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Integrative Paper: The Lord’s Supper
Various Positions Held by Christians

Luther/ Consubstantiation 

I choose to start with Luther because he has been the leading person in Christianity as opposed to Catholicism. Luther grew up as a Catholic. The Catholic Church believes in transubstantiation, meaning the bread and wine ‘essentially’ becoming the body and blood of Christ during the administration of the sacrament. ‘This is my Body’ is understood with strict literalism. Through the consecration by the priest, the ‘reality’ of the bread and wine becomes the ‘reality’ of the body and blood of Christ. The ‘substance’, rather the ‘essence’, of the bread and wine does not remain, but their ‘accidents’ (superficial properties like appearance and taste) remain.


Reacting to the irrationality of the Catholic position, Luther argued that the substance of the body and blood is present together in, with and under the bread and wine though the elements undergo no transformation. Luther's position (particularly as developed by subsequent Lutheranism) is referred to as a "real physical presence" of Christ in the elements. The bread is still bread, but it is also truly the body of Christ. And while the wine does not lose its "wine-ness", it is very much the actual blood of Christ. Luther found Jesus' words "This is my body" (Hoc est corpus meum) as a mandate for such an understanding. This view is often called consubstantiation, which is a philosophical rather than a theological view.

Zwingli/ Memorialist

The position associated with Zwingli is sometimes referred to as the ‘memorialist’ position, or the "real absence" view. He holds that the elements in the Lord’s Supper are purely symbolic. ‘This is my body’ means ‘This represents my body’. The supper is a symbol that serves as a memorial commemorating Christ’s atoning work and the elements are actually recognition of Christ’s absence.   


That might be somewhat misleading: everyone agrees that the Supper is to be a memorial of Christ's death and resurrection. The question is whether it is more than that. While most modern evangelicals suggest, at least in practice, that it is not - Zwingli does seem to have some place for the notion of a spiritual feeding of Christ. Ultimately though, he rejected Luther's position because he saw it as a threat to the validity of Christ's resurrection and ascension. As Christ has been physically resurrected in body, that body cannot be in two places at the same time (i.e. at the right hand of the Father and in the bread/wine). Arguing that it could, as Luther did, seems to challenge the physical nature of Christ's resurrection.

Calvin/ Suprasubstantiation

Calvin's understanding emerged after that of Luther and Zwingli, but attempted to offer somewhat of a middle ground. He drew heavily on Augustinian definitions of the nature of sacraments, arguing that the Eucharist was a visible sign of an invisible reality. In Augustine’s own word, "to take signs for the things that are signified by them, is a mark of weakness and bondage" (On Christian Doctrine 3,9). However, Augustine does not mean that we should not adore the elements. In his own word, "Nobody eats this flesh without previously adoring it" (Explanation of the Psalms 99). "He took flesh from the flesh of Mary . . . and gave us the same flesh to be eaten unto salvation. . . . We do sin by not adoring" (ibid). This is reasonable because even trampling on the American flag is considered illegal. Attitude counts. 

So while the bread is nothing more than bread, it signifies and presents to us a spiritual reality that takes place - a spiritual feeding on Christ by which believers are nourished. Calvin suggests ‘suprasubstantiation’ as a term to describe the sacrament. He argued that Christ is spiritually present, not in the symbols but in the act. During the observance, the Holy Spirit facilitates communion with His body and blood, nourishing our mystical union, not in some magical static way but through songs, prayers, preaching, etc. There is the celebration of a special presence of Christ and the receiving of grace, not of the saving kind but of the empowering kind.    

Calvin sought to answer the question posed by Zwingli (on how Christ could be in two places at the same time) by proposing that at the Supper, Christians are taken into communion with Christ in the heaven by the Holy Spirit. So Christ is exclusively present in body at the right hand of the Father. That is indeed confusing and Calvin himself admitted a level of mystery, saying that he would rather experience the reality of the Supper than understand it.
Strengths and Weaknesses of Different Positions

To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of these historical positions for contemporary Christians, I will ask the following 5 screening questions:
1. Does this position elevate the significance of the Lord’s Supper? : Obviously the Scripture treats the Lord’s Supper as something very significant (Jude 12, Rev. 3:20). The Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke clearly recorded the command of Jesus for His disciples to administer the communion. The Apostle Paul said the Lord deliberately gave him instructions regarding the meanings and administration of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:17-34). Biblical information shows that the early Christians broke the bread as often as they could (Acts 2:41-47, 20:7). 
2. Does this position allow for the figurative nature of Jesus’ word ‘This is my body’?: Though this sacrament is of high significance, we must agree that to a certain level the symbolic nature of ‘this is my body’ must be present. Jesus also once said, ‘For my flesh is meat indeed, and my blood is drink indeed.’ (John 6:55) However, Jesus explained to His disciples later that it was not about the flesh but His words which are actually ‘spirit and life’ (John 6:63). The Eucharistic elements are the figure or sign of Christ, as Augustine asserts explicit in his writings: ‘the Lord wanted to give a sign of His body’ (Augustine, Against Adimant), ‘the sacraments bear the names of the realities which they resemble. As, therefore, in a certain manner the sacrament of Christ’s body is Christ’s body’ (Augustine, Letter 98, from Augustine to Boniface).

3. Will the position discourage superstitious magical administration of the sacrament? : It is obviously problematic if the position will encourage idolization of the elements. We cannot worship any elements no matter how meaningful or glorious they are. We worship only the Trinity (Rev. 19:10). The position is problematic if it does not emphasize the importance of the presence of the living God among the congregation during the administration of the sacrament. A position is idolizing the elements if it says the elements truly turn into the body and blood of Christ when being administered according to a set of rituals regardless of the spiritual conditions of the priest, the participants and the meeting. 

4. Does the position stress the significance of approaching the Spirit with our spirit through the Word of God ? : Jesus said clearly, ‘God is a Spirit and they that worship Him must worship Him in spirit and in truth.’ (John 4:24) So it is important to stress that participants must be spiritually active and the meeting must be filled by the Spirit through the preaching of His Word. It is also interesting to notice that the Apostle John did not record Jesus’ word ‘This is my body’ in the Last Supper when Judah was physically with them. After Judah left, Jesus had a long discourse of sharing with the disciples. Does it give us a picture that the disciples were eating His flesh when hearing His Word?  (John 13:31-17:26) Similarly the Scripture gave us the same picture when the two disciples took the bread from Jesus and then He was gone? (Luke 24:28-32) They lost the physical presence of Jesus but they had the bread in their hands symbolizing the burning Word/Spirit received from Jesus. 
5. Does the position address the socio-cultural evil of ‘believing in nothing sacred’? : As a reaction to the Eucharistic superstition, many Christians have become very negative towards subjective spiritual experiences. Craving for goose-bump experiences is not recommended of course but we must encourage believers to ‘taste’ the grace of God (1 Peter 2:3). The symbol of the blood of Christ can lead us to experience the reality of the cleansing of the blood of Jesus (Heb. 13:10-16). The Apostle Paul said fellowship with the realities through taking the symbolic elements was real (1 Cor. 10:14-22). We must affirm that Christians can clearly experience the spiritual nourishment and the cleansing through the blood of Jesus; otherwise the Scripture would not have mentioned the Spirit as a deposit/mark/testimony and the cleansing effect of the blood of Christ over and over again (Eph. 4:20, 1 John 5:8, 1 Peter 1:19). The sacramental union of the spiritual reality and the physical symbol is Biblical. Jude told us to hate even the clothing contaminated by lust (Jude 23). Taking the elements with a wrong attitude will be guilty of the body and blood of Christ (1 Cor. 11:17-34).                                    Augustine described it tactfully: “… the bread and cup were signs, … a sign is a thing which, over and above the impression it makes on the senses, causes something else to come into the mind as a consequence of itself” (On Christian Doctrine, 2, 1). Therefore, when we see the bread, something else comes to mind, namely, the body of Christ. The mistake of the superstitious people is to confuse the sign with the reality it represents.” However the element are still holy because they are separated for this holy purpose.
Luther illustrated the sacramental union that he believed happened at the Eucharist by the analogy of “the iron put into the fire and both the fire and the iron are united in the red-hot iron and yet each continues unchanged”.  

With this 5 questions in mind, I have evaluated the 5 different positions the Lord’s Supper as follows: (S: Strong, M: Medium, W: Weak)

	
	Significance 
	Figurative 
	Not Superstitious 
	Spirit/Word
	Sacredness 

	Luther
	Strong
	Medium
	Medium
	Medium
	Strong

	Zwingli
	Weak
	Strong
	Strong
	Medium
	Weak

	Calvin
	Strong
	Strong
	Strong
	Strong
	Medium


My Personal Position of This Sacrament with Scriptural Support


From the above analysis, I have also put forth my own position on the Lord’s Supper. I would like to call it the Communion though. My position is closer to Calvin’s ‘suprasubstantiation’. However, regarding the dimension of ‘sacredness’, I tend to agree more with Luther on his notion of sacramental union between the elements and the realities, like that between the fire and the iron. Despite that, I still prefer to call the elements visible signs of the invisible realities. 

I do believe that there is a ‘conditional’ union between the elements and the spiritual blood and body of Christ. It will not surprise me if I hear the following reports about a properly administered element: (1) upon drinking the wine a participant feels cleansed by the blood of the Lamb or spiritually hears the message of cleansing; (2) an unrepentant participant feels some kind of electric shock when touching the element; (3) a non-believer takes the bread and the wine without feeling anything at all. 

However, I believe that the special spiritual presence of Christ is not confined to the elements as Luther described it – ‘in, with and under the elements’. The special spiritual presence of Christ is also in the ‘act’, i.e. the preaching, the singing, the sharing, etc. 


The following bottom lines are listed to set the boundaries of my beliefs regarding the Lord’s Supper:

1. Christ is present among the believers through His Spirit whenever they gather together (John 14:16-20).

2. When the Spirit is present, there will be the spiritual food of the Word of God (John 16:12-13). 

3. It is important for believers to set their mind on the teachings of the Person of Christ through the Spirit instead of any other wise words or human philosophies (Col. 2:8-9). Therefore, it is desirable to administer the communion every time Christians gather together to build up each other with the Word of God. Our focus is not on a single individual sacrament but the building up of our faith in the Person of Jesus through the communion on a regular basis.
4. In order to relate to Jesus, our attitude/spirit is most important. The breaking of the bread and the drinking of the wine must be done with thanksgiving for what Christ has done for us (Matt. 26:17-30, Mark 14:22-26, Luke 22: 14-20). 
5. The minister should also open the eyes of the congregation from time to time to the fact that the Word of God is indeed the flesh and blood of Jesus Christ (John 6: 35-39). The central message of the Word of God is the ‘Work of Christ’ in creating the Body of Christ as symbolized by the one whole piece of bread and one cup of wine (1 Cor. 10:14-22). 
The Lord’s Supper in the Life of Christians


The Lord’s Supper must have been a very significant activity in the life of the early church (Acts 2:42) and I believe that the breaking of the bread preceded every communal meal at Christian gatherings (Acts 2:46 and 1 Cor. 11: 20-21, 33). On the one hand, it is important because it expresses the central messages of the gospel, Christ’s sacrificial death and the creation of the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 10: 16-17). On the other hand, I believe through the act of faith of bread breaking, the Lord will feed us with the Spiritual food, His Word (John 6:63). 

So I believe whenever the church gathers together for the purpose of building up one another by the Word of God, breaking the bread to start the time or in the middle of the meeting is appropriate. I believe such a practice can bless the church in several ways: (1) the church continues to be gospel centered; (2) the church will grow by the Spirit of the Lord instead of human work alone; (3) those who have not been called by God will not be leading the Body of Christ (John 6:64-66 and 1 Cor. 10:16-21); (4) the church will be strong in the faith that people shall not live on bread alone but on every word that proceeds from the mouth of God; (5) the church will be reminded of the importance of the unity of the Body of Christ over and over again.   
Setting the Communion


Since the communion is a time for the disciples of Jesus to come together to give thanks to the Lord for cleansing them and renew their commitments to loving each other, it is appropriate to have a separate time for this service and only believers together with their children are invited. It is appropriate to make it the beginning part of a real meal. I believe it is also appropriate for members to invite suitable relatives or friends (with the approval of the elders) to come to the meeting. However, they need to explain to them that the communion part is for believers only. Chances are that new-comers may be converted and baptized in the meeting and take part in the communion. Other than this, we can have the believers and their baptized children come around the table and take the communion as a part of a regular worship service. However the time available is usually too short for the proper administration of the Lord’s Supper.  
The Attitudes of the Participants

Obviously Paul asked the Corinthians to examine themselves because they didn’t take the Lord’s Supper with the right attitudes. They were selfish, divided in groups and did not respect the communion. The ‘wine and the bread’ represents the sacrifice of Jesus for our salvation and also the creation of one body (1 Cor. 10:17). Therefore, the right attitudes of taking the Lord’s Supper include: repentance over known sins, thankfulness for the cleansing of sins and a commitment to enhancing the unity of the body. If we take the Lord’s Supper with a wrong attitude, it will not be good to us (vv. 27, 29-30). I believe Paul did not try to discourage believers from taking the Lord’s Supper, but to tell them to spend time preparing their hearts so that they can take the blessings from the Lord’s Supper. That’s why he said, ‘…examine himself and in so doing he is to eat, … if we judged ourselves rightly, we would not be judged.’ (vv. 28-31)

I believe the language used and the time given for the examination of ourselves are important so as to attain the purpose of taking the Lord’s Supper with the right attitudes. My congregation is a Chinese congregation and I will avoid translating the word ‘examination’ literally because the suggestion that ‘you do not pass the examination’ is very strong with most of us. I will say a few more words like ‘let us spend time preparing our hearts’. I think we should allow at least 15 minutes for members to prepare their hearts with private prayers, communal prayers, confessing to each other or relationship mending conversations. If the elders believe that there are unrepentant members in the congregation, I think the elders should address the issue before the Lord’s Supper. Furthermore, Paul did not mean that the minister should give serous warnings in the Lord’s Supper. If necessary, we can warn the unrepentant members before the meeting using the strong warnings in this text so that they will not even show up in the meeting. 

Preparing Myself to Do the Job  


Most current members of our church are first generation immigrants and their orientation in knowledge is quite different from the American one. In short, Chinese are more comfortable with figurative presentations of spiritual things. Our church does not have a full time pastor yet and our interim pastor administers the communion in English on a monthly basis. I am thinking that if we can use well selected Chinese words to administer the communion on a weekly basis, our church members will be even more benefited in their knowledge and faith of salvation and their pursuit of holiness. So a couple of months ago, I deliberately asked the interim pastor to coach me on administering the communion and let me do it one time in Chinese. He said, ‘Though you are an elder, the Book of Order prescribes that only under extreme conditions can an elder administer the communion when an ordained pastor is available.”  Then I requested letting me stand beside him during the communion and translate everything he would say to the congregation. He agreed. I then requested him to give me a copy of his liturgy/ script for the administration of the communion. He said, ‘I don’t use the same word every time. I believe it will work better when we administer the communion with spontaneous messages from our hearts following the leading of the Holy Spirit. Perhaps it is something you need to learn down the road. Of course, you need to be very familiar with the scriptural texts and beliefs as listed in the Book of Order and the Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms.’


I had read those parts as instructed and then stood beside him and translated the whole communion. I think the following areas of the communion were done pretty well: (1) After singing the song “Let us break bread together” we announced, “Now we are going to commemorate the body and blood of Jesus Christ.” Then we removed the white cloth covering the bread and juice. According to Chinese customs, usually white cloths are associated with death. The symbolic meaning was strong. (2) Instead of holding the Bible in his hand and reading from it, the pastor spoke from his memory the messages in 1 Cor. 11:23-26. It avoided giving an impression that it was just another boring ritual. It also allowed him to have more eye contact with the congregation. (3) The pastor raised a plate of bread and a tray of cups in his hands and gave thanks to the Lord for His sacrifice. This part is crucial because though Christ died only one time, we need to be thankful for that time and again. He prayed very concisely but with a clear strong voice. (4) Then the pastor reminded the congregation that the bread was still bread and the juice was still juice but the body and blood of Jesus Christ were truly present spiritually. Then he said to the congregation, ‘Let us repent of our sins and let us come for the remissions of our sins through His blood.’ The congregation formed two lines and four elders were holding the plates. An atmosphere of “seriousness” could be felt because people usually line up and proceed forward to take or do something serious. (5) It took about five minutes for the whole congregation to come and take the elements and return to their spots. During that time, the pastor kept talking to the congregation “We have fellowship with the same body of Christ; together we form one body; we ought to love one another as Christ has loved us…... Christ said, ‘come on to me all ye that are heavy laden and I shall give you rest’ …” I felt like he was not just passing out the bread and juice but also the word of God.  (6) He then ministered to the four serving elders and when everybody was ready, he said, “Let’s eat and drink together.” He then closed with a prayer to thank the Lord. Just using the word “eat and drink” could allow the individuals to make sense of what they were doing according to their own levels of faith. To some of them, they were taking some spiritually substantive elements while to others they were taking the bread and juice to remember what Christ had done. 


In the future when I administer the communion, I may want to ask a member who is gifted in singing to sing a hymn before the communion. When that person sings, he or she can also use some words to prepare the hearts of the congregation. I believe different gifts from the Spirit should be used as often as possible to build up the whole body of Christ. Besides, in order to call the congregation to the communion, I may also arrange a witness sharing from a member who has freshly experienced the forgiveness and life renewal through Christ. Other than this, I think I will also hold the Bible in my hand and proclaim that we are going to have a communion according to the word of the Lord. I believe it is a good symbolic way (if done with a right attitude) to say that we do it in the name of the Lord. The authority and efficacy are not the result of any methods or characters but the word of God. 

-End of Paper-
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