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Today we will begin with a lesson in theology!  Some of you will be very interested.  I can already hear the ears of others slamming shut!


Every discipline has its own jargon….whether the trade be carpentry or computer or coaching, there are specific words whose meanings are usually only known to those educated in those specific arenas.


Today we are going to consider two words in the arena of theology, in the hopes of understanding the jargon and the meaning these words convey.  We are going to have a brief look at transubstantiation and its evil twin consubstantiation.
Some of you grew up in the Roman Catholic Church.  The Roman church embraces the theology of transubstantiation.   The theology of transubstantiation says that during the consecration of the elements during the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, the bread and wine are transformed into the actual body and blood of Jesus and that they are no longer bread and wine but only retain their appearance of bread and wine.  Roman Catholics use the phrase “The Real Presence” which refers to Christ’s actual presence in the elements of bread and wine.  Paragraph 1376 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church states that the Council of Trent declares that because Christ said that it was truly his body that he was offering under the species of bread, it has always been the conviction of the Church that by the consecration of the bread and wine, there takes place a change of the whole substance of the bread into the substance of the body of Christ  and the whole substance of the wine into the substance of his blood.  This means that when our Roman Catholic brothers and sisters participate in communion, they believe that they are eating and drinking the body and the blood of Jesus.  Because they believe that the bread and the wine are the presence of Christ himself, Catholics worship and adore the elements.

Transubstantiation states that the substance of the elements are miraculously changed even though their appearance is not.  The bread and wine will appear as bread and wine under close scientific examination, but the true substance is mystically the Body and Blood of Christ.  Transubstantiation states that the bread and the wine will contain the actual presence of the body and blood of Christ.  In a nutshell, that is the theology of the doctrine of transubstantiation.

Consubstantiation is the doctrine which, similar to transubstantiation, speaks of the Real Presence of Jesus Christ.  Consubstantiation is inclusive of transubstantiation, but is even more inclusive!  However, it does not teach that the substance of the bread and wine disappear or are replaced, but rather that they exist alongside the substance of Jesus Christ.   Thus, it is believed that when someone receives communion in a denomination that believes in consubstantiation, they receive BOTH  the bread and the wine, AND  the body and blood.

Consubtatntiation states that when we share the bread and the wine-

-It is thought that we consume both the bread and the wine and the body and blood of Christ  

-Jesus is thought to be really physically present

-The substance of bread and wine are still there.  

So where does that leave us poor Presbyterians?  

The vast majority of Protestant groups hold to a symbolic view of communion – the bread and wine are just bread and wine.  Sharing the bread and the wine in a communal meal is simply but very significantly a symbolic expression of the unity of the congregation, unity with all of God’s people and unity with God.  It takes place in the midst of prayer and worship and a context of faith.  Most Protestants  believe that somehow, the bread and the wine or grape juice do not mysteriously become the blood and body of Christ, but remind us deeply of His sacrificial love for us, His promise to forgive us, that by His death and resurrection He wipes the slate clean and assures us of that same resurrection promise to new life, eternally in God’s presence, in this life and beyond.  The invitation to the table is an invitation to open our minds and our hearts to all of these truths.

 Now, what about the elements-

For some denominations, the bread needs to be unleavened.  For some, the liquid needs to be wine - grape juice is not allowed. Nor are grapes or crackers.  The reasons for these stances are many and varied.

In today’s passage Jesus claims that he is the bread of life, come down from heaven, sent by and from God.  He goes on to say that whoever eats this bread will live forever and the bread that he will give for the life of the world is his flesh.  Did Jesus mean this literally or figuratively?

The Jews interpreted this and were so literal that they did not understand.  They did not believe.  They complain!  This shabby man is the son of a carpenter Joseph from Nazareth!  And he says he is the bread of life come down from heaven.  “How can he give us his flesh to eat?”  

All of this discussion happened in the synagogue…and it was not a happy place!


When He said he was offering his flesh, they did not know what He knew….that he would,  for the love of the world, go to the cross….that God would go to this end, love without limits…..His body would be broken, His blood would be shed for the life of the world.  


We have just celebrated Communion.  You were invited to the table.  You heard the words of the communion liturgy.  You received the elements and you consumed them.  Gluten free bread, juice, or wine.  What was that like for you?  How did you understand it?  Was it a  spiritual experience for you?  Was it the body of Christ that you consumed, or symbolic?  It can be different for each one of us to some degree.  Some of us can feel unworthy to participate and do so reluctantly.  Others come eagerly.  For some it is a very deep, meaningful experience.  For others it is a ritual – a tradition.  For some it is an intellectual encounter.  For others, very emotional.   Just as each one of us uniquely experiences the presence of God in our lives, each one of us can experience the Lord’s Supper in our own unique way. 


Transubstantiation…you can throw that term around this week.  Consubstantiation.  Symbolic.  Jesus Christ – the Bread of Life.  What does that mean to you?  How do you receive Christ’s words into your own life?  This journey with Christ is a journey of growing in our understanding, our love and our service.  God bless you on your journey.

Amen
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