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The Sacrament of the Altar and Liturgical Expression


At the opening of the sixteenth century, throughout Christendom, priests led their congregations through an ancient liturgy dating back in its origins to the earliest days of Christianity. In the East, centered in Constantinople, this was predominantly the Greek Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. In the West, centered in Rome, it was what would soon come to be codified as the Latin Tridentine Mass. Both shared a common basic structure, and both centered about the Eucharist, the celebration and communication of Christ’s true body and blood.


When Luther challenged the absolute authority of the leaders of the visible Western church centered in Rome, he opened the gates to a host of changes both in doctrine and in practice. While he strove to restrict Catholic teachings to the apostolic doctrines preserved in the Holy Scriptures, his movement paradoxically carved room for a slew of different interpretations. Rather than simply narrowing doctrine by binding it to Scripture, he removed the temporal authority of the papacy over much of Western Christendom, thereby paving the way for doctrine and practice to explode in directions that neither he nor anyone else could possibly have foreseen. The potentially revolutionary character of the Reformation, at least from the perspective of the Christian Church, manifested itself most fundamentally in the doctrine of the Sacraments, and most openly in the changes that took place in Christian worship in the years following the Reformation.


In their theology of the Sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion, the Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic, confessional Lutheran, and particularly catholic strains of Anglican churches share a basic understanding of the salvific quality of the means of grace. The sacramental life parallels the physical life: the Christian is born into the Church and is nourished in the Church from the time of his birth unto eternity.
 In baptism, the Christian is literally born again. It is the necessary first step in the sacramental life. In Communion, the Christian is nourished spiritually.
 Both sacraments are significantly more than outward signs. “Baptism is the antitype which now saves us (1 Peter 3:21),” and “The bread [is]… the communion of the body of Christ… The cup [is]… the communion of the blood of Christ (1 Corinthians 10:16).” In the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches, and, to a lesser extent, in the Anglican communion, these ideas were preserved through centuries of Tradition. In the Lutheran church, they were preserved through total submission of the human reason to Holy Scripture.


The Reformed churches, founded primarily by Zwingli and Calvin, submitted Holy Scripture to human reason and therefore did away with the apostolic doctrine of the Sacraments. They rejected the means of grace because reason dictated that the Holy Ghost has no need of means to effect conversion. Scripture verses that might lead a more submissive mind to accept Holy Baptism and Holy Communion as means by which the forgiveness of sins won for men by Christ is communicated to the recipients were reinterpreted as being symbolic in order to make room for a more reasonable approach. The statement “This is my body” was read as “This signifies my body.”


For sacramentalist churches, that is, for church bodies that recognize Holy Communion as the Body and Blood of Christ, given and shed for His Church unto the remission of sins, Holy Communion forms the center of corporate worship. Baptism happens only once in the life of the Christian: one cannot be born multiple times. Holy Communion, however, continues for the duration of the Christian’s earthly life. It contains the whole Gospel message, and makes Christ, whose body and blood are communicated through the Sacrament, physically and immediately present in His Eucharistic kingdom. It would stand to reason that one’s attitude toward Holy Communion would have a dramatic effect on one’s worship practices. For the Reformed congregations, Holy Communion, even if it is still practiced, cannot be the center of corporate worship to anything like the same degree as it is for sacramentalist congregations. The style of worship, therefore, must be expected to reflect that shift.


In order to speak intelligibly about liturgy and the Sacraments, it is necessary to have a consistent definition for each. To define liturgy, let us turn to Dom Gregory Dix, author of The Shape of the Liturgy, which has come to be recognized as the definitive work on the subject of the Eucharistic rite. “‘Liturgy’ is the name given ever since the days of the apostles to the act of taking part in the solemn corporate worship of God by the ‘priestly’ society of Christians, who are ‘the Body of Christ, the church.’”
 As evidence for his seemingly extreme claim of apostolic origin for the Liturgy, he cites Acts 13:2, which refers to the apostles as “ministering” to the Lord. The Greek λειτουργέω, translated in the New King James Version as “to minister,” early on carried connotations of public, i.e. state, service. In ancient Athens it meant “to serve public offices at one’s own cost.” Religious offices in the ancient world were inseparable from the concerns of the state at large, so it was hardly a stretch to arrive at a definition with specifically religious connotations: “to minister as a priest.”
 In the ancient Christian context, liturgy was connected with the corporate worship of the Church, a “service” performed by officers appointed to fulfill particular duties centering about the Eucharist, the heart of the Church’s corporate worship. Each office, i.e., that of the bishop, the deacons, and the laity, had its own “liturgy,” or set of corporate duties, to perform. Beyond these particular duties, one can speak of the service, or λειτουργία, in general, incorporating all of the individual offices. “‘The Liturgy’ has come to be particularly applied to the performance of that rite which was instituted by our Lord Jesus Christ Himself to be the peculiar and distinctive worship of those who should be ‘His own’; and which has ever since been the heart and core of Christian worship and Christian living—the Eucharist or Breaking of Bread.”


The origin of this “rite which was instituted by our Lord Jesus Christ” is described in three of the four gospel accounts (Matthew 26: 26-30, Mark 14: 22-26, and Luke 22: 17-20), as well as in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, 11: 23-26: “For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you: that the Lord Jesus on the same night in which He was betrayed took bread; and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, ‘Take, eat; this is My body which is broken for you; do this in remembrance of Me.’ In the same manner He also took the cup after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in My blood. This do, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.’” These “Words of Institution” are the basis for the Eucharistic celebration which forms the second half of the total Liturgy as it came down to the Christians of the Sixteenth Century. In celebrating the Eucharist, the ancient Christians performed four acts which Dix describes as the “four-action shape,” as opposed to the “seven-action scheme” recounted in the Scriptures by which Christ “(1) took bread; (2) gave thanks over it; (3) broke it; (4) distributed it, saying certain words…; (5) took a cup; (6) ‘gave thanks’ over that; (7) handed it to His disciples, saying certain words.”
 The Last Supper was a complete meal. That which Christ commanded His disciples to “do” was the set of actions which distinguished that meal from all the rest He had enjoyed with them, and did not necessarily imply the repetition of a complete meal precisely as He was sharing with them.
 The “four-action shape,” having been developed early in Christian liturgical history, abbreviated the original meal in such a way that the Eucharist might be more conducive to communion by a large number of people. It included the offertory, in which the communicants brought forth their gifts of food which were to be used in the Eucharist itself and in the agape meal afterwards; the prayer, in which the celebrant blessed the bread and wine by reciting a prayer of thanksgiving; the fraction, in which the bread was broken for purposes both practical (that it might be distributed) and symbolic (because Christ’s body was broken for us on the cross); and the communion, in which the bread and wine were distributed to the communicants.
 This basic form survived practically in tact, with a host of additions, into the sixteenth century.


Preceding the Eucharist in the Liturgy of the sixteenth century was what began as the Synaxis, or “meeting”. The synaxis was descended from Jewish forms of public worship, and in the ancient church followed a consistent form: the opening greeting and reply, which served to call the religious meeting to order; the lessons and psalmody, which included alternating Old and, after they had entered circulation among the churches, New Testament readings with portions of the Psalms recited between them; the sermon, which served to explain the readings, or a portion of the readings, for the benefit of the hearers and from the perspective of the whole Church; and the dismissals and prayers, during which non-Christians were sent away and the faithful engaged in corporate prayers.
 While the synaxis, which we might term the “Service of the Word,” and the Eucharist, or “Service of the Sacrament,” began as separate services, they came over time to be celebrated together in what we now know of as the Liturgy.


After having defined the Liturgy, it remains to define sacrament, specifically the Eucharist, with which a discussion of the historic corporate worship of the Church must be particularly concerned. What was the meaning of the Eucharist to the Christians who developed the Liturgy as we have it today? The Words of Institution furnish the first and most obvious clues. The Eucharist, as Christ says, is “My body” and “the new covenant in My blood.” The Liturgy involves, therefore, an immediate, physical presence of Christ among the faithful. Christ explains the purpose of His presence in His body and blood when He identifies the body present in the Sacrament as that “which is broken for you,” and His blood as that “which is shed for you (Luke 22: 20)” and “for many (Mark 14: 24).” That which Christians receive in the Sacrament, therefore, is that by which their salvation was won on Calvary. Christ’s sacrificial body and blood come by their very nature together with the forgiveness of sins, which is the chief benefit of receiving Communion.

Paul expands upon this basic meaning of the Eucharist in, again, his first letter to the Corinthians. He asks 10:16, “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?” The bread and wine of the Eucharist communicate the body and blood of Christ, respectively, to the communicant. Paul references the mystery of Communion again 1 Corinthians 11:26-30, “For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death till He comes. Therefore whoever eats this bread or drinks this cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For he who eats and drinks in an unworthy manner eats and drinks judgment to himself, not discerning the Lord’s body. For this reason many are weak and sick among you, and many sleep.” Communion is at once a proclamation of Christ’s death, or a “remembrance” as He commands in the Words of Institution, a dramatic opportunity for the Christian to reflect upon the Passion of the Christ; and, at the same time, the physical manifestation of His body and blood, which, if any partake unworthily, i.e., “not discerning the Lord’s body,” furnishes the opposite of what Christ promises, namely, damnation.

Many of the early Church Fathers have much to say about the nature of the Eucharist as well. Ignatius of Antioch writes, “The Eucharist is the flesh of our savior Jesus Christ, which suffered for our sins and which the Father by his goodness raised up,”
 and thus both articulates in plain terms the early Christian belief that Christ’s body is physically present in Communion, and reiterates Christ’s own identification of the body and blood as being thematically connected in the Eucharistic context with His atoning death on the cross. Elsewhere, Ignatius describes the Eucharist as the “medicine of immortality,”
 affirming that which is readily construed from Christ’s words identifying His body and blood in Communion as that which was sacrificed for us on Calvary: in receiving forgiveness of sins, the Christian receives immortality. Justin Martyr, as to the physical and bodily presence of Christ, is equally explicit in his treatment of the Eucharist: “the food eucharistized through the word of prayer that is from Him, from which our blood and flesh are nourished by transformation, is the flesh and blood of that Jesus who became incarnate.”
 St. Irenaeus, in rather more poetic language, describes the Eucharist: “He has acknowledged the cup (which is a part of the creation) as His own blood, from which He bedews our blood; and the bread (also a part of the creation) He has established as His own body, from which He gives increase to our bodies.”

The most basic elements of this view of the Eucharist remained virtually unchallenged throughout Christendom, both East and West, until the sixteenth century. The great conflict over the nature of Communion came not with Luther, but with Carlstadt, Zwingli, Oecolampadius, and Calvin. Luther attacked many of the medieval Roman teachings regarding the Eucharist. Among other perceived abuses, he protested the withholding of the cup from the laity; much of the sacrificial language implying that the Eucharist was, rather than a manifestation of the eternal sacrifice of Christ made once for all on Calvary, a sacrifice made by the church itself in payment of sins committed after baptism or on behalf of the dead; and the doctrine of transubstantiation, which held that with the consecration of the elements, the bread and wine were annihilated and replaced in substance, though not in form, with the body and blood of Christ. Luther held that, in view of Paul’s reference to “the bread which we break” as “the communion of the body of Christ,” the bread and wine remained in the Sacrament, coexistent with Christ’s true and physical body and blood. He saw the bread and wine as vehicles for the reception of the promised gifts, an understanding that has traditionally within Lutheranism been expressed as a “sacramental union” of the bread and wine with Christ’s body and blood, respectively. Luther never publicly challenged the physical presence, or what we may term “Real Presence,” of Christ’s body and blood in the Eucharist, nor any of the gifts, such as forgiveness of sins and oneness with Christ, which naturally came with Christ’s body and blood, sacrificed on the cross in payment for our sins.

Attacks on the Real Presence came from a more revolutionary quarter that Luther’s. All attacks centered on the Words of Institution, and depended upon developing a symbolic interpretation of the words, “This is My body.” In order to arrive at a symbolic interpretation, that word or set of words which betrayed this statement as symbolic had to be found. Carlstadt began with the subject “This,” claiming that, when Christ instituted the Supper, He took the bread, said, “Take, eat,” then gestured toward Himself and said, “This is My body.”
 According to this interpretation, the statement has no bearing on the Sacrament at all, and is simply a statement made by Christ to His Apostles, the effect of which would be similar to His announcing to them, “The sky is blue.” Other Reformers were furious with Carlstadt for making this argument against Luther, as its extreme imbecility served only to incense Luther permanently against any arguments working toward a symbolic interpretation of the Words of Institution.

Zwingli took a rather more intelligent approach, and found the symbolic word in the copula “is,” which he took to mean, in reality, “signifies.”
 Other passages in Scripture use the word “is” in such a way that, in Zwingli’s view, a symbolic interpretation is a given. Christ, for example, is not a plank of wood, nor is He a plant, nor is He merely dihydrogen monoxide. Luther’s defense against this argument, though elementary, is highly effective. 

“The word ‘flower’ according to its first and old meaning means a rose, 

lily, violet, and the like, growing out of the earth and blooming. If now I 

desire to praise Christ with a fine compliment and take note how He 

comes from the Virgin Mary so pretty a child, I may take the word 

‘flower’ and make a trope, or give it a new meaning and use, and say: 

‘Christ is a Flower.’ Here all grammarians or teachers of speech say that 

‘flower’ has become a new word and has a new meaning and now no 

longer means a flower in the field, but the Child Jesus, and that one must 

here not claim a figurative sense for the word ‘is’; for Christ does not 

signify a flower, but He is a flower, though a different flower than the 

natural one.”

In all the Scriptural statements including the copula “is,” it is impossible to substitute the word “signifies.” Christ does not “signify” the Door (John 10:9), the Vine (John 15:5), or the Living Water. Rather, He is all of those things. He is That Which shares certain characteristics with an earthly door, an earthly vine, or earthly water. By extension, when Christ uses the copula “is” in the Words of Institution, we can only take Him to mean that what he distributes truly is His body and blood. He even makes clear exactly which body and blood he is referring to by adding the qualifications “broken for you” and “shed for you.”

Others, particularly Calvin and Oecolampadius, found the symbol in the predicate noun “body.” They considered it to refer to the symbol of Christ’s body, namely, the bread. Much as one might point to a picture of Luther and say, “This is Luther,” meaning, “This is a picture of symbol of Luther,” Christ pointed to the bread and said, “This is My body,” meaning, in reality, “This is a symbol of My body.” This is the most challenging argument against the traditional position on the nature of the Eucharist. The most satisfactory Lutheran answer to this argument takes the words of St. Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians: “Reprimanding the frivolity that had crept into the Corinthian celebration of the Lord’s Supper, and admonishing them to observe due reverence and solemnity in their observance of this Sacrament, he powerfully confirms the fact that the terms ‘body of Christ’ and ‘blood of Christ’ are to be taken in their proper and first sense. He calls the ‘cup which we bless’ not the symbol, or image, but ‘the communion of the blood of Christ,’ and ‘the bread which we break,’ not a symbol, or image, but ‘the communion of the body of Christ.’”

Despite Luther’s effective defense against all of these interpretations, a sacramentarian view of the Eucharist, which holds the bread and wine to be mere symbolic remembrances, came to predominate throughout the non-Lutheran Reformed churches. When sacramentarian Protestantism abandoned the Sacrament of the Altar, the central act of the medieval Liturgy was lost. This fact continues to the present day: “The [E]ucharist is usually not the most important service for most Protestants, at least not in terms of frequency. Most Protestant worship, historically and at present, has not made the [E]ucharist its central service.”
 The Eucharist, however, was not always the central act of all Christian worship. The synaxis was originally separate from the Eucharist, and most Protestant churches, when they do not celebrate the Eucharist, do celebrate the synaxis in some recognizable form.


The worship practices of the various branches of Protestantism can be described in terms of their difference from the Roman Catholic mass of the sixteenth century, with Lutheranism occupying the most “conservative” position, and Reformed traditions tending toward the opposite end of the liturgical spectrum.
 Any discussion of the development of Reformation worship must begin with the Roman mass: “The mass was central to the Christianity of pre-Reformation Europe.”
 “The source and summit of religious devotion in medieval Western Europe was the order of worship in word and sacrament called Missa—‘the Mass.’”
 However far Protestants may have distanced themselves from the mass, the Liturgy of medieval Roman Catholicism formed the starting point for all liturgical reforms.


The medieval Roman mass retained much of the structure of the Liturgy of ancient Christianity, and followed a consistent pattern:



With variations of rite which were seasonal, local or personal but did not, 

all told, extend beyond marginal matters, the full public, sung mass of the 

last two hundred years or so before the Reformation consisted of the 

following events: an introductory psalm exposing the predicament of 

unredeemed man, and a confession of sin; the announcement of 

redemption in the hymn Gloria; a series of declarations of faith including 

readings from the epistles and gospels and the Nicene Creed; the offertory, 

or preliminary part of the ritual as such, during which the priest prepared 

the bread and wine for sacrifice and the congregation prepared itself by 

such means as contributing to the support of its pastor; the central part of 

the ritual, called the canon, expressed in terms of sacrifice and including 

as its chief event the consecration by the priest of the bread and wine, by 

which they became the body and blood of Christ; the communion, or 

sequence of events connected with the reception of the eucharist; and 

various concluding matters at the end, including a blessing of the 

congregation by the priest before its departure.

Note the emphasis on the sacrificial character of the Eucharist: this was to be one of the chief objections by the Reformers to the mass as it was practiced in the medieval Church. A simpler summary of the medieval mass brings into even sharper focus Rome’s liturgical heritage from the ancient Church: “The mass proper included an entrance rite: Introit and Gloria Patri, Kyrie, Gloria in excelsis; a liturgy of the word: salutation and collect, Epistle reading, Gradual with alleluia or tract, Gospel reading, sermon, Nicene Creed; a liturgy of the sacrament: offertory antiphon and prayers, the great thanksgiving (proper preface, Sanctus, and Canon), the Our Father with embolism (‘Deliver us… from every evil…’), fraction and commingling, Agnus Dei, communion with devotional prayers and communion antiphon; and a dismissal ride: post-communion collect, dismissal, and benediction.”
 This was to be the pattern from which all Protestant worship would depart, to a greater or lesser degree depending upon the doctrinal demands of each branch. The Roman Catholic Church, because it made no changes in its teachings regarding the Eucharist, was able to keep its liturgy centered on the Sacrament and virtually unchanged. The medieval Catholic mass was codified at the Council of Trent, minimizing local variations and preserving a uniform liturgy for use throughout the Roman Catholic world.


The Lutheran mass remained essentially the same in structure as the Roman mass, for “The Reformation’s critique of the mass had more to do with the way the mass was celebrated and the practices associated with it than with its order and content.”
 Even the original language was retained: “Luther was committed to retaining Latin, vernacular hymns being added. He still regarded the Hohe Messe in Latin as the solemn form for which his Deudsche Messe was a compromise more suitable for simple folk.”
 Luther laid out his personal philosophy of liturgical reform in his Concerning the Order of Public Worship, affirming the ancient and Christian origins of the mass then in use, but insisting that some changes needed to be made. “The service now in common use everywhere goes back to genuine Christian beginnings… [I]t is not our intention to do away with the service, but to restore it again to its rightful use.”
 This “restoration” involved, first and foremost, “God’s Word,” which “has been silenced… This is the worst abuse.”
 “Let everything be done so that the Word may have free course… We can spare everything except the Word. Again, we profit by nothing as much as by the Word. For the whole Scripture shows that the Word should have free course among Christians. And in Luke 10 [:42], Christ Himself says, ‘One thing is needful,’ i.e., that Mary sit at the feet of Christ and hear His word daily. This is the best part to choose and it shall not be taken away forever. It is an eternal Word. Everything else must pass away, no matter how much care and trouble it may give Martha. God help us achieve this. Amen.”


Luther’s reform of the mass took a more concrete form with An Order of Mass and Communion for the Church at Wittenberg. In that work, written in Latin under the assumption that the evangelical mass will continue to be celebrated in Latin wherever possible, he reiterates the conservative nature of his approach to reform. “It is not now nor ever has been our intention to abolish the liturgical service of God completely, but rather to purify the one that is now in use from the wretched accretions which corrupt it and point out an evangelical use. We cannot deny that the mass, i.e., the communion of bread and wine, is a rite divinely instituted by Christ Himself and that it was observed first by Christ and then by the apostles, quite simply and evangelically without any additions.”
 Despite its divine institution, however, the medieval mass had built up a number of additions over the years, some of which, including the ordinary of the mass, the Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei, Luther approved on the basis that they “testify to ancient purity,”
 and others of which he would not tolerate: “What I am speaking of is the canon, that abominable concoction drawn from everyone’s sewer and cesspool. The mass became a sacrifice.”
 The language of sacrifice current in the medieval mass was odious to Luther, and represented the bulk of the practices that his evangelical mass would do away with.


Luther’s objection to the sacrifice of the mass did not mean that he ignored the fact that Christ used sacrificial language in the Institution, thereby connecting the Eucharist with His all-atoning sacrifice on Calvary. Rather, Luther objected to the view of the Eucharist as a sacrifice performed by the priest on behalf of the faithful, as a work performed by man rather than as a gift received from God. Sacrificial language of the character so hated by Luther survives in the text of the Tridentine Mass:

Accept… this spotless host, which I, your unworthy servant, offer to you, 

my living and true God, to atone for my numberless sins, offenses and 

negligences; on behalf of all here present and likewise for all faithful 

Christians living and dead… Come, O Sanctifier, Almighty and Eternal 

God, and bless this sacrifice prepared for the glory of Your holy name… 

Accept, most Holy Trinity, this offering which we are making to You in 

remembrance of the passion, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ, 

Our Lord… P: Pray brethren, that my sacrifice and yours may be 

acceptable to God the Father Almighty. S: May the Lord receive the 

Sacrifice from your hands to the praise and glory of His Name, for our 

good, and that of all His holy Church.

To such language Luther responds, “Let us, therefore, repudiate everything that smacks of sacrifice, together with the entire canon and retain only that which is pure and holy, and so order our mass.”
 In the medieval mass, the canon preceded the actual Eucharistic celebration, which Luther preserved in a form recognizably descended from the “four-action shape” of the ancient Church.


“A radical in doctrine, Luther was much more a conservative when it came to church ritual, wanting to retain as much as was possible of the public service of the medieval church, and he clearly regarded the High Mass in Latin as the ideal (if not always obtainable) form of worship.”
 Luther’s mass, therefore, retains all of the basic elements of the ancient synaxis and Eucharist, which had remained in tact while imbedded in the medieval Liturgy, as well as many additions which gathered about the synaxis, though his Eucharist is pared down to the most basic elements of the early Liturgy. It is still musical, much as the ancient Liturgy, with even the Scripture lessons being chanted for purposes both practical, as an effective way for the voice to carry throughout the church building, and aesthetic, to create an air of solemnity.
 Most importantly, the Eucharist is still central. Luther’s emphasis on the Word in the Liturgy does not mean an emphasis on the synaxis over the Eucharist. Rather, partaking of the Eucharist he identifies as “using” the Gospel as opposed to simply hearing it, which even the heathen do: “properly speaking, the mass consists in using the Gospel and communing at the table of the Lord.”
 Luther even refers to the Words of Institution, obscured in the medieval mass, as “the words of life and salvation.”
 The Eucharist, being the very body of blood of Christ given and shed for us poor sinners on Calvary, is the very substance of the Gospel and therefore takes the central role in Lutheran worship.


The Reformed churches, because they did not accept the meaning of the center of the Liturgy, had to make much more drastic changes to bring their corporate worship in line with their teachings. This need manifested itself generally in the abandonment of regular use of the Eucharist in favor of frequent and exclusive use of the synaxis in one form or another. In doing this, the Reformed churches offered to their laity a Eucharistic life strangely similar in some respects to that experienced by the old Catholic laity.


One strange feature of medieval Catholicism was that, despite the extreme honor accorded the consecrated elements in the Eucharist, the laity communed infrequently, if at all. This was due in large part to the medieval view of the mass as a sacrifice offered by the priest to God on behalf of the Church. If the importance of the Eucharist lay in its function as a means of appeasing God, then the peoples’ reception of it had little impact on its efficacy. “The people no longer regularly received the sacrament of the body and blood of Christ at mass… The very essence of mass devotion was gazing at the host, which was elevated by the priest during the words of institution in the Canon.”


It is ironic that, in departing more widely from the Catholic mass than Luther was willing, the leaders of the Reformed churches arrived at a similar end-result with respect to the laity’s experience of the Eucharist. Under Zwingli, the church in Zurich celebrated the Eucharist only four times a year.
 This was due to Zwingli’s belief that Communion was simply a divine ordinance, in its substance nothing more than a symbolic memorial of that redemption which he could (and did) teach in plain words throughout the year with no need of physical teaching aids. Though Calvin had a more mystical view of Communion than Zwingli, his people communed infrequently as well. “Calvin’s chief failure in Geneva was to achieve communion ‘at least once a week,’ which he greatly desired.”
 The ingrained habits of the laity, which was used to infrequent Communion under Rome and, given the Reformed doctrine of Communion, saw no compelling reason to change its way of doing things, communed only four times a year, just as did Zwingli’s flock.


All Reformed worship emphasized teaching and prayer. As these were the express purposes of the synaxis, that ancient pattern of worship served very well to accommodate Reformed needs. It appealed to Reformed leaders because of its association with the early Church, which they all strove to emulate in practice if not in sacramental theology, and because of its lack of association with the Eucharist. Reformed liturgies generally included reciting of psalms, readings from the Scriptures, and extensive preaching, which had been practically absent from medieval Roman worship. Zwingli made one particularly striking reform of the synaxis pattern which was not repeated in other Reformed branches: he struck all music from his liturgy. Zwingli took this drastic measure because he did not believe music in worship to have been instituted anywhere in Scripture, and he interpreted St. Paul as urging worshipers to sing to God in their hearts, not with their lips.
 This is in stark contrast to Luther’s views on music in worship. Even Calvin afterwards would have the psalms sung by his congregation, though he forbade hymns and organs.


In the centuries following the Reformation, various traditions of Christian worship underwent changes in sacramental theology and liturgical expression. Lutheran sacramental theology flourished through seventeenth century orthodoxy, when resistance to Reformed tendencies served to solidify Lutherans strongly in their belief in the Real Presence.
 It then plummeted during the eighteenth century Enlightenment, which saw such a supernatural view of the Eucharist as unbefitting an increasingly explicable universe,
 and nineteenth century pietism, which based faith more upon emotional experience than upon the concrete realities of outside sacraments. In 1817 the Prussian Union combined German Lutherans with Reformed Christians.
 This meant that influential Lutherans remaining in Germany were less committed to the Real Presence, while those who moved to America tended to take a stronger stance on the Eucharist. This confessional strain of American Lutheranism continues today to emphasize the Real Presence. All of these shifts in the sacramental approach affected worship. Lutheran orthodoxy saw widespread, frequent Communion, whereas the Enlightenment saw a decline in the celebration of the Eucharist, from which Lutheranism did not begin to recover until the confessional strain began to make itself known. In each case, the general liturgical approach reflected the prevailing attitude toward the Sacrament.


A similar phenomenon occurred in Anglicanism, though in the reverse order. Anglicanism was at first heavily Reformed, both in its worship and in its sacramental understanding. With the Catholic Revival, better-known as the Oxford Movement, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Anglicanism saw a liturgical rejuvenation that was driven by antiquarianism/romanticism, inspired in large part by Sir Walter Scott, and nationalism. “The Catholic Revival in Anglicanism was an attempt to return liturgically to the period before the dissolution of the monasteries… The attraction was certainly not contemporary Roman Catholicism.”
 Despite the non-theological motivations behind its liturgical change, Anglicanism did make a theological change to match, “with new emphasis on Christ’s real presence in the eucharist.”


If the various branches of Western Christianity following the Reformation are experimental, then Eastern Christendom, which was shielded from most of the turbulence of the Reformation, as well as from the Enlightenment and Romanticism, serves as a control group. The Eastern Orthodox Church has never changed her view of the Eucharist, and has kept her Liturgy in tact for over a thousand years. The website of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America states clearly in a particularly public forum the position of that church body on the theology of the Sacrament and on the practice of the Liturgy. In the Sacrament, Orthodoxy affirms the Real Presence. “Orthodoxy has clearly avoided reducing the Eucharist to a simple memorial of the Last Supper which is only occasionally observed. Following the teachings of both Scripture and Tradition, the Orthodox Church believes that Christ is truly present with His people in the celebration of the Holy Eucharist. The Eucharistic gifts of bread and wine become for us His Body and His Blood.”
 In the Liturgy, Orthodoxy retains the shape of ancient Christian worship, following the synaxis with the Eucharist. “The Divine Liturgy may be divided into two major parts: the Liturgy of the Catechumens and the Liturgy of the Faithful.”
 The “Liturgy of the Catechumens” is roughly equivalent to the synaxis, the “Service of the Word,” with the notable exception that the synaxis itself ended with the expulsion of the uninitiated. Rather than being a preparation for the private Eucharist, the closing of the doors preceded the corporate prayers which concluded the synaxis.


If worship practice does not reflect doctrine, it will affect doctrine. From the Reformation until the 1960’s, doctrine and practice in all church bodies have traveled hand in hand. If a sacramentalist church abandoned the Liturgy, its doctrine of the Sacrament would soon follow, and vice-versa. With Vatican II, however, and the subsequent increased accessibility of Roman Catholicism to Protestants, together with a greater potential for liturgical exchange, many sacramentarian churches have adopted a more liturgical scheme without adopting a sacramentalist theology. Also, the advent of “contemporary worship” brings up some pressing questions. In contemporary worship, “People are more likely to be encouraged to drink coffee and talk to one another before a service than to ‘enter in silence.’ The leader is more likely to be robed in a ‘hallelujah poncho’ or other bright colors than in a black robe. The music is likely to invite a dance rather than a dirge. Instead of blocking themselves off in rigid rows, persons may reach out to touch one another, even embrace. A visitor to such a service might say of the worshipers, ‘In them was life.’”
 This picture of corporate worship is hardly compatible with a solemn observance of the Eucharist as it is traditionally understood. To “enter in silence” is the natural human response to the awesome knowledge that here, in this building, Christ will offer to him that very body and blood with which He atoned for his sins on Calvary. Dance is an entirely appropriate expression of individual worship and was even used by King David, but seems out of place when in the presence of Christ’s sacrificial body and blood. Contemporary worship and the Eucharist cannot coexist: “The assumption is that in order to reach people to church should throw off its old-fashioned styles and get with the times. The hoary liturgy should be done away with and those archaic hymns should be replaced with music people are listening to today.”
 The Eucharist presupposes a Liturgy, however sparse, which is at this time two millennia old. There is, nevertheless, an attempt in sacramentalist churches at the present day to bring the two together. Many Catholic churches are turning to contemporary worship forms for use during the mass, and an increasing number of congregations in the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, the largest body within the confessional strain of American Lutheranism, are adopting contemporary worship Sunday morning services, complete with highly percussive praise bands and overheads for leading the congregation through praise songs. Those congregations in the LCMS which have adopted contemporary worship already tend to be less committed to the doctrine of the Real Presence.


The experience of the last four hundred years has shown that, again, if worship practice does not reflect doctrine, it will affect doctrine. The Church is called to reach out with her message, but she needs a message to offer. Her primary role is one of conservation, and conservation of doctrine has tended historically to be most successful when practiced in conjunction with conservation of practice. The Liturgy and the Sacraments are, ultimately, inseparable.
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� I refer here only to the revolutionary character of the Reformation. Protestants would see the most radical change in Christianity wrought through the Reformation as the doctrine of justification, which for Protestantism always meant salvation by faith alone and not by works. This doctrine is articulated repeatedly throughout the Scriptures and even through many of the writings of the Church Fathers. Protestant justification could be seen as radically conservative, but hardly revolutionary. The Reformed view of the Sacraments, however, had never been accepted in orthodox Christianity until the sixteenth century. I therefore refer to sacramentarian theology as revolutionary.


� A parallel to earthly death is conspicuously absent from the sacramental life. For the Christian, spiritual death does not occur.


� The Eastern Orthodox Church, which practices infant Communion, is the most consistent in its view of the sacramental life as a complete parallel to the physical life. Lutheran and Roman Catholic infants, though they are born into the Church, are not “nourished,” i.e. they go on a spiritual starvation diet, until at their confirmation they show that they can “discern the Body of Christ.”
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