
 
Theology	is	Everywhere:	Week	2.1	

Orthodox,	Catholic	and	Reformed	Understandings	of	the	Eucharist	
	

1. World	Christianity	by	the	numbers:	2,420,000,000	
a. Orthodox	–		 270,000,000	
b. Catholic	-						1,285,000,000	
c. Protestant	-		 920,000,000	

2. Christianity	had	several	differentiated	communities	based	on	language	and	culture	
from	the	very	beginning,	especially	with	regard	to	the	Greek-speaking	East	and	Latin-
speaking	West.	Other	communities	were	Aramaic	or	Coptic	speaking.		

3. East	and	West	officially	split	in	1054	AD	over	the	“filioque”	clause	and	the	authority	of	
the	Roman	Pope.	(“filioque”	refers	to	the	creed	and	how	the	Roman	church	added	
“and	from	the	Son”	to	the	line	“The	Holy	Spirit	proceeds	from	the	Father.”)	The	
Crusades	soon	followed	and	did	much	damage	to	East-West	relations.	

4. The	Orthodox	Church	–	Also	called	“The	Orthodox	Catholic	Church”	–	has	many	
national	or	“autocephalous”	churches	in	communion	with	Constantinople	and	several	
“Oriental”	churches	that	are	not	in	full	communion,	especially	the	Ethiopian	and	South	
Indian	Syrian	Orthodox	Churches.	

5. A	Little	Bit	of	Heaven	–	the	center	of	Orthodox	theology	is	the	Church.	The	Church	is	
mystically	an	enclave	of	heaven,	Christ’s	mystical	body.		

In	the	silence	of	the	desert,	in	the	solitude	of	the	cell,	free	from	worldly	entanglements,	one	
could	ascend	to	the	contemplation	and	knowledge	of	God,	and	loving	union	with	Him.	This	inner	
tradition	of	becoming	“sharers	of	the	divine	nature”	(2	Peter:	4	)	—	all	but	lost	to	modern	
Christianity	—	survives,	almost	unchanged	over	the	centuries	in	certain	corners	of	the	Eastern	
Orthodox	Church.		

During	the	Divine	Liturgy	the	gathered	congregation	is	both	transported	into	heaven	
and	transformed	into	the	universal,	heavenly	Church	by	the	power	of	the	Holy	Spirit.	

6. Orthodox	Eucharist	–	the	real	presence	of	Christ,	in	the	transformed	bread	and	wine,	
is	a	mystery.	Bread	and	wine	are	mixed	and	spoon-fed	to	communicants.	

7. Catholic	Eucharist	–	Transubstantiation	–	the	inner	“substance”	or	“essence”	of	the	
bread	and	wine	are	changed	into	the	body	and		blood	of	Jesus,	while	the	outer	
“accidents”	(physical	appearances)	remain	bread	and	wine.		

8. Lutheran	Eucharist	–	Consubstantiation	–	Luther	–	Christ,	being	ubiquitous,	is	present	
with,	in	and	under	the	“signs”	of	bread	and	wine.	

9. Calvin’s	Eucharist	–	Real,	Spiritual	Presence	–	Christ	is	present	through	faith	as	the	
gathered	community	partakes	of	the	bread	and	wine.	

10. Zwingli	–	Memorialist	–	“anamnesis	–	remembrance”	As	Christ	said,	“Do	this	in	
remembrance	of	me,”	we	reflect	on	all	that	Christ	has	done	for	us.	“Anamnesis”	
means	to	make	present	again	through	re-enactment.		
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1. Orthodox  -  When going to the Holy Mysteries, go with simplicity of heart, in full faith that you will 
receive the Lord within yourself, and with the proper reverence towards this. What your state of mind 
should be after this, leave it to the Lord Himself. Many desire ahead of time to receive this or that 
from Holy Communion, and then, not seeing what they wanted, they are troubled, and even their faith 
in the power of the Mystery is shaken. The fault lies not with the Mystery, but with superficial 
assumptions. Do not promise yourself anything. Leave everything to the Lord, asking a single mercy 
from Him — to strengthen you in every kind of good so that you will be acceptable to Him. The fruit 
of Communion most often has a taste of sweet peace in the heart; sometimes it brings enlightenment 
to thought and inspiration to one’s devotion to the Lord; sometimes almost nothing is apparent, but 
afterward in one’s affairs there is a noted a great strength and steadfastness in the diligence one has 
promised. + St. Theophan the Recluse, The Spiritual Life: And How to Be Attuned to It 

2. Roman	Catholic	–	Father	James	Martin	
Another way to think about Jesus's words "This is my Body." 
I have a confession to make. But before my confession, I have a profession to make--a 
profession of faith. And it’s this: I believe, as the Church teaches, that Jesus Christ is really 
and truly present in the Eucharist. I also believe this happens as a result of the action of the 
Mass. In other words, I believe what the Church teaches about the Eucharist, the Body and 
Blood of Christ. But here's the confession. For whatever reason, I've never been as devoted 
to the Eucharist as some of my friends are. This is not to say that I don't love the Eucharist, 
or that I don’t enjoy celebrating and attending Mass. Rather, during the Mass, for whatever 
reason, I tend to be more moved by the Gospel readings, by the prayers of the Mass, by the 
faces in the congregation, or, when I’m celebrating Mass by giving out Communion. But 
devotion to the Eucharist per se, is something that has not been, yet, a large part of my 
spiritual life. As it is for many of my friends. [The way I look at it, Christ offered himself, and] 
in this kind of radical self-gift, new life can come. We give not because Christianity is a 
masochistic religion but because it is a way of love, and a path to life. Jesus’s death on the 
Cross led to an outpouring of love and an explosion of new life. So as I said, I’m hoping that 
one day I can feel more intensely devoted to the Eucharist and have some of the 
experiences that my friends have. But until then, and even after that I hope to be able, like 
you, to take my body and offer my body where it is needed, just like Jesus did. And just like 
Jesus does today: for he is present and offers himself, really and truly, in the Eucharist to us. 
 

3. Protestant 
Calvin followed Augustine in defining a sacrament as “a visible sign of a sacred thing” or as a 
“visible word” of God. The sacraments, according to Calvin, are inseparably attached to the 
Word. The sacraments seal the promises found in the Word. In regard to the Lord’s Supper, 
more specifically, it is given to seal the promise that those who partake of the bread and wine 
in faith truly partake of the body and blood of Christ. Calvin explains this in terms of the 
believer’s mystical union with Christ. Just as baptism is connected with the believer’s 
initiation into union with Christ, the Lord’s Supper strengthens the believer’s ongoing union 
with Christ. Calvin repeatedly stated that his argument with the Roman Catholics and with 
Luther was not over the fact of Christ’s presence, but only over the mode of that presence. 
According to Calvin, Christ’s human body is locally present in heaven, but it does not have to 
descend in order for believers to truly partake of it because the Holy Spirit effects 
communion. The Holy Spirit is the bond of the believer’s union with Christ. Therefore that 
which the minister does on the earthly plane, the Holy Spirit accomplishes on the spiritual 
plane. In other words, those who partake of the bread and wine in faith are also, by the power 
of the Holy Spirit, being nourished by the body and blood of Christ. 

Calvin’s Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper by Keith Mathison	


