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The Eucharist, or Holy Communion, is one of two key Sacraments required for salvation as directed by our Lord, the other being Baptism.  Holy Communion was instituted by Him before He suffered on the cross for our redemption.  The scriptural basis for the sacrament is contained in St. Matthew 26:26-29, St. Mark 14:22-25, and St. Luke 22:19-22.  Its significance is explained by our Lord in John 6:53-58 and its critical importance to our spiritual growth is explained by St. Paul in 1 Corinthians 11: 23-29 which also addresses how we are to prepare ourselves before partaking of Holy Communion. Here we shall try to explain in basic terms, the Anglican Doctrine of the Real Presence, its Scriptural basis and how the Church expresses it liturgically.
THE REAL PRESENCE AND ITS SCRIPTURAL BASIS


The doctrine of the Real Presence as we view it as Anglicans asserts that in the Holy Eucharist, Jesus is spiritually present, body and blood, under the appearances of bread and wine.   As contained in the Thirty-Nine Articles: 

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 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 the substance 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, overthroweth the nature of a Sacrament, and hath given occasion to many superstitions. 


There are a number of major religions that accept the real presence, among them Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Lutherans, and the various Christian communities that trace their origins to the first century.  While the Roman Catholics have tried to explain the change of substance through its transformation (transubstantiation) and the Lutherans through a co-existence of the Body and Blood of Christ with the elements of the bread and wine, traditional Anglicans have continued to embrace the Eastern view that the Real Presence is one of God’s Holy Mysteries. 


Holy Scripture is very clear on the matter. St. John 6:32-58 (New International Version-NIV) carries the works of our Lord Himself stating:  

“ 32Jesus said to them, "I tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. 33For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world."   34"Sir," they said, "from now on give us this bread."   35Then Jesus declared, "I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty. 36But as I told you, you have seen me and still you do not believe. 37All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. 38For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. 39And 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. 40For 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." 

 41At this the Jews began to grumble about him because he said, "I am the bread that came down from heaven." 42They said, "Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, 'I came down from heaven'?"  43"Stop grumbling among yourselves," Jesus answered. 44"No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him, and I will raise him up at the last day. 45It is written in the Prophets: 'They will all be taught by God.' Everyone who listens to the Father and learns from him comes to me. 46No one has seen the Father except the one who is from God; only he has seen the Father. 47I tell you the truth, he who believes has everlasting life. 

48I am the bread of life. 49Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. 50But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. 51I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world."  

52Then the Jews began to argue sharply among themselves, "How can this man give us his flesh to eat?"  53Jesus said to them, "I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. 54Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. 55For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. 56Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. 57Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me. 58This is the bread that came down from heaven. Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live forever." 

St. Paul in his letter to the Corinthians provides guidance to the young Church in regard to the real presence in the act of communion.  1 Corinthians 10:16-17 states: 

“16Is 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? 17Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.  


In 1 Corinthians 11:23-29 he recalls the Eucharist act, as well as the words of institution, which we still use in our liturgy today:

“  23For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, 24and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." 25In 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." 


He also reminds us of the critical significance of the Eucharist and provides a warning, expressed to those who may not be prepared to properly accept the invitation to share in the Body and Blood of Christ:  

26For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.  

27Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. 28A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. 29For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself.


In our Lord’s own words, “This is my Body….This is my Blood.”  The statement is clear and direct and we take it literally.  It is an expression of God’s deepest love for us in the context of His sacrifice on the cross for our redemption.  This is why this has been the center of our worship as traditional Anglicans.


It is however not to be regarded in a manner that may be inappropriate.  We have experienced the practice of the “adoration” of the Sacrament in the Church in such a way that it in essence may becomes a substitute, almost a relic, to be worshiped.  The Thirty-Nine articles are clear in this area as well:

XXV. Of the Sacraments.  In part referring to the Lord’s Supper: The Sacraments are not ordained of Christ to be gazed upon, or to be carried about, but that we should duly use them. And in such only as worthily receive the same, they have a wholesome effect or operation: but they that receive them unworthily, purchase to themselves damnation, as Saint Paul saith. 


For this reason that we must continue to teach why the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper should be held dear and not regarded with superstition or misunderstanding.  In addition, our teaching should help those who partake of communion understand that this is not simply a memorial act recalling some distant event.  This can be directly related to the original definition of anamnesis.  


Some Biblical scholars interpret English text differently, and do not relate it to the original Greek word which when expressed in English may not convey the original intent. Use of the words “memorial” or “ in remembrance” have sometimes made the liturgical act less significant, most especially among our Protestant brethren, who do not view the real presence in the same context as the catholic Churches.  


Anamnesis means to bring before God something that has happened in the past in such a manner that its consequences take place in the present.  It becomes for us the central act of sharing in communion with our Lord in the same manner and with the same effect as experienced by the disciples in their last meal together.  In this form of liturgical expression, we are actually recalling our Lord’s death and resurrection in the reality of how it happened and with the same redemptive effects.  


The Eucharist is often referred to as a source of spiritual nourishment for us in worship and our Christian living.  Nourishment not in the form of a magic elixir but instead in the act of recollection that allows us to experience the warmth of the love of Christ in our lives.  We recall His sacrifice for us, we recall His death and His resurrection, and we recall His continued role in our lives and most emphatically His continued faithfulness in every circumstance.   

THE LITURGICAL EXPRESSION

The word Eucharist means thanksgiving which is the core of what we express in the Canon of the Mass, so called because the early Church finally settled on a structured format around the fourth century and added the structure to the laws of the Church, or it’s Canons. The current form as contained in the 1928 Book of Common Prayer is reflective of the Scottish Communion Service of 1764, based on the original as contained in the Prayer Book of 1549.  The consecration prayers come form a combination of the Latin Rite, English Sarum Rite and the Eastern Orthodox Liturgy. 


The Canon of the Mass is divided into six parts.  As the priest goes through the prayers and manual acts, it should be remembered that it is the power of God (not the preist), through the Holy Spirit, that transforms the hosts and wine into the real presence.  We do not try to define how and regard this transformation as a divine mystery.  It should also be understood that the priest does not re-sacrifice the Lord as expressed in the elements of the Latin Mass since there was but one sacrifice of the Lord on the cross for our redemption.

Parts of the Canon of the Mass

1. Preface of Praise to God the Father-This begins with the Sursum Corda, which is the opening of the consecration prayers. It is preceded by “The Lord be with You” and the response.  “Lift up your hearts” is found in the earliest written descriptions of the Mass in both the Eastern and Western Churches, followed by “Let us give thanks…” which comes form the Jewish table blessing.  This preface is contained in both the Latin and Sarum Rites and includes seasonal Propers.  The preface concludes with the Sanctus based on Isaiah’s hymn (Isaiah VI:1-3) also found in the Book of Revelation (Rev. IV:8).
2. Praise of the Lord’s Redemptive Sacrifice-Here we thank God for sending His son, our Lord and Savior, to suffer death upon the cross for our redemption.  It is common practice to transition with the sound of the bells at the end of “…until His coming again.”  This is followed by our Lord’s words in His communion with His disciples.  The priest completes several manual acts over the bread (hosts) and wine.  According to medieval tradition, he elevates the host and the chalice and the congregation gazes upon it and says quietly to themselves “My Lord and My God.”
3. The Oblation-This is a solemn offering of our gifts to God recalling the memorial act (anamnesis) and what our Lord and Savior did for us.
4. The Invocation-This is the sanctification of the gifts offered by the power of the Holy Spirit.  It comes from the Eastern Rite where it is known as the Epiclesis.

5. Prayer for Worthy Communion-These prayers are offered that each of us receiving Holy Communion may be found worthy through God’s grace, His redemption and the true spirit in our hearts. This is why the confession and absolution are done just before the prayers of consecration begin.  It is also an expression of our desire to receive the promised benefits in this important Sacrament.

6. Final Doxology-The prayer finishes with a prayer of praise glorifying the name of God.  The priest according to some traditions may elevate the host and chalice one final time.

The Canon of the Mass conclude with the Lord’s Prayer, the Fraction and Peace (not contained in the Prayer Book but included out of tradition) and Archbishop Cranmer’s Prayer of Humble Access based on the Greek Liturgy of St. Basil.  The Prayer Book calls for a hymn at this point, which is usually the Agnus Dei (Lamb of God) followed by the presentation to the congregation (Behold the Lamb of God…..).
It is important to recognize that these prayers and acts recall the new covenant, or Testament, which was established by God with His people.  It is for us the central act of our worship and an offering of thanksgiving for our redemption by the sacrifice of Christ on the cross for our salvation.

Here in this simple act, as contained in Scripture and instituted by our Lord and Saviour for our well being and spiritual growth in Him, we share in the same event as the disciples did and are connected to our Lord, and the lives of those before, and yet to come, in Church practice that has existed for over two thousand years.  Here we experience the act of our Lord in sharing with those He loves as we continue to follow what He has asked of us, to do this “In Remembrance of Me.”
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