THIS IS MY BODY … THIS IS MY BLOOD

HOW IS CHRIST PRESENT IN COMMUNION?


“While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke


it, and gave it to His disciples, saying, ‘Take and eat; this is My


body.’  Then He took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them,


saying, ‘Drink from it, all of you.  This is My blood of the covenant,


which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins”.

                                                                                 Matthew 26:27,28

Of the disputed matters regarding communion, none has been more prominent than the nature of Christ’s presence.  The issue is: in what sense and to what degree are the body and blood of Christ actually present in the communion elements?  How literally are we to take Jesus’ statements, “This is My body … this is My blood”?

Four basic positions have emerged through church history.

(1)  The bread and wine are the physical body and blood of Christ.

(2)  The bread and wine contain the physical body and blood of Christ.

(3)  The bread and wine contain spiritually the body and blood of Christ.

(4)  The bread and wine represent/symbolise the body and blood of Christ.

The Traditional Roman Catholic View

The teaching of the Roman Catholic Church is that the bread and wine actually become the body and blood of Christ.  This happens at the moment the priest says, “This is My Body,” during the celebration of the mass.   As the priest says this, the bread is raised up (elevated) and “adored.”  The action of elevating the bread and pronouncing it to be Christ’s body can only be performed by a priest.

When this happens, according to Roman Catholic teaching, grace is imparted to those present ex opere operato (by the work performed), but the amount of grace dispensed is in proportion to the subjective disposition of the recipient of grace.

Every time the mass is celebrated, the sacrifice of Christ is repeated (in some sense) and the Catholic Church is careful to affirm that this is a real sacrifice, though not the same as the sacrifice that Christ paid on the cross.

Ludwig Ott’s “Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma” describes this:

“Christ becomes present in the Sacrament of the Altar by the transformation of the whole substance of the bread into His Body and of the whole substance of the wine into His Blood … This transformation is called Transubstantiation.  

“ The Worship of Adoration (Latria) must be given to Christ present in the Eucharist … It follows from the wholeness and permanence of the Real Presence that the absolute worship of adoration (Cultrus Latriae) is due to Christ present in the Eucharist.”
In the traditional administration of the sacrament, the cup was withheld from the laity, being taken only by the clergy.  The major reason for this was the danger that the blood might be spilt.  For the “blood of Jesus” to be trampled underfoot would be a desecration.  In addition, there were two further arguments for it being unnecessary for the laity to take the cup.  First, the clergy act representatively for the laity. They take the cup on behalf of the people.  Second, nothing would be gained by the laity taking the cup.  The sacrament is complete without it because the bread and wine both equally contain fully the body, soul and divinity of Christ.

Again to quote Ott: 

 “Communion under two forms is not necessary for any individual member of the faithful,    either by reason of divine precept or as a means of salvation … the reason is that Christ is whole and entire under each species … abolition of the reception of the chalice in the Middle Ages (12th and 13th centuries) was enjoined for practical reasons, particularly danger of profanation of the Sacrament.”

A major tenet of the Catholic view is that the communion (Eucharist) involves a sacrificial act.  In the Mass a real sacrifice is again offered by Christ on behalf of the worshippers in the same sense as was the crucifixion.  It is understood as a propitiatory sacrifice satisfying God’s demands.

“The Holy Mass is a true and proper Sacrifice.

“In the Sacrifice of the Mass and in the Sacrifice of the Cross, the Sacrificial Gift and the Primary Sacrificing Priest are identical; only the nature and mode of the offering are different … The Sacrificial Gift is the Body and Blood of Christ … The Primary Sacrificing Priest is Jesus Christ, who utilizes the human priest as His servant and representative and fulfils the consecration through him.  According to the Thomistic view, in every Mass Christ also performs an actual immediate sacrificial activity which, however, must not be conceived as a totality of many successive acts but as one single uninterrupted sacrificial act of the Transfigured Christ.

“The purpose of the Sacrifice is the same in the Sacrifice of the Mass as in the Sacrifice of the Cross, primarily the glorification of God, secondarily atonement, thanksgiving and appeal.

“As a propitiatory sacrifice … the Sacrifice of the Mass effects the remission of sins and the punishment for sins; as a sacrifice of appeal … it brings about the conferring of supernatural and natural gifts.  The Eucharistic Sacrifice of propitiation can, as the Council of Trent expressly asserted, be offered, not merely for the living, but also for the poor souls in Purgatory.”
A further tenet of the Catholic view is sacerdotalism, the belief that a properly ordained priest must be present to consecrate the host.  Without such a priest to officiate, the elements remain just bread and wine.  But when a priest (called such because he offers a sacrifice at the altar) officiates, the elements are completely and permanently changed into Christ’s body and blood.

“The power of consecration resides in a validly consecrated priest only.”

The Lutheran View

Martin Luther rejected the Roman Catholic view of communion, yet he insisted that the phrase “This is My body” had to be taken in some sense as a literal statement. His conclusion was not that the bread actually becomes the physical body of Christ, but that the physical body of Christ is present “in, with and under” the communion bread.  The term consubstantiation is commonly used to denote Luther’s concept that body and bread are concurrently present, that blood and wine coexist; it was not Luther’s term.  To illustrate one substance interpenetrating another, he used as an analogy an iron bar heated by fire.  The substance of the iron does not cease to exist when the substance of fire interpenetrates it.  As the fire (heat) is in the iron bar, so the body of Christ is in the bread and the blood of Christ in the wine.  

In his “Small Catechism,” Luther wrote: “What is the sacrament of the Altar?  It is the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, under the bread and wine, for us Christians to eat and drink, instituted by Christ Himself.”  

Article X of the Augsburg Confession says, “Of the Supper of the Lord they teach that the body and blood of Christ are truly present, and are distributed to those who eat in the Supper of the Lord.”

Luther rejected the Catholic conception that the Mass is a sacrifice.  Since Christ died and atoned for sin once and for all, and since the believer is justified by faith on the basis of that one-time sacrifice, there is no need for repeated sacrifices.

Luther also rejected sacerdotalism.  The presence of Christ’s body and blood does not result from the priest’s actions.  It is instead a consequence of Christ’s power.  While Catholicism holds that the bread and wine are transformed at the moment the priest makes the pronouncements, Lutheranism does not speculate as to when the body and blood appear.  While a properly ordained minister ought to administer the sacrament, the presence of the body and blood is not to be attributed to him or to anything he does.

Luther insisted on the concept of manducation, that we literally take Christ into our body when we take communion.  Luther insisted that the scripture “Take and eat; this is My body”  (Matthew 26:26), and other similar scriptures like John 6:53-56 (“… unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in you …”) had to be taken literally if we were to be consistent in our interpretation of scripture.

As to the benefits of the sacrament, Luther believed that by partaking, one experiences a real benefit – forgiveness of sin and confirmation of faith.  This benefit is not due though, to the elements in the sacrament, but to one’s reception of the Word by faith.  While Luther’s statements on this point show some variance, he clearly believed that by taking the elements, believers received a spiritual benefit they otherwise would not experience.

The Reformed View

The Reformed view holds that Christ is present in communion, but not physically or bodily;  His presence is spiritual or dynamic.  Using the sun as an illustration, Calvin asserted that Christ is present influentially.  The sun remains in the sky but its warmth and light are present on earth.  In a similar way, the Holy Spirit conveys to us the communion of Christ’s flesh and blood.  True communicants are spiritually nourished by partaking of the bread and wine.  The Holy Spirit brings them into closer connection with Christ.

In the Reformed view, the elements of the sacrament are not arbitrary or separable from what they signify – the death of Christ, the value of His death, the believer’s participation in the crucified Christ, and the union of believers with one another. Calvin viewed the elements of bread and wine as a visible sign that Christ Himself was truly present.

“By the showing of the symbol the thing itself is also shown.  For unless man means to call God a deceiver, he would never dare assert that an empty symbol is set forth by Him … And the godly ought by all means to keep this rule: whenever they see symbols appointed by the Lord, to think and be persuaded that the truth of the thing signified is surely present there.  For why would the Lord put in your hand the symbol of His body, except to assure you of a true participation in it?”

Yet Calvin was careful to differ both with Roman Catholic teaching (which said the bread became Christ’s body) and with Lutheran teaching (which said the bread contained Christ’s body).

“But we must establish such a presence of Christ in the Supper as may neither fasten Him to the element of bread, nor enclose Him in bread, nor circumscribe him in any way (all which things, it is clear, detract from His heavenly glory).”
So, from a Reformed perspective, there is a genuine benefit in taking the sacrament.  It is not generated by the participant though, but brought to the sacrament by Christ Himself.  By taking the elements the participant actually receives afresh and continually the vitality of Christ.  This benefit is not automatic, but depends in large part of the faith and receptivity of the participant.

The Zwinglian View

This fourth view, usually associated with the Swiss Reformer, Ulrich Zwingli, sees communion as merely a commemoration.  Zwingli and Calvin had much in common in their views on the sacrament.  Both agreed that Christ was present in a symbolic way, but Zwingli was more hesitant about affirming a real spiritual presence of Christ.  It is likely that Zwingli embraced more than one stance on this matter and that he may have altered his position toward the end of his life.

What is prominent in Zwingli’s view is his strong emphasis on the role of the sacrament in bringing to mind the death of Christ and its efficacy on behalf of the believer.  While Zwingli spoke of a spiritual presence of Christ, some who in many respects adopted his position (such as the Anabaptists), denied the concept of a physical or bodily presence quite vehemently.  

The value of the sacrament lies simply in receiving by faith the benefits of Christ’s death, as one might do by listening to a sermon. Both are types of proclamation.  In both cases, as with all proclamation, responsive faith is necessary if there is to be any benefit.  Communion only differs from sermons in that it involves a visible means of proclamation.

Because Christ is not present with the non believer, it is not so much that the sacrament brings Christ to the communicant as that the believer’s faith brings Christ to the sacrament.

Responding to These Views

The Roman Catholic view fails to recognise the clear New Testament teaching on the finality and completeness of Christ’s sacrifice once and for all time for our sins.  The book of Hebrews emphasises this many times, as when it says, “Nor did He enter heaven to offer Himself again and again, the way the high priest enters the Most Holy Place every year with blood that is not his own.  Then Christ would have had to suffer many times since the creation of the world.  But now He has appeared, once for all at the end of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of Himself … Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people …”  (Hebrews 9:25-28). To say that Christ’s sacrifice continues or is repeated in the mass has been, since the Reformation, one of the most difficult Roman Catholic doctrines for Protestants.  Knowing that Christ’s sacrifice for our sins is finished and completed (“It is finished” John 19:30, where “finished” = teleo = to bring to an end, to complete, to perfect, to finish), gives us great assurance that our sins are paid for, and there remains no sacrifice yet to be paid. The idea of a continuation of Christ’s sacrifice at the very least greatly diminishes, if not, destroys our assurance that the payment has been made, and accepted by the Father (Hebrews 1:3), and that there is “no condemnation” (Romans 8:1) remaining for us.

The idea that the mass is in any sense a repetition of the death of Christ seems to mark a return to the repeated sacrifices of the old covenant, which were “a reminder of sins year by year” (Hebrews 10:3).  Instead of the assurance of complete forgiveness of sins through the once for all sacrifice of Christ (Hebrews 10:12), the idea that the mass is a repeated sacrifice gives a constant reminder of sins and remaining guilt to be atoned for week by week.

The Roman Catholic teaching on communion fails to recognise the possibility of symbolism in Jesus’ statements “This is My Body … This is My blood” (Matthew 26:26,28).  Not only did Jesus often use similarly symbolic language, “I am the vine” (John 15:1), “I am the door” (John 10:9), but the context in which He spoke the words to His disciples in the upper room all but demand that they be understood symbolically.  When Jesus said, “This is My body” He was sitting with His disciples holding the bread in His hand.  None of the disciples present would have thought that the loaf of bread Jesus held in His hand was actually and literally His physical body.  They would have understood His statement in a symbolic way.  To understand the bread to have literally become Christ’s body would have meant the physical body of Christ was divided into two, or that He had another body.  This is the only way Christ’s body could be in two places simultaneously.  If His body had been in two places at once, the teaching of incarnation that God had come in flesh, thus limiting His physical human nature to one location at any one time could not be true.  In the upper room when Jesus said, “This cup is the new covenant in My blood, which is poured out for you” (Luke 22:20), the disciples did not take this to mean the cup was literally the new covenant.  They understood what Jesus meant, that the cup symbolised or represented the new covenant.  It is always a good principle to try to first interpret the words of scripture literally, but there are cases, and this is one, where a literal interpretation is implausible.

Regarding the teaching that only priests can officiate at communion, the New Testament gives no instructions that place restrictions on the people who can preside over the event.  Since Scripture is silent on the issue, it seems unjustified to restrict the right to dispense the elements to a restricted class designated as ‘priests.’  Because the New Testament declares all believers to be priests and members of a ‘royal priesthood’ (1 Peter 2:9),  there is no biblical basis to specify a certain class of people the right of priests, as in the old covenant, and deny any privileges of the priesthood to all other believers.  The New Testament emphasises that all believers share the privilege of coming into God’s presence.

Any continuation of the restriction on lay people so they can’t drink from the cup at communion is an argument from caution, but not from Scripture.  Jesus told His disciples, “Drink from it, all of you” (Matthew 26:27).  When Paul instructed the Corinthians, he wrote 
“… do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of Me” (1 Corinthians 11:25).  To deny a believer the cup, unless for some reason of their spiritual state (1 Corinthians 11:27-32) is disobedience to Christ’s command.

The Lutheran view, as does the Catholic view, fails to realise that when Jesus said, “This is My body” He was using a physical object to teach a spiritual reality.  As has already been noted, Jesus’ corresponding sentence in Luke’s account, “This cup is the new covenant in My blood, which is poured out for you” (Luke 22:20), reinforces the weight of the argument that the physical element, whether the bread or the wine (or cup), were symbols of a spiritual reality. Lutherans don’t understand Jesus’ words in John 6:27-59 where He describes Himself as “the bread of life … the bread that came down from heaven” to be physical and literal.  They understand Jesus is using bread as a picture of Himself.  It seems unwarranted to take the Matthew 26 words literally but the John 6 words symbolically, when they are so similar.

A further problem with the Lutheran view relates to Luther’s answer to the question: how can Christ’s physical body be everywhere present?  To answer this dilemma, Luther taught the ubiquity of Christ’s human nature after His ascension – that Christ’s human nature was present everywhere (= ubiquitous).  But clearly Jesus said that He was leaving the earth and would no longer be in the world because He was going to the Father (John 16:28; 17:11).  So in His human nature, Jesus ascended into heaven and remains there until His return.

The Reformed view and the Zwinglian view have not always been presented as clear, mutually exclusive options.  They have considerably more in common than what separates them.

Calvin, from whom what is here called the Reformed view mainly gained its understanding, saw the sacrament as connected not only with the past work of Christ, culminating with the cross, but also with the present spiritual work of Christ.  He believed that Christ, though not bodily and locally present in the elements, is still present and enjoyed through the mystical union between believers and Himself.  Calvin seemed to teach that the body and blood of Christ, though absent and locally present only in heaven, communicate a life giving influence to the believer as he/she partakes of the bread and wine.  That influence is not physical, but spiritual, and is imparted by the Holy Spirit.  Sometimes Calvin spoke of the faith of the believer lifting his heart to heaven, where Christ is, and at other times of the Holy Spirit bringing the influence and blessing of Christ down to the believer.

The Zwinglian view is characterised as seeing communion as no more than a celebration. He clearly wanted to exclude from the Lord’s Supper all sense of irrational mysticism.  Zwingli put more emphasis on what the believer pledges, than what God pledges in the sacrament.  He identified the eating of the body of Christ with faith in Him and a trustful reliance on His death.  He denied the bodily presence of Christ in communion, but did not deny that Christ is there to bless the communicant and deepen faith and relationship with Himself.

In favour of Zwingli’s approach, it is significant that Paul’s account of the Lord’s Supper says nothing about the presence of Christ. 1 Corinthians 11:26 simply says “For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes.”  This verse strongly suggests that communion is basically commemorative.

Sometimes Protestants have become so concerned to deny the Roman Catholic view of the ‘real presence’ of Christ in the elements of communion, that they have wrongly denied any spiritual presence.  Millard Erickson, the famed Baptist theologian has noted the humorous situation that results, “Out of a zeal to avoid the conception that Jesus is present in some sort of magical way, certain Baptists among others have sometimes gone to such extremes as to give the impression that the one place where Jesus most assuredly is not to be found is the Lord’s Supper.  This is what one Baptist leader termed ‘the doctrine of the real absence’ of Jesus Christ.”

In addition to the obvious fact that the bread and wine symbolise the body and blood of Christ, there seems ample biblical evidence to believe that Christ is also spiritually present in a special way as we take the bread and wine with a right heart.  Remembering that Jesus promised to be present when Christians gather together (“For where two or three come together in My name, there am I with them” Matthew 18:20), we can expect Him to be with us in a special way at the Lord’s Supper.  We meet Him at His table.  As we receive the elements of bread and wine in the presence of Christ, we “feed on Him in our hearts” with thanksgiving.  This is not to say that Christ is present apart from our personal faith.  He meets with us, and blesses us in accordance with our faith in Him.  There is a symbolic presence, but there is also a genuine spiritual presence, and a genuine spiritual blessing to the one whose heart reaches out to Him.  We should look forward to communion as a time of relationship and communion with Christ.  The Holy Spirit is well able to make Christ more real to us and His love particularly as expressed through His death, more understood and felt, as we gather round the table of the Lord with other believers.
This study has drawn much from “How is Christ Present in the Lord’s Supper? in ”Systematic Theology” by W. Grudem (Leicester:IVP; Michigan:Zondervan, 1994) pp.991-996
