
seems more important than ever. While we must continue to work at



understanding our differences regarding the church’s practice of
baptism and the Lord’s Supper, we should believe that our pursuit of
true unity is now more important than ever (see John 17).

In the conclusion to their wonderfully helpful book titled
Communion: The Meal That Unites? Donald Bridge and David
Phypers suggest that if any biblical understanding of the Eucharist
can reconcile us, or at least bring us closer, the approaches taken by
various Christian churches with regard to the Supper must finally be
shaped by three great principles — which are a fitting place to end
this discussion:

First, a true celebration of the Lord’s Supper must avoid any
emphasis that does not express the grace of God. The Catholic
concept of “merit” and the Protestant concept of “worth” have
confused people at this point. The emphasis in this Supper, if we
follow Holy Scripture, should be placed on the meal as a sacrifice of
praise and thanksgiving. The purpose of Communion is not to
preserve any single tradition but to express God’s grace to all who
truly follow Jesus as Lord.

Second, a true celebration of the Lord’s Supper must express the
priority of faith. Sacramental thinking, whether Protestant or Catholic,
is surely correct to remind us that God’s gracious action precedes
human belief. But others are equally correct to remind us that grace
becomes effective in Christian disciples through the outworking of
real faith. This meal must not become a work of magic but rather a
proclamation of the Lord’s death until he comes.

Third, a true celebration of the Lord’s Supper must give expression
to the church as the body of Christ. Those who receive God’s grace
are the same people who commit themselves to the body of Christ,
the church. The church is not an appendage to faith. The Lord’s
Supper, as previously noted, is a church meal. This is not an
individualistic business where people “make their communion” but
rather a corporate activity where the whole church celebrates union
with Christ and each member recognizes his or her role in the body.3

Notes: Conclusion: The Two Most Important Questions
1.Cited in Donald Bridge and David Phypers, Communion: The Meal That Unites?
(Wheaton, Ill.: Shaw, 1981), 175.
2. Bridge and Phypers, Communion, 176.
3. These three points come directly from Bridge and Phypers, Communion, 182 - 84.



APPENDIX 1: STATEMENTS ON THE LORD’S
SUPPER IN CREEDS, CONFESSIONS, AND

CATECHISMS

THE DIDACHE
 

Concerning the Eucharist, eucharistize thus:
First, concerning the cup:
We give you thanks, our Father,
for the holy vine of your servant David
which you revealed to us through your servant Jesus.
To you [is] the glory forever.
Second, concerning the broken [loaf]:
We give you thanks, our Father
for the life and knowledge
which you have revealed to us through your servant Jesus.
To you [is] the glory forever.
Just as this broken [loaf] was scattered over the hills [as grain],
And, having been gathered together, became one;
in like fashion, may your church be gathered together
from the ends of the earth into your kingdom.
Because yours is the glory and the power
Through Jesus Christ forever.
[And] let no one eat or drink from your Eucharist
except those baptized in the name of [the] Lord,
for the Lord has likewise said concerning this:
“Do not give what is holy to the dogs.”
And after being filled [by the meal], eucharistize thus:
We give you thanks, holy Father,
for your holy name
which you tabernacle in our hearts,
and for the knowledge and faith and immortality
which you revealed to us through your servant Jesus.
To you [is] the glory forever.
You, almighty Master, created all things



for the sake of your name,
both food and drink you have given to people for enjoyment
in order that they might give thanks;
to us, on the other hand, you have graciously bestowed
Spirit-sent food and drink for life forever
through your servant [Jesus].
Before all [these] things, we give you thanks
Because you are powerful [on our behalf].
To you [is] glory forever.
Remember, Lord, your church,
To save [her] from every evil
And to perfect [her] in your love
And to gather [her] together from the four winds
[as] the sanctified into your kingdom
which you have prepared for her,
because yours is the power and the glory forever.
Come, grace [of the kingdom]!
and pass away, [O] this world!
Hosanna to the God of David!
If anyone is holy, come!
If anyone is not, convert!
Come, Lord [maranatha]! Amen!

Article X
 

THE AUGSBURG CONFESSION (1530; LUTHERAN)
 

Of the Supper of the Lord they teach that the [true] body and blood
of Christ are truly present [under the form of bread and wine], and
are [there] communicated to those that eat in the Lord’s Supper [and
received]. And they disapprove of those that teach otherwise
[wherefore also the opposite doctrine is rejected].



LUTHER’S SMALL CATECHISM [1529]: WITH
EXPLANATION (ST. LOUIS, MO.: CONCORDIA, 1991)

 

The Sacrament of the Altar
 

1. The Nature of the Sacrament of the Altar
 

Q. What is the sacrament of the altar?
A. It is the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ under

the bread and wine, instituted by Christ himself for us
Christians to eat and to drink.

Q. 285. What are some other names for the sacrament of the
altar?

A. This sacrament is also called the Lord’s Supper, the Lord’s
Table, Holy Communion, the Breaking of Bread, and the
Eucharist.

Q. 286. Who instituted the sacrament of the altar?
A. Jesus Christ, who is true God and man, instituted this

sacrament.
Q. 287. What does Christ give us in this sacrament?
A. In this sacrament Christ gives us his own true body and blood

for the forgiveness of sins.
Q. 288. How does the Bible make it clear that these words of

Christ are not picture language?
A. Christ’s words in the sacrament must be taken at face value

especially because (1) these words are the words of a
testament, and even an ordinary person’s last will and
testament may not be changed once that person has died; (2)
God’s Word clearly teaches that in the sacrament the bread
and wine are a communion or participation in the body and
blood of Christ; (3) God’s Word clearly teaches that those who
misuse the sacrament sin not against bread and wine but
against Christ’s body and blood.

Q. 289. What are the visible elements in the sacrament?



A. The visible elements are bread and wine.
Q. 290. Do Christ’s body and blood in the sacrament replace the

bread and wine, so that the bread and wine are no longer
there?

A. No, bread and wine remain in the sacrament.
Q. 291. How then are the bread and wine in the sacrament the

body and blood of Christ?
A. The bread and the wine in the sacrament are Christ’s body

and blood by sacramental union. By the power of his word,
Christ gives his body and blood in, with, and under the
consecrated (blessed) bread and wine.

Q. 292. Do all communicants receive the body and blood in the
sacrament, whether or not they believe?

A. Yes, because the sacrament depends on Christ’s word, not
on our faith.

Q. 293. Are the body and blood of Christ in the sacrament
sacrificed again to God for the sins of the living and the dead?

A. No, the body and blood of Christ in the sacrament are the
one perfect sacrifice offered to God once and for all on the
cross and are now distributed to us in the sacrament together
with all the blessings and benefits which this sacrifice has won
for us.
Note: We speak of the “sacrament of the altar” because an

altar is a place of sacrifice. Jesus sacrificed his body and blood
on the cross for the sins of the world once and for all. In the
sacrament of the altar, he distributes this same body and blood
until the end of time.
Q. 294. What does Christ command when he says, “This do in

remembrance of me”?
A. Christ commands in these words that his sacrament be

celebrated in the church till the end of time as a living
proclamation and distribution of his saving death in all its
blessings.

Q. 295. Why are we to receive the Sacrament often?
A. We are to receive the sacrament often because (1) Christ

commands, or urgently invites, us, saying, “This do in
remembrance of me”; (2) his words “Given and shed for you



for the forgiveness of sins” promise and offer us great
blessings; (3) we need the forgiveness of our sins and the
strength for a new and holy life.
Note: In the New Testament, the sacrament was a regular and

major feature of congregational worship, not an occasional extra
(Acts 2:42; 20:7; 1 Corinthians 11:20, 33). In Reformation
timesour churches celebrated the sacrament “every Sunday and
on other festivals” (Apology XXIV 1).

2. The Benefit of the Sacrament of the Altar
 

Q. What is the benefit of this eating and drinking?
A. These words, “Given and shed for you for the forgiveness of

sins,” show us that in the sacrament forgiveness of sins, life,
and salvation are given us through these words. For where
there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation.

Q. 296. What is the benefit of the sacrament offered in this
sacrament?

A. (1) The chief blessing of the sacrament is the forgiveness of
sins which Christ’s body and blood have won for us on the
cross. (The Lord’s Supper is a means of grace.) (2) Together
with forgiveness, God gives all other blessings as well, that is,
“life and salvation.” (3) In the sacrament Christ gives victory
over sin and hell and strength for the new life in him. (4) As
Christians partake of this sacrament together, they make a
solemn public confession of Christ and of unity in the truth of
his gospel.

3. The Power of the Sacrament of the AltarQ. How can bodily
eating and drinking do such great things?

 
A. Certainly not just eating and drinking do these things, but the

words written here: “Given and shed for you for the
forgiveness of sins.” These words, along with the bodily eating
and drinking, are the main thing in the sacrament. Whoever



believes these words has exactly what they say: “forgiveness
of sins.”

Q. 297. How can forgiveness, life, and salvation be obtained
through bodily eating and drinking?

A. Not simply the eating and drinking, but the words of Christ
together with his body and blood under the bread and wine
are the way through which these blessings are given. Christ’s
words of promise have put these gifts into the sacrament, and
the believer receives them there through faith.

Q. 298. Does everyone who eats and drinks the sacrament also
receive forgiveness, life, and salvation?

A. Forgiveness, life, and salvation are truly offered to all who eat
the Lord’s body and blood in the sacrament, but only through
faith can we receive the blessings offered there.

4. How to Receive This Sacrament Worthily
 

Q. Who receives this sacrament worthily?
A. Fasting and bodily preparation are certainly fine outward

training. But the person is truly worthy and well prepared who
has faith in these words: “Given and shed for you for the
forgiveness of sins.” But anyone who does not believe these
words or doubts them is unworthy and unprepared, for the
words “for you” require all hearts to believe.

Q. 299. Why is it important to receive the sacrament worthily?
A. It is very important because St. Paul clearly teaches:

“Whoever eats the bread and drinks the cup of the Lord in an
unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and
blood of the Lord. A man ought to examine himself before he
eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. For anyone who eats
and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and
drinks judgment on himself” (1 Cor. 11:27 - 29).

Q. 300. Is it necessary to fast before receiving the sacrament?
A. Fasting can be good training for the will, but God does not

command particular times, places, and forms for this.
Q. 301. When do we receive the sacrament worthily?



A. We receive it worthily when we have faith in Christ and his
words, “Given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins.”

Q. 302. When is a person unworthy and unprepared?
A. A person is unworthy and unprepared when he or she does

not believe or doubts Christ’s words, since the words “for you”
require all hearts to believe.

Q. 303. How are we to examine ourselves before receiving the
sacrament?

A. We are to examine ourselves to see whether (1) we are sorry
for our sins; (2) we believe in our Savior Jesus Christ and in
his words in the sacrament; (3) we plan, with the help of the
Holy Spirit, to change our sinful lives.

Q. 304. May those who are weak in faith come to the Lord’s
Table?

A. Yes, for Christ instituted the sacrament for the very purpose
of strengthening and increasing our faith.

Q. 305. Who must not be given the sacrament?
A. The sacrament must not be given to the following: (1) those

who are openly ungodly and unrepentant, including those who
take part in non-Christian religious worship; (2) those who are
unforgiving, refusing to be reconciled. They show thereby that
they do not really believe that God forgives them either; (3)
those of a different confession of faith, since the Lord’s
Supper is a testimony of the unity of faith; (4) those who are
unable to examine themselves, such as infants, people who
have not received proper instruction, or the unconscious.
Note: Pastors as stewards of the mysteries of God (1 Cor.

4:1) have the greatest responsibility as to who should be
admitted to the sacrament. Some of the responsibility also rests
with the congregation and the communicant.
Q. 306. What is confirmation?
A. Confirmation is a public rite of the church preceded by a

period of instruction designed to help baptized Christians
identify with the life and mission of the Christian community.
Note: Prior to admission to the Lord’s Supper, it is necessary

to be instructed in the Christian faith (1 Cor. 11:28). The rite of
confirmation provides an opportunity for the individual Christian,



relying on God’s promise given in holy baptism, to make a
personal public confession of the faith and a lifelong pledge of
fidelity to Christ.

THE FRENCH CONFESSION OF FAITH (1559; PREPARED
BY JOHN CALVIN)

 

Article XXXVI
 

We confess that the Lord’s Supper, which is the second
sacrament, is a witness of the union which we have with Christ,
inasmuch as he not only died and rose again for us once, but also
feeds and nourishes us truly with his flesh and blood, so that we may
be one in him, and that our life may be in common. Although he be in
heaven until he come to judge all the earth, still we believe that by
the secret and incomprehensible power of his Spirit he feeds and
strengthens us with the substance of his body and of his blood. We
hold that this is done spiritually, not because we put imagination and
fancy in the place of fact and truth, but because the greatness of this
mystery exceeds the measure of our senses and the laws of nature.
In short, because it is heavenly, it can only be apprehended by faith.

THE BELGIC CONFESSION (1561; REFORMED)
 

Article XXXV: The Holy Supper of Our Lord Jesus Christ
 

We believe and confess that our Savior Jesus Christ did ordain
and institute the sacrament of the holy Supper, to nourish and
support those whom he has already regenerated and incorporated
into his family, which is his church. Now those who are regenerated
have in them a twofold life, the one bodily and temporal, which they
have from the first birth, and is common to all men; the other spiritual



and heavenly, which is given them in their second birth, which is
effected by the word of the gospel, in the communion of the body of
Christ; and this life is not common, but is peculiar to God’s elect. In
like manner God has given us, for the support of the bodily and
earthly life, earthly and common bread, which is subservient thereto,
and is common to all men, even as life itself. But for the support of
the spiritual and heavenly life which believers have, he has sent a
living bread, which descended from heaven, namely, Jesus Christ,
who nourishes and strengthens the spiritual life of believers when
they eat him, that is to say, when they appropriate and receive him
by faith in the Spirit. In order that he might represent unto us this
spiritual and heavenly bread, Christ has instituted an earthly and
visible bread as a sacrament of his body, and wine as a sacrament
of his blood, to testify by them unto us that, as certainly as we
receive and hold this sacrament in our hands and eat and drink the
same with our mouths, by which our life is afterwards nourished, we
also do as certainly receive by faith (which is the hand and mouth of
our soul) the true body and blood of Christ our only Savior in our
souls, for the support of our spiritual life.

Now, as it is certain and beyond all doubt that Jesus Christ has not
enjoined to us the use of his sacraments in vain, so he works in us
all that he represents to us by these holy signs, though the manner
surpasses our understanding and cannot be comprehended by us,
as the operations of the Holy Spirit are hidden and
incomprehensible. In the meantime we err not when we say that
what is eaten and drunk by us is the proper and natural body and the
proper blood of Christ. But the manner of our partaking of the same
is not by the mouth, but by the Spirit through faith. Thus, then,
though Christ always sits at the right hand of his Father in the
heavens, yet does he not, therefore, cease to make us partakers of
himself by faith. This feast is a spiritual table, at which Christ
communicates himself with all his benefits to us, and gives us there
to enjoy both himself and the merits of his suffering, strengthening,
and comforting our poor comfortless souls by the eating of his flesh,
quickening and refreshing them by the drinking of his blood.

Further, though the sacraments are connected with the thing
signified, nevertheless both are not received by all men; the ungodly



indeed receives the sacrament to his condemnation, but he does not
receive the truth of the sacrament, even as Judas and Simon the
sorcerer both indeed received the sacrament, but not Christ, who
was signified by it, of whom believers only are made partakers.

Lastly, we receive this holy sacrament in the assembly of the
people of God, with humility and reverence, keeping up among us a
holy remembrance of the death of Christ our Savior, with
thanksgiving, making there confessions of our faith and of the
Christian religion. Therefore no one ought to come to this table
without having previously rightly examined himself, lest by eating of
this bread and drinking of this cup he eat and drink judgment to
himself. In a word, we are moved by the use of this holy sacrament
to a fervent love towards God and our neighbor.

Therefore we reject all mixtures and damnable inventions which
men have added unto and blended with the sacraments, as
profanations of them; and affirm that we ought to rest satisfied with
the ordinance which Christ and his apostles have taught us, and that
we must speak of them in the same manner as they have spoken.

THE SECOND HELVETIC CONFESSION OF FAITH (1566;
REFORMED;

 

PREPARED BY HEINRICH BULLINGER)
 

Chapter XIX: Of the Sacraments of the Church of Christ
 

But the principal thing, which in all sacraments is offered by our
Lord, and chiefly regarded by the godly of all ages (which some have
called the substance and the matter of the sacraments), is Christ our
Savior — that only sacrifice (Heb. 10:12); and that Lamb of God slain
from the foundation of the world (Rev. 13:8); that rock, also, of which
all our fathers drank (1 Cor. 10:4), by whom all the elect are
circumcised with the circumcision made without hands, through the



Holy Spirit (Col. 2:11,12), and are washed from all their sins (Rev.
1:5), and are nourished with the very body and blood of Christ unto
eternal life (John 6:54).

THE WESTMINSTER CONFESSION OF FAITH (1646;
PRESBYTERIAN)

 

Chapter XXVII: Of the Sacraments
 

Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace,
immediately instituted by God to represent Christ and his benefits
and to confirm our interest in him: as also to put a visible difference
between those who belong to the church and the rest of the world;
and solemnly to engage them to the service of God in Christ,
according to his Word.

There is in every sacrament a spiritual relation or sacramental
union, between the sign and the thing signified; whence it comes to
pass that the names and the effects of the one are attributed to the
other.

The grace which is exhibited in or by the sacraments, rightly used,
is not conferred by any power in them; neither does the efficacy of a
sacrament depend on the piety or intention of him who administers it,
but on the work of the Spirit and the word of institution, which
contains, together with a precept authorizing the use thereof, a
promise of benefit to worthy receivers.

There are only two sacraments ordained by Christ our Lord in the
gospel, that is to say, baptism and the Supper of the Lord: neither of
which may be dispensed by any but a minister of the Word lawfully
ordained.

The sacraments of the Old Testament, in regard of the spiritual
things thereby signified and exhibited, were, for substance, the same
with those of the New.

Chapter XXIX: Of the Lord’s Supper



 
Our Lord Jesus, in the night wherein he was betrayed, instituted

the sacrament of his body and blood called the Lord’s Supper, to be
observed in his church unto the end of the world; for the perpetual
remembrance of the sacrifice of himself in his death, the sealing all
benefits thereof unto true believers, their spiritual nourishment and
growth in him, their further engagement in, and to all duties which
they owe unto him; and to be a bond and pledge of their communion
with him and with each other as members of his mystical body.

In this sacrament Christ is not offered up to his Father, nor any
real sacrifice made at all for remission of sins of the quick or the
dead, but only a commemoration of that one offering up of himself,
by himself, on the cross, once for all, and a spiritual oblation of all
possible praise unto God for the same, so that the popish sacrifice of
the mass (as they call it) is most abominably injurious to Christ’s
one, only sacrifice, the alone propitiation for all the sins of his elect.

The Lord Jesus has in this ordinance appointed his ministers to
declare his word of institution to the people, to pray, and bless the
elements of bread and wine and thereby to set them apart from a
common to a holy use; and to take and break the bread, to take the
cup, and (they communicating also them-selves) to give both to the
communicants; but to none who are not then present in the
congregation.

Private masses, or receiving this sacrament by a priest, or any
other, alone; as likewise the denial of the cup to the people;
worshiping the elements, the lifting them up, or carrying them about
for adoration, and the reserving them for any pretended religious
use; are all contrary to the nature of this sacrament, and to the
institution of Christ.

The outward elements in this sacrament, duly set apart to the uses
ordained by Christ, have such relation to him crucified, as that truly,
yet sacramentally only, they are sometimes called by the name of
the things they represent, to wit, the body and blood of Christ; albeit,
in substance and nature, they still remain, and only, bread and wine,
as they were before.

The doctrine which maintains a change in substance of bread and
wine, into the substance of Christ’s body and blood (commonly



called transubstantiation) by consecration of a priest, or by any other
way, is repugnant, not to Scripture alone, but even to common sense
and reason; overthrows the nature of the sacrament; and has been,
and is, the cause of manifold superstitions; yes, of gross idolatries.

Worthy receivers, outwardly partaking of the visible elements in
this sacrament, do then also inwardly by faith, really and indeed, yet
not carnally and corporally but spiritually, receive and feed upon
Christ crucified, and all the benefits of his death; the body and blood
of Christ being then, not corporally or carnally, in, with, or under the
bread and wine; yet as really, but spiritually, present to the faith of
believers in that ordinance, as the elements themselves are to their
outward senses.

Although ignorant and wicked men receive the outward elements
in this sacrament, yet they receive not the thing signified thereby; but
by their unworthy coming thereunto are guilty of the body and blood
of the Lord, to their own damnation. Wherefore all ignorant and
ungodly persons, as they are unfit to enjoy communion with him, so
are they unworthy of the Lord’s table, and cannot, without great sin
against Christ, while they remain such, partake of these holy
mysteries, or be admitted thereunto.

THE CONFESSION OF THE WALDENSES (1655; FROM
CALVINISTS IN ITALY)

 

Article XXX
 

That [Christ] has instituted the Holy Supper, or Eucharist, for the
nourishment of our souls, to the end that eating effectually the flesh
of Christ, and drinking effectually his blood, by a true and living faith,
and by the incomprehensible virtue of the Holy Spirit, and so uniting
ourselves most closely and inseparably to Christ, we come to enjoy
in him and by him the spiritual and eternal life.

Now to the end that every one may clearly see what our belief is
as to this point, we here insert the very expressions of that prayer
which we make use of before the Communion, as they are written in



our Liturgy or form of celebrating the Holy Supper, and likewise in
our public Catechism, which are to be seen at the end of our Psalms;
these are the words of the prayer:

Seeing our Lord has not only once offered his body and blood
for the remission of our sins, but is willing also to communicate
the same unto us as the food of eternal life, we humbly beseech
thee to grant us this grace that in true sincerity of heart and with
an ardent zeal we may receive from him so great a benefit; that
is, that we may be made partakers of his body and blood, or
rather of his whole self, by a sure and certain faith.
The words of the Liturgy are these:
Let us then believe first of all the promises which Christ (who is
the infallible truth) has pronounced with his own mouth, viz., that
he will make us truly partakers of his body and blood, that so we
may possess him entirely, in such manner that he may live in us
and we in him.

THE THIRTY-NINE ARTICLES (1563; ANGLICAN)
 

Article XXVIII: Of the Lord’s Supper
 

The Supper of the Lord is not only a sign of the love that
Christians ought to have among themselves one to another; but
rather it is a sacrament of our redemption by Christ’s death;
insomuch that to such as rightly, worthily, and with faith receive the
same, the bread which we break is a partaking of the body of Christ;
and likewise the cup of blessing is a partaking of the blood of Christ.

Transubstantiation (or the change of bread and wine) in the
Supper of the Lord cannot be proved by Holy Writ but is repugnant to
the plain words of Scripture, overthrows the nature of a sacrament,
and has given occasion to many superstitions.

The body of Christ is given, taken, and eaten in the Supper only
after a heavenly and spiritual manner. And the means whereby the
body of Christ is received and eaten in the Supper is faith.



The sacrament of the Lord’s Supper was not by Christ’s ordinance
reserved, carried about, lifted up, or worshiped.

THE HEIDELBERG CATECHISM (1563; REFORMED;
PREPARED BY ZACHARIAS URSINUS AND CASPAR

OLEVIANUS)
 

Lord’s Day 25: The Sacraments
 

Q. 65. It is by faith alone that we share in Christ and all his
blessings: where then does that faith come from?

A. The Holy Spirit produces it in our hearts by the preaching of
the holy gospel, and confirms it through the use of the holy
sacraments.

Q. 66. What are sacraments?
A. Sacraments are holy signs and seals for us to see. They

were instituted by God so that by our use of them he might
make us understand more clearly the promise of the gospel,
and might put his seal on that promise. And this is God’s
gospel promise: to forgive our sins and give us eternal life by
grace alone because of Christ’s one sacrifice finished on the
cross.

Q. 67. Are both the word and the sacraments then intended to
focus our faith on the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross as
the only ground of our salvation?

A. Right! In the gospel the Holy Spirit teaches us and through
the holy sacraments he assures us that our entire salvation
rests on Christ’s one sacrifice for us on the cross.

Q. 68. How many sacraments did Christ institute in the New
Testament?

A. Two: baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

Lord’s Day 28: The Lord’s Supper
 



Q. 75. How does the Lord’s Supper remind you and assure you
that you share in Christ’s one sacrifice on the cross and in all
his gifts?

A. In this way: Christ has commanded me and all believers to
eat this broken bread and to drink this cup. With this
command he gave this promise: First, as surely as I see with
my eyes the bread of the Lord broken for me and the cup
given to me, so surely his body was offered and broken for
me and his blood poured out for me on the cross.
Second, as surely as I receive from the hand of the one who

serves, and taste with my mouth the bread and cup of the Lord,
given me as sure signs of Christ’s body and blood, so surely he
nourishes and refreshes my soul for eternal life with his crucified
body and poured-out blood.
Q. 76. What does it mean to eat the crucified body of Christ and

to drink his poured-out blood?
A. It means to accept with a believing heart the entire suffering

and death of Christ and by believing to receive forgiveness of
sins and eternal life.
But it means more. Through the Holy Spirit, who lives both in

Christ and in us, we are united more and more to Christ’s
blessed body. And so, although he is in heaven and we are on
earth, we are flesh of his flesh and bone of his bone. And we
forever live on and are governed by one Spirit, as members of
our bodies are by one soul.
Q. 77. Where does Christ promise to nourish and refresh

believers with his body and blood as surely as they eat this
broken bread and drink this cup?

A. In the institution of the Lord’s Supper: “The Lord Jesus, on
the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had
given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body, which is
for you; do this in remembrance of me.’ In the same way, after
supper he took the cup, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant
in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of
me.’ For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you
proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.”



This promise is repeated by Paul in these words: “Is not the
cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in
the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a
participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one loaf,
we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one
loaf.”
Q. 78. Are the bread and the wine changed into the real body

and blood of Christ?
A. No. Just as the water in baptism is not changed into Christ’s

blood and does not itself wash away sins but is simply God’s
sign and assurance, so too the bread of the Lord’s Supper is
not changed into the actual body of Christ, even though it is
called the body of Christ, in keeping with the nature and
language of sacraments.

Q. 79. Why then does Christ call the bread his body and the cup
his blood, or the new covenant in his blood? (Paul uses the
words, a participation in the body and blood of Christ.)

A. Christ has good reasons for these words. He wants to teach
us that as bread and wine nourish our temporal life, so too his
crucified body and poured-out blood truly nourish our souls for
eternal life.
But more important, he wants to assure us, by this visible sign

and pledge, that we, through the Holy Spirit’s work, share in his
true body and blood as surely as our mouths receive these holy
signs in his remembrance, and that all of his suffering and
obedience are as definitely ours as if we personally had suffered
and paid for our sins.
Q. 80. How does the Lord’s Supper differ from the Roman

Catholic Mass?
A. The Lord’s Supper declares to us that our sins have been

completely forgiven through the one sacrifice of Jesus Christ
which he himself finished on the cross once for all. It also
declares to us that the Holy Spirit grafts us into Christ, who
with his very body is now in heaven at the right hand of the
Father where he wants us to worship him.
[But the Mass teaches that the living and the dead do not

have their sins forgiven through the suffering of Christ unless



Christ is still offered for them daily by the priests. It also teaches
that Christ is bodily present in the form of bread and wine where
Christ is therefore to be worshiped. Thus the Mass is basically
nothing but a denial of the one sacrifice and suffering of Jesus
Christ and a condemnable idolatry.]

Note: This question was omitted in the first edition of the
catechism. The section within brackets was added in the third
edition.

In 2006, the Christian Reformed Church declared that Q. and
A. 80 can no longer be held in its current form as part of its
confession. While this section remains in the text, it is placed in
brackets to indicate that it does not accurately reflect the official
teaching and practice of today’s Roman Catholic Church and is
no longer confessionally binding on members of the Christian
Reformed Church.
Q. 81. Who are to come to the Lord’s table?
A. Those who are displeased with themselves because of their

sins, but who nevertheless trust that their sins are pardoned
and that their continuing weakness is covered by the suffering
and death of Christ, and who also desire more and more to
strengthen their faith and to lead a better life. Hypocrites and
those who are unrepentant, however, eat and drink judgment
on themselves.

Q. 82. Are those to be admitted to the Lord’s Supper who show
by what they say and do that they are unbelieving and
ungodly?

A. No, that would dishonor God’s covenant and bring down
God’s anger upon the entire congregation. Therefore,
according to the instruction of Christ and his apostles, the
Christian church is duty-bound to exclude such people, by the
official use of the keys of the kingdom, until they reform their
lives.

THE DORDRECHT CONFESSION (1632; MENNONITE)
 



Article X
 

We also believe in and observe the breaking of bread, or the
Lord’s Supper, as the Lord Jesus instituted the same (with bread and
wine) before his sufferings, and also observed and ate it with the
apostles, and also commanded it to be observed to his
remembrance, as also the apostles subsequently taught and
observed the same in the church, and commanded it to be observed
by believers in commemoration of the death and sufferings of the
Lord — the breaking of his worthy body and the shedding of his
precious blood — for the whole human race. So is the observance of
this sacrament also to remind us of the benefit of the said death and
sufferings of Christ, namely, the redemption and eternal salvation
which he purchased thereby, and the great love thus shown to sinful
man; whereby we are earnestly exhorted also to love one another —
to love our neighbor — to forgive and absolve him — even as Christ
has done unto us — and also to endeavor to maintain and keep alive
the union and communion which we have with God, and amongst
one another; which is thus shown and represented to us by the
aforesaid breaking of bread.

THE NEW HAMPSHIRE CONFESSION OF FAITH (1833;
BAPTIST)

 

Article XIV: Of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper
 

We believe that Christian baptism is the immersion in water of a
believer, into the name of the Father, and Son, and Holy Spirit; to
show forth, in a solemn and beautiful emblem, our faith in the
crucified, buried, and risen Savior, with its effect in our death to sin
and resurrection to a new life; that it is a prerequisite to the privileges
of a church relation; and to the Lord’s Supper, in which the members
of the church, by the sacred use of bread and wine, are to
commemorate together the dying love of Christ; preceded by solemn
self-examination.



METHODIST ARTICLES OF RELIGION (1784)
 

Article XVIII: Of the Lord’s Supper
 

The Supper of the Lord is not only a sign of the love that
Christians ought to have among themselves one to another, but
rather is a sacrament of our redemption by Christ’s death; insomuch
that, to such as rightly, worthily, and with faith receive the same, the
bread which we break is a partaking of the body of Christ; and
likewise the cup of blessing is a partaking of the blood of Christ.

Transubstantiation, or the change of the substance of the bread
and wine in the Supper of our Lord, cannot be proved by Holy Writ
but is repugnant to the plain words of Scripture, overthrows the
nature of the sacrament, and has given occasion to many
superstitions.

The body of Christ is given, taken, and eaten in the Supper only
after a heavenly and spiritual manner. And the means whereby the
body of Christ is received and eaten in the Supper is faith.

The sacrament of the Lord’s Supper was not by Christ’s ordinance
reserved, carried about, lifted up, or worshiped.

Article XIX: Of Both Kinds
 

The cup of the Lord is not to be denied to the laypeople; for both
parts of the Lord’s Supper, by Christ’s ordinance and commandment,
ought to be administered to all Christians alike.

THE COUNCIL OF TRENT (ROMAN CATHOLIC)
 

Session 13, Chapter 4: On Transubstantiation
 



Because Christ our Redeemer declared that it was truly his body
that he was offering under the species of bread, it has always been
the belief of the church of God, which this sacred council reaffirms,
that by the consecration of the bread and wine a change takes place
in which the entire substance of the bread becomes the substance of
the body of Christ our Lord, and the whole substance of the wine
becomes the substance of his blood. This change the holy Catholic
Church has fittingly and correctly called “transubstantiation.”

THE CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH (1994)
 

Part 2, Section 2, Article 3: The Sacrament of the Eucharist
 

1322 The holy Eucharist completes Christian initiation. Those who
have been raised to the dignity of royal priesthood by baptism and
configured more deeply to Christ by confirmation participate with the
whole community in the Lord’s own sacrifice by means of the
Eucharist.

1323 “At the Last Supper, on the night he was betrayed, our
Savior instituted the eucharistic sacrifice of his body and blood. This
he did in order to perpetuate the sacrifice of the cross throughout the
ages 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 consumed, the mind is filled with grace,
and a pledge of future glory is given to us.’ ”

1324 The Eucharist is “the source and summit of the Christian
life.” “The other sacraments, and indeed all ecclesiastical ministries
and works of the apostolate, are bound up with the Eucharist and are
oriented toward it. For in the blessed Eucharist is contained the
whole spiritual good of the church, namely Christ himself, our
Pasch.”

1325 “The Eucharist is the efficacious sign and sublime cause of
that communion in the divine life and that unity of the people of God
by which the church is kept in being. It is the culmination both of



God’s action sanctifying the world in Christ and of the worship men
offer to Christ through him to the Father in the Holy Spirit.”

1326 Finally, by the Eucharist celebration we already unite
ourselves with the heavenly liturgy and anticipate eternal life, when
God will be all in all.

1327 In brief, the Eucharist is the sum and summary of our faith:
“Our way of thinking is attuned to the Eucharist, and the Eucharist in
turn confirms our way of thinking.”

1333 At the heart of the eucharistic celebration are the bread and
wine that, by the words of Christ and the invocation of the Holy Spirit,
become Christ’s body and blood. Faithful to the Lord’s command the
church continues to do, in this memory and until his glorious return,
what he did on the eve of his Passion: “He took bread. . . .” “He took
the cup filled with wine. . . .” The signs of bread and wine become, in
a way surpassing understanding, the body and blood of Christ; they
continue also to signify the goodness of creation. Thus in the
offertory we give thanks to the Creator for bread and wine, fruit of the
“work of human hands,” but above all as “fruit of the earth” and “of
the vine” — gifts of the Creator. The church sees in the gesture of
the king-priest Melchizedek, who “brought out bread and wine,” a
prefiguring of her own offering.

1367 The sacrifice of Christ and the sacrifice of the Eucharist are
one single sacrifice: “The victim is one and the same: the same now
offers through the ministry of priests, who then offered himself on the
cross; only the manner of offering is different.” “In this divine sacrifice
which is celebrated in the Mass, the same Christ who offered himself
once in a bloody manner on the altar of the cross is contained and is
offered in an unbloody manner.”

1400 Ecclesial communities derived from the Reformation and
separated from the Catholic Church, “have not preserved the proper
reality of the eucharistic mystery in its fullness, especially because of
the absence of the sacrament of Holy Orders.” It is for this reason
that eucharistic intercommunion with these communities is not
possible for the Catholic Church. However these ecclesial
communities, “when they commemorate the Lord’s death and
resurrection in the Holy Supper . . . profess that it signifies life in
communion with Christ and await his coming in glory.”



1411Only validly ordained priests can preside at the Eucharist and
consecrate the bread and the wine so that they become the body
and blood of the Lord.

1412 The essential signs of the eucharistic sacrament are wheat
bread and grape wine, on which the blessing of the Holy Spirit is
invoked and the priest pronounces the words of consecration spoken
by Jesus during the Last Supper: “This is my body which will be
given up for you. . . . This is the cup of my blood. . . .”

1413 By the consecration the transubstantiation of the bread and
wine into the body and blood of Christ is brought about. Under the
consecrated species of bread and wine Christ himself, living and
glorious, is present in a true, real, and substantial manner; his body
and his blood, with his soul and his divinity (cf. Council of Trent: DS
1640; 1651).

1416 Communion with the body and blood of Christ increases the
communicant’s union with the Lord, forgives his venial sins, and
preserves him from grave sins. Since receiving this sacrament
strengthens the bonds of charity between the communicant and
Christ, it also reinforces the unity of the church as the mystical body
of Christ.

1417 The church warmly recommends that the faithful receive
Holy Communion each time they participate in the celebration of the
Eucharist; she obliges them to do so at least once a year.

1418 Because Christ himself is present in the sacrament of the
altar, he is to be honored with the worship of adoration. “To visit the
blessed sacrament is . . . a proof of gratitude, an expression of love,
and a duty of adoration toward Christ our Lord” (Paul VI, MF66).



APPENDIX 2: QUOTATIONS ON THE LORD’S
SUPPER

QUOTATIONS FROM MARTIN LUTHER ON COMMUNION
 

The Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520)
 
To begin with, I must deny that there are seven sacraments, and for
the present maintain that there are but three: baptism, penance, and
the bread. All three have been subjected to a miserable captivity by
the Roman curia, and the church has been robbed of all her liberty.
Yet if I were to speak according to the usage of the Scriptures, I
should have only one single sacrament, but with three sacramental
signs.

Note: Luther later denied the sacramental character of penance.
But for more than twelve hundred years the church believed

rightly, during which time the holy fathers never, at any time or place,
mentioned this “transubstantiation” (a pretentious word and idea)
until the pseudo-philosophy of Aristotle began to make its inroads
into the church in these last three hundred years, in which many
things have been incorrectly defined, as for example, that the divine
essence is neither begotten not begets; or that the soul is the
substantial form of the human body. These and like assertions are
made without any reason or cause, as the Cardinal of Cambrai
himself admits.

QUOTATIONS FROM JOHN CALVIN ON COMMUNION
 

Institutes of the Christian Religion
 



And, indeed, we must carefully observe that the very powerful and
almost entire force of the sacrament lies in these words: “which is
given for you,” [and] “which is shed for you.” The present distribution
of the body and blood of the Lord would not greatly benefit us unless
they had once for all been given for our redemption and salvation.
They are therefore represented under bread and wine so that we
may learn not only that they are ours but that they have been
destined as food for our spiritual life.

And so as we previously stated, from the physical things set forth
in the sacrament we are led by a sort of analogy to spiritual things
(4:17:3).

But as for the outward ceremony of the action —whether or not the
believers take it in their hands, or divide it among themselves, or
severally eat what has been given to each; whether they hand the
cup back to the deacon or give it to the next person; whether the
bread is leavened or unleavened; the wine red or white — it makes
no difference. These things are indifferent, and left at the church’s
discretion. . . .

Now, to get rid of this great pile of ceremonies, the Supper could
have been administered most becomingly if it were set before the
church very often, and at least once a week. First, then, it should
begin with public prayers. After this a sermon should be given. Then,
when bread and wine have been placed on the Table, the minister
should repeat the words of institution of the Supper. Next, he should
recite the promises which were left to us in it; at the same time, he
should excommunicate all who are debarred from it by the Lord’s
prohibition. Afterward, he should pray that the Lord, with the
kindness wherewith he has bestowed this sacred food upon us, also
teach and form us to receive it with faith and thankfulness of heart,
and inasmuch as we are not so of ourselves, by his mercy make us
worthy of such a feast. But here either psalms should be sung, or
something read, and in becoming order the believers should partake
of the most holy banquet, the ministers breaking the bread and
giving the cup. When the Supper is finished, there should be an
exhortation to sincere faith and confession of faith, to love and
behavior worthy of Christians. At the last, thanks should be given,



and praises sung to God. When these things are ended, the church
should be dismissed in peace (4:17:43).
Even though it seems unbelievable that Christ’s flesh, separated
from us by such great distance, penetrates to us, so that it becomes
our food, let us remember how far the secret power of the Holy Spirit
towers above all our senses, and how foolish it is to wish to measure
his immeasurableness by our measure. What, then, our mind does
not comprehend, let faith conceive: that the Spirit truly unites things
separated in space (4:17:10).
And although my mind can think beyond what my tongue can utter,
yet even my mind is conquered and overwhelmed by the greatness
of the thing. Therefore, nothing remains but to break forth in wonder
at this mystery, which plainly neither the mind is able to conceive nor
the tongue to express (4:17:7).
I therefore say (what has always been accepted in the church and is
today taught by all of sound opinion) that the sacred mystery of the
Supper consists in two things: physical signs, which, thrust before
our eyes, represent to us, according to our feeble capacity, things
invisible; and spiritual truth, which is at the same time represented
and displayed through the symbols themselves (4:17:11).
Under the apostles the Lord’s Supper was administered with great
simplicity. Their immediate successors added something to enhance
the dignity of the mystery which was not to be condemned. But
afterward they were replaced by those foolish imitators, who, by
patching pieces from time to time, contrived for us these priestly
vestments that we see in the Mass, these altar ornaments, these
gesticulations, and the whole apparatus of useless things (4:10:19).
For baptism attests to us that we have been cleansed and washed;
the eucharistic Supper, that we have been redeemed. In water,
washing is represented; in blood, satisfaction (4:14:22).

Calvin’s Commentaries
 
It is not an empty or unmeaning sign . . . but those who receive this
promise by faith are actually made partakers of his flesh and blood
(Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels, 3:209).



There are three mistakes against which it is . . . necessary to be on
our guard; first, not to confound the spiritual blessing with the sign;
secondly, not to seek Christ on earth, or under earthly elements;
thirdly, not to imagine any other kind of eating than that which draws
into us the life of Christ by the secret power of the Spirit, and which
we obtain by faith alone (Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels,
3:209).

Tracts and Letters
 
We have no express command to constrain all Christians to use a
specified day. . . . The practice of all well-ordered churches should
be to celebrate the Supper frequently, so far as the capacity of the
people will admit (A Short Treatise on the Holy Supper of Our Lord
Jesus Christ, in Tracts and Letters, 2:179).
When celebrating the Supper, we shall indeed worship [Christ] as
present, but with minds upraised to heaven (The True Method of
Giving Peace to Christendom and Reforming the Church, in Tracts
and Letters, 3:281).

QUOTATIONS FROM JOHN WESLEY ON COMMUNION
(FROM SERMON 16, “THE MEANS OF GRACE,”IN JOHN

WESLEY ON CHRIS TIAN BELIEFS, KENNETH CAIN
KINGHORN, ED.[NASHVILLE: ABINGDON, 2002], 264 -

83)
 

The entire body of early Christians agreed that Christ had
ordained certain outward means for conveying inner grace into our
souls. The constant use of these means was beyond all dispute, for
as long as “all who believed were together and had all things in
common” and “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”

In the course of time, however, “the love of many grew cold.”
Some Christians began to mistake the means for the end. They
understood religion as consisting of outward marks rather than as a



heart renewed after the image of God. They forgot that “the aim” of
every commandment is “love that comes from a pure heart and
sincere faith.” They lost sight of Christ’s instruction, “You shall love
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with
all your mind.” They forgot that real religion is being purified from
pride, anger, and evil desire, “through faith in the power of God.”
Others in the church seemed to think that, although religion did not
principally consist of outward means, yet there was something in
their use that pleased God. They thought that the use of the outward
means would make them acceptable in God’s sight — even if they
were not faithful in the weightier matters of the law, such as justice,
mercy, and the love of God. . . .

By the “means of grace” I mean the outward symbols, words, and
actions that God ordained to be the ordinary channels through which
he might convey to us his prevenient, justifying, and sanctifying
grace.

I use the expression “means of grace” because I know of no better
one. . . . We are taught in our Catechism that a sacrament is “an
outward sign of inward grace, and a means whereby we receive the
same.”

The chief of these means of grace are prayer (whether in secret or
with the large congregation), searching the Scriptures (which implies
reading, hearing, and meditating on the Bible), and receiving the
Lord’s Supper (eating bread and drinking wine in remembrance of
Christ). We believe that these means are ordained by God to be the
ordinary channels of conveying grace to our souls.

We acknowledge that the entire value of the means of grace
depends on their actual service to religion’s aim. We also believe
that all these means, when separated from their goal, are “less than
nothing and emptiness.” If the means do not actually promote the
knowledge and love of God, they are not acceptable in his sight.
Indeed, they are instead an abomination to God, a stench in his
nostrils, and he is furious against them. Above all, if we use the
means of grace as a kind of substitute for the religion they were
designed to serve, it is not easy to find words to describe the
enormous absurdity and wickedness of turning God’s means against



himself. In this way, we banish Christianity from the heart by the very
means that God ordained for bringing it into the heart.

We also acknowledge that every outward means of any kind, if
separated from the Spirit of God, cannot profit us at all. In
themselves, the means cannot in any degree advance us toward the
knowledge and love of God. Without debating the matter, we can
agree that any help that we receive on the earth comes from God
himself. It is God, by his almighty power, who works in us what
pleases him. . . .

All who desire an increase of the grace of God are to wait for it by
partaking of the Lord’s Supper. . . . Before God, and angels, and
people, by these visible signs you openly demonstrate the same faith
and express your solemn remembrance of his death, until he comes
in the clouds of heaven.

Take care that you “examine yourselves,” whether you understand
the meaning and plan of this holy institution and whether you really
yearn to be made conformable to the death of Christ. Only then,
without doubting, you may “eat of the bread and drink of the cup.”

Saint Paul explicitly repeats the instruction first given by our Lord:
“eat” and “drink.” In the Greek language, both verbs are in the
imperative mood. These words do not imply a mere permission only.
They are an explicit command to all those who are already filled with
peace and joy in believing. They can truly say, “The remembrance of
our sins is grievous unto us, the burden of them is intolerable.”

From the words of Paul it is evident that Holy Communion is a
standard, stated means of receiving the grace of God. In the
preceding chapter, the apostle wrote, “The cup of blessing that we
bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ?” The bread we break,
is it not a sharing in the body of Christ?” Is not the eating of this
bread and the drinking of this cup the outward, visible means
through which God conveys grace to our souls? Is it not all of
spiritual grace, righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit that
were purchased by the body of Christ once broken, and the blood of
Christ once shed for us? Therefore, let everyone who truly desires
the grace of God eat of that bread and drink of that cup.



QUOTATIONS FROM CHARLES H. SPURGEON ON
COMMUNION (FROM VARIOUS SERMONS)

 
The bread and wine, being eaten and drunk, are assimilated into

the system; they minister strength to bone, sinew, muscle; they build
up the man. And herein is teaching. Christ believed in is one with us
— “Christ in us, the hope of glory.” We have heard of persons talk of
believers falling from grace and losing Christ. No, sir, a man has
eaten bread — he ate it yesterday. Will you separate that bread from
the man? Will you trace the drops that came from the cup, and fetch
them out of the man’s system? You shall more easily do that than
you shall take Christ away from the soul that has once fed upon him.
“Who shall separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus
our Lord?” He is in us a well of water springing up into everlasting
life. See then how large a letter Christ has written to us with these
pens — how in this bread and this wine, eaten and drunk, he has
taught us wondrous mysteries — in fact, the whole Christian faith is,
in brief, summed up here upon this table. . . .

Let us keep this ordinance in its pure simplicity. Let us never add
anything to it by our own devising by way of fancying that we are
honoring God by garnishing his table. Let us plainly show Christ’s
death, and as we do it plainly we should also do it festively. Is it not
delightful to reflect that our Lord has not ordained a mournful
ceremony in which to celebrate his death; it is a feast. . . .

When are we to do it? The text says “often” — “as often as you eat
this bread.” The Holy Spirit might have used the words “when you
eat,” but he did not. He teaches us by implication that we ought to do
it often. I do not think there is any positive law about it, but it looks to
me as if the first Christians broke bread almost every day —
“breaking bread from house to house.” I am not sure that that refers
to Communion, but in all probability it does. This much is certain, that
in the early church the custom was to break bread in memory of
Christ’s passion on the first day of every week, and it was always a
part of the Sabbath’s service when they came together to remember
the Lord in this way. How can it be thought right to leave the
celebrating of this ordinance to once a year or once a quarter I
cannot understand, and it seems to me that if brethren knew the



great joy there is in often setting forth Christ’s death they would not
be content with even once a month. . . .

The preacher is to go on preaching a dying Savior; the soul be
satisfied as with marrow and fatness. There is nothing left us to
occupy our thoughts, or to be the subject of our joy, as our dear
dying Lord. Oh! let us feed on him. Each one, personally, as a
believer — let him feed on his Savior. If he has come once, come
again. Keep on coming till Christ himself shall appear. As long as the
invitation stands, let us not slight it, but constantly come to Christ
himself and feed on him (The Feast of the Lord [delivered at the
Metropolitan Tabernacle, August 6, 1871]).

What does this supper mean? It means communion: communion
with Christ, communion with one another. . . .

Here on the table you have the tokens of the broadest and fullest
communion. This is a kind of communion which you and I cannot
choose to reject: if we are in Christ, it is and must be ours. Certain
brethren restrict their communion in the outward ordinance, and they
think they have good reasons for doing so; but I am unable to see
the force of their reasoning, because I joyfully observe that these
brethren commune with other believers in prayer, and praise, and
hearing of the Word, and other ways: the fact being that the matter of
real communion is very largely beyond human control, and is to the
spiritual body what the circulation of the blood is to the natural body,
a necessary process not dependent upon volition. In perusing a
deeply spiritual book of devotion, you have been charmed and
benefited, and yet upon looking at the title page it may be you have
found that the author belonged to the Church of Rome. What then?
Why, then it has happened that the inner life has broken all barriers,
and your spirits have communed. . . . Blood is thicker than water,
and no fellowship is more inevitable and sincere than fellowship in
the precious blood and in the risen life of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Here, in the common reception of the one loaf, we bear witness that
we are one; and in the actual participation of all the chosen in the
one redemption, that unity is in very deed displayed and matured in
the most substantial manner. Washed in the one blood, fed on the
same loaf, cheered by the same cup, all differences pass away, and
“we, being many, are one body in Christ, and every one members



one of another” (Communion with Christ and His People: An Address
at a Communion Service at Mentone).

QUOTATIONS FROM CHURCH FATHERS ON
COMMUNION

 

Ignatius
 
I desire the bread of God, the heavenly bread, the bread of life —
which is the flesh of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. . . . And I desire
the drink of God, namely his blood, which is incorruptible love and
eternal life (Epistle to the Romans, chap. 7).
Let that be deemed a proper Eucharist, which is [administered] either
by the bishop or by one to whom he has entrusted it (Epistle to the
Smyrnaeans, chap. 8).

Justin Martyr
 
On finishing the prayers we greet each other with a kiss. Then bread
and a cup of water and mixed wine are brought to the president of
the brethren and he, taking them, sends up praise and glory to the
Father of the universe through the name of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and offers thanksgiving at some length that we have been
deemed worthy to receive these things from him. When he has
finished the prayers and the thanksgiving, the whole congregation
present assents, saying, “Amen.” “Amen” in the Hebrew language
means, “So be it.” When the president has given thanks and the
whole congregation has assented, those whom we call deacons give
to each of those present a portion of the consecrated bread and wine
and water, and they take it to the absent (First Apology, sec. 61).
This food we call Eucharist [thanksgiving], of which no one is allowed
to partake except one who believes that the things we teach are true,
and has received the washing for forgiveness of sins and for rebirth,
and who lives as Christ handed down to us. For we do not receive



these things as common bread or as common drink; but as Jesus
Christ our Savior being incarnate by God’s word took flesh and blood
for our salvation, so also we have been taught that the food
consecrated by the word of prayer which comes from him, from
which our flesh and blood are nourished by transmutation, is the
flesh and blood of that incarnate Jesus (First Apology, sec. 66).
Those who prosper, and so wish, contribute, each one as much as
he chooses to. What is collected is deposited with the president, and
he takes care of orphans and widows, and those who are in want on
account of sickness or any other cause, and those who are in bonds,
and the strangers who are sojourners among [us], and, briefly, he is
the protector of all those in need. We all hold this common gathering
on Sunday, since it is the first day, on which God transforming
darkness and matter made the universe, and Jesus Christ our Savior
rose from the dead on the same day (First Apology, sec. 67).

Clement of Alexandria
 
The vine produces wine, as the Word produces blood. And both of
them drink health to men — wine for the body, blood for the spirit
(The Instructor, Book 1, chap. 5).
To drink the blood of Jesus is to become partaker of the Lord’s
immortality. . . . As wine is blended with water, so is the Spirit with
man. . . . And the mixture of both — of the water and of the Word —
is called Eucharist, renowned and glorious grace. Those who by faith
partake of it are sanctified both in body and soul (The Instructor,
Book 2, chap. 2).

Elsewhere the Lord, in the gospel according to John, brought this
out by symbols, when he said, “Eat my flesh and drink my blood,”
describing distinctly by metaphor the drinkable properties of faith
(The Instructor, Book 1, chap. 6).

Tertullian
 
[Jesus] declared plainly enough what he meant by the bread when
he called the bread his own body. He likewise, when mentioning the



cup and making the new testament to be sealed “in his blood,”
affirms the reality of his body (Against Marcion, chap. 40).

Origen
 
We have a symbol of gratitude to God in the bread that we call the
Eucharist (Against Celsus, chap. 57).

OTHER CHRISTIAN QUOTATIONS ON COMMUNION
(FROM THE TABLE OF THE LORD, CHARLES L. WALLIS,

ED. [NEW YORK: HARPER & BROTHERS, 1958])
 

Olive Wyon (twentieth-century British author)
 

Every time we take part in the Eucharist, we are ourselves another
link in the chain of uninterrupted celebration of the sacrament, which
has never ceased, from the Last Supper down to the present
moment. We are in a glorious succession. Think of Polycarp, bishop
of Smyrna, who had learned much of Christ from John, the disciple
of the Lord, at Ephesus, and was an intimate friend of “those who
had seen the Lord.” Born about the year 70 (or possibly a little
earlier) Polycarp, as a young man, must have often worshiped at the
Eucharist when John was officiating. How moving it must have been
for him to hear the words: “This do in remembrance of me,”
pronounced by one who had known the Lord on earth. It was in this
faith and love that Polycarp lived and prayed and served Christ, and
in this faith he died. He was a very old man when persecution broke
out at Smyrna. Yet when he was brought before the authorities and
urged to sacrifice to Caesar, and thus to save his life, he had only
one thing to say: “Eighty and six years have I served Christ, and he
never did me wrong; how can I now blaspheme my King who has
saved me?” When he was bound to the stake and about to be
burned, he prayed: “I bless thee that thou hast thought me worthy of



the present day and hour, to have a share in the number of the
martyrs, and in the cup of Christ, unto the resurrection of eternal life.”

Polycarp had kept the “feast of redemption” all through his long
and blameless life. He had “remembered” Christ in the sacrament,
but it was no more “memory” but his living Presence that
strengthened him for service and endurance to the very end.
Polycarp drank the “cup of Christ” when he gave his body to be
burned rather than deny his Lord.

Elmer J. F. Arndt (twentieth-century seminary professor)
 
The sacraments declare Christ’s intention to unite us to himself, to
have fellowship with his own, to be at one with us. . . . He is present
as the holy One before whom we are constrained to acknowledge
our own unworthiness. He is present as the gracious One who
endured the cross for our redemption. He is present as the Victor
over sin and death, the living Lord of an eternal kingdom. In his
presence, we are in the presence of the Eternal. Awe, reverence,
wonder, adoring love possess us. Is it really surprising that the
presence of the Lord and the fellowship he enters into with those
who respond to him with faith cannot be contained in conceptual
statement or be exhausted in verbal expression?

John G. Paton (nineteenth-century Scottish missionary to the
New Hebrides)

 
Our first Communion on Aniwa . . . was Sabbath, 24th October,

1869; and surely the angels of God and the Church of the
Redeemed in Glory were among the great cloud of witnesses who
eagerly “peered” down upon the scene — when we sat around the
Lord’s Table and partook of [Christ’s] body and blood with those few
souls rescued out of the heathen world. . . . On that Lord’s Day, after
the usual opening service, I gave a short and careful exposition of
the Ten Commandments and of the way of salvation according to the
gospel. . . .



Beginning with the old Chief, the twelve [candidates] came
forward, and I baptized them one by one. . . . Solemn prayer was
then offered, and in the name of the Holy Trinity the Church of Christ
on Aniwa was formally constituted. I addressed them on the words of
the holy institution — 1 Corinthians 11:23 — and then, after the
prayer of thanksgiving and consecration, administered the Lord’s
Supper — the first time since the island of Aniwa was heaved out of
its coral depths! . . . I think, if ever in all my earthly experience, on
that day I might truly add the blessed words — Jesus “in the midst.”

The whole service occupied nearly three hours. The islanders
looked on with a wonder whose unwanted silence was almost painful
to hear. . . . For three years we had toiled and prayed and taught for
this. At the moment when I put the bread and wine into those dark
hands, once stained with the blood of cannibalism, now stretched out
to receive and partake of the emblems and seals of the Redeemer’s
love, I had a foretaste of the joy of glory that well nigh broke my
heart to pieces. I shall never taste a deeper bliss till I gaze on the
glorified face of Jesus himself.

Robert P. Menzies (twentieth-century Assemblies of God
theologian)

 
In the First World War Karl Barth was present at a Roman Catholic
service somewhere in the war area. During the celebration of the
mass a shell crashed into the building and burst. The priest waited till
the dust cleared and the debris subsided, then quietly proceeded
with the service as if nothing had happened. Apparently something
much more important was being done in this service than was
covered by the effects of the enemy action. . . . The history of
Covenanting Scotland bears eloquent tribute to the power of witness
that lies in public worship. When men hold conventicles in the open
air, with human bloodhounds baying at their feet, and when they
spread the Lord’s Table literally in the presence of their enemies,
they are most certainly publicizing their sense of the worth of these
things.



Handley C. G. Moule (nineteenth-century Anglican bishop)
 
I believe that if our eyes were open to the unseen, we should indeed
behold our Lord present at our Communion. There and then,
assuredly, if anywhere and at any time, he remembers his promise,
“Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in
the midst of them” (Matthew 18:20). Such special presence, the
promised congregational presence, is perfectly mysterious in mode
but absolutely true in fact; no creation of our imagination or emotion
but an object of our faith. I believe that our Lord so present, not on
the holy table, but at it, would be seen himself in our presence to
bless the bread and wine for a holy use, and to distribute them to his
disciples. . . . I believe that we should worship him, thus present in
the midst of us in his living grace, with unspeakable reverence,
thanksgiving, joy, and love. We should receive the bread and wine
with a profound sense of their sacredness as given by him in
physical assurance of our part, as believers in him and so as
members of him, in all the benefits of his passion.

Alexander Balmain Bruce (nineteenth-century Scottish
churchman and theologian)

 
In regarding Christ as the Bread of Life, we are not to restrict
ourselves to the one benefit mentioned by him in instituting the feast,
the remission of sins, but to have in view all his benefits tending to
our spiritual nourishment and growth in grace. Christ is the Bread of
Life in all his offices. As a prophet, he supplies the bread of divine
truth to feed our minds; as a priest, he furnishes the bread of
righteousness to satisfy our troubled consciences; as a king, he
presents himself to us as an object of devotion that shall fill our
hearts and whom we may worship without fear of idolatry.
The rite of the Supper . . . is of use to interpret the Lord’s death. It
throws important light on the meaning of that solemn event. The
institution of this symbolic feast was in fact the most important
contribution made by Jesus during his personal ministry to the
doctrine of the atonement through the sacrifice of himself. Therefore,
more clearly than from any other act or word performed or spoken by



him, the Twelve might learn to conceive of their Master’s death as
possessing a redemptive character. Thereby Jesus, as it were, said
to his disciples: My approaching passion is not to be regarded as a
mere calamity, or dark disaster, falling out contrary to the divine
purpose or my expectation; not as a fatal blow inflicted by ungodly
men on me and you, and the cause which is dear to us all; not even
as an evil which may be overruled for good; but as an event fulfilling,
not frustrating, the purpose of my mission, and fruitful of blessing to
the world. What men mean for evil, God means for good, to bring to
pass to save much people alive. . . . I pour forth my blood for a
gracious end, even for the remission of sins. My death will initiate a
new dispensation, and seal a new testament; it will fulfill the purpose,
and therefore take the place, of the manifold sacrifices of the Mosaic
ritual, and in particular of the paschal lamb, which is even now being
eaten. I shall be the Paschal Lamb of the Israel of God henceforth; at
once protecting them from death, and feeding their souls with my
crucified humanity, as the bread of eternal life.

William Temple (twentieth-century Anglican archbishop)
 
To “eat the flesh” and to “drink the blood” of the Son of Man are not
the same. The former is to receive the power of self-giving and self-
sacrifice to the uttermost. The latter is to receive, in and through that
self-giving and self-sacrifice, the life that is triumphant over death
and united to God. Both “elements” are needed for the full act of
“communion” — which suggests that to receive the holy Communion
in one kind only is grievously detrimental to the full reality of the
sacrament. The life that gives itself even to death; the life that rises
from death into union with God: these are the divine gifts without
which “you have no life in you” (John 6:53). But he who receives and
makes his own those gifts has eternal life. For those gifts are true
food and drink of men; he who receives them and makes them his
own “abides in me and I in him” (John 6:56).
It is essential to the spiritual value of this sacrament that we do what
the Lord did. It is all symbol, no doubt, but it is expressive, not
arbitrary, symbol; that is to say, the spiritual reality signified is



actually conveyed by the symbol. The symbol is emphatically not
mere symbol; if it were that, we should only receive what our minds
could grasp of the meaning symbolized. It is an instrument of the
Lord’s purpose to give himself to us, as well as the symbol of what
he gives. What we receive is not limited by our capacity to
understand the gift. When with the right intention I receive the bread
and the wine, I actually receive Christ, whether I have any
awareness of this at the moment or not, and always more fully than I
am aware. We, by repeating and so identifying ourselves with his
sacrificial act, become participants in his one sacrifice, which is the
perfect dedication to the Father of the humanity which God in Christ
has taken to himself.

George H. Morrison (nineteenth-century Scottish Presbyterian
preacher)

 
The simplicity of Christ comes to its crown in the feast of the Lord’s
Supper. There is no gorgeous rite or showy ceremonial. There is
nothing of that many-colored pageantry that had once been needful
to attract the world. A cup of wine and a piece of broken bread —
these are the seals and symbols of the gospel. And I never feel the
simplicity of God and of God’s great plan for rescuing the world . . .
so powerfully and so freshly as when I sit at the Communion table.
There are great mysteries in our redemption. There are deep things
even the angels cannot fathom. But in the center is a fact so simple
that its best ritual is bread and wine.

John Frederick Jansen (twentieth-century seminary professor)
 
We hold to two sacraments. We do not deny that all of life is
sacramental in that it points us to God’s handiwork and presence.
We do deny that all of life is sacramental in pointing with equal clarity
to the saving love of God effected on the cross. Marriage, for
example, may be called sacramental in that it points to a “Love
divine, all loves excelling,” but marriage is not confined to Christian
faith, nor does it point to Jesus’ death. For that matter, marriage is



not given to all Christians. This is why Protestant Christians define
as sacraments only those signs given by Jesus himself to all
believers, showing and sealing the saving love of God. The two
sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper declare that life
becomes new, not because of anything we do or can do, but
because of him who makes all things new. Baptism means that life
has been made new — so baptism is not repeated. The Supper
means that this new life must continually be sustained and nourished
by him who has made it new, that he who has begun a good work in
us “will bring it to completion” (Philippians 1:6).

Martin Dibelius (twentieth-century German theologian)
 
On his last evening, Jesus had gathered his disciples together for a
supper. Only ceremonial meals were eaten at the beginning of the
night; the customary hour for the main meal was earlier. . . . It
became a farewell meal. For during the supper Jesus took a flat,
round loaf of bread, broke it, as one usually did with bread, and
divided the portions of the one loaf among his disciples. In the same
way after supper, since goblets with wine were standing on the table,
he had one of these goblets passed around among them, and each
disciple drank from it. Any man of the ancient world . . . would have
understood the meaning of such an act even without accompanying
words: the disciples were to feel themselves to be a fellowship, just
as they had already been while they journeyed, ate, and drank with
the Master. For eating together binds the partakers of the meal to
one another. . . . Separation from the Master is what confronts this
circle, but they are to remain united, even without him, until the day
when the table fellowship is renewed in the kingdom of God. This is
the foundation. Even if Jesus had not spoken of his death, he did
nevertheless establish this independent fellowship. The Last Supper
signifies the foundation of the church.

C. H. Dodd (twentieth-century Welsh New Testament scholar
and theologian)

 



In the Eucharist the church perpetually reconstructs the crises in
which the kingdom of God came in history. It never gets beyond this.
At each Eucharist we are there — we are in the night on which he
was betrayed, at Golgotha, before the empty tomb on Easter Day,
and in the upper room where he appeared; and we are at the
moment of his coming with angels and archangels and all the
company of heaven, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.
Sacramental communion is not a purely mystical experience to
which history, as embodied in the form and matter of the sacrament,
would be, in the last resort, irrelevant. It is bound up with a corporate
memory of real events. History has been taken up into the supra-
historical without ceasing to be history.

Evelyn Underhill (twentieth-century Anglican writer and
mystic)

 
Here the church from the beginning has realized that Presence
which is the source of her life and power; has expressed her
adoration, thanksgiving, and penitence; has made her supplications
for the living and the dead, offered her oblation, received the food of
immortality, and remembered the prevailing sacrifice from which her
life began. And here, in spite of periodical relapses . . . , the Christian
can still find the same essential sources of worship, refreshment,
and inwardness; the same access to the inexhaustible Divine
Charity, and the same invitation to oblation and communion in the
offering and hallowing of bread and wine. Even were we to set aside
the sacred character of its historic origin and its supernatural claim,
no other rite could so well embody the . . . transcendental paradox of
Christianity; the universal divine action, and the intimate divine
approach to every soul; the food of daily life, and the mystery of
eternal life, both given at once; the historical memorial perpetually
renewed, yet finding its fulfillment in a real and enduring Presence
unfettered by the categories of time and space. Here the most naive
worshiper finds an invitation to love and gratitude, and a focus for his
devotion, which he can apprehend though never explain; and the
contemplative finds a door which opens upon the ineffable mystery



of God. Those deep levels of our being which live unchanged under
the flow of outward life, and of which we sometimes become aware
— those levels where we thirst for God and apprehend him, and
know our truest selves to consist in a certain kinship with him —
these levels are reached and stirred by the movement of the
Eucharist.

Jonathan Edwards (eighteenth-century Congregationalist
preacher, theologian, and missionary)

 
There is in the Lord’s Supper a mutual solemn profession of the two
parties transacting the covenant of grace, and visibly united in that
covenant; the Lord Christ by his minister, on the one hand, and the
communicants (who are professing believers) on the other. . . . Christ
presents himself to the believing communicants as their propitiation
and bread of life. . . . And they in receiving what is offered . . .
profess to embrace the promises and to lay hold of the hope set
before them, to receive the atonement, to receive Christ as their
spiritual food, and to feed upon him in their hearts by faith. Indeed,
what is professed on both sides is the heart; for Christ in offering
himself professes the willingness of his heart to be theirs who duly
receive him; all the communicants, on their part, profess the
willingness of their hearts to receive him. . . . Thus the Lord’s Supper
is plainly a mutual renovation, confirmation, and seal of the covenant
of grace: both covenanting parties profess their consent to their
respective parts in the covenant of grace.

Stephen Neill (twentieth-century Anglican theologian, historian,
and evangelist)

 
To maintain the inner unity of fellowship, the [early] Christian group
had one instrument by far more potent than any other, the regular
celebration of the Eucharist. In many respects, Christian worship
appears to have developed out of that of the synagogue; this, the
eucharistic feast, was the one unique and irreplaceable element.
Participation in it was the sign of Christian fellowship; exclusion from



it was the most serious penalty that could be imposed on the erring
brother. Whatever the peril, whatever the difficulty, and for slaves the
difficulty must sometimes have been almost insurmountable, it was
regarded as obligatory for the Christian to be present and to receive
the Bread of Life. In private houses, in catacombs, often before the
break of day, the Christians assembled to do what the Lord had
appointed, to be fashioned anew into one bread, one body, to be set
again firmly within that eternal redemption which God was
accomplishing through the risen Christ. So essential was it that every
member should partake of the “medicine of immortality” that portions
from the one loaf were sent to those who were sick, in time of
persecution to those in prison.

Emil Brunner (twentieth-century Swiss theologian)
 

Why did Jesus command the observation of this rite? He did not
give his disciples any other similar instructions about divine worship.
Why this? Is it not sufficient to preach and believe his gospel, the
gospel of his atoning death? Why this ceremony in our churches?
For a long time I asked myself this question . . . without finding the
right answer, until the answer sprang to my mind from this text [1
Cor. 10:16 - 17]: we must note the dual meaning of the phrase “body
of Christ.” On the one hand it refers to the body broken for us on the
cross of Golgotha: this is symbolized or figuratively expressed in the
broken bread, just as the outpoured wine represents the blood of
Christ outpoured for us on the cross. That is the usual interpretation
which we are familiar with from our confirmation instruction. It is
correct insofar as it goes, but it is incomplete. For the body of Christ
means in the New Testament something else: the church. The latter
is the body of Christ because Christians are incorporated into the
eternal Christ by faith and the Holy Spirit. Thus our text says: “We,
who are many, are one body.” There arises from us, who are a
multiplicity of individuals, a unity, something whole and cohesive,
kneaded together.

Thus what is effected through the common participation in the
atoning death of Jesus Christ is the unity of the church. . . . Here is



no magic, the bread is not transformed into the body, nor the wine
into the blood. But a miracle does take place in that those men who
formerly were their own lord and master now are ruled by the one
Lord, and to form a manifold of separate individuals, each living and
caring for himself, there arises a unity, one body, of which each
believer is a member and Jesus Christ the Head, controlling and
guiding all. In the eating of the bread and the drinking of the wine,
Jesus Christ himself is present to them all and constitutes them as a
unity, which he controls and directs. They become the body of Jesus
Christ.

A. M. Fairbairn (nineteenth-century Scottish Congregationalist
theologian)

 
That supper is an event which profoundly affects the imagination. Its
very simplicity increases its significance. The meaning it bears to
faith is marvelous on the one hand; the place it has filled, the work it
has done in history, as marvelous on the other. If the vision had been
granted to Christ to what it was to be and do, would it not, even
when his sufferings were deepest, have turned his sorrow into joy?
He would have seen his supper surviving for ages, simple in form,
transcendent in meaning, a living center of unity for his scattered
disciples, a source of comfort, strength, peace, purity to wearied and
sinful men. In upper rooms, in catacombs, where the dust of the
dead rested, and the spirits of the living met to speak to each other
words of holiest cheer; in desert places and moorlands, where
hunted fugitives assembled to listen to a voice which, though a
man’s, seemed God’s; in cathedrals, where form and space spoke
majestically to the eye, and lofty music to the ear; in rude huts in
savage or heathen lands; in ornate churches in wealthy, busy, and
intellectual cities — men of the most varied types and conditions,
saintly and sinful, ignorant and educated, simple and gentle, rich and
poor, peer and peasant, sovereign and subject, priest and people,
forming a multitude no man can number, have for centuries met
together to celebrate this supper, and be by it made wiser, happier,
holier.



Arthur Evelyn Barnes-Lawrence (nineteenth-century British
pastor)

 
How thrilling to the imagination is the feast which constitutes a

bond, unquestionable and direct, with the upper room itself! Across
all the conflict and stress of Asian and African church history, across
all the storm-tossed ages of the world, there stretches an unbroken
chain, each golden link a Eucharist, binding the last Communion
feast with the first. . . .

When we gather around the Lord’s Table, we look upon, we
handle, we taste the elements of bread and wine ordained by Christ.
The words of consecration are those which sounded in the ears of
the apostles. The purpose for which we receive it is identical with
theirs. The sacrament is the same, and the gift received is the same.
The fact is obviously one of the first importance. . . . The holy
Communion answered exactly to our natural desire for historical
continuity. It is of God’s goodness that our love, yearning for
personal contact, finds its longing met by touch and taste and
hearing. . . . In giving to the church this sacrament, Jesus Christ
anticipated the needs of love in every age.
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DISCUSSION AND REFLECTION QUESTIONS

CHAPTER 1: CHRIST’S PRESENCE AS MEMORIAL
 

1. Do you think the Lord’s Supper as practiced in your
congregation signifies the warfare between God and Satan,
the victory of Christ over the demonic powers?

2. How could your congregation make the Lord’s Supper a more
celebrative event while maintaining the gravity of the Lord’s
Table?

3. Russell Moore believes the lack of attention to the Lord’s
Supper in many churches comes from a lack of attention to
the need to preach the gospel to believers. Do you think the
gospel of Christ crucified and resurrected — as applied to
believers — is emphasized enough in our churches? How
does the Lord’s Supper serve to point Christians to the
gospel?

4. This chapter argues that the eclipse of the Lord’s Supper as
the proclamation of the gospel has resulted in all sorts of
substitutes — such as Hollywood films depicting the
bloodshed and suffering of Jesus. Do you think things as
mundane as broken bread and poured wine can demonstrate
the death of Jesus as effectively as a film image?

5. Do you agree that the pellet-sized bread fragments and
individual glasses of juice tend to negate the communion
aspect of the Lord’s Supper? How could the communal aspect
of the meal be more emphasized in your church?

6. Do you agree that baptism is a biblical prerequisite to the
Lord’s Supper? What does this mean for churches in which
members disagree about the proper mode or candidates for
baptism?

CHAPTER 2: THE REAL PRESENCE OF CHRIST
 



1. Is Calvin’s doctrine of the real presence too sophisticated or
too mystical for most people to comprehend?

2. How do you respond to the exhortation in the liturgy, “Lift up
your hearts!” (the sursum corda)? What do you experience
when you celebrate the Lord’s Supper?

3. What can be done to celebrate the sacrament reverently and
at the same time more celebratively?

4. What are the pros and cons of admitting children to the Lord’s
Table?

CHAPTER 3: FINDING THE RIGHT WORD
 

1. At the heart of any understanding of the Lord’s Supper are
Christ’s words “This is my body.” How are these words
interpreted by the various traditions and how do you
understand them?

2. Calling this sacrament the Lord’s Supper points to Jesus as
its originator and focus. What role do the Father and the Holy
Spirit have in it?

3. Most Christian traditions speak of “real presence.” How do
they agree or disagree in what is meant?

4. Which Old Testament rites help us to understand the New
Testament institution of the Lord’s Supper?

5. Should the Lord’s Supper be offered to all present in a church
service (open communion)? If there are restrictions on who
should partake (closed communion), what should they be?

6. This rite is known as Mass, Holy Communion, Eucharist, the
Lord’s Supper, the Sacrament of the Altar, and the Lord’s
Table. In what way are these designations helpful in
understanding it?

CHAPTER 4: CHRIST’S TRUE, REAL, AND
SUBSTANTIAL PRESENCE

 



1. What does the Catholic notion of the Eucharist as the “source
and summit of the Christian life,” suggest for your own
spirituality?

2. How do you react to Saint Ambrose’s question, “Could not
Christ’s word, which can make from nothing that which did not
exist, change existing things into that which they were not
before?” Do you agree or disagree? Why? What implications
does it have for how the Lord’s Supper is understood?

3. Should the church demand a correspondence between an
individual’s faith and moral life in order for him or her to be
admitted to the Eucharist? How in practice could this be
carried out?

4. What new insights does the notion of doxology offer you as a
Christian?
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