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Abstract 

Does the Church’s traditional teaching on the Eucharist require that humans have a 

metaphysically distinct soul?  This thesis tests the validity of theological anthropologies that 

reject ontological dualism and emphasise the physical dimension of human existence.  

Physicalism will be tested by assessing its compatibility with traditional sacramental theology.  

Following the structure and argument of Alexander Schmemann’s The Eucharist, each dimension 

of the sacrament is analysed for anthropological significance.  The thinking of John Calvin is 

then engaged to expand and deepen the understanding of the Eucharist in these areas.  

Anthropological perspectives that emphasise the physical are brought into conversation with 

these aspects of traditional sacramental theology.  A conclusion about their ability to answer 

each explanatory challenge is offered.  Physicalism is generally found to be entirely adequate to 

provide a description of human nature that is compatible with the Eucharist.  There is no need 

to posit a soul that is distinguishable from the body in any way other than conceptually to meet 

the challenge of traditional sacramental theology.  Further, in some specific dimensions, 

physicalism is found to offer a more compatible anthropological perspective than some dualist 

understandings.  This is primarily seen in the radical dependence on God that the liturgy 

expresses.  A soul that has eternal life as an essential property seems incompatible with the 

Eucharist.  The liturgical anthropology that emerges from this study is a challenge to commonly 

held Western understandings of human nature and this is summarised in a final section.  The 

exhortation to lift up our hearts to God is answered meaningfully by the human participants in 

the Eucharist with their material bodies. 
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Introduction 

What sort of creature is a human?  Such a fundamental question has been asked for longer than 

our knowledge of the history of religion and philosophy extends.  It was the question of the 

Psalmist (in Psalm 8) and remains an active topic of conversation within academic theology 

today.  A current trend is that there is increasing comfort with the idea of humans as primarily 

or exclusively physical creatures.  The existence of a non-material soul as intrinsic to identity as 

a human is increasingly not regarded as a requirement for a valid theological anthropology.  

Reflection on the biblical witness, especially the Old Testament, has led many to conclude that 

dualist understandings have been assumed and read back into the scriptural tradition by later, 

particularly Western, scholars.  Physicalism, a perspective that does not posit a metaphysically 

distinct soul in addition to the physical body to explain human nature, appears to be in the 

ascendency within theological anthropology.  While not all have agreed with this conclusion, 

the protesting voices appear to be in the minority.  There is limited value is rehearsing this 

debate as numerous volumes have already been produced on the subject.1  Instead, this thesis 

intends to address the question by bringing theological anthropology into conversation with the 

Eucharist. 

 

Liturgical theology is an important locus within a systematic understanding of theology and an 

appropriate lens to consider human nature.  Not only is the liturgy the primary experience of 

the life of the Church for many millions of believers, it is looked to by theologians to understand 

the nature of that life.  It is well established that liturgics and ecclesiology inform one another. 

Ecclesiology, in turn, has eschatological and soteriological import.  Doctrine that is 

incompatible with other, established understandings must be considered suspect until such 

conflicts can be resolved.  As physicalist anthropologies gain acceptance within theology, it is 

appropriate to test them against major theological loci to determine their validity.  If theories of 

human nature that emphasise the physical cannot be reconciled with other realms of doctrine 

 
1 For an overview of the subject’s landscape, see Joshua R. Farris and Charles Taliaferro, eds., The 
Ashgate Research Companion to Theological Anthropology (London: Ashgate, 2015) and Marc Cortez 
Theological Anthropology: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: T&T Clark, 2010).  Joel Green, Body Soul and 
Human Life: The Nature of Humanity in the Bible (Grand Rapid: Baker Academic, 2008) makes the case for 
a physicalist biblical anthropology.  Objections to physicalism on the grounds of implicit determinism 
are addressed by Murphy, Nancey, and Warren S. Brown. Did My Neurons Make Me Do It?: 
Philosophical and Neurobiological Perspectives on Moral Responsibility and Free Will (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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either they must be rejected, or good reason established to revise our understanding in those 

other realms.  We can reasonably expect that the act that is central to the experience of the 

Church, an act performed by humans, will have something significant to say about the kind of 

creatures that humans are.  Is a metaphysically distinct non-material soul essential to make sense 

of the Eucharist or are material bodies sufficient to participate in the sacrament as the Church 

understands it?  If physicalist anthropologies are to be accepted within the theological 

landscape, it is worth asking in what sense physical beings can lift their hearts to heaven. 

 

Sacramental theology belongs to the Church catholic and as such, I intend to establish a catholic 

understanding of the tradition as far possible within the constraints of a study of this size.  I 

will look primarily to Alexander Schmemann and John Calvin as my sources for the traditional 

perspective.  A twentieth century Russian Orthodox liturgical theologian and a leader of the 

Protestant Reformation might seem unlikely partners for any conversation but it is precisely the 

breadth of perspective that I hope will bring a catholic understanding of the tradition to light.  

It is difficult to overstate the influence of these two men in the Church.  A significant part of 

the Protestant church looks to Calvin as a central figure in their theological inheritance.  My 

own Anglican tradition is more indebted to him than we normally like to acknowledge, 

especially in terms of our understanding of the sacraments.  Schmemann is credited with 

significant influence in renewed interest in liturgics in the Church generally and a liturgical 

revival within his own church.  An Eastern perspective is a very deliberate choice as I expect 

this will prevent undue attention on questions of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist that have 

divided the West for so long.  Where we find agreement between these two very different 

thinkers, I trust that we have found the common threads of the Christian Tradition that remain 

unbroken despite separation of time and space. 

 

My investigation will follow the structure of Schmemann’s The Eucharist.  From the content of 

each chapter of The Eucharist, I will attempt to discern the central themes and those aspects 

which appear to have the greatest anthropological significance.  I will engage Calvin on these 

points to provide both specific claims and a broader perspective, drawing largely on The Institutes 

of the Christian Religion and his biblical commentaries.  This approach means that it is likely that 

Calvin would have more to say than the questions I will ask of him, however allowing 

Schmemann to drive the conversation is intended to ensure that the fullest picture possible of 
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the Eucharist as a whole is under consideration, not just the concerns of the European 

Reformation.  Having identified the key anthropological claims or assumptions under each 

chapter, I will consider whether physicalism is able to provide an anthropological framework 

that meets the requirements of the liturgy.  While it is possible that some aspects of the 

sacrament will make perfect sense with a physicalist anthropology, some may not be intelligible 

without a metaphysically distinct non-material soul.  I suspect that many aspects will require a 

particular perspective to be compatible with physicalism.  It is entirely possible that dualism will 

not be in any stronger position to answer any particular explanatory challenge than physicalism.  

Having been guided through the liturgy by Schmemann, I will attempt to summarise a picture 

of a liturgical anthropology and draw conclusions about the overall compatibility of physicalism 

with traditional sacramental theology.  It is important to state at the outset that I am not looking 

to Schmemann or Calvin as sources of theological anthropology per se.  I will engage their 

understandings of the Eucharist and draw anthropological implications and assumptions from 

them. 

 

It is not the goal of this study to prove or disprove any particular anthropological model.  As 

such, I do not propose to define with any precision physicalism (in which I include perspectives 

that are sometimes called materialism) or dualism at the outset.  The distinction I will focus on 

is whether a conception of human nature includes a non-material soul that can be separated 

from the body in any way other than conceptually.  A distinct non-material soul apart from the 

body will be considered the defining characteristic of dualism and its absence that of 

physicalism.  As the exploration of the liturgy unfolds, I will seek ways of thinking about human 

nature that do not depend on a metaphysically distinct non-material soul and test whether they 

meet the explanatory challenge presented by each aspect of the Eucharist.  There are countless 

understandings of human nature, but I am concerned with answering the high-level question of 

the existence of a soul that is separable from the body in any sense more than conceptually.  To 

such a soul is often credited persistence beyond bodily death as an inherent quality, being the 

animating force of the body, and providing continuity of identity and agency, particularly moral 

agency.  I will ask, as I build an understanding of traditional sacrament theology, whether such 

a soul is essential to the Eucharist.  As we will see, Schmemann’s understanding of the Eucharist 

provides ample material for reflection about human life, especially in the context of the Church. 
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Chapter 1: The Sacrament of Assembly 

The coming together of God’s people as a Church is the first liturgical act of the Eucharist.  

Schmemann sees that this aspect of liturgy is underappreciated and therefore its theological 

significance is often overlooked.  One key reason for this omission is that, so often, 

consideration of the Eucharist is limited to how and when the bread and wine can be said to 

become Christ’s body and blood.   

The theologian directs his entire attention to the important ‘moments’ that 
he artificially singles out: in the eucharist, the ‘moment’ of the change of the 
holy gift and then partaking of communion…. It has never occurred to the 
theologian that thinks in these categories that the ‘importance’ of these 
moments cannot be isolated from their liturgical context.2 

Especially under the influence of Western theology, so much emphasis is placed on the nature 

of the change that the Eucharist can easily be thought of as primary about the moment of 

change.  “Meanwhile, all early evidence we possess points to the fact that the gathering or assembly 

(σύναξις) was always considered the first and basic act of the eucharist.”3  Counter to the 

clericalism that he sees in his own tradition, Schmemann points to the nature of the prayers of 

the liturgy to demonstrate the assembly of the people of God is presupposed in all the other 

“moments” of the Eucharist and that the entire sacrament depends on this gathering. 

Schmemann’s intent in placing consideration of the assembly of the faithful at the start of his 

eucharistic theology is explicitly programmatic.   

 

 

Schmemann places great emphasis on the preposition “as”.  In taking the words “when you 

assemble as a church” from 1 Corinthians 11:18, Schmemann has located a paradigmatic 

concept for “The Sacrament of Assembly,” the title of the first chapter of The Eucharist.  It is 

the close relationship between the assembly, the Eucharist, and the Church that is his theme.   

When I say that I am going to church, it means I am going into the assembly 
of the faithful in order, together with them, to constitute the Church, in order to 
be what I became on the day of my baptism – a member, in the fullest, absolute 
meaning of the term, of the body of Christ.4  

The passage from 1 Corinthians is Paul’s admonition that the Lord’s Supper must be conducted 

appropriately whereas the Corinthian church’s practices meant that they are engaging in some 

 
2 Alexander Schmemann, The Eucharist (New York: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1987), 13-14. 
3 Ibid., 15. 
4 Ibid., 23. 
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other kind of meal as separate factions.  When the Corinthians assemble, they should be coming 

together as a Church and the normative, and Schmemann would say constitutive, act is the 

celebration of the Eucharist.  The Lord’s Supper, therefore, is not merely part of the life of 

Christ’s Church, it is at the core of the Church’s being as Church.  “Thus, from the very 

beginning we can see an obvious, undoubted triunity of the assembly, the eucharist and the Church, 

to which the whole early tradition of the Church, following St Paul, unanimously testifies.”5 

Schmemann, therefore, bemoans the self-excommunication of so many faithful Christians 

within his own tradition who choose to limit their eating of the Lord’s Supper to monthly at 

most.6  Placing oneself outside the celebration of the Eucharist, in this way of seeing it as 

constitutive, is tantamount to placing oneself outside the Church and it was considered as such 

by the early Church.7 

 

Calvin would wholeheartedly agree with Schmemann’s association of the Eucharist with the 

assembly.  One of the Roman practices that Calvin is consistently against is that of private 

Masses.  Jesus’ instruction in Luke 22:17 to his disciples to divide the bread of the last supper 

between themselves is a clear command, in Calvin’s view, that Lord’s Supper is to be shared, 

not eaten privately.8  Calvin’s view that the Eucharist should be celebrated frequently – and 

participated in by the entire congregation including the reception of the elements – was unusual 

for his time.  He writes against the common practice of receiving communion annually.9  We 

will have an opportunity to more fully consider the benefits of regular celebration of the 

Eucharist that Calvin proposed later,10 but, in particular, he suggests an important corollary to 

Schmemann’s focus on assembly.  If the faithful come together as Church to celebrate the 

Eucharist, it is the celebration that builds the unity of the body.   

For the Lord so communicates his body to us there that he is made 
completely one with us and we with him.  Now, since he has only one body, 
of which he makes us all partakers, it is necessary that all of us also be made 
one body by such participation.11 

 
5 Ibid., 11. 
6 Ibid., 18. 
7 Ibid., 24. 
8 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John Baillie, John T. McNeill, and Henry P. van 
Dusen, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 
1436-37. 
9 Ibid., 1424. 
10 See p. 86. 
11 Calvin, Institutes, 1414-15. 
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Like Schmemann, Calvin points to the early Church’s negative attitude to non-participation in 

communion.  Apostolic canons and later councils, says Calvin, treat non-participation as a 

serious failing.  Clearly Calvin and Schmemann see far more at stake than the correct observance 

of a rite. The Eucharistic gathering is something far more foundational and even constitutive.12 

 

If the sacrament of assembly is to make sense in the context of a physicalist anthropology, it is 

necessary that physical humans are able to comprise a larger thing.  This larger thing must allow 

the sorts of descriptions that the New Testament provides of what results from Christians 

coming together in God’s name.  Perhaps most prominently, physicalist anthropologies must 

provide scope that an assembly of Christians might intelligibly be described as a body.  The 

word that Paul uses to describe the church as body is the same word that he uses of the human 

body.13  The discussion above requires more than simply the co-location of numerous separate 

lumps of matter.  There is an explanatory challenge for proponents of physicalist anthropologies 

who wish to gain acceptance of their anthropological models within a systematic theology that 

is informed by liturgical theology.  This is to describe how collections of humans can 

meaningfully be characterised as an organism akin to a human body.  Further, if we are to take 

Schmemann seriously, how might we understand the liturgical event of the celebration of the 

Eucharist being a core aspect of the constitution of the Church?  As noted in the introduction, 

a dualist anthropology faces the same explanatory challenge and may be no better equipped to 

do so. 

 

Emergentism is one attempt to explain how the simple building blocks of organisms like 

humans can give rise to the complexity of biological life and, especially, human experiences 

such as consciousness.  The basic principle behind this kind of physicalism is that complex 

systems have properties that their less-complex parts do not have.  The unique characteristics 

of humans exist in no single part of the body in isolation, they are present in the overall 

arrangement of the whole.  In this section, I will draw on the presentation of emergentism in 

Matthew Croasmun’s The Emergence of Sin: The Cosmic Tyrant in Romans.  Apart from offering a 

clear description of this strand of physicalism, Croasmun applies the framework in very helpful 

 
12 Calvin considers the proclamation of the Word to be co-constitutive with the celebration of the 
sacraments.  See Chapter 4 from p. 28.  
13 Σōμα e.g. Eph 2:16 as the one body comprised of Jews and Gentiles and Eph 5:28 as husbands’ own 
bodies 
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ways for our current discussion.  That the high-level organism has properties that the lower-

level systems do not is evidence that these functions cannot be reduced to properties of these 

lower constituent parts.  Something new has emerged from the complex arrangements of 

smaller systems.   

To take a classic example, we might think about the wetness of water. It 
doesn’t make sense to talk about the wetness of individual water molecules, 
even though water in a glass is composed of such molecules, and that water 
is certainly wet.14   

Consciousness is not merely a function of single neurons, it arises from the totality of the 

organisation of the brain and other systems and their interactions.  Emergentists would propose 

that consciousness is not possible without neurons, but the mere presence of large quantities 

of neurons is not sufficient in itself to give rise to complex mental states.   

 

It is further claimed that these novel properties of the larger, complex entity, permit downward 

causation.  A state, such as a human mental state, can impact the state of constituent parts and 

thus provides a model for normal human experiences such as the volition of the will.  This is a 

particularly controversial aspect of emergentism but Croasmun surveys evidence from 

chemistry, biology and sociology to demonstrate various ways in which overall systems impact 

their constituent parts.  He concludes “there do exist satisfactory answers to the philosophical 

challenge… moreover, the discoveries of contemporary science—especially in biology—quite 

clearly require some idea of downward causation.”15  It is important to note that while the 

mental state is over and above the state of any one neuron it does not exist apart from the states 

of the physical constituents of the body.  Collectively, the arrangement of cells and tissues in 

the body gives rise to an intent to take a sip of coffee and the intent impresses on lower level 

systems to cause the muscle movements necessary to carry out the intent.  The intent does not 

exist other than as a result of the overall physical state of the body, but neither can it be reduced 

to the state of any constituent part.  This downward causation is intended to provide an answer 

to one of the regular challenges to physicalism.  How, it is asked, can matter, which must merely 

obey the laws of physics, give rise to the everyday experiences of choice?  Is the future state of 

any physical system not simply a function of its current state?  The non-material soul in a dualist 

anthropology was often pointed to as the site of choice and providing the motivating factor to 

 
14 Matthew Croasmun, The Emergence of Sin: The Cosmic Tyrant in Romans (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2017), 23. 
15 Ibid., 47. 
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direct otherwise inert matter.  The system as a whole, in an emergentist understanding, while 

not existing apart from its physical parts gives rise to conditions that do impact those parts 

which the parts, on their own could not.   

 

Many discussions of emergentism include consideration of what “level” in an assumed hierarchy 

is the appropriate one for any given analysis.  For example, in recent years, medical science has 

started to appreciate the vital importance of bacteria for human health.  In fact, there are at least 

as many “non-human” bacteria cells in an average human as there are cells with human DNA.16  

There would be no human existence as we know it without them.  One might reasonably 

conclude that biological consideration of a human as a single entity is inherently an abstraction 

that contains numerous organisms that can be validly considered entities in their own right.  

The appropriate level of abstraction will vary depending on the questions being asked of the 

entity.  “That is, each discipline has its own mereology.”17  Emergent analysis can be applied 

meaningfully to individual cells which have properties that their constituent parts do not.  

Atoms do not possess the ability to reproduce asexually and yet, arranged in the right way in a 

cell, the ability to divide and thereby reproduce emerges.  The level of analysis is, in many ways, 

the level of abstraction from the subatomic building blocks of matter.  Humans, especially those 

in the West, might be accustomed to considering the individual person as the obvious level of 

analysis for questions of religious experience; communities, economic systems and the global 

environment are no less valid realms of inquiry, however, depending on the questions being 

asked.  Likewise, the Church is no less valid a level of analysis than a person, as emergentism 

helps us to see.  Calvin appears comfortable with multi-level considerations of the nature of the 

body of Christ when he says “[h]e who on his own is a temple, is, when joined to others, a stone 

of a temple.”18 

 

Croasmun applies emergentist theory to the existence of sin at different levels.  There is a strong 

interplay between the levels of individuals’ sins, systemic sin and the ways that Paul talks about 

sin as a kind of cosmic force in his epistles.  The “Cosmic Tyrant” impresses with a kind of 

 
16 Ron  Sender, Shai Fuch, and Ron Milo, "Revised Estimates for the Number of Human and Bacteria 
Cells in the Body," PLoS Biology 14, no. 8 (2016): 9. 
17 Croasmun, The Emergence of Sin, 22. 
18 John Calvin, The Epistles of Paul to the Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians, trans. T. H. L. 
Parker, Calvin's Commentaries (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1965), 156. 
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downward causation to create the conditions associated with systemic sin.  These, in turn, lead 

to the sins of various people.  The higher-level conditions, however, do not exist apart from the 

collective sins of individuals.  “The residue of past transgressions become the built environment 

in which future transgressions flourish as natural.”19  One aspect of Croasmun’s project is to 

defend liberation theology’s ideas of systemic or societal sin from charges, especially from 

Joseph Ratzinger when he was Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, that 

it downplays individual responsibility for sinful acts.20  An emergentist understanding of sin 

allows that individual sinful acts do meaningfully contribute to the societal state of sinfulness. 

It also allows for an acknowledgment of the causal contribution downward of systemic sin on 

individual acts.  Systemic sin does not, says Croasmun, negate individual responsibility. “Sin’s 

dominion involves our participation.”21   

 

Calvin proposes a parallel body to that of the body of Christ in his commentary on Ephesians.  

This body of sin has Satan for its head.  “As the children of God have one Head, so have the 

wicked; for each forms a body.”22  If sin it to be personified and accorded agency as Croasmun 

suggests, we might, perhaps, apply emergentist thinking to Calvin’s proposed body of sin much 

as Croasmun has done.  The systemic level of sin emerges, in Croasmun’s model, from the 

lower level of sinful acts and the cosmic level provides a degree of causation to systemic sins 

which, in turn cause sinful acts.  Much as a human body, the Church as body is both constituted 

by and impacts upon its parts.  This body of sin is comprised of sinful parts and perpetuates 

their sin.  Croasmun uses emergence to describe how such body of sin can be described as 

having a kind of personhood and agency.  “Sin is a superorganism, a body made of bodies, a 

self composed of selves.”  23  While Calvin did not explicitly employ emergentist analysis, 

Croasmun’s description fits well with what Calvin describes as “one mass”24 of humans in the 

body of sin.  This analysis further helps us see how humans can collectively be described as a 

body and that this description is close to a traditional understanding as articulated by someone 

such as Calvin. 

 

 
19 Croasmun, The Emergence of Sin, 107. 
20 Ibid., 19. 
21 Ibid., 109. 
22 Calvin, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians, 140. 
23 Croasmun, The Emergence of Sin, 124-25. 
24 Calvin, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians, 140. 
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Organisms are not static.  Even the idea of states as employed above is a rather arbitrary 

isolation of one moment from preceding and following moments, acts and incoming sensations 

(much as Schmemann sees much theological consideration of the sacraments as focussed on 

particular moments).  Life does not arise simply from the arrangement of physical matter.  Life 

depends on processes, movement and renewal.  The sacraments provide an equivalent function 

in the Body of Christ.  Without ongoing mitosis within a human body, life will soon cease.  

Baptism provides something of an equivalent in the life of the Church.  Digestion is likewise 

vital for life in complex animals and the nutritive value of the Eucharist will be a significant 

theme below.25  The rhythm of the gathering for the Eucharist has been likened to a heartbeat.  

The systole of the church’s common worship ascending together and diastole of God’s gracious 

provision being sent upon her have been used as a metaphor for the sustaining value of the 

Lord’s Supper for the Church.26  Without wanting to unnecessarily specify one-to-one 

correlations between the Church and a human body, we can tentatively point to the ongoing 

ministry of the Holy Spirit as providing a function similar to the human nervous system which 

provides the communication network among the parts of the body. The analogy appears most 

robust in the basic task of connecting the head with the body’s members.  Indeed, apart from 

its head, the Church is not the Church.  The Church lives, feeds and renews itself as any complex 

organism does and does so with the vivifying presence and active participation of the Holy 

Spirit. 

 

Emergentism, therefore, appears to be in a position to claim to meet the explanatory challenge 

of the sacrament of the assembly.  While the reader may not wish to fully subscribe to an 

emergentist anthropology – and that is explicitly not the goal of this study – it is clear that 

physicalist models such as emergentism do, in fact, have plenty of scope to provide an 

explanation of how Christians coming together as a Church can and do constitute something 

new and bigger than themselves.  Indeed, the same conceptual framework that explains how 

properties and functions such as consciousness and the will emerge from complex arrangements 

of a human body is just as well suited to explaining the phenomenon of the unique properties 

of the body of Christ arising from the constituent human members.  This is not to suggest in 

 
25 See p. 86. 
26 Louis Bouyer, The Meaning of the Monastic Life (London: Burns & Oates, 1955), 28-29, quoted in 
David W. Fagerberg, "Liturgy, Signs, and Sacraments," in The Oxford Handbook of Sacramental Theology, 
ed. Boersma Hans, Levering Matthew, and W. Fagerberg David (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015), 457. 
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any way that the Church is purely a physical or human phenomenon.  The Church is the Body 

of Christ, not some other body.  The call of God and the indwelling of the Spirit are 

fundamental to any valid ecclesiology.  What emergentism adds to ecclesiology is a model that 

allows humans, as physical creatures, to come together as something that can meaningfully be 

described as a body in a similar way as is said of their own bodies.  Likewise, we have begun to 

see how processes and actions such at liturgical acts as we are considering in this study are 

constituent of the Body of Christ just as much as the physical members.  Systematic analysis 

such as I intend in this thesis risks something akin to a dissection of which Schmemann would 

rightly be wary.  We must always keep the bigger picture in mind, and we turn next to the 

question of where the assembly as Church is oriented. 
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Chapter 2: The Sacrament of the Kingdom 

Proximity to heaven is the theme of the second and third chapters of The Eucharist.  In the 

celebration of the Lord’s Supper, the Church enjoys a proleptic yet real experience of God’s 

Kingdom in greater fullness than humans do at other times.  If the Eucharist is dependent on, 

presupposed, and initiated by the assembly, it is consummated by the entrance of the assembly 

into heaven.  The Eucharist is the “Sacrament of the Kingdom,” the title of Schmemann’s 

second chapter, precisely because Kingdom of Heaven is the goal of its celebration.  Entry to 

heaven might not appear as an obvious category of discussion within eucharistic theology to 

Western readers and, just as in his first chapter, Schmemann seeks to correct this neglect.  In 

the next section, we will consider how physical humans might be able to move towards heaven, 

but our task for now is to explore how it might be possible to be closer to heaven at some 

points in spacetime than in others.  How might a physical body vary in its proximity to heaven?  

In fact, if we are to take Schmemann’s teaching seriously, this question might be one of the 

most significant hurdles for physicalist anthropologies.  If physical humans are not able to have 

greater proximity to heaven, then this would appear to be grounds to reject physicalist 

anthropologies.  If humans, as physicalists see them, cannot be closer to heaven then either 

physicalists are wrong or Schmemann has misunderstood the Eucharist.  As we will see, 

however, Calvin too sees ascent as the characteristic movement of the Lord’s Supper. 

 

The first words of the Orthodox liturgy are a blessing of God’s Kingdom.  Having gathered, 

the assembly of God’s people is pointed to their immediate and ultimate destination, the 

Kingdom of God.  “It means that we proclaim it to be the goal of the sacrament – of pilgrimage, 

ascension, entrance – that now begins.” 27  For the sake of simplicity in an already complex 

discussion, I will not attempt to draw fine distinctions between various understandings of the 

Kingdom.  The Kingdom of God, the Kingdom of Heaven, heaven experienced by the saints 

now, and the fullness of heaven to come in the future will all be treated as closely related 

concepts.  There is enough of a challenge in understanding how physical humans can be said to 

be more or less close to heaven in any way without adding unnecessary specificity. Further, this 

treatment is consistent with Schmemann’s own usage of such ideas as we will see.  He sees both 

the heaven enjoyed by the saints now and the eschatological Kingdom in the Eucharist.  Louth 

sees that Schmemann’s eschatological interest is “not as concerned with what lies beyond death, 

 
27 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 47. 
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but rather with the presence of the ultimate, the end, communion with God, in this life…”28 

Schmemann names the specific promise of Luke 22:29-30 where Jesus says, “you may eat and 

drink at my table in my kingdom.”29  One sign of the Kingdom will be sharing in the Christ’s 

heavenly banquet.  We know the Kingdom is present proleptically when we are at Christ’s table. 

 

Schmemann points to changes in the understanding of symbolism as being a cause of many 

misunderstandings about the Eucharistic.  The proper understanding of symbol in the Eucharist 

demonstrates the closeness of heaven rather than its absence. Schmemann suggests that 

Catholic opposition to symbolism as representative illustration led to the rejection of symbolism 

entirely.  The motivations behind this are understandable if one thinks of a symbol as 

representing something which is not present.  “The reasons for this lie in the fact that ‘symbol’ 

[in this sense] designates something not only distinct from reality but in essence even contrary to 

it.”30 Schmemann instead points to the underlying Greek συμβαλλω – literally “I throw together” 

– which gives rise to meanings such as his glosses of “unite, hold together.”31  In this sense a 

“symbol unites disparate realities”32 and “in it the dichotomy between reality and symbolism (as 

unreality) is overcome: reality  is experienced above all as the fulfilment of reality.”33  If the 

elements of the Lord’s Supper are symbols in this sense, then instead of pointing to Christ’s 

absent body, they manifest this body in the midst of the celebration.  Further, the Eucharist is 

the sacrament of the Kingdom because it is a symbol of the Kingdom.  This is far from mere 

symbolism.  The presence of Christ’s flesh and blood is the most obvious indication of how 

heaven can be considered closer in the celebration of the Eucharist than at other points. 

 

In Calvin’s various writings about the Lord’s Supper, he consistently makes the claim that 

Christ’s human body is in heaven, at the right hand of God the Father.  His Eucharistic writings 

are often deeply concerned with maintaining that Christ’s body ascended to heaven, and remains 

there, while explaining how his flesh and blood are present in the sacrament. 

For as we do not doubt that Christ’s body is limited by the general 
characteristics common to all bodies, and is contained in heaven (where it 
was once for all received) until Christ return[s] in judgment, so we deem it 

 
28 Andrew Louth, Modern Orthodox Thinkers: From the Philokalia to the Present (London: SPCK, 2015), 205. 
29 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 27. 
30 Ibid., 30. 
31 Ibid., 39. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 39-40. 
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utterly unlawful to draw it back under these corruptible elements or to 
imagine it to be present everywhere.34 

Calvin is highly critical of some ways in which others in his time tried to explain the presence 

of Christ in the Eucharist.  The claimed ubiquity of Christ’s body threatens, says Calvin, the 

reality of the incarnation.35  We will have the opportunity to engage more fully with Calvin’s 

understanding of our union with Christ’s body in the sacrament as we proceed with this 

investigation.   It is worth stating now, however, that, like Schmemann, Calvin sees that union 

comes about through our ascent to heaven rather than by Christ’s body descending to our 

celebration.  His basic commitment to the ascension of the physical body of Jesus of Nazareth 

drives his explanation of the sacrament.  Likewise, the relationship between the elements and 

Christ’s body will be explored further below, but Calvin does not reduce the bread and wine to 

mere illustrative representations of things absent.  “Such is the presence of the body (I say) that 

the nature of the sacrament which we say manifests itself here with a power and effectiveness 

so great that it not only brings an undoubted assurance of eternal life to our minds, but also 

assures us of the immortality of our flesh.”36  The presence of that which is in heaven is clear 

evidence of our union with the Kingdom in the Eucharist. 

 

The physical space where the Eucharist is celebrated is part of Schmemann’s consideration. 

We can now add that insofar as this assembly is undoubtedly conceived of 
as heavenly, the temple is that ‘heaven on earth’ that realizes the ‘assembly of 
the Church.’  It is the symbol that unites these two realities, these two 
dimensions of the Church – ‘heaven’ and ‘earth,’ one manifested in the other, 
one made a reality in the other. 

The use of the word “temple” to refer to the church building may sound strange to Western 

ears but it does express something of the understanding of Eucharist as a meeting with the 

divine.  It is not the holiness of the space that makes the celebration of the Eucharist effective, 

it is the Eucharist that imparts holiness on the space.  Iconography is its own kind of symbol 

and the presence of the saints in icons is another manifestation of the heavenly.  Schmemann 

has much to say about how the iconostasis has come to be seen as a wall surrounding the altar 

where only clergy may pass.  This, he says, is a corruption of the original purpose of being a 

physical support to hold the icons.  The details of this and other Orthodox-specific questions 

need not detain us long but in denying the validity of the separation of the area around the altar 

 
34 Calvin, Institutes, 1373. 
35 Ibid., 1379-40. 
36 Ibid., 1404. 
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from the rest of the church, Schmemann affirms the reality of the congregation’s meeting with 

God in the sacrament.  The iconostasis does not separate the congregation from the heavenly, 

it is a witness to the presence of the heavenly in the temple as whole.37 

 

Calvin tells us that heaven is not to be thought of as a physical place.  In his commentary on 

the Letter to the Ephesians, Calvin says: 

This passage [Eph 1:20] shows more plainly than any other, what ‘the right 
hand of God’ means. It does not mean some particular place, but the power 
which the Father bestowed on Christ…38 
 
When Christ is said to be in heaven, we must not view him as dwelling among 
the spheres and numbering the stars. Heaven denotes a place higher than all 
the spheres, which was assigned to the Son of God after his resurrection. 
Not that it is literally a place beyond the world, but we cannot speak of the 
kingdom of God without using our ordinary language.39 

Calvin wishes to affirm two things: the human body of Jesus is in heaven and the divine power 

of Christ fills the universe.  Christ is present in the world through his Spirit and present in 

heaven in his body.  Where this heaven is, however, is beyond human comprehension.  Here is 

a major challenge to the idea of physical bodies being closer to heaven.  If heaven is not defined 

by physical location, how can we measure a physical human’s distance from it and hope to 

demonstrate increased proximity?  If heaven is not to be thought of in terms of space, we are 

required to find other ways of thinking about proximity if we are to make sense of being said 

to be closer to the Kingdom. 

 

There is some potential value in thinking of heaven as being located in time rather than in space.  

In speaking about the sacrament of the Kingdom, Schmemann is, in part, speaking of that future 

time when the Kingdom of God will be fully consummated and realised on Earth.  The 

Eucharist is “eschatological, oriented towards the kingdom which is to come.”40 Heaven in this sense 

is that state where creation is restored to its proper relationship with God. The sacrament 

“manifests and it grants that to which is it directed: the presence among us of the approaching 

kingdom of God and its unfading light.”41  The proximity required in this conception is 

 
37 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 20. 
38 Calvin, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians, 136. 
39 Ibid., 176-77. 
40 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 34. 
41 Ibid., 35. 
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therefore a chronological one.  Time travel is not less problematic than increased proximity to 

an undefinable physical location so this is no explanatory shortcut.  Distance in this conception, 

however, makes more sense.  We do not know which point in time Jesus will return, but a point 

in time in the future can be conceived of as a period of time away.  This is slightly less 

problematic than spatial proximity to a non-place.  Having found a way to measure distance – 

at least in time – the challenge remains as to how the distance might vary in the celebration of 

the Eucharist.  Schmemann points to the manifestation of the fullness of the Kingdom in the 

sacrament.  The future is present now through the symbols, says Schmemann, but we can say 

more. 

 

With angels, archangels and all the company of heaven, the Church offers praise and worship 

of God.  Reformed liturgical theologian J. J. von Allmen considers the participants in the 

Church’s worship and counts angels among them.  

 [I]t is not merely that we unite in our clumsy way our worship to that offered 
by the angels: they also join in our worship. They are present.42   

If we believe that we join in the worship of the heavenly host and that angels join us in our 

worship of God, can we believe that this in some sense makes us closer to heaven?  Joining our 

human selves to heavenly worship might even conceivably be considered a more substantial 

increase in proximity than another kind of movement in either space or time alone.  The church 

confesses that saints and angels enjoy more immediate communion with God than we creatures 

on earth.  By joining ourselves to their worship through our own simultaneous worship, we can 

be considered closer in a way analogous to spatial closeness: a spiritual and doxological intimacy.  

Something happening at the same time that is not located at the same physical location, our 

basic experience of spacetime leads us to see that activity happening elsewhere even though we 

cannot locate that elsewhere in conventional physical terms.  That elsewhere is then brought 

close by the shared act.  Further, by participating in the worship that will be characteristic of 

the coming of the Kingdom in the fullness of time, we are joining ourselves to that future time.  

In this sense we can also be closer in chronological terms.  Joint participation by saints, angels 

and the Church on earth in one unified act of worship can be thought of as joining us to 

something happening elsewhere and to something that will happen in the chronological future. 

 

 
42 J.-J. von Allmen, Worship: Its Theology and Practice, trans. Harold Knight and W. Fletcher Fleet 
(London: Lutherworth Press, 1965), 207. 
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There is something distinctive about time as it applies to the Eucharist.  Being part of the future 

while not appearing to leave our own time presents something of a conceptual challenge.  

Schmemann hints at the time of the Eucharist being qualitatively different from our normal 

experience of the passage of time.  “[T]he new time, the time of the kingdom of God and its 

fulfilment in the Church, now enters the fallen time of ‘this world’ in order that we, the Church, 

might be lifted up to heaven…”43  Kaethler identifies the difference between fallen and 

resurrected time as a significant theme in Schmemann’s understanding of the human condition.  

“And as resurrection time reaches back and at the same time gathers the future into itself, the 

events of this life are impregnated with life and meaning.”44 One explanation of the character 

of this time is a further application of the concept of systole.  In the Eucharist, time is gathered 

up.  The straight line of the normal perception of the arrow of time folds in on itself.  The 

celebration of the Eucharist, despite being located in a point on the line, is suddenly in intimate 

contact with the sacrifice of Christ centuries earlier and that time when creation will be restored 

to its proper relationship with its creator.  As Paul Griffiths puts it, “[t]he church’s liturgical 

work… has as its defining feature the recapitulation and representation of the passion; and… 

participates in and makes really present the events it recapitulates and represents.”45  While 

language of recapitulation is not how Calvin or Schmemann would express the relationship 

between the passion and the Eucharist, the point still stands that the chronological distance we 

normally perceive is dissolved.  Our ordinary experience of time that he calls metronomic, is 

transformed in the Eucharist to the systolic time characteristic of heaven.  “The church’s liturgy, 

what the LORD’s people do when they are gathered together to praise and worship him, is the 

clearest and fullest ordinary foreshadowing of heavenly existence given to us.”46  In noting how 

Griffiths helps us understand how the liturgy brings us closer to events and states that are 

otherwise chronologically distant, it is also worth noticing that he does not subscribe to a strictly 

physicalist anthropology.  Griffiths, while accepting that life before death and after the general 

resurrection is lived bodily, the eternality of the human soul necessitates, he claims, that this 

soul is a non-material something.47  Clearly systolic time is not a concept intended to support 

physicalism, it is the result of theological reflection within the broader tradition.  That the systole 

 
43 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 48. 
44 Andrew T. J. Kaethler, "Eucharistic Anthropology: Alexander Schmemann's Conception of Beings 
in Time," in The Resounding Soul: Reflections on the Metaphysics and Vivacity of the Human Person, ed. Eric 
Austin Lee and Samuel Kimbriel (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2015), 64. 
45 Paul J Griffiths, Decreation: The Last Things of All Creatures (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2014), 99. 
46 Ibid., 101. 
47 Ibid., 47. 
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of the Eucharist helps us understand how physical humans can gain increased proximity to 

heaven suggests more compatibility between traditional theology and physicalism that we might 

have expected. 

 

The systole and diastole of the rhythm of the Church’s life of worship is a constant drawing 

together of Church with the source and object of her being.  Seen in this light, the life-giving 

nature of this heartbeat becomes all the more apparent.  The Church gathers and experiences 

intimacy with the Kingdom.  Despite having ascended, Christ’s body in heaven is available to 

the Church.  Despite not yet coming to pass, the consummation of the Kingdom on earth is 

known now.  No one of the images of proximity presented above may be compelling on its 

own, however, these ideas contained within the Church’s continuing meditation on the 

Eucharist offer a sense of how the Church might be considered closer to heaven in the 

sacrament.  For physical creatures the constraints of being located within spacetime are 

overcome.  This is not achieved by positing some non-material true self which experiences this 

communion apart from the physical body, indeed the experience is altogether embodied in the 

physical space of the church building with eating and drinking.  The genuinely symbolic 

elements of the Eucharist manifest the presence of Christ’s body despite it having physically 

departed earth.  Christ’s body in heaven is experienced in the sacrament. The life of heaven is 

shared in the worship of Christ’s Church.  The consummation of the Kingdom is known, if 

only for a while, in our own time.  The Protestant reader might see the preceding as altogether 

too mystical and detached from reality and be tempted to dismiss it as Eastern or Catholic 

speculation.  However, Calvin, perhaps the most influential Protestant reformer, is likewise 

convinced that the sacrament is best understood as the Church’s ascent to heaven.48 

  

 
48 The following sections will explore the mode of this ascent. 
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Chapter 3: The Sacrament of Entrance 

The goal of the Eucharist is the congregation’s entry to heaven.  Communion with Christ is 

achieved not by his physical body coming to us, Schmemann says, but by our going to him.  

The entry of the clergy at the start of the service is one expression of this theme of movement.  

Discussion of the “Little Entrance” – as opposed to the Great Entrance prior to the 

consecration of the elements – is a particularly Orthodox undertaking, but in this chapter 

Schmemann makes a central claim about the proper understanding of what is accomplished in 

the Eucharist.  The entrance of the priest is a symbol of, and a step towards, the Church’s ascent 

to heaven in “The Sacrament of Entrance.”  Given the discussions in the preceding section, we 

speak of the movement as ascent in lieu of better language being available to us to describe the 

increased proximity to heaven we enjoy.  Having received our heading from Schmemann, we 

will explore Calvin’s teaching on necessity of ascent in the Eucharist and find a great deal of 

agreement.  The details of Calvin’s thought will help us to understand how ascent to heaven 

might, in this life, be possible.  Importantly, we will see how physical humans can participate in 

this movement.  Human bodies contribute to, and are even necessary for, the celebration of the 

Eucharist. 

 

Schmemann sees that changes to liturgical practice have obscured the dynamic nature of the 

Eucharist.  Traditionally, after the congregation had assembled, the president of the Eucharist 

would enter the church.  The entrance is now to the space behind the iconostasis and is normally 

preceded in Orthodox churches by various prayers.  Hints of the older practice can still be 

found.  These prayers, says Schmemann, were originally part ceremonies such as processions 

on major feast days.  On such occasions, the faithful of the entire city would process to the 

church dedicated to the relevant saint and enter the church together.  None of this might seem 

of any great import, but Schmemann recounts the earlier practice to back up his claim that the 

Eucharist has the nature of a movement or journey.49  One might agree that, having walked to 

the church, entered with the faithful and observed the clergy climb up to the altar, it might well 

be easier to feel the dynamic nature of the celebration that Schmemann presents.  The 

Sacrament of Entrance is how the assembly experiences the Kingdom.  The entrance of the 

celebrant is only one movement within the larger pilgrimage of the faithful to heaven in the 
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sacrament.  The church building becomes not so much a place where a static rite takes place, it 

becomes a gateway through which the Church enters into the Kingdom of Heaven. 

 

This movement towards heaven is quite the opposite of much western discussion about the 

Eucharist.  Voluminous discussion between the Roman church and Protestants and within 

Protestantism itself has been concerned with how Christ is present in the sacrament.  A Western 

Christian could very well be forgiven for thinking that the Eucharist is about the body of Jesus 

coming from heaven to earth.  “The entire Western eucharistic mystique is thoroughly imbued 

with the image of Christ descending onto our altars.”50  Schmemann sees this basic assumption as 

both causing much unhelpful debate and obscuring the true nature of the Eucharist.  The truth 

about what happens in the Eucharist as Schmemann describes it is far more miraculous than 

transubstantiation or any other ideas about changes in bread and wine.  Through the Sacrament 

of Entrance by the action of the Holy Spirit, the Church enters heaven.  The faithful are moved 

from earth to heaven and there have communion with the risen and ascended Christ.  “[The 

Church] ascends to heaven, where the Eucharist is celebrated.”51  In the previous section, we 

considered how it might be possible to speak meaningfully of physical bodies being closer to 

heaven in the Church’s celebration.  Our task now is to ask how this ascent might be 

accomplished in physical humans.  Is there a role for Christians’ material bodies to contribute 

anything to this pilgrimage?  If physicalists and Schmemann are correct about their respective 

claims, humans cannot be merely static recipients of God’s grace in the sacrament, neither can 

entry to heaven be dependent on a non-material soul which can exist apart from the body.  The 

whisking away of a ghost-like soul to an undefined place will not answer the challenge of the 

Sacrament of Entrance. 

 

The fundamental human contribution to the ascent is the physical act of celebrating the 

Eucharist.  This point is so basic that it would be easy to pass over it entirely but the Church 

service itself is the action of material people.  In considering the participation and agency of 

humans in the Church’s ascent through the Eucharist, we do not wish to draw artificial 

distinctions between the actions of Christians and of God in Christian lives.  It is God who 

gives us communion with God’s self in Christ.  “[T]he Spirit truly unites things separated by 
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space.”52  Yes, humans gather and act, but this is not to say for a moment that God does not 

gather them and act through them.  “[T]he prayer of the Church is a divine-human prayer.”53 

As Paul teaches, the worship of God is a gift of the Spirit.  The important claim for the purposes 

of this thesis is that God does gather and act through physical humans.  It is not non-material 

souls trapped in flesh prisons that participate in the Eucharist.  The physical acts of gathering, 

worship, eating and drinking demonstrate how embodied the ascent is.  These practices are not 

rites to induce an ecstatic (out-of-body) experience.  These are the methods by which the 

Church recounts and experiences God’s saving acts in Christ in the ordinary fallenness of bodily 

human life in the physical place of worship. 

 

Calvin, like Schmemann, spends much of his discussion of the Eucharist, correcting the 

common conceptions of movement in the sacrament.  The chapter of The Institutes dealing with 

the Eucharist is a litany of correction to the various ways in which the Church has attempted 

to explain how Christ’s body comes down to the altar.   

To them Christ does not seem present unless he comes down to us.  As 
though, if he should lift us to himself, we should not just as much enjoy his 
presence!54 

Calvin continually restates the fundamental point of his Eucharistic theology that Christ’s body 

is in heaven and, to enjoy communion with it, we must be lifted up to heaven to join him there 

in his Kingdom.  He occasionally allows that there is some sense of descent in that the body 

and blood of Jesus are consumed by humans who, despite ordinarily being bound to earthly 

existence, are granted this extraordinary gift.  Christ’s human body is not ubiquitously present 

in the world even though his divine power pervades the universe.  Christ’s body is not divided 

to be present simultaneously in various celebrations of the Eucharist around the globe.  No, 

Christ’s body is in heaven and it is there that the Church must go to be fed with the bread of 

life. “[I]n order to drink the blood of Christ by faith, the thing necessary is not that he come 

down to earth, but that we rise up to heaven, or rather the blood of Christ must remain in 

heaven in order that believers may share it among themselves.”55 Arguments about how Christ 

is brought down to our celebrations quite miss the point.  “Moreover, since it is God’s plan (as 

I so often reiterate) to lift us up to himself, by appropriate means, those who call us indeed to 
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of Christ in the Holy Supper," in Calvin: Theological Treatises (London: SCM Press, 1954), 287. 



24 
 

Christ, but to Christ hidden invisibly under bread, wickedly frustrate his plan by their 

obstinacy.”56 Like Calvin, we should be a wary of going beyond the bounds of what we can 

know.  “And to speak more plainly, I rather experience than understand it.”57  Like Calvin, 

however, we can know what has been revealed to us in scripture and in Calvin we have an 

excellent guide. 

 

The ascension of the resurrected Jesus to heaven is key evidence for our own ability to ascend 

in the Eucharist.  “[B]y his descent to earth, he has prepared an ascent to heaven for us…”58 

The importance of the ascension is therefore twofold.  Christ’s body, as Calvin constantly 

reminds us, remains ascended and so if we are to encounter his body, we must join him, if only 

for a time.  Christ did ascend and so we can see that a human body can do so.  Further, the 

biblical account of Elijah being taken up, (2 Kings 2) the traditional interpretation of Enoch 

being taken to heaven (Gen 5:21–24) and the tradition of Mary’s bodily assumption after her 

death all demonstrate that physical human bodies can, according to the Christian tradition, enter 

heaven.  There is no suggestion that any of these other humans underwent resurrection prior 

to their entry.  So, it seems that resurrection is not a requirement.  Scripture therefore provides 

precedents for bodily ascent to heaven.  Our ascent to heaven is not only to be enjoyed after 

our deaths.  We have a taste of the Kingdom in the Eucharist.  While still miraculous and 

evidence of abounding grace, this is no invention on the part of Schmemann or Calvin to make 

sense of the Eucharist.  Human bodies can and do go to heaven. 

 

It is the Church, the assembled body that ascends to heaven.  “[B]y faith we embrace Christ not 

as appearing from afar but joining himself to us that he may be our head and we his members.”59  

Those in the West might be used to thinking about spiritual matters at the level of the individual 

believer but, as we have discussed, the Church is more than a collection of separate individuals.  

Calvin’s use of the first-person plural pronoun throughout his discussion of the Eucharist does 

not necessarily require reading in the collective sense in every case.  Some points are clearly 

intelligible both as discussion of individuals and of the congregation as a whole.  However, the 

collective is not a forced interpretation by any means.  Firstly, we have already noted Calvin’s 
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opposition to the idea of private masses.  The sacrament simply cannot by celebrated other than 

by the gathered Church.  Further, the building of the unity of the body is one benefit we enjoy 

from the Eucharist.  Calvin, in reflecting on Paul’s admonishing of believers to examine 

themselves prior to participating, points to the unity of the congregation as an important matter.  

The believer should contemplate whether they see “all his brethren as members of his own 

body, whether he desires to cherish, protect, and help them as his own members.”60  This is not 

to suggest that individuals do not experience the ascent to Christ’s table, it is merely to place 

the emphasis on the collective nature of the celebration.  Individual Christians are certainly 

present in the Eucharistic gathering, but their presence is by virtue of having first been 

incorporated into Christ’s body, his Church.  Schmemann claims that, while noting that many 

prayers in a contemporary Orthodox service are said privately by the priest alone, the early 

practice of the Church reveals the corporate nature of the undertaking.  “Originally all the 

prayers of the liturgy were read aloud, for in their direct meaning and content they are the 

prayers of the entire assembly or, to put it better, of the Church herself.”61 

 

Calvin says that the symbols of the elements of the Eucharist draw our minds to heaven and 

thereby communion with Christ. 

But if we are lifted up to heaven with our eyes and our minds, to seek Christ 
there in the glory of his Kingdom, as the symbols invite us to him in his 
wholeness, so under the symbol of bread we shall be fed by his body, under 
the symbol of wine we shall separately drink his blood, to enjoy him at last 
in his wholeness.62 

Because Christ’s human body ascended, we must seek it in heaven.  The symbols point us to 

heaven, but they are no mere signposts to an absent reality.  Human faculties, here eyes and 

minds, have agency to exercise in terms of their being lifted up.  Humans are not merely passive; 

Christ must be sought in the sacrament.  “To observe this rightly, we have always to raise our 

thoughts on high to seek our Redeemer.”63 The gift of faith permits us to seek our Redeemer 

with confidence.  Jesus has promised us communion with whom we seek.  Calvin is quite 

positive about the possibility and the necessity of cognition in the sacrament.  These cognitive 

processes draw us towards heaven such that we may look for Christ where he is to be found.  
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Calvin disputes other understandings of the presence of the body in the sacrament not just for 

reasons of doctrinal purity.  Looking to the bread and wine themselves – not as symbols of the 

Kingdom – keeps our minds from seeking Christ in heaven.  “Away, then, with this stupid 

fiction which fastens both men’s minds and Christ to bread!”64 

 

Intent on the part of participants is a necessary condition.  Gathering for the Eucharist is quite 

a different thing from the same humans gathering for another purpose.  Likewise, the rites of 

the celebration themselves, devoid of intention, are not the sacrament.  A group of people going 

through the motions of the same acts and words as a Eucharistic celebration (for example as 

part of a play) without the intention of having communion, are not on a pilgrimage to heaven.  

Because God sees the heart and not just surface appearance, says Calvin, those undertaking 

vows should ensure their intentions are right.65  Further, we can see from how Calvin treats 

issues of participation in the service of the unworthy that the acts and words alone do not put 

Christ’s body in the mouths of all who happen to be in the church building at the time.  “Men 

of this sort who, without any spark of faith, without any zeal for love, rush like swine to take 

the Lord’s Supper do not discern the Lord’s body.”66  Without the Spirit’s gift of faith, the 

necessary intent to participate in communion with Christ is lacking. 

 

In light of the above, we may tentatively draw together the human contribution to the ascent 

of the Eucharist under the rubric of a disposition.  The physical act of coming together with 

the intent of participating in the Eucharist is the most basic expression of this disposition.  As 

Calvin emphasises, the gift of faith is also necessary to permit the experience of Christ’s 

heavenly body.  Further, there appears to be something about looking, with the eyes of faith, 

beyond the symbols of the sacrament to what is manifested.  Intellectual orientation appears to 

be part of the overall disposition of a human participant of the Eucharist.  Looking with the 

expectation of finding Christ is rewarded according to his promise to feed us with the bread of 

life.  This is in no way to suggest that disposition is any sense sufficient to achieve what 

Schmemann claims to happen in the Sacrament of Entrance.  God is present in the acts of the 

gathered believers and also in the act of the Church in the Eucharist.  Ultimately, it is God that 

brings us to the heavenly banquet.  Consideration of disposition is to highlight the contribution 
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of physical humans to the Church’s ascent to heaven.  Being physical creatures is no barrier to 

this ascent.  The reading of this disposition as primarily understood in a collective or 

congregational tone is important.  The reality of life in a fallen world is such that not every 

participant will be so well disposed to a worshipful stance as others are.  Grief, pain, and stress 

are all very real and may limit active participation.  There is no reason to suppose that the 

benefits of communion with Christ are experienced any less by those faithful whose faith is 

harder to find on any given Sunday.  Indeed, as we will see, faith is one of the benefits received.  

Further, some members of Christ’s body are simply incapable, whether by age or ability, of the 

intellectual contemplation that Calvin encourages us to undertake.  “This is my body” is true by 

faith, as Calvin himself says, and the gift of faith, no matter how lacking in intellectual nuance, 

is all any one individual physical human requires to participate.  The totality of the disposition 

necessary to accomplish the ascent of the Eucharist is found in the Church, Christ’s body, as a 

whole. 
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Chapter 4: The Sacrament of the Word 

Word and sacrament are, together, essential to the life of the Church.  The tendency to separate 

the consideration of the sacrament from that of the Word impoverishes our understanding of 

both.  The division of theology into distinct domains of knowledge with biblical scholars and 

liturgical theologians having their own conversations has consequences for the Church’s 

appreciation of Word and sacrament as fundamentally connected.  Further, this leads to a 

diminished view of the relationship between the Church, the tradition, and scripture.  Focus on 

the nature of the change of bread and wine in the celebration, as discussed in previous sections, 

obscures the importance of the proclamation of the Gospel in the Eucharist.  Schmemann and 

Calvin help us to place Word and sacrament into proper relation.  It is not just that they are 

intimately connected.  Schmemann, with the eyes of a liturgical theologian, sees something 

deeply sacramental in the proclamation of the Gospel in the context of the Eucharist.  Humans 

hear the Word and live out their faith in physical bodies.  Are these bodies merely means for 

receiving the necessary input to allow cognition and intellectual assent to doctrine, or is there 

something more at work in the embodied life of Christians encountering the Word of God?  

Consideration of the Sacrament of the Word permits an exploration of the role of the body in 

belief. 

 

The proclamation of the Word is a necessary component of any celebration of the Eucharist.  

Schmemann points to the earliest accounts of Christian worship to demonstrate the presence 

of scripture and preaching in the worshipping life of the early Church.  “According to the 

unanimous testimony of all early evidence, the reading of holy scripture from the very beginning 

constituted an inseparable part of the ‘assembly as the Church’ and, specifically, the eucharistic 

gathering.”67  Contemporary liturgies retain the strong link between the two parts of the service, 

the first half concerned with the Word and the latter half with the sacrament.  It is not just that 

the proclamation of the Word is a requirement for the validity of the sacrament, Word and 

sacrament are a unity in the celebration.  “Meanwhile, our official textbooks, our theological 

explanations and definitions of the eucharist practically ignore this unanimous testimony.”68  

Liturgics and biblical studies have developed into their own disciplines.   

 
67 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 65. 
68 Ibid., 66. 
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This ‘rupture’ between word and sacrament has pernicious consequences 
also for the doctrine on the sacraments.  In it, the sacrament ceases to be 
biblical and, in the deepest sense of the word, evangelical.69 

 

There is a strong parallelism between the Word in the first part of the Eucharistic service and 

the sacrament in the second part.  The Gospel book takes part in the Orthodox service as a 

physical object and not just the texts of the Gospels.  In the earliest tradition, especially in times 

of persecution, the Gospel book was kept outside the church building and brought in during 

the service, just as with the bread and the wine of the Lord’s Supper.  Just as Christ’s body is 

manifested in bread and wine, “the Gospel book is a verbal icon of Christ’s manifestation to 

and presence among us.”70  While Orthodox liturgies tend to have a specific prayer prior to the 

reading of the Gospel, other traditions include confession or some other kind of preparation 

prior to the hearing of the Word.  Schmemann sees these preparatory prayers as serving a 

function akin to the epiclesis in the later part of the Eucharist.  “Like the consecration of the 

gifts, understanding and acceptance of the word depend not on us, not only on our desire, but above 

all on the sacramental transformation of the ‘eyes of our mind,’ on the coming to us of the Holy 

Spirit.”71 

 

There are few points on which we could imagine Calvin being in more fulsome agreement with 

Schmemann than the necessity of the proclamation of the Word.  “[F]aith needs the Word as 

much as fruit needs the living root of a tree.”72 Scripture and preaching are vital, in the fullest 

sense of the word, to the life of God’s Church.  Sacraments are unintelligible without the proper 

proclamation of the Gospel.  “[T]he sacrament requires preaching to beget faith.”73  Word and 

sacrament are the instruments through which God the Holy Spirit builds up the Church.  Calvin 

consistently pairs the faithful presentation of the Gospel with the proper celebration of the 

sacraments as the outward marks of the true Church.  “Wherever we see the Word of God 

purely preached and heard, and the sacraments administered according to Christ’s institution, 

there, it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists.”74  Here we can see more clearly Calvin’s 

agreement with Schmemann that the Eucharist, necessarily including the proclamation and 
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hearing of the Word, is constitutive of the Church.  There is neither church nor any true 

sacrament apart from the Word of God. 

 

Hearing the Word is a unique phenomenon.  God’s Word has a kind of agency that the reading 

and exposition of other texts do not.  Scripture is self-authenticating in a way that other texts 

are not.  Word and sacrament “can never exist without bringing forth fruit and prospering by 

God’ blessing.”75 It is the ongoing ministry of the Holy Spirit that provides the active quality of 

the Word’s presence in the life of the Church. 

For, that the word may not beat your ears in vain and that the sacraments 
may not strike your eyes in vain, the Spirit shows us that in them it is God 
speaking to us, softening the stubbornness of our hearts, and composing it 
to that obedience which it owes to the Word of the Lord.  Finally, the Spirit 
transmits those outward words and sacraments from our ears to our soul.76 

The Spirit animates the hearing of the Word as in the reception of the body and blood.  Thus, 

we can also see agreement between Calvin and Schmemann that there are parallels between the 

role of the Word and that of the sacrament in the Eucharistic service.  “[T]he sacraments have 

the same office as the Word of God: to offer and set forth Christ to us, and in him the treasures 

of heavenly grace.”77 

 

Seeking the Word in the context of the Eucharist helps to illustrate the relationship between 

scripture and tradition.  As we explored in the Sacrament of the Assembly, the close relationship 

between the gathering, the Eucharist, and the Church drives Schmemann’s understanding of 

each.  The proclamation of the Word, as a core constituent of the Eucharist, is constitutive of 

the Church for Schmemann as well as Calvin.  Schmemann’s lens of the sacrament might appear 

odd to Protestant readers but Calvin consistently pairs Word and sacrament as the marks of the 

true Church.  Schmemann sees separating the contemplation of the word too far from the 

sacrament (and therefore Church) leads to the erection of competing authorities of scripture 

and tradition.  But, “[a]ny genuine theology is rooted in this sacrament of the word, in the 

church assembly, in which the Spirit of God exhorts the Church herself – and not simply her 

individual members – into all truth.”78 Both Schmemann and Calvin see that much of Western 
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theology had become divorced from God’s self-revelation, leading to the accrual of a non-

traditional “tradition.” This was certainly the position in which the Reformers found themselves 

in their debates with the Roman church.  What was called “tradition” needed to be corrected 

by scripture, but also by genuine tradition.  Calvin not only engages with Scripture to correct 

the errors that surround him, he also appeals to earlier traditional sources.  Augustine is a 

frequent authority in Calvin’s attempts to counter what he sees as serious errors in Roman 

teaching.79  Augustine’s thought is the basis for entire sections of The Institutes.80  The proper 

relationship between Church, Eucharist, Word and Tradition is one of unity.  There is no doubt, 

however, that scripture is accorded priority in Calvin’s thought and the validity of what is said 

to be genuine tradition must be tested against the standard of scripture.  Human reasoning from 

God’s self-revelation is best done within the Church which means in a human and spiritual 

entity sustained by the Eucharist.  The Eucharist, necessarily, includes the proclamation of the 

Word. 

 

Making sense of scriptural revelation is a corporate undertaking.  Study of God’s Word by all 

Christians is one of the hallmarks of Protestantism.  The Reformers, Calvin included, 

encouraged their congregations to engage with scripture.  However, what we might think of as 

private study was not to be undertaken in isolation in Calvin’s conception.  “Godly interpreters 

must also be sent to the church to guide Christians in their reading of the Bible so that they 

might not get lost in their search for the true knowledge of God.”81  Private study was still part 

of the Church’s exposition of scripture and guided by properly appointed ministers.  Calvin’s 

Institutes and his commentaries are one way he provides this guidance.  An uncharitable reading 

would see Calvin as trying to keep the institutional church in control of the beliefs of the masses.  

Calvin would see this more as a matter of pastoral duty rather than institutional power.  Calvin 

has a firm belief in the value of the organised ministry of the Church.82  God calls and enables 

ministers to guide God’s people into righteousness.  Likewise, Schmemann affirms that “any 

‘private’ reading of scripture must be in the context of the Church: outside of the mind of the 

 
79 Ueli Zhand, "The Early John Calvin and Augustine: Some Reconsiderations," Studia Patristica 87 
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and two further sections. 
81 Randall C. Zachman, "‘Do You Understand What You Are Reading?’ Calvin's Guidance for the 
Reading of Scripture," Scottish Journal of Theology 54, no. 1 (2001): 3. 
82 This is considered further in the next section. 
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Church, outside of the divine-human life of the Church it can neither be heard nor truly 

interpreted.”83 

 

There is no great explanatory challenge for physicalism in the hearing of the Word.  At the most 

basic level, the senses and sense-making faculties receive the input of the scriptural texts and 

give rise to meaning.  The sermon is heard and, at least sometimes, engaged with intellectually.  

The Word of God is not bound by human cognition, however.  As Calvin says, it is the Spirit 

which “opens our minds and hearts and makes us receptive to this testimony.”84 To suggest 

that physical humans are open to the special work of the Spirit in revealing deeper truth and 

building faith is to say no more than humans are part of creation.  Human creatures are porous 

to the Spirit of God as is all of the created order.  The disposition discussed in the previous 

section might well create conditions where the prompting of the Spirit is better received, but 

even this disposition reflects the Spirit’s work.  I would go further, however, and suggest that 

an understanding of humans as highly embodied creatures makes better sense of the Sacrament 

of the Word than other anthropologies that downplay the significance of the physical body. 

 

Emphasis on the physical in understandings of human nature allows us a degree of speculation 

about the mechanics of the Spirit’s work in us.  We naturally look to the brain as the primary 

biological underpinning of the mind’s ability to understand.  Our current knowledge of the 

biological substrate of the mind includes the functions of neurons and the connections between 

them.  Vast networks of electrical and chemical signalling give rise, along with the rest of the 

body, to our cognitive abilities.  The mind is highly adaptable and, over time, tends to become 

proficient at activities which are undertaken frequently.  Acquisition of language in children is 

a particularly astonishing example.  Without any particular conscious effort, signals from the 

ear are processed (for lack of a better verb) to create sense.  One’s native language is received 

as meaningful and background sounds are filtered so that they need not intrude too far into 

one’s consciousness.  All of this sense-making process is open to the work of the Spirit.  God 

can gift hearing of the Word other than what biological processes would generate of themselves.  

We analyse and reflect on the sense generated, making connections and drawing implications.  

The Spirit’s agency in this cognitive undertaking might well include making connections to 
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aspects of the hearer’s experiences that the author or preacher might never have contemplated 

as relevant.  The mind’s memories have their physical basis in the body, including brain tissue 

and this tissue is open to the Spirit’s agency.  By stimulating the encoding of ideas or experience 

that might not otherwise be retained, God can leave the imprint of God’s Word on humans.   

 

I present the above thoughts not as claims, but as somewhat tentative and speculative ideas to 

point towards how physicalism might provide some relatively simple explanations about claims 

such as Calvin’s of God’s work through the Word.  A non-material true self permits no such 

speculation within the limits of human understanding.  Talk of “rewiring” the brain to explain 

God’s work in our mind does not, I would contend, serve to explain away the miraculous nature 

of what happens in the Eucharist.  That God would have the care to act in such a way towards 

creatures remains just as astonishing whether we speculate about the mechanics of such acts or 

not.  The Psalmist asked, “what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that 

you care for them?” (Psalm 8:4) Looking to ordinary human flesh such as brain tissue as the 

place where we see God’s care expressed should only serve to heighten our wonder. 

 

James K. A. Smith’s Cultural Liturgies series helps us to understand the importance of liturgy, 

in the broadest sense, for humans to make sense of their world.  Smith bemoans the prevalence 

of an assumed Cartesian human-as-thinking-creature anthropology within the Church and the 

Christian academy.85  Rather, Smith contends, humans are best conceived as embodied, socially-

situated and affective (desiring) creatures.  Marketing executives often understand the affective 

nature of human creatures better than the Church does.  “Secular liturgies capture our hearts 

by capturing our imaginations and drawing us into ritual practices that ‘teach’ us to love 

something that is very different from the kingdom of God.”86  Knowledge, in the truest sense, 

is experienced at least as much as it is received.  We cannot easily talk our bodies into behaviour 

consistent with new propositional truths.  The repetition of liturgy is one way whereby our mind 

can be renewed by the Holy Spirit.  “Only through immersion in the same practices over and 

over can we hope for the inscription of those ‘neural maps’ that will reconfigure our 
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disposition.”87 If humans are, at a fundamental level, non-material rational beings, we should 

not expect to see physical acts as being so vital to one’s being.  The very existence of the liturgy 

should show us that the Church is not a collection of unembodied thinking beings.  The liturgy 

holds deep truths about human nature that no amount of rationalism can entirely erase.  

Schmemann would wholeheartedly agree.  

 

The strong connection and parallelism between Word and sacrament suggest something that 

might be described as a sacramental hearing.  The congregation hears and is acted upon by the 

Word in the Eucharistic service and acts on it.  This is beyond cognitive acceptance of 

propositions, although this is undoubtedly part of the phenomenon.  The congregation does 

not merely passively receive propositional truths, although there are many such truths stated.  

Their active participation in the service is their acceptance and enacted commitment to the truth 

of the Gospel.  The assent of the people is not simply in the spoken Amen, although 

Schmemann sees the Amen as highly significant.88 The taking of the elements of communion is 

an enacted, embodied Amen.  The Gospel is proclaimed in Word and the congregation believes.  

This belief is immediately acted upon in the communion in the expectation that Jesus’ promise 

to be found there is trustworthy.  The Gospel is proclaimed in Sacrament and the faithful have 

their faith confirmed in the reception of the elements.  This perspective serves to restore the 

Word to co-equal and mutually-dependant status with the sacrament in the Eucharistic service.   

Liturgics as a distinct discipline, Schmemann says, can easily neglect this truth.  Schmemann 

and Calvin help us to see the unity of the eucharistic service as the best way to understand both 

Word and sacrament in the life of the Church and the faithful.   
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Chapter 5: The Sacrament of the Faithful 

There is a clear division in the Church’s assembly for the celebration of the Eucharist.  As the 

liturgy of the Word draws to a close, those who are not yet baptised were traditionally dismissed 

from the service.  The dismissal remains in the Orthodox liturgy and the service proceeds with 

the words “let us, the faithful” which provides Schmemann with the theme for the fifth chapter 

of The Eucharist.  The division, then is twofold.  The service has two major parts, sometimes 

called the liturgy of the Word and the liturgy of the sacrament, respectively.  Further, not all 

those present have been baptised into the Body of Christ and so do not comprise the assembly 

as Church.  If catechumens are present, the gathering divides into the Church proper and those 

who are not yet fully incorporated into Christ’s Church.  Likewise, those who are temporarily 

excluded for reasons of discipline traditionally withdraw at this point.  The Orthodox liturgy 

preserves this form even though both the presence of catechumens and the exercise of Church 

discipline have become rare.  This twofold division is replete with meaning both for the nature 

of the Eucharist and the Church.  Schmemann’s reflections also help us see the liturgy’s implicit 

teaching on the nature of humanity. 

 

The Christian is both an individual and a member of the Body of Christ.  The first half of the 

celebration of the Eucharist, the liturgy of the Word or the liturgy of the catechumens, is, in the 

traditional Orthodox liturgy, bounded by two litanies which are largely identical.  Some have 

come to see this repetition as redundancy but Schmemann sees something more significant.  

The two litanies reflect two apparently opposite but necessary orientations in the Christian life.  

The first litany requires that the Christian “’dissolve’ himself and what is his own in the prayer 

of the Church.”89  In the second litany “all the power of the Church’s prayer, all her love, is 

concentrated on this person, on his needs.”90  Yes, we are members of Christ’s body and primarily 

identify as such, but this does not mean that we are not still individuals.  Our own needs are 

important enough to feature in the prayers of the assembled Church.  The needs of each person 

present in the assembly are diverse, but the Church prays in the knowledge that God cares for 

each and every person present.  The needs of the Christian, however, are not met by the 

assertion of individual sovereignty but from our place as members in the unity of Christ’s body.  

 
89 Ibid., 83. 
90 Ibid. 



36 
 

“The Christian faith can say that the world was created for each individual, and it can say that 

each person was created for the world, to surrender himself for ‘the life of the world.’”91  

 

Those who insufficiently surrender themselves such that their behaviour is problematic were 

also traditionally excluded from the ministry of the sacrament.  The New Testament contains 

guidance as to how to deal with those whose actions cause harm to the unity of the Body.  

Should initial attempts at reconciliation fail, the ultimate sanction is exclusion from the 

Eucharist.  The purpose of excommunication, however, is restorative.  If Church discipline 

requires that a Christian be excluded from the full liturgical life of the assembly, it is intended 

to be a way to restore them to the fellowship.  We can then understand another reason why 

Schmemann would find the non-participation of so many faithful Christians in the Eucharist 

problematic.  If many unthinkingly impose excommunication on themselves, what force 

remains in Church discipline?  If receiving the elements of the Lord’s Supper is seen as 

unnecessary, how might exclusion from them be a spur to repentance?  Once both the 

catechumens and the excommunicated depart, the service continues as the faithful embark on 

the liturgy of the sacrament.  In many traditions, the second part of the service commences with 

declaration of peace among the people of God.  This peace is that which only the Spirit of Peace 

can bring, not some general absence of conflict, so it makes sense that only the faithful can 

declare the peace present in their assembly.  Those who do not yet fully know this peace and 

those who disturb it by their actions are excluded from this part of the service. 

 

Exclusion of some is necessary because of what the assembly is undertaking in the celebration 

of the Eucharist.  Schmemann’s understanding of priesthood is not that the bishop or presbyter 

as president of the Eucharist is acting as priest for and on behalf of the congregation.  Rather, 

the congregation are concelebrants with the clergy.  Further, it is the Church as Christ’s body 

that is participating in Christ’s priesthood.  “This is also the ‘universal priesthood’ of the Church: 

the very priesthood of Christ, in which she is consecrated, being his body.”92  The priesthood 

of all believers, therefore, is, for Schmemann, not a collection of individuals with their own 

priesthood, it is another expression of the Church as body. Catechumens who have not yet been 

incorporated into the body cannot fulfil this priestly function.  In a similar way, Calvin rejects 
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the notion of the Mass as a re-offering of Christ’s sacrifice.  The presbyter is charged with 

presiding at the Lord’s Supper, not as a priest making an offering on behalf of the congregation.  

All the faithful are charged with exercising priesthood in the context of the body of Christ.  “In 

him we are all priests, but to offer praises and thanksgiving, in short, to offer ourselves and ours 

to God.”93  Those who do not repent of their wrongdoing cannot offer themselves and expect 

their offering to be pleasing to God.  “It means that we are to renounce the world, put off the 

defilement of the flesh, and we offer ourselves to God in sacrifice, for only a pure and holy 

offering is fit  be given to Him.”94 

 

Because the priestly function is that of the whole Church, the office of the bishop is vital for 

the full appreciation of the Eucharist.  Over the Church’s history the common practice of the 

bishop being the ordinary president of the Eucharist was replaced by the delegation of that role 

to presbyters.  Many would today believe that a priest is the normal celebrant but Schmemann 

notes that Eastern practice retains a physical reminder of the delegated nature of authority to 

preside at the Lord’s Supper.  The antimension is a piece of fabric normally decorated with a 

depiction of the burial of Jesus and is used to hold the Eucharistic bread before its consecration.  

The antimension is signed by the bishop and serves both as a symbolic tomb and as the priest’s 

license to preside.  This is, to Schmemann, a physical connection with the wider church.  

[W]hen the priest unfolds it upon the altar in preparation for the offering, 
and when he kisses the signature of the bishop upon it, this altar is ‘fulfilled’ 
not only as the alter of the given temple and the local community, but as the 
one altar of the Church of God, as the place of the offering, presence and 
coming of the whole Christ, in whom all ‘parts’, all divisions, are overcome by 
the ‘whole…’95 

The Sacrament of the Faithful, then, is the work of the whole Church.  The local congregation 

is part and an expression of the whole Church.  The individual Christian is part of the body of 

Christ but retains agency such that their participation in the body’s priestly function can be 

compromised by their actions. 

 

That there is a delineation between, on the one hand, those who are fully part of the body of 

Christ and, on the other hand, those who are not yet fully (or who are temporarily excluded 
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from fully exercising their membership of the body) creates something akin to a boundary 

condition.  Boundary conditions are a feature of emergent anthropologies.  Complex organisms 

are self-maintaining through the control of the internal environment and the limitation of the 

impact of the external environment.96  In the case of humans two obvious examples are 

maintenance of the body’s internal temperature within an optimum range and the protective 

function of the skin.  An organism without such properties would lack the ability to survive 

outside any but the most favourable environment.  Even within complex organisms, constituent 

parts likewise have boundary conditions.  Individual cells in the human body are protected by 

a membrane which permits certain substances to pass but excludes others.  Applied to the 

Church, we see the body of Christ exhibiting qualities we would expect from an organism.  The 

Church is not a vague concept, it is delineated from that which is not the Church.  We do not 

deny that individual Christians have their own identity, but we see clearly that the Church’s 

identity is more than the sum total of those individuals.   

 

The liturgy’s assumption that catechumens are present in the first half of the service but not the 

second shows that the Church, in terms of its human composition, is incomplete.  The Great 

Commission (Matthew 28:16-20) remains in force.  While God’s being lacks nothing, it is God’s 

will that the Church continues to proclaim the Gospel in word and sacrament, baptising new 

believers as the Gospel takes root in new lives.  The boundary conditions of the Church as 

Christ’s body expand to incorporate new members.  Catechumens are permitted proximity but 

do not permeate the boundary until baptism.  Baptism is the Church’s response to the 

profession of faith (on the part of a catechumen or of Christian parents).  Calvin describes the 

boundary conditions of the Church in terms for which he is most widely remembered, election.  

Calvin would caution us against excessive zeal in trying to perceive election itself but in the face 

of evidence of faith, new Christians are welcomed into the body of Christ through the waters 

of baptism.  The Church is comprised, in human terms, of those whom God has chosen.  The 

Church is to catechise, nurture and discipline the chosen as new members become fully part of 

the body of Christ as the Church becomes more fully what God intends. 

 

Individual Christians are likewise incomplete.  Just as the Church must grow, so must 

individuals.  As the Church becomes more fully the body of Christ so must her members grow 
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in their conformity to Christ.  Justification and baptism, while they might be perceived as the 

most significant change that a human will undergo in their life, are not the final steps on the 

journey.  While some experience dramatic changes at the moment of conversion, all experience 

ongoing dying to self and an increased will to live according to the new life in the Spirit.  None 

of this happens outside the context of the body of Christ.  Conformity to Christ and 

incorporation into his body are dimensions of the same phenomenon.  Diverse gifts are 

manifested in individuals, but they are gifts to the Church.  No ministry exists for the benefit 

of the minister.  In becoming the person that God intends, the individual Christian becomes 

the member that the Church requires.  Completion of this process in a human lifetime seems 

unlikely.  Only with the resurrection of the dead will the individual have become human in the 

fullest sense: enjoying the immediate and eternal presence of God is the fulfilment of human 

life of which the Eucharist is a foretaste. 

 

Members are temporarily excluded from full participation in the liturgical life of the church only 

when necessary to preserve the health of the body of Christ.  Calvin describes the function of 

discipline in the Church as its sinews because it helps to maintain the unity of the body,97 but 

our understanding of human biology today might find the immune system as a more fitting 

analogy for the disciplinary function of the Church’s leadership.  Calvin envisions an ordained 

ministry that is present and active in the lives of the congregation under their care.  Teaching 

and exhorting, the minister should be well-placed to see early signs of problems and act to 

prevent them.  “But let pastors and presbyters be especially watchful to do this, for their duty 

is not only to preach to the people but to warn and exhort in every house, wherever they are 

not effective enough in general instruction.”98  Just as with a diseased organ, the intent is to 

remove the contagion and restore the organ to health.  Excommunication is a last resort and 

intended to achieve the expunging of the problem in the short-term and, especially, to permit 

full restoration of the member in the longer-term.  “For, in excommunication the intent is to 

lead the sinner to repent and to remove bad examples from the midst lest either Christ’s name 

be maligned or other be provoked to imitate them.”99  The pathogen is not the Christian who 

has succumbed to sin to the extent of harming the fellowship of the Church, it is sin itself. 
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The presence of sin that necessitates the practice of discipline is, itself, a significant 

anthropological consideration.  The fall fundamentally altered the human condition.  There is 

little value in attempting a comprehensive account of the effects of the fall here.  Our fallenness 

can be conceived as an ontological change even though we do not consciously experience it as 

such.  That which we could be, absent sin, is replaced with what we know as the human 

condition even though we have not yet experienced the alternative.  The liturgy accounts for 

the fact that those who are part of the Church remain capable of sinful acts.  We might pause, 

however, to ponder whether the effects of Original Sin are something that require a non-

material soul to persist.  Epigenetics is one attempt to explain how traits are passed to each 

generation.  As Croasmun notes, the value arising from work to map the human genome, while 

still significant, is less than popular representations suggest.  This is because there is much more 

to humans than DNA.100 Environmental factors are influential; humans are not only the product 

of our genetic code.  The epigenome (meaning, “on top of” or “outside” the genome) includes 

the social environment.  This permits Croasmun to conceive of the transmission of sin in a 

manner that has an epigenetic mechanism, including the social dimension of his thesis.  “On 

the emergent, multilevel account, the transmission of sin is biological, social, and 

mythological.”101 There is no need to agree with such an explanation to see that there is scope 

for non-dualist understandings to provide for physical, sinful human participants in the liturgy. 

 

Humans undergo changes in state that Christianity rightly considers ontological.  Paul speaks 

of the new creation that a Christian is in Christ.  A Christian is something novel.  Yes, there is 

continuity of identity; we can clearly state that the person that lived before God’s call is the 

same person incorporated into Christ’s body.  However, we also declare that the old person has 

died in Christ.  We have been incorporated into his resurrection and we live a new life.  After 

bodily death, the resurrected human will likewise have continuity of identity, but the body of 

the resurrected human will have a different character from what we experience today.  We must 

conclude, therefore, that the human soul is not read-only.  This realisation requires us to reject 

Platonic conceptions such as anamnesis where the pre-existing human soul does not learn but 

only remembers what which it already possessed prior to bodily life.  The soul is not a given, 

permanent, impermeable substance in existence from before the creation of the cosmos.  God 

creates and sustains life in humans as in the rest of creation.  The soul has no being apart from 
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that creating and sustaining will.  Each human soul is what and how it is because of the life lived 

and experienced in and through each human body.  The totality of human experience and 

operation of divine grace are formative of what becomes the human soul. 

 

An individual’s humanity is not lost by being subsumed into the body of Christ, rather it is on 

its way to being perfected in Christ.  The Church is not monolithic even though it is one body.  

As Paul tells the Christians in Corinth, the diversity of the Church’s members does not diminish 

its wholeness.  (1 Corinthians 12) Neither does its unity flatten out the contours of the variety 

of individual people that comprise the one body.  An individual’s humanity is, however, a work 

in progress.  Schmemann names the remarkable anthropological claim implicit in the liturgy 

that it is only by sacrificing one’s own claims to individuality, by accepting one’s status as a 

member of the body of Christ, that one’s true humanity can be expressed.  Those who have not 

yet accepted their incorporation through baptism and those who act as though they were not 

part of the body are excluded from the celebration of the Eucharist precisely because it is a 

corporate undertaking.  We pray for the needs of the world because of our collective role of 

representing creation to its creator.  We pray for our own needs because we too are creatures 

who depend on the creator’s continuing work in our lives. 
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Chapter 6: The Sacrament of Offering 

As the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper are brought to the altar, the sacrificial character of 

the celebration becomes apparent.  Fruit of the earth and the work of human hands are not 

only symbols of the body and blood of Christ, they are an offering to God.  Schmemann sees 

something primordial in the need that humans feel to offer sacrifices to God.  There is an 

impulse in humans that responds to the experience of the divine with a desire to offer something 

of ours.  “[W]herever and whenever man turns to God, he necessarily senses the need to offer 

him the most precious things that he has, what is most vital for his life, as a gift and a 

sacrifice.”102  We can never offer anything of worth in comparison to what God has already 

given us in Christ but offering ourselves and that which we enjoy of God’s abundance is not 

only fitting, it expresses an aspect of human nature.  The celebration of the Eucharist not only 

recalls God’s saving acts in Christ, but also recalls us to God.  Asking God to look favourably 

on the meagre oblation that God’s creatures can offer is only effective because of Christ’s 

sacrifice on the cross. 

 

Christians have no need to offer sacrifices to atone for their sins.  The sacrifices offered under 

the old covenant were intended to provide restitution for the commission of sins, but they were 

not able to deal with the fallen character of humanity.  In Croasmun’s103 terms the societal and 

mythological level of sin continued to impress upon the behaviour of Israelites no matter how 

much blood was spilled in the temple on account of individual sinful acts.   

[S]in is not guilt, which can be smoothed over and atoned for – albeit at a 
very high price.  Sin is above all the rupture from God of life itself, and that 
is why it is such a fall and shattering, in which all life, and not just individual 
actions, becomes sinful, mortal and under the ‘shadow of death.’104 

Something much more effective was required to definitively address humanity’s captivity to sin.  

A sacrifice like no other bought our freedom.  Christ’s sacrifice was once and for all and so 

Christians no longer offer the kind of sacrifice seen in Solomon or Herod’s temples.  This kind 

of offering is redundant in light of what was accomplished on the cross.  We cannot suggest 

that anything in the Lord’s Supper repeats, replaces, or augments that final act on the cross.  

Schmemann, however, claims that the celebration of the Eucharist is a sacrifice.  In light of the 
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finality of the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, what is the nature of this sacrifice that Schmemann 

sees in the Eucharist? 

 

As one would expect from a Reformer, Calvin rejects the Lord’s Supper as a new sacrifice for 

the forgiveness of sins.  Calvin and his contemporaries were confronted with an accumulation 

of teaching that was claimed – incorrectly in Calvin’s view – to have the authority of the 

Christian tradition.  This included the idea of the Mass as a fresh offering of Christ.  He 

describes this as “a most pestilent error – the belief that the mass is a sacrifice and offering to 

obtain forgiveness of sins.”105  Calvin is at pains to distinguish the sort of sacrifice that he is 

arguing against – a fresh offering of Christ so that we might be forgiven – from the type that 

Christians should offer. 

[L]et us call one ‘a sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving’ since it consists in 
veneration and worship of God, which believers both owe and render to him 
or, if you prefer, those who, laden with innumerable benefits from him, pay 
back to him their whole selves and all their acts.  Let us call the other ‘a 
sacrifice of propitiation or of expiation.’106 

Schmemann’s discussion of the offering from humans to God contained within the Eucharist 

is, I contend, of this former sort.  We are only in a position to make any kind of offering, as 

Calvin reminds us, because of what has already been done for our benefit by God. 

 

The sacrifice that the Eucharist is primarily concerned with is that same sacrifice made by and 

of Christ in the time of Pontius Pilate.  We have already discussed how compression of time 

around the Eucharist can be thought to make both past and future closer, and we will have 

extensive opportunity to consider the commemorative aspect of the sacrament in the coming 

sections.  In “The Sacrament of Offering” Schmemann is concerned primarily with what 

humans are offering to God.  However, it is vital to understand that, like Calvin, there is no 

sense here of a new propitiatory oblation being made.  Schmemann agrees that “new sacrifices 

are unnecessary and impossible.”107  This is a vital point as the oblation that we do make is only 

made and is only acceptable because of the one already made.  In reflecting on Calvin’s 

eucharistic theology alongside that of East, Cooper concludes that “All are agreed that in the 
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Eucharist we actually participate in the sacrifice of Christ on the cross.”108 Schmemann helps us 

to see that, in fact, Christ’s sacrifice is not only necessary to enable us to make an offering, it is 

only in and through that sacrifice that we can offer anything.  “Our sacrifice is the sacrifice of 

the Church which is the sacrifice of Christ.”109  These two dimensions of sacrifice – the self-

sacrifice of God and our own offering to God – are not distinct offerings.  What Christians 

offer to God in the Eucharist is joined to the sacrifice already made through Christ. 

 

Schmemann finds something profound in the preparation of the bread and wine for the Lord’s 

Supper.  He traces the development of the liturgical rites around this, but the core principle 

remains.  In the early Church, deacons would collect the gifts of the congregation that were for 

the support of the church and her good works.  From among these gifts, bread and wine would 

be set aside for the Eucharist.  The eucharistic bread and wine, therefore, were part of and a 

symbol (“pars pro toto”110) of the total gifts of the congregation   An important implication of 

this early practice of diaconal ministry is that the liturgical role of clergy should be congruent 

with the rest of their ministry.  Deacons are the natural ministers of the offering precisely 

because of their ministry of charity.111  Their role included the distribution of the gifts of the 

people to those that had need and from those gifts come the elements of the Eucharist.  This 

is also Calvin’s view of the early diaconate.112  As the bread and wine are placed on the altar, the 

people’s entire offering is represented there.  “For the meaning of this consists in the fact that 

the offering of each, included in the offering of all, is now being realized as the Church’s offering 

of her very self, and this means Christ for the Church is his body, and he is the head of the 

Church.”113 In this way, the people of God practice that primordial need that Schmemann 

identifies and, in caring for one another’s needs, show that they belong to Jesus. (John 13:35) 

The act of giving is an expression of an ontological reality.  Our offerings are not soteriologically 

effective but are an effect resulting from our salvation.   
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One aspect of Orthodox worship that many authors, writing from a Western perspective or for 

a Western audience, note is the reverence that Eastern Christians have for the eucharistic bread 

and wine prior to their consecration.  “The Sacrament of Offering” is concerned with what is 

normally referred to as the Great Entrance when the elements are brought to the altar.  The 

bread and wine are censed once they arrive at the altar, indicating their holiness.  It seems that 

there is something special about the bread and wine from the time it is selected from among 

the gifts.  Having been set aside, they become holy in the most basic meaning of the word, but 

the liturgical evidence suggests even more.  The foreknowledge that the elements will be 

consecrated also appears important.  “And this foreknowledge, our knowing before the liturgy and 

therefore ‘signifying’ the predestination of the bread to be changed into the body of Christ, 

constitutes in essence the basis and condition of the very possibility of the Eucharistic offering.114  

I would like to go even further, however, and, in agreeing with Schmemann, see the Eucharistic 

bread and wine as expressing and embodying the sacrifice of the congregation which is not 

separate from Christ’s once and for all sacrifice. 

 

Having been hid in Christ, we, along with Christ, are borne to the altar.  The bread and wine 

represent not only the totality of the gifts offered, but indeed our very selves. 

That is why it is not simply bread that lies on the diskos.  On it all of God’s 
creation is presented, manifested in Christ as the new creation, the fulfilment 
of the glory of God.  And it is not ‘simply’ people who are gathered in this 
assembly, but the new humanity, recreated in the image of the ‘ineffable 
glory’ of its Creator.115 

Having been incorporated into the body of Christ we should not be surprised to find ourselves 

in the symbols of his flesh and blood.  However, I suspect that this idea would appear novel to 

many Western readers of Schmemann.  Remembering the key theme of “The Sacrament of 

Entrance,” most, if not all, Western Christians will tend to see the Eucharist as a descent on the 

part of Christ whereas Schmemann and Calvin see that in the Lord’s Supper we ascend to 

heaven.  In this way of thinking it makes far more sense to speak of placing ourselves on the 

particular altar which is a symbol of the heavenly altar where Christ, the Great High Priest, 

accomplishes the sacrament.  While in that previous section, I discussed how humans might 

contribute to an ascent to heaven, here we see a further explanation.  God, having accepted us, 

along with our alms, receives us.  Through Christ, God has “raised us up with him and seated 
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us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (Eph 2:6).  We are given a proleptic 

experience of our raising in the Eucharist.  “Thus in this triumphant and royal entrance, in this 

movement of gifts, is revealed the truly universal significance of the offering, the unification of 

heaven and earth, the raising up of our life to the kingdom of God.”116 

 

Current Orthodox practice is that when people bring bread to be offered, they also bring a list 

of names of those in whose memory it is being given.  These commemorations are made as part 

of the offering of the gift in the service.  This is a different sort of commemoration that what a 

Protestant might normally expect the Eucharist to be about, although commemorative Masses 

are part of Catholic practice.  This practice suggests that there is some value in being 

remembered in the service, being remembered to God.  “Through this commemoration we 

include the ones being remembered in the lifecreating memory of Christ.”117  Following 

Schmemann’s approach to the sacrificial character of the Eucharist, we might expect that the 

commemoration of the departed in the service will not be entirely distinct from 

commemoration of God’s saving acts in Christ two thousand years ago.  “The commemoration 

is united with the offering and together they constitute one unified whole.”118  Indeed, 

remembering the dead in this way, is another way the whole body of Christ is present in the 

Eucharist. 

In this is the power and joy of this commemoration, that in it is overcome 
the partition between the living and dead, between earthly and heavenly 
Church, for all of us – both living and fallen asleep – ‘have died and our lives 
are hid with Christ in God,’ for the whole Church, with the Mother of God 
and all the saints at her head, is gathered on the diskos, for all are united in 
this offering by Christ of his glorified and deified humanity to the God and 
Father.119 

The lives of the congregation, their offerings, the memories of the departed and, indeed, the 

whole Church are offered to God on the heavenly altar of which the alter in each given church 

is a symbol in the fullest sense of the word.  “And this offering is real, because Christ has already 

accepted this life and made it his own, he has already offered it to God.”120 
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Schmemann sees the memory of God as being vital for the effect of the sacrifice being offered 

and as having a life-giving character.  “Salvation consists in this: that Christ – perfect God and 

perfect man – memory comes to reign and is restored as a lifecreating power, and, in remembering, 

man partakes not of the experience of the fall, mortality and death, but the overcoming of this 

fall through ‘life everlasting.’121  There is something life-giving in an active sense about being 

remembered by God.  “[L]ife itself can be termed abiding in the memory of God.”122 One of 

the thieves that hung next to Jesus asked to be remembered in the Kingdom and this act of 

faith is rewarded with an assurance (Luke 23:42-43).  I am reluctant to reduce the claim on the 

memory of God on the part of the faithful as a condescension to our doubting nature, but 

neither should we ignore the benefit that such an assurance brings to creatures who cannot help 

but doubt.  Faith is life-giving.  “If God’s remembrance of man is the gift of life, then man’s 

remembrance of God is the reception of this lifecreating gift, the constant acquisition of and 

increase in life.”123 Calvin, however,  appears to find the memory of God salvific in a more 

pragmatic sense.  In his commentary on the Psalms, God remembers his covenant promises 

and provides the Psalmist with practical aid.124  Calvin’s invocation of the covenant, however, 

does not limit the saving power of God’s memory to purely pragmatic assistance.  God’s 

covenants with his people are salvific.  Yes, we see the fullest sense of salvation in the New 

Covenant, but Israel was redeemed from slavery and thereby shown their identity as God’s 

chosen people.  They cried out to the God who had made promises to Abraham and God 

remembered them. 

 

There is a risk in linking the commemoration represented in the offering of the congregation, 

the memory of God, and salvation.  An uncharitable reader might well wonder if Schmemann 

has contradicted himself in finding something salvific in what humans offer to God in the 

Eucharist.  For all his recognition of the once-for-all nature of Christ’s sacrifice, has this talk of 

being remembered to God not introduced a new sacrifice that invokes God’s saving memory?  

I would contend, however, that nothing that Schmemann is proposing is presented apart from 

the Eucharist, the Church as the body of Christ and his sacrifice on the cross.  Anything that 

humans might have to offer is only offered within that which Christ has already offered.  
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Schmemann’s description of memory invites a reading that might come close to ideas of 

awareness and presence beyond simple remembering.  Further, he is not suggesting a 

propitiatory value to what we offer but, perhaps, a fuller abundance of life in God.  For the 

purpose of this study, the key point that Schmemann makes is that there is no life apart from 

the sustaining power of God.  “Here we should recall that in the biblical, Old Testamental 

teaching on God, the term memory refers to the attentiveness of God to his creation, the power 

of divine providential love, through which God ‘holds’ the world and gives it life.”125 

 

Recalling Schmemann’s theme from the first Chapter of The Eucharist, we have seen how 

Church, gathering, and sacrament are so closely connected that the gathering as Church for the 

Eucharist is constitutive of the Church’s identity.  Having now identified the sacrificial character 

of the sacrament, Schmemann makes the logical next move to claim that the Church must, 

therefore, also be inherently sacrificial in nature.  “For if Christ’s life is offering and sacrifice, 

then also our life in him and the whole life of the Church are offering and sacrifice – the offering 

of ourselves and each other and the whole world, the sacrifice of love and unity, praise and 

thanksgiving, forgiveness and healing, communion and unity.”126  Christians’ incorporation into 

the body of Christ is an incorporation into a sacrificial life.   

 

The close connection between the eucharistic celebration and the bringing of alms in the early 

church practice that Schmemann describes shows this inherent link between worship of God 

and addressing the practical needs of the community.  Those who had resources to share 

brought them to support the widows and orphans of the community.  Those that had nothing 

and depended on the Church’s care brought water.127  (Imagine the dignity that an orphan who 

owned nothing might feel from thinking that the water they bore to the celebration had been 

used by the deacons to mix with the wine.)  Calvin is in agreement.  Charity towards neighbour 

is not a recognition of the worth of the recipient but a response to the image of God in them.128  

“And alms are compared to holy sacrifices [Hebrews 13:16] so as to correspond now to those 

requirements of the law.”129  Having been saved by grace, the Christian is free to worship God 
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in their acts of charity.  Only an appreciation of the enormity of what God has already done for 

us can provoke the cheerful self-sacrifice that Schmemann and Calvin see as the essence of 

Christian life.  

 

Schmemann’s reflection on the meaning of the sacrificial nature of the Eucharist allows him to 

make an important anthropological conclusion: Christian life is sacrificial.  We can express this 

in more metaphysical language and suggest that the telos (or final cause) of the human creature 

lies outside itself.  Likewise, we see our dependence on God expressed concretely in the liturgy.  

The source (or efficient cause) of our being is, therefore, also outside of ourselves.  We depend 

on God in whom “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28).  This radical dependence, 

while not completely excluding a dualist anthropology, does not lend itself, in my view, to a 

human soul that is inherently ever-living.  To posit an entity that has persistent being as its own 

attribute is inconsistent with what the liturgy expresses.  We can still propose a human whose 

identity persists beyond bodily death so long as that persistence is attributed to God (we might 

follow Schmemann and point to God’s memory) and not the self.  The liturgy has preserved 

something of the Christian faith that might not have always been controversial but now appears 

deeply counter-cultural.  Looking to oneself as a cause and satisfying one’s own needs cannot 

fulfil the human that the liturgy knows.  The primordial need to sacrifice that Schmemann 

identifies from history at the start of “The Sacrament of Offering” is borne out by his liturgical 

analysis. 
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Chapter 7: The Sacrament of Unity 

“By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 

13:35).  The Christian faith has a strong interpersonal dimension.  Love of God and love of 

neighbour are at the core of what it means to be Christian.  The love that Christians have for 

one another is of a kind that the world cannot know.  Because the Eucharist is a corporate 

undertaking, the unity of the body of Christ is expressed in the liturgy.  This unity is not simply 

that each is bound to Christ without reference to the brothers and sisters around them.  No, 

sister and brother are bound to one another in Christ.  In fact, this bond is so significant that 

we are said to be part of one another.  Christians therefore are members not only of the body 

of Christ but, in Christ, are members of each other.  The illusion of the human as an 

independent creature is further stripped away as the liturgy proceeds towards its consummation.  

If we can set aside our Western attachment to our own self-sufficiency, there is plenty of 

evidence to attest that humans are inherently social animals.  Schmemann helps us to see that 

the liturgy knows and expresses this dimension of human nature.  The injunction to love one 

another contained in the Orthodox liturgy and the exchange of a holy kiss (1 Corinthians 16:20) 

are a sign that the relationships between the members of the congregation matter. 

 

Schmemann is very clear that the unity that the Church has is quite distinct from that which the 

worlds knows.  In fact, our unwillingness to forgo worldly unity is a barrier to the fullness of 

unity in Christ.   

Do we not more often desire from the church peace only with those with 
whom we already have it, love for those whom we already love, self-
affirmation and self-justification?  But if so, we are not acquiring the gift that 
allows us to actually renew and eternally renew our lives, we do not venture 
beyond the limits of our personal ‘alienation’ and we are not really taking 
part in the Church.130 

One explanation for this unwillingness is precisely because unity is such a positive.  “[B]ecause 

unity is from God, it continues to shine in ‘this’ fallen world…”131 We are attracted to unity of 

any kind because the separation we know in our fallen state is such a loss.    We rush to identify 

ourselves with certain groups (even church groups) and exclude others because common 

identity speaks to a human need.  When we look outside Christ for this unity, however, we are 

quickly turned from the only source of unity that can genuinely meet this need.  The unity that 
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is only possible in Christ is bound with divine love.  “The newness of Christianity lies not in 

the commandment to love, but in the fact it has become possible to fulfil the commandment.”132  

Schmemann points to Jesus’ warnings that love for him must trump love of other kinds to 

demonstrate the uniqueness of genuinely Christian love.  It is this love that permits unity with 

those with whom who we would not naturally seek it. 

 

The unity of the Church necessarily includes unity of faith.  The liturgy expresses this in the use 

of the Nicene Creed.  The spoken words of the creed provide the opportunity for the 

congregation to affirm their shared faith.  The recital of a creed was a later addition as the 

Eucharist was always a closed celebration (as discussed in the “Sacrament of the Faithful”) and 

there was no reason to imagine that anyone participating did not share the faith.133  As disputes, 

particularly Christological ones, arose, a standard of orthodoxy began to be employed 

liturgically.  The creed sits naturally in the Eucharistic service because it is an expression of 

common faith.  “Although its subject is always the person, faith is never individualistic, for it is 

directed to that which is revealed to it as absolute truth, which by its very nature is incapable of 

being ‘individual.’”134  Like the Eucharist as a whole the confession of the faith is an expression 

of the life of the Church. 

If the entire life of the Church and the entire life of each of her members is 
called to be a confession, then the principle, the source of this confession is 
always in the word, for in it and through it God’s gift to us – and our 
acceptance of this gift, the communion, the unity that also constitutes the 
essence and life of faith – is identified, named and fulfilled.135 

Like the Eucharist as a whole, the expression of faith by the confession is also constitutive of 

the Christian and the Church.  The subject of the confession becomes the object of the life-

giving power of the faith. 

 

Calvin likewise finds that common confession of one faith is necessary for the unity that should 

be characteristic of the Church.   

‘Christ cannot be divided; faith cannot be rent; there are not various 
baptisms, but one which is common to all. God cannot be divided into parts.’ 
Therefore it behoves us to cultivate among ourselves a holy unity, composed 
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of many bonds. Faith, and baptism, and God the Father, and Christ, ought 
to unite us, so that we coalesce, as it were, into one man. 136 

This unity of faith need not and inevitably won’t include common agreement on all matters.  

Calvin himself is quite happy to allow latitude of interpretation in numerous matters even if he 

finds some interpretations more profitable than others.  Central matters such as salvation by 

grace, however, must be defended against false teaching.  Such issues require unanimity.  The 

Church 

is not so weakened by trivial errors…. [T]he errors which ought to be 
pardoned are those which do not harm the chief doctrine of religion on 
which all believers ought to agree….  [If] necessary doctrine is overturned 
and the use of the sacraments is destroyed, surely the death of the church 
follows…. [T]ake away that teaching, and how will the building continue to 
stand?137 

 

Calvin believes that the unity found in the church is possible and necessary because of what 

God does for us in Christ.  Anyone who thinks they love God but does not live in love with 

their sisters and brothers in the faith is mistaken.  Calvin teaches  

that we cannot love Christ without loving him in the brethren; that we ought 
to take care of the brethren’s bodies as we take care of our own; for they are 
members of our own body; [Romans 12:5] and that, as no part of our body 
is touched by any feeling of pain which is not spread among all the rest, so 
we ought not to allow a brother to be affected by any evil, without being 
touched by compassion for him.138 

The Eucharist helps us to know this.  Christ “intended the Supper to be a kind of exhortation 

to us, which can more forcibly than any other means quicken and inspire us both to purity and 

holiness of life, and to love, peace, and concord.”139 Like Schmemann, Calvin sees that only 

Christ can provide the cohesive force that produces the genuine unity of Christians in the 

Church. 

Outside Him there is found nothing but dispersion. He alone is the bond of 
our union.140 

 

If we take Schmemann and Calvin seriously on the question of Christian unity, there are 

significant anthropological implications.  We have considered at some length141 how Christians 
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are members of the body of Christ and thereby comprise something greater than themselves.  

Calvin, following Paul, sees another dimension.  Not only are we members of Jesus, we are 

members of one another.  Christians share the status of belonging to God in Christ but also 

share in one another.  We have also discussed boundary conditions and therefore might expect 

that, even though we are all members of the body of Christ, we would remain separate from 

other humans.  The anthropological explanation of this phenomenon that physicalism must 

provide is for physical humans to be able to comprise one another.  If Schmemann and Calvin 

are right that the Eucharist is both an expression and source of unity between Christians, then 

physicalism must permit apparently distinct creatures to be united to one another and not only 

to a larger body.  Neither Calvin nor Schmemann would think for one moment that this unity 

is in any way outside Christ.  Both expect, however, that this unity will be apparent in 

interpersonal relationships.  We should therefore expect to find physical means for unity even 

though we would affirm divine causes. 

 

Second-person anthropologies are an important part of contemporary conversations about 

human nature.  “Drawing on the philosophies of Martin Buber and Emmanuel Levinas, the 

second-person approach argues that persons begin with and in the encounter with others…”142  

Many of the insights of this perspective are quite self-evident if one can set aside Western 

assumptions.  To imagine that we are not products of our environment, including our social 

environment, is to overlook the most basic of human experiences.  Natural language acquisition 

might be one of the most remarkable human capabilities.  It can only happen, however, when 

language is being used by others, whether to or around the learner.  Young children quite 

naturally follow complex rules of grammar that most adults would struggle to articulate.  

Language is used long before it is understood.  As we considered previously, even that which 

we might consider innate is far from free of epigenetic influence.  Such perspectives are a useful 

counterpoint to common Western beliefs that assume a person to be cognitively self-directed 

and autonomous.  Such a first-person perspective will naturally colour one’s engagement with 

the tradition and can easily lead to reading those same assumptions into early authors who may 

have thought quite differently.  Compounded with modern practices of reading the Bible alone 

in translation, it is  easy for readers of English to hear Hebrew and Greek plural verbs as being 

 
142 Susan Grove Eastman, Paul and the Person: Reframing Paul's Anthropology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2017), 14. 
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in the singular.143  Perspectives that expose the fallacy of the self-sufficient Western person help 

us to hear the tradition more clearly.  This is the goal of Susan Grove Eastman in Paul and the 

Person.144  By exploring the sorts of anthropological perspectives that were present in Paul’s time, 

Eastman offers a useful reading of Paul that suggests high levels of compatibility with current 

second-person ideas.  Eastman’s use of Epictetus to illuminate Paul’s thinking might strike some 

as odd but we should remember that Calvin himself looked to philosophers for wisdom to 

elucidate aspects of the Christian faith including Plato. 145  He produced a commentary on 

Seneca in his early career and read Cicero regularly.146 

 

By setting aside the image of the autonomous self, Eastman finds a human to be far more a 

part of their context and porous to its influence.  She looks to evidence from childhood 

development to demonstrate the importance of the social dimension to human existence.  New-

borns have a surprising ability to imitate facial expressions.  “Before children attain a theory of 

mind… they already have an embodied understanding of other people.”147  The child’s body 

appears hard-wired to engage with others long before they know the meaning of other or self.  

“From the very beginning of life, the child is a relationally constituted acting subject not a 

discrete, self-aware, and self-directed agent.”148  From this relational disposition, it is argued, 

sense of self and agency are acquired.  The Stoic view likewise sees the person as part of and 

not apart from the wider physical world.  “On a continuum with the larger social and cosmic 

realities in which it is embedded, the human body is literally microcosm of the macrocosmic 

body.”149  A picture emerges of a self that is not discrete but instead a system that includes the 

body and the social and physical environment.  Such a picture appears compatible with Paul’s 

conception of human nature.  “Paul’s ‘body language’ thus discloses a close interplay between 

corporeal human existence as physical and social ‘bodies’ and larger suprahuman realities that 

exercise pressure on embodied human interaction.”150  Croasmun would agree.151 

 
143 E.g. in Romans 12:2 “be not conformed” is ambiguous in English as to the number being 

addressed in the imperative but συσχηματίζεσθε is explicitly plural. 
144 Eastman, Paul and the Person, 3. 
145 Randall C. Zachman, John Calvin as Teacher, Pastor and Theologian: The Shape of His Writings and Thoughts 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 81. 
146 Bruce Gordon, Calvin (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 4, 24. 
147 Eastman, Paul and the Person, 66. 
148 Ibid., 75. 
149 Ibid., 93. 
150 Ibid., 91. 
151 See p. 9. 
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The ubiquity of technology is sometimes pointed to as demonstrating our capacity to out-source 

or off-load certain functions.  I am old enough to have grown up calling friends from landline 

telephones.  Quickly remembering telephone numbers was a necessary social skill.  I can still 

remember telephone numbers from my childhood.  However, it has been at least 15 years since 

I needed to remember a friend’s telephone number.  My smart phone takes care of that for me 

and even stores the numbers somewhere on the internet so, if I get a new phone or need to 

access the information from another device, all my numbers are there waiting.  I am sure that 

my ability to quickly retain new telephone numbers has atrophied.  The same is true of birthdays.  

All this information that I used to remember myself is now stored externally.  I now 

communicate with many close friends primarily through messaging services.  My phone is an 

essential part of my life in ways that other technology never has been.  I rely on ready access to 

vast amounts of information that previous generations would either need to remember, have 

only delayed, partial and out-of-date access to, or simply go without.  Neither do I need to 

memorise biblical passages and remember their references by chapter and verse as previous 

generations have.  I can simply search for the approximate phrase and Google finds the exact 

reference instantly and provides whatever English version I might want.  My impulse to look 

up facts on my phone even when it is not with me or I am out of the coverage area is often 

surprisingly strong.  This is a fairly crude and simplistic illustration of the possibility for 

something that would normally be considered external to us to fulfil functions that would 

otherwise reside internally.  I might not be comfortable with the idea that my cell phone is part 

of me, but the case could certainly be made.  If my phone can be part of the system that 

constitutes my “self” there is no reason that other humans cannot either. 

 

Second person anthropological perspectives offer a range of advantages when applied 

appropriately.  One of the frequent applications of second person anthropologies is in end-of-

life contexts.  A person retains identity as a person and all the ethical consideration this requires, 

not because of any inherent qualities, but because of the identification of that person by others 

as the person they know from their pre-existing relationships.  Loss of memory due to dementia 

or other causes does not diminish personhood in this way of thinking.  Second-person 

anthropologies do not require the presence of cognition, memory, or even personal agency to 

support the designation of a human as a person.  We can apply this thinking to the memory of 

God as discussed in the previous section and see how an anthropological perspective which 
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requires no metaphysically distinct soul permits continuity of identity beyond the loss of what 

has been considered by many essential for personhood.  That God knows us is sufficient to 

maintain our identity long after we cease to make any discernible contribution to the world.  

Here is a mechanism that is perfectly compatible with physicalism and can permit what might 

have been considered the preserve of dualism: the continuity of personhood beyond bodily 

death.  Further, it has the advantage of reflecting the radical dependence on God identified in 

the previous section.  This is an important caveat for the theological use of second person 

perspectives.  While we can recognise the importance of our social relations, questions of 

Christian identity must, ultimately, find their answer in God.  Second person anthropologies 

have the distinct advantage that the relatedness at the core of personhood can be conceived of 

as originating in God just as readily as other humans.  Indeed, Eastman’s reframing of Paul’s 

anthropology shows just how vital our participatory relationship with Christ is to make sense 

of the Gospel. 

 

It should not be surprising that we find ourselves revealed by the liturgy to be highly mutually 

dependent.  It should be a truism that we cannot know ourselves other than through our 

interactions with others.  Western culture, however, persists in the myth that humans can and 

should be self-sufficient.  Setting this myth aside allows us to see the deep truth which the liturgy 

knows: we need one another.  Even the profession of faith in whatever language the 

congregation uses is only possible because the meaning of the credal words is held by the 

community.  Language is perhaps the most social dimension of human life and is even 

sometimes considered a definitive human characteristic.  Language is impossible and pointless 

without another.  The deep need we see in the liturgy for one another and for God shows us to 

be creatures that are, at core, embodied and socially embedded.  Our bodies and social 

interactions are not accidents in the metaphysical sense, they are essential to what it means to 

be human.  “The Sacrament of Unity” has no place for circumscribed, eternally subsisting souls 

awaiting release from a lowly physical existence.  Indeed, physicalism offers some highly 

plausible ways of conceiving of our mutual dependence as expressed in the liturgy. 
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Chapter 8: The Sacrament of Anaphora 

The bread and the wine, and all that they are a symbol of, lie on the altar ready to be offered to 

God in the expectation that, on the heavenly altar, they and all that they are a symbol of will be 

transformed.  The anaphora – or Eucharistic Canon or Great Thanksgiving – is, for 

Schmemann, the consummation of the liturgy.   As the celebration draws to its fulfilment, we 

are able to draw together what has been said to this point and contemplate Schmemann’s 

question of what is accomplished in the Eucharist.  In particular, we can consider what is 

accomplished for and within physical humans.  The word anaphora can be translated as a 

carrying back or carrying up and both of these senses are quite appropriate for this high point 

of the liturgy.  We offer up to God only that which is already God’s.  We are only in a position 

to offer God anything because of what God has already done.  We only have bread and wine 

to share because God made humanity part of a good creation.  Our thanksgiving and praise are 

due to God and in them we are only making an appropriate, if insufficient, response.  It is right 

to offer thanks and praise. 

 

In describing the anaphora as the chief part of the liturgy, Schmemann intends to reinforce the 

unity of the liturgy rather than set this one element apart from the whole.  Something can only 

be the chief part when seen in relation to the other parts.  Consistent with the earlier thrust of 

The Eucharist, Schmemann is highly critical of the reduction of theological reflection on the 

Eucharist to just the how and when of the transformation of the bread and wine.  Schmemann 

reminds us that the transformation is only intelligible within the liturgy as a whole. 

For I see the entire task at hand in demonstrating as fully as possible that the 
divine liturgy is a single, though also “multifaceted,” sacred rite, a single 
sacrament, in which all its “parts,” their entire sequence and structure, their 
coordination with each other, the necessity of each for all and all for each, 
manifests to us the meaning of what has been and what is being 
accomplished.152 

The poverty, even “depravity,”153 of much of what passes for eucharistic theology is a serious 

disservice to the Church.  If Schmemann is right to see the Eucharist as constitutive of the 

Church, then the seriousness of this failure cannot be overstated.  While not separating the chief 

part from the whole, this is indeed the high point of the Church’s celebration.  “It is chief 

because in it the entire liturgy finds its fulfilment, everything that it witnesses to, that it manifests, 

 
152 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 160-61. 
153 Ibid., 160. 
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to which it leads and ascends.”154  Schmemann returns to the question of what is accomplished 

in the Eucharist.  In this chief part of the celebration, we see how the words and actions of the 

entire liturgy are gathered together and their full meaning revealed. 

 

It is not only bread and wine that undergo a transformation in the Eucharist.  One might expect 

there to be little anthropological import in the question of the transformation of bread and 

wine.  As we have seen the preceding sections, however, the congregation and indeed the whole 

Church is caught up in the offering.  The assembly is gathered up in Christ and they approach 

the Kingdom.  The meaning of the Word is confirmed in the sacrament.  The faithful experience 

the unity they have proclaimed and have seen their offerings accepted.  “We already know that 

this ascent began with the very beginning of the liturgy, with our very entrance and ‘assembly 

as the church,’ when our true life was hid with Christ in God.”155  Together, with and in Christ, 

the promised entrance to heaven is known in the mystery of the heavenly banquet being shared 

on earth.  Only by an ascent to the heavenly altar where Christ presides as our Great High Priest 

can we share in his body and blood.  The manifestation of the heavenly kingdom among us, if 

only proleptically and fleetingly, leaves its imprint.  Human lives are touched by the finger of 

God. 

 

Schmemann understands the impact of our participation in the sacrament in terms of 

restoration.  The separation of humanity from God in the fall is overcome in Christ.  “He alone 

in himself restores the ‘fallen image’ and raises it to God…”156 This is both a foretaste of coming 

of God’s kingdom in fullness and a glimpse of the unity that was lost and for which we, in our 

depths, still mourn.  “We can lift our hearts ‘on high’ because this ‘on high’ is within us and 

among us, because it has been returned, restored to us as our real homeland of the heart’s desire, 

to which we returned after an agonizing exile, for which we have always groaned with 

homesickness, and through the memory of which all creation lives.”157  We in the West might 

wish to imagine that we are living in a time of progress, but the liturgy understands that only 

one kind of progress is ultimately meaningful.  Independence from God and others is illusory 

at best and we are restored towards proper relations with both in the Eucharist.  Before we 

 
154 Ibid., 164. 
155 Ibid., 168. 
156 Ibid., 170. 
157 Ibid., 168. 
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consider the specific benefits that accrue to the congregation from their communion with Christ 

in the Lord’s Supper,158 Schmemann’s cosmological understanding of the transformation that 

occurs in the Eucharist invites exploration. 

 

It is not only the elements of the sacrament, not only the congregation or even the entire Church 

that experiences the restoring touch of the Kingdom.  All of creation is offered to God159 in the 

celebration of the Eucharist and the entire world is restored as heaven and earth meet at the 

altar. 

[W]e speak of heaven on earth, of heaven having transfigured the earth, and 
of the earth having accepted heaven as the ultimate truth about itself.  
“Heaven and earth will pass away” (Mk 13:31) – they will pass away in their 
opposition, in their rift from each other; they will pass away because they 
shall be transformed into “a new heaven and a new earth” (Rv 21:1), into the 
kingdom of God in which “God will be all in all.”  For “this world” is as yet 
in the future, but in Christ it is already revealed and in the Church is it already 
“anticipated,” and the Eucharist raises and elevates us to this heavenly 
kingdom of God from on high, and in it the Eucharist in accomplished.160 

With this perspective, we can understand Schmemann’s disdain for the impoverished focus on 

the when and how of the change of the bread and wine he sees in most discussions.  This 

cosmic dimension only begins to be intelligible after all that Schmemann has already said in The 

Eucharist.  Without an understanding of the celebration as ascent or without the sense of our 

offerings and prayers being joined to Christ’s once-for-all oblation and represented in the 

elements, this argument would be hard to follow.  Even having engaged with these concepts, it 

is still a challenge to follow’s Schmemann’s thoughts to these heights.  Fortunately, accepting 

the cosmic scale of his eucharistic theology is not central to this anthropological study.  Even 

so, it is worth noting that our transformation as humans is not, for Schmemann, achieved in 

isolation from our broader context.  Embodied and socially embedded creatures are restored 

within the restoration of all creation, not as isolated, circumscribed beings. 

 

It is difficult to gauge how Calvin would respond to the cosmic scale of what Schmemann 

suggests happens in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.  We have tracked Calvin’s broad 

agreement on the fundamental building blocks of Schmemann’s understanding in the preceding 

 
158 See p. 86. 
159 See “The Sacrament of Offering” from p. 42 and especially Schmemann, The Eucharist, 118. 
160 Ibid., 169. 



60 
 

sections.  Most crucially, we have seen Calvin’s strong commitment to the implication of 

Christ’s ascension that, in order to eat Christ’s body and drink his blood, we too must ascend.  

It has been noted that Calvin does not fully develop a systematic approach to eschatology.161  

Tuininga, however, following T. F. Torrance, believes that Calvin presents the Church’s 

ministry as having an eschatological effect.  “Through the word and sacraments the visible 

church enjoys union with Christ, and his kingdom is genuinely established.”162  The final 

eschaton will include “the repairing of those faults which took their beginning in sin”163 and 

“happiness [that] will far surpass the amenities we now enjoy.”164  In his commentary on Acts, 

Calvin holds up Christ’s coming as the source of a cosmic hope.  “If therefore at the present 

time we see much confusion in the world, let us lift up our hearts and be revived by the hope 

that Christ shall one day come and restore all things.”165  And, yet, restoration is known already 

as Calvin reflects on the use of Psalm 8 in Hebrews.  “ Hence it is now clear that the world to 

come is so described not only as that which we hope for after the resurrection, but as that which 

begins from the rise of the kingdom of Christ, and it will find its fulfilment in the final 

redemption.”166 This is entirely predicated on the knowledge that “restoration originates with 

Christ as the fountainhead.”167 While I am satisfied that much of the raw material required is 

available in Calvin’s corpus, attempting to push his thought further towards a cosmological 

dimension of the Eucharist would be irresponsible, if not impossible in the space available 

within this study. 

 

Leaving aside the cosmic dimension, Calvin’s thought is much more amenable to the gathering 

up, sustenance, and restoration of the faithful in Christ.  Calvin the pastor and teacher of pastors 

is acutely interested in those that actively participate in the celebration. 

Men had been lost, but angels were not out of danger. By uniting together 
both into His own Body, Christ has conjoined them to God the Father, that 
he might establish a true harmony in heaven and in earth.168 

 
161 Following Quistorp, Charles Partee, The Theology of John Calvin (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
2008), 256. 
162 Mathhew J. Tuininga, Calvin's Political Theology and the Public Engagement of the Church: Christ's Two 
Kingdoms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
163 Calvin, Institutes, 1007. 
164 Ibid. 
165 The Acts of the Apostles 1-13, trans. John W. Fraser and W. J. G. MacDonald, Calvin's Commentaries 
(Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1965), 103. 
166 The Epistle of Paul the Apotsle to the Hebrews and the First and Second Epistlrs of St Peter, trans. William B. 
Johnston, Calvin's Commentaris (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963), 22. 
167 Ibid. 
168 Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians, 130. 
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“[W]e are by faith exalted to heaven with him…”169 God “has desired to attach to his Word a 

visible sign, by which he represents the substance of his promises, to confirm and fortify us, 

and to deliver us from all doubt and uncertainty.”170 We are united to Christ and in him the 

separation between heaven and earth is overcome.  In the Eucharist we are raised to him and 

are changed, confirmed in our status in him.  As T. F. Torrance explains, in the anamnesis of 

Christ’s passion, “the risen and glorified Lord comes to meet us and gives himself to us that we, 

united with him through communion in his body and blood, may be lifted up with him… and 

worship the Father with, in and through him.”171 Thus, we recognise the significance of Calvin’s 

agreement with Schmemann that the Lord’s Supper is celebrated in heaven and we join Christ 

there in order to partake of his ascended flesh.  The Western Reformer agrees with the Russian 

Orthodox liturgical theologian’s basic case that we are transformed in our ascent to heaven. 

 

The words of the liturgy at the start of the anaphora are concerned with the congregation’s task 

in the ascent.  The start of the Anaphora in the Orthodox liturgy is signalled by the summons 

by the deacon to “stand aright.”  The priest announces the blessing of God’s presence with the 

congregation and enjoins them to “lift up your hearts.”  Standing aright and raising our hearts 

towards heaven are intelligible for physical humans only in light of what has been said in the 

preceding sections.  Standing as the gathered Church, the body of Christ, in the posture of 

sacrifice, makes standing aright possible.  Offering our hearts to God is meaningful because we 

know that God has already accepted them in Christ.  Only in and through Christ can we 

approach the heavenly altar with our meagre gifts.  Only the Great High Priest can truly raise 

our offering to God.  Smith provides an interesting perspective on the sense of heart in making 

his case for a less cognitive conception of humanity. 

Thus I've been suggesting that a Message-like translation of kardia (heart), 
one that will shock us out of our familiarity, is "gut"—which captures both 
a sense of this bowel-level center of gravity of our identity, as well as the 
grittiness of its embodiment.172 

If Smith’s sense of the meaning of heart has merit, then we can see the exhortation to raise our 

kardia as not merely a turning of part of us but of our whole selves.  We offer our chief part 

 
169 "Confession of Faith Concerning the Eucharist," in Calvin: Theological Treatises (London: SCM Press, 
1954), 169. 
170 "Short Treatise on the Lord's Supper," 144. 
171 Thomas F. Torrance, Theology in Reconciliation: Essays Towards Evangelical and Catholic Unity in East and 
West (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf and Stock, 1996), 121. 
172 Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 57. 
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(pars pro toto,) the seat of our identity and in so doing offer ourselves entirely.  This is a total 

disposition, not simply a temporary orientation of our thoughts.  Minds, however, are not 

excluded and were even explicitly mentioned in some early liturgies.173  Our thoughts are just as 

in need of transformation as the rest of us. 

 

In the transfiguration, Schmemann finds a helpful image to reflect on the nature of our 

transformation.  “Lord, it is good for us to be here…” (Matthew 17:4) was the appropriate 

response on that hillside and for us today.  “Through this answer, on the mount of the 

transfiguration, was witnessed forever, for all time, man’s reception of the divine good as his life, 

as his calling.”174 Schmemann sees that modernity has robbed the word “good” of so much of 

its power.  It “has come to mean more or less ‘anything you like’: pleasing to us, pleasing to 

‘this world,’ pleasing to the devil.”175  It is goodness itself, however, that we receive through our 

communion with the ultimate good in the real meaning of the word.  “The divine liturgy – the 

continual ascent, the lifting up of the Church to heaven, to the throne of glory, to the unfading 

light and joy of the kingdom of God – is the focus of this experience, simultaneously its source 

and presence, gift and fulfilment.”176  Just as the separation between heaven and earth fell away 

in the transfiguration, so in the Eucharist is our separation from heaven overcome.  As we eat 

the heavenly food of Christ’s flesh and drink the heavenly drink of his blood we are fed and 

washed.  Peter did not yet understand that Jesus wanted no house other than our hearts.  We 

offer them anew to Christ each Sunday (and every day) because we know, as the liturgy does, 

that they need transfiguring and for goodness to dwell in them. 

 

Just as the witnesses to the transfiguration saw the truth of Jesus’ identity so we witness the 

truth of our own identity in him in the Eucharist.  Not only is this identity revealed, it is 

manifested.  As the separation between earth and heaven is overcome and we feed on Christ’s 

glorified flesh, we experience that communion with the divine which was lost at the fall.  

Gathered up in Christ and offered by him to the Father we are transformed alongside the bread 

and wine.  As the bread becomes Christ, so do we.  Our humanity is restored.  Jesus’ humanity, 

unadulterated and in harmony with divinity stands before the throne of God having been 

 
173 Hugh Wybrew, The Orthodox Liturgy: The Development of the Byzantine Rite (London: SPCK, 1989), 55. 
174 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 165. 
175 Ibid., 164. 
176 Ibid., 165. 
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obedient as we could not.  We stand with him and in him.  Accepting the forgiveness achieved 

in and represented by his blood we are no longer left helpless in our sins.  Our faith is 

strengthened and, for a moment, we know who we truly are and are fed the bread of life so that 

we might live accordingly.  Peter might have not been able to explain the transfiguration of 

Christ any better than we can explain the mystery of the Lord’s Supper but, like him, we can 

recognise that it is indeed good that we are present.  The anaphora crowns the liturgy.  It makes 

sense of and is dependent on all that has gone before.  We come together around the table in 

the local church in the sure and certain hope that God is true to the promise that we will be 

met there by Christ and be transformed by him.  We hope for the restoration we need, and we 

are not disappointed.  We become who we are in the Eucharist.  
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Chapter 9: The Sacrament of Thanksgiving 

Thanksgiving gives us the common name for the totality of the celebration of the sacrament of 

the Lord’s Supper – Eucharist.  Having declared that it is right to offer God our thanks and 

praise, we proceed to recount that we owe God thanks for all that we have and, especially, what 

God has accomplished for us in Christ.  Our offering of thanks and praise is not simply a 

component of the liturgy, a formal requirement for a legitimate liturgical celebration.  That we 

call the sacrament as a whole a thanksgiving should be a clue that giving thanks is central to the 

Eucharist.  In our preceding discussion, we have considered themes such as ascent, kingdom, 

and restoration.  All of these are fulfilled and manifested as we thank God.  If the gathering as 

Church for the sacrament is constitutive of the body of Christ, then we would expect that giving 

thanks would be constitutive of the life of Christ’s members.  This is exactly what Schmemann 

finds as he reflects on the Great Thanksgiving.  Identification of the Eucharist as thanksgiving 

provides Schmemann with ample scope to reflect on the nature of the church and the life of 

the believer.  By joining our lives to Christ’s, God has granted us an experience of communion 

with the divine good that we had left behind in Eden.  The Sacrament of Thanksgiving is an 

experience of restoration to paradise. 

 

The restoration experienced proleptically in the Eucharist can be characterised by thanksgiving.  

It is not just that giving thanks is necessary in the celebration of the Eucharist and the 

appropriate response to what God has done in Christ.  No, thanksgiving itself is the experience 

of restoration.  The Anglican prayer book in New Zealand says that “it is our joy and our 

salvation...”177  This might appear to be a vague or hyperbolic claim about the Eucharist but 

Schmemann shows that it is both precisely accurate and essential to understanding the 

sacrament.  “It would be better to simply say: thanksgiving is the experience of paradise.”178  

Thanksgiving is the natural life of humanity.  By expressing gratitude to God for all that we 

receive, we experience the intimacy of communion lost at the fall and the life that will 

characterise life after the restoration of all things.  Thanksgiving is primordial, teleological, and 

eschatological.  “We were created in paradise and for paradise, we were exiled from paradise, 

 
177 The Anglican Church in Aotearoa New Zealand and Polynesia, Liturgies of the Eucharist from a New 
Zealand Prayer Book (Auckland: The Anglican Church in Aotearoa New Zealand and Polynesia, 2018), 
421. 
178 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 174. 
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and Christ ‘leads us again into paradise.’”179  Our restoration to paradise is known in a triunity 

of inter-related ideas – thanksgiving, knowledge, and freedom.  “It is not, I emphasize, 

knowledge and freedom and then in addition thanksgiving as something separate from them, 

but knowledge and freedom themselves fulfilled in thanksgiving, thanksgiving as the fulness of 

knowledge and freedom and thus communion, and this possession.”180 

 

The freedom of a life of thanksgiving is not the freedom that the world seeks.  Absence of 

obligation and constraint are the world’s ideas of freedom.  Even if this were desirable, it is not 

possible.  “[N]o matter how many layers of “unfreedom” we remove, each time we remove one, 

we inevitably find beneath it another, which turns out to be not less but more impenetrable.”181  

Absence of dependence, however, is not genuine freedom.  Self-sufficiency is an illusion and 

our dedication to this illusion is our bondage.  Only from knowledge of our dependence on 

God can any freedom be experienced.  “This is the freedom that man lost in his fall from God, 

in his banishment from paradise.”182  In Christ, our freedom is restored.  We are no longer held 

captive by sin that turns us inwards. 

The Church manifests and grants this freedom to us each time that we ascend 
to the very summit of the divine liturgy and hear the call, directed to us and 
all of God’s creation, embracing everything in itself: “Let us give thanks unto 
the Lord!”  And in the fullness of knowledge we answer: “It is meet and 
right!”183 

Our salvation is known in our freedom to thank God for our salvation. 

 

Knowing God is the source of freedom and eternal life.  “And this is eternal life, that they may 

know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (John 17:3).  Only by 

knowing God can we know what is means to be genuinely free.  It is truth that brings freedom 

(John 8:32).  “Man was created for knowledge of God, and in the knowledge of God is his true 

and thus eternal life.”184 Just as true freedom is not the freedom the world knows, true 

knowledge is of a different kind than the world offers.  Humans are full of knowledge about 

things, even about God, but the knowledge that gives rise to thanksgiving and freedom is 
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knowledge of God.  It is precisely the knowledge of, the knowledge that comes from intimacy, 

that was lost in the fall. “Adam did not cease to ‘know about God…’”185 Even demons know 

about God (James 2:19).  Our separation from God is our loss of our knowledge of him.  This 

is restored to us in Christ and experienced in the Eucharist.  It becomes clearer at this point 

why Schmemann insists that questions of liturgical – and indeed all – theology must be 

undertaken in the context and in light of the experience of the Church.186  It is the experience 

of restoration that is knowledge of God – rather than knowledge about God that abounds 

elsewhere – that is granted to the Church in the liturgy. 

 

Thanksgiving is life and the Church’s thanksgiving in the Lord’s Supper is both the Church’s 

offering to God and God’s gift of life to Christ’s Church.  The thanksgiving that the Church 

offers is offered in and through Christ.  Our knowledge of God and our freedom are only ours 

because they have been given to us in Christ.   

[T]he Church is the meeting with God, which has been accomplished in 
Christ. It is his – Christ’s – knowledge of God that has been granted to us as 
the gift of pure thanksgiving and heavenly praise.187 

The Church can offer thanks and praise precisely because she is Christ’s body.  The gift of 

eternal life which has been revealed to the Church and preserved in the Eucharist is the gift of 

giving thanks.  “Knowing God transforms our life into thanksgiving, and thanksgiving 

transforms eternity into life everlasting.”188 Thanksgiving, knowledge and freedom manifest the 

reality of our salvation.  Schmemann’s insight to connect thanksgiving with knowledge of God 

and salvation starts to answer the question of what is accomplished in the Eucharist.  It is an 

experience of salvation.  “Because it is of Christ and from above this thanksgiving raises us up to 

paradise, as anticipation of it, as partaking while still on the earth of the kingdom which is to 

come.”189  Thanksgiving is not simply a formal part of the liturgy, it is the lived experience of 

restoration. 

 

Calvin likewise emphasises the Eucharist as a giving of thanks to God.  One of his complaints 

against the Roman conception of the Mass was that, by offering to God a new propitiatory 
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sacrifice, the necessity of acknowledging our debt to God was obscured.  “Indeed, the Supper 

itself is a gift of God, which ought to have been received with thanksgiving.”190 Nicholas 

Wolterstorff believes that Calvin treats thanksgiving as an effect of the Eucharist rather than 

constitutive as Wolterstorff himself would describe it.  “It was, of course, the polemic situation 

of his day that led Calvin to focus attention on the mode of Christ’s presence in the 

sacrament.”191 However, as Wolterstorff himself acknowledges, Calvin does refer to the 

Eucharist as a “sacrifice of thanksgiving.” 192  Further, Calvin states that “[t]he Lord’s Supper 

cannot be without a sacrifice of this kind, in which while we proclaim his death and give thanks, 

we do nothing but offer a sacrifice of praise.”193  Further, I do not believe that Calvin imagined 

the relationship between the sacrament and its effects to be quite so linear.  Yes, the Lord’s 

supper increases faith and leads to thanksgiving but coming to the Lord’s table in the first place 

is an act of faith.  Giving thanks, therefore, is not excluded from being either necessary 

condition or a constitutive aspect of the sacrament by being acknowledged as an outcome any 

more than faith is.   

 

Faith is the gift for which we should most heartily give thanks because genuine freedom 

proceeds from faith.   

[Jesus] commends the knowledge of the Gospel from the fruit which we 
derive from it or, which is just the same, from its effect; namely, it restores 
us to freedom…. for so long as we are ruled by our sense and nature, we 
are in bondage to sin.  But when the Lord regenerates us by his Spirit, He 
also makes us free, so that we are released from the snares of Satan and 
willingly obey righteousness.194  

Faith is the gift of illumination, as Calvin says, explaining Jesus’ equating eternal life with 

knowledge of God (John 17:3). “And that this statement may be properly understood, we must 

first understand that we are all in death, until God, who alone is life, enlightens us.”195  Only 

once freed from the bondage of sin can we live in genuine freedom which results in genuine 

obedience to God’s will.  Such a life is in alignment with our true humanity and necessarily 
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includes recognition of all the reasons we have to be grateful.  Faith is the knowledge of God 

which exceeds the knowledge about God that even demons possess.   

 

Calvin agrees with Schmemann that there are two qualitatively distinct kinds of knowledge of 

God.  Commenting on James’s statement that even demons know that God exists, (James 2:19) 

Calvin says true knowing of God is superior to  

a certain uninformed opinion of God, which no more brings man and God 
together than looking at the sun lifts us up into the sky.  It is certain that we 
approach God by faith.196  

Having poured the Spirit of truth into our hearts and joined us to Christ, God has freed us to 

draw near and know and love God.  Only from this communion with God do we gain the 

perspective that enables us to see other truths of this more profound quality. 

 

Knowing God is the foundation of all genuine knowledge.  Anthropology that is not theological 

falls into the category of knowledge about people.  Schmemann and Calvin, among many others, 

recognise that knowledge of humanity is not possible outside of God.  “Again, it is certain that 

man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has first looked upon God’s face 

and then descends from contemplating him to scrutinize himself.”197  Barth insists that the only 

anthropology of any ultimate merit is Christological. 

The ontological determination of humanity is grounded in the fact that one 
man among all others is the man Jesus.  So long as we select any other starting 
point for our study, we shall only reach the phenomena of the human.198 

Accumulation of knowledge about humans and its application in medical science can defer 

bodily death and ease suffering but only knowledge of God nullifies death and glorifies those 

who suffer.  Schmemann and Calvin help us to understand Jesus’ claim that knowing God is 

eternal life.  Knowing God is integral to our restoration.  The gratitude to God which we had 

lost in our fall is the concrete expression and experience of that restoration.  Knowing God and 

knowing ourselves permits the genuine humility to acknowledge our dependence on God’s 

goodness.  “And thus the knowledge that is restored by this thanksgiving is not knowledge 
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about the world, but of the world, for this thanksgiving is knowledge of God and by the same 

token appreciation of the world as God’s world.”199 

 

The anthropological picture that emerges from consideration of the Sacrament of Thanksgiving 

further emphasises the absence of self-sufficiency in human creatures.  Failure to give thanks 

to God, to acknowledge our indebtedness to God for our creation and sustaining is at the heart 

of sin.  “They ought, then, to break forth into praises of him but are actually puffed up swollen 

with all the more pride.”200  Imagining that we are the authors of our lives and the source of 

whatever prosperity (or lack thereof) we might enjoy turns us from life to death.  As we concern 

ourselves with our cheap freedom and our knowledge about all manner of things, we turn from 

the source of our being.  Sin is death, not in some metaphorical sense or in terms of future 

judgement, but in its seduction of the self toward the self.  Believing that life inheres within us 

is the ultimate delusion.  Forgetting that life is from and for God is our fall.  Recognition of our 

dependence on God and offering of a sacrifice of thanksgiving is our “reasonable worship” 

(Romans 12:1) and is the beginning of any life that is worthy of the name.201  Knowing God 

and giving thanks is the only true life, but we can only know God because God reveals God’s 

self to us in Christ and restores us to the life we rejected in Adam.  “The Church lives through 

this filial knowledge of the Father, through access to him in the Son, and she proclaims them 

as life eternal.”202 The liturgy reminds the Church and each of her members that we have no life 

in us other than the live God gives. 

 

The experience of restoration granted to the Church in the Eucharist is known and expressed 

in physical bodies.  One might imagine that an experience of primordial communion with God 

and of the coming Kingdom of God could only happen in a vague or abstract way during this 

life.  The Sacrament of Thanksgiving, while having its origin and impulse from God, is 

undertaken in physical human bodies.  It is something that humans do.  It is enacted with the 

mouth and, indeed, the whole person.  We do not merely adopt a mental attitude of gratefulness, 

we give thanks.  We thank God actively.  Acknowledging our dependence on God and thanking 
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God for all that we have and are, we are freed momentarily from that disastrous inward focus 

that looks to ourselves for purpose and sustaining power.  This is why the amen of the 

congregation is not simply an expression of intellectual assent.  It is an expression of corporeal 

ascent.  Our bodies live out, in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, the life of the Kingdom.  

Our restoration in the sacrament is a concrete experience. 

 

Thanksgiving is life.  In the Eucharist we live according to our true nature.  We are granted an 

experience of the life that was lost in Adam and will be restored fully in Christ.  Our 

participation, as his body, in his relationship with the Father permits a gratitude that is genuinely 

life-giving.  Giving thanks is not simply consequential to our salvation, it is how the church 

experiences and manifests the coming Kingdom.  Seen in this light, Schmemann’s disdain for 

the quality of much liturgical theology with a focus on the mechanics of the rite or the 

mechanism of change in the elements is understandable.  Yes, the liturgy perseveres a witness 

of the life of the Church and yes, Christ is indeed present in the celebration, but our 

understanding is impoverished at best if we do not see that the Eucharist and the faith are not 

just words about salvation.  The Christian faith and the faithful observation of the Lord’s Supper 

are knowledge and experience of salvation.  Our life, if only for a moment, is the life of God’s 

Kingdom.  In the Eucharist we are granted the experience of genuine human life. 
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Chapter 10: The Sacrament of Remembrance 

On the night before he died…  Our celebration of the Eucharist is tied to a concrete event in 

history.  By recalling the events of that night and those that surround it, we not only obey 

Christ’s command to remember him in this way, we remember God’s saving acts in him.  While 

we might associate the Eucharist as memorial with the thinking of the strand of the Reformation 

led from Zurich, the Russian Orthodox Schmemann finds the memorial dimension to be vital 

for a full understanding of the sacrament.  However, as Calvin proclaimed loudly against those 

who saw nothing of mystery in the Lord’s Supper, this is no mere memorial. Schmemann 

identifies serious “reductions” in common understandings of the Eucharist that he sees as 

inadequate and harmful.  Many are the same as Calvin wrote against and they each impoverish 

the Church’s reflections on the sacrament.  Understanding the fullness, to the extent we can in 

this life, of the meaning of the Eucharist as Schmemann encourages us to, further illuminates 

his understanding of the deep connection between Church and Eucharist.  Apart from being 

edifying, this reflection provides a further helpful dimension in understanding the creatures that 

the liturgy knows humans to be.  Our remembrance is not just a formulaic necessity for the 

correct observation of the rite, it is our connection to our true life. 

 

The primary reduction that the Church can easily accept is that by remembering the Last Supper, 

we focus the celebration on Jesus’ self-sacrifice on the cross to the near total exclusion of the 

rest of his saving acts.  As Schmemann is quick to point out, the sacrificial death of Jesus is, 

without a doubt, central to the Eucharist, but not in isolation.  The Eucharist recalls the 

incarnation, ministry, death, resurrection and ascension of Christ and looks forward to his 

coming again.  “This enumeration – in which, let us emphasize, the cross is not isolated from 

or contraposed to the over events but constitutes together with them as it were one ascending 

series – is a commemoration of a single victory, gained in Christ by the kingdom of God over 

‘this world.’”203 The giving of himself in bread and wine to his disciples is a continuation of 

Jesus’ self-giving from the time of his incarnation onward.  The cross was not the first or last 

sacrifice he made.  “What is important for us now is that in the eucharistic experience of the 

Church, in the experience of the Eucharist as sacrifice, this sacrifice embraces Christ’s entire life, 
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his entire ministry, or, better still, it is Christ himself.”204  The anamnesis205 connects the 

celebration not only with the night of Jesus’ betrayal and his death but with the totality of what 

was achieved in and through him.   

 

Such a reduction to focus solely on Good Friday reflects, says Schmemann, a broader 

soteriological reduction.  If we see salvation as solely about the payment of the penalty for our 

sins, then we misunderstand the enormity of what God has done for us in Christ.  Bearing our 

penalty is, without doubt, unimaginably gracious, but reducing salvation to this obscures the 

fullness, the totality, of what Christ’s death and life from incarnation to second coming mean 

for our lives and our world.  Salvation is best understood, according to Schmemann, in the 

“key” of love.  “In its essence sacrifice is linked not with sin and evil but with love: it is the self-

revelation and self-realization of love.”206  The Last Supper was a manifestation of God’s 

kingdom of love as was all of Jesus’ life.  This is precisely the value that an Eastern perspective 

brings to theological conversations.  The Western inheritance of the debates of the Reformation 

can so often reduce salvation to about how and when a Christian’s “slate” is wiped clean.  The 

East has generally better preserved a sense of the importance of, for example, the incarnation 

in the soteriological schema.  This is also the perspective that the liturgy preserves.   

 

By remembering that the Last Supper was held on the night that Jesus was betrayed, the Church 

reminds herself that our salvation does not come to a good and peaceable people but to those 

surrounded on all sides and permeated by sin.  We are in desperate need of all of God’s saving 

works in Christ because of our fallen nature and world.   

This was the night of sin, night as the very essence of “this world.”  And here 
it thickens to the limit, it prepares to devour the last light shining in it.207 

This is the night from which we need saving.  The salvation that came to the world in Christ 

and is held forth again in the Eucharist is, therefore, not merely life-enhancing, it is life itself.  

Life given to people who are otherwise dead in their sin.  Schmemann is highly critical of a 

tendency to treat reception of communion as some kind of spiritual experience when it is, in 

reality, something far more profound, it is salvation.  Calvin too, as we might expect, is acutely 
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aware of the hopelessness of the human condition.  “Yet so depraved is his nature that he can 

be moved or impelled only to evil.”208 Beset by sin, we are hardly aware of our condition.  The 

memorial of our salvation reminds us of our acute need of it. 

 

The focus on the sacrificial nature of the commemoration can obscure the significance of 

communion.  “What we ultimately need to say of these ‘reductions’ is that they have led, both 

in theology and in the very liturgical life of the Church to an almost total rupture between the 

teaching on the eucharist as sacrifice and the doctrine of it being the sacrament of partaking of 

communion.”209 As discussed,210 Schmemann is deeply concerned by the common practice of 

Orthodox laity not receiving the elements more than occasionally.  He blames this, in part, on 

a lack of appreciation of the significance of the actual communion with Christ known in the 

sacrament.  In the West, a pre-Reformation or Tridentine focus on the Mass as a sacrifice and 

on the benefits to participants primarily in terms of accrual of merit can have the same effect.  

Calvin’s sacramental theology appreciates the significance of communion as it requires an actual 

meeting with Christ in heaven rather than the reception of portions of his body and blood in a 

remote and detached manner.  He detects this in some teaching of his day as others focus on 

how Christ might be present in various celebrations in diverse places.  This fundamental 

agreement between Schmemann and Calvin, that Christ brings us to himself to feed us his very 

self, places communion at the very centre of the sacrament rather than treating it as a subsidiary 

benefit.  If the focus remains too firmly on the historic sacrifice on the cross rather than it being 

a lens to see the total manifestation of the Kingdom, we obscure the depth of what we undertake 

in the Lord’s Supper.  If what is being remembered is only Christ’s death, then our salvation 

can appear to be merely a historic fact not a new life.  The reality of being met by Christ in the 

sacrament can be perceived as only nominal.  This obscures both Schmemann’s primary 

concern of what is accomplished in the Eucharist and the concern of this study – the 

anthropological implications.  If communion is unnecessary, we lose sight of our radical 

dependence on God. 

 

A further reduction that liturgical theology’s understanding of the Eucharist suffers is to see the 

Last Supper solely as the institution of the sacrament and ignoring the institution of the Church.  
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“[I]t excludes precisely what is the main thing: the eucharistic knowledge in the last supper of the 

ultimate manifestation of the kingdom of God, and thus the beginning of the Church, her 

beginning as the new life, as the sacrament of the kingdom.”211  Calvin does not appear to 

explicitly connect the Last Supper with the establishment of the Church, however, he too sees 

more established on that night than a rite to be observed.  “He shows clearly that He had no 

other reason for calling the bread His body than to make a lasting Covenant with us…”212  At 

the beginning of Calvin’s consideration of the Lord’s Supper in the Institutes, he connects the 

provision of the spiritual food of Christ’s body and blood to our status as adopted children of 

God.  “For as in baptism, God, regenerating us, engrafts into the society of his church and 

makes us his own by adoption, so we have said, that he discharges the function of a provident 

householder in continually supplying to us the food to sustain and preserve us in that life in to 

which he has begotten us by his Word.”213   

 

How might it be possible that the memorial dimension of the Eucharist can inform our 

understanding of human nature?  Does the recollection of the meal Jesus had with his disciples 

on the night before he died have any impact on who we are?  As Christians, we can only 

understand our humanity in the context of Christ and particularly our place as his body, the 

Church.  If the Last Supper is foundational for understanding the constitution of the Church, 

we might reasonably expect that it will likewise have significance for our knowledge of human 

life.  The Eucharist is, says Schmemann, the “gift to us of our life as sacrifice.”214  If the Lord’s 

supper is God’s gift to God’s beloved children, then the establishment of this gift and our 

recollection of it should say something significant about our status as adopted in Christ.  If 

physicalist anthropologies are to be considered adequate in light of traditional sacramental 

teaching, they should have the capacity to explain how the sacrament informs our knowledge 

of ourselves as those who are saved, not just those who share certain beliefs.  We should expect 

that we can connect memorial and identity.  The remembrance of our need of God’s salvation 

and his gracious acts in Christ must tell us who we are. 
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A number of scholars have explored how Jewish religious practices, including celebration of 

festivals, contribute towards the formation of identity of individuals and the Jewish community.  

Brueggemann finds a sacramental parallel in Old Testament cultic practice to Schmemann’s 

presentation of the Eucharist and a manifestation of Christ’s presence.  The authorisation of 

the construction of the tabernacle and the instructions for the proper conduct of sacrifices are 

intended to mediate God’s presence with Israel.215 But, it is not only God who is manifested, 

God’s covenantal partner is also formed.  

The concrete practice of Torah consists not in simply having a scroll from 
Moses as a fixed, settled law.  Rather the practice of Torah consists in regular, 
stated, public meetings in which Israel, as an identifiable, self-conscious 
community under promise and discipline, is constituted and re constituted.216 
(584) 

Harris sees that contemporary commemorations of Passover represent an invitation to identify 

with those redeemed from slavery in Egypt.  “It is through this banquet of freemen that one 

fulfils the obligation to see oneself as if one went out of Egypt.”217 Spaulding looks at the role 

of the Festivals of Booths in John’s Gospel in light of Social Memory Theory.  “For people to 

identify themselves corporately, they must share memories of the past that have been deemed 

worthy and capable of transmission so as to recognize the group affiliation.”218 “Without shared 

communal memories of the past, the group has no unified identity in the present.”219  Together, 

the cult of Israel’s worship both reflects and creates their identity as God’s chosen people.  

“Israel’s hymnic worship is an act of world-construction.”220 Applying these perspectives to the 

celebration of the Eucharist, we see that remembering God’s saving acts in Christ forms the 

identity of the Church.  This is entirely consistent with Schmemann’s understanding of the 

Eucharist as being constitutive of the Church and serves to suggest a mechanism for this 

creative effect.  The repetition of the story of the institution of the Eucharist in the context of 

Christ’s incarnation, ministry, passion, resurrection and ascension allows the congregation, as 

individuals and a community, to see themselves as being those who have been brought out of 

Egypt. 
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Narrative is central to many understandings of personal and corporate identity.  Put simply, the 

stories we tell ourselves about who we are dramatically impact how we live.  In his book on 

dementia, John Swinton draws on Brueggemann to explore how narratives or scripts tell us 

about the world.221  In exploring the implications of loss of memory in those people with 

advanced dementia, Swinton makes some relevant observations about the nature of memories 

and identity. Swinton traces ideas of personhood similar to those I explored in “The Sacrament 

of Offering”222  and characterised as second-person anthropologies.  He likewise concludes that 

God must be central to any genuinely Christian understanding of relational identity.  While God 

preserves our identity, especially in extremis and post-death, this does not detract from the 

importance of experience and narrative in the creation of that identity.  An interesting 

dimension to memory is that it is not static.  Past events are read in the light of later experiences.  

“Because of this creative and emotional dimension to memory, the meaning and interpretation 

of memories can change quite quickly as something occurs which makes us rethink and 

reconstruct the past.”223 Proclaiming the Gospel in word and sacrament is exactly this sort of 

spur to reinterpret our stories of the past.  Even the deepest sources of shame are reframed by 

the Gospel to be causes to thank God for enormity of what we have been forgiven. 

 

The memorial of the Last Supper and the events around it is the key narrative of the Church’s 

identity and that of Christians.  We gather around the table and tell the story of how we became 

the people that we are.  We see who we are in God’s saving acts in Christ and we become who 

we are through the continual retelling of that story.  The repetition places us in that story and 

we understand ourselves as those that Christ came to save.  Other groups can tell the story of 

divine creation and providence but only the Church knows herself as those brought out of 

slavery under sin in and through Christ.  Again, this becoming is not abstract, it concretely 

impacts our bodies.   

Unlike other organs, the brain… is plastic.  By that I mean that its shape, 
form and development are responsive to and formed by the environment 
and the physical and psychological experiences that a person has throughout 
his/her lifetime.224 
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This social-psycho-neurological presentation of the memorial function of the Eucharist is not 

intended to explain away the mystery of the sacrament.  As considered in “The Sacrament of 

the Word,”225 that we find the imprint of celebration of the Lord’s Supper on the physical 

substrate of our minds should be a cause for wonder.  Following Christ’s commands two 

millennia on changes us.  Thanks be to God. 

 

Christ’s incarnation, life, ministry, sacrificial death, resurrection, ascension, heavenly reign and 

coming again are the presence of the Kingdom of God.  Christ’s Last Supper with his disciples 

in the shadow of his self-sacrifice is a symbol, as Schmemann reminds us, in the fullest sense of 

the word, for the totality of the experience of the Kingdom in Christ.  The Eucharist is not 

simply a remembrance of that night, it is a manifestation of that same kingdom.  As we recall 

what God has done for us in Christ, we adopt the identity of those who know God’s salvation.  

The entire celebration proclaims that it is only in, through, and for Christ that we have been 

called.  When we gather as Church to be and become his body, we are and become Christ not 

in some vague or abstract way but by living the life of his kingdom.  We remember his sacrificial 

life through the recollection of his giving himself in bread and wine to his friends.  We live our 

salvation by recalling and recognising how much God has done for us in Christ.  We live the 

life of the Kingdom of God by thanking God.  For a moment we cast off the illusion of our 

self-sufficiency and stand honestly.  We stand as those that cannot rightly stand before the 

throne of God except that we stand in and with Christ.  This is the story we tell continuously 

across the earth.  The Sacrament of Remembrance joins our celebration to that Passover meal 

and makes us one with all who have come out of Egypt. 
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Chapter 11: The Sacrament of the Holy Spirit 

At the end of the remembrance, the priest asks that the Holy Spirit would empower the 

celebration such that the bread and wine would become the body and blood of Christ.  It is not 

that the Spirit has been absent up until this point, it is that we are asking for the ordinary things 

of this world to be transformed into their heavenly counterparts.  Our local celebration of the 

sacrament is joined to the worship of the whole Church and to the heavenly banquet.  This 

transformation is experienced in the Spirit and so we ask that the Spirit be at work in our 

gathering.  The content of this chapter could have been included at any point, but in a liturgical 

context it makes sense to discuss it at the point of the epiclesis.  In fact, this section provides 

an important caveat for all that I have already said.  It is by the Holy Spirit that the Eucharist is 

accomplished.  For an Orthodox author, this is also the appropriate place to more directly 

address the question of the change of the elements into Christ’s body and blood. 

 

Reducing the accomplishment of the change of the bread and wine of the Eucharist to any one 

moment in the service is a further common failing of much liturgical theology.  The Catholic 

approach has been to see the priest’s recital of the word of institution as being the point in time 

where the objective change from bread to flesh and wine to blood occurs.  This is, Schmemann 

says, an enormous disservice to the Church that obscures the fundamental issue of what is 

accomplished in the Eucharist.  Schmemann is similarly critical of the Eastern equivalent of 

treating the epiclesis as the single moment of change.  He sees this as a response to the influence 

of Western thought rather than a natural Eastern phenomenon.  The East rejected the words 

of institution as the consecratory formula but under-rejected them by accepting the idea that 

the consecration could be so isolated.226  If there is a consecratory formula in the liturgy, it is, 

in fact, the liturgy as a whole that has this status, not one or more of its parts.  “It is entirely, 

from beginning to end, an epiklesis, an invocation of the Holy Spirit, who transfigures everything 

done in it, each solemn rite, into that which it manifests and reveals to us.”227 This is not to say 

that the change is gradual. 

 

The experience of linear time in our fallen world is deceptive in relation to the Eucharist.  

Schmemann sees that time, along with all the created order has been separated from its heavenly 
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counterpart.  Time, along with the rest of the created order, experiences a restoration in the 

Eucharist.  “Meanwhile, it is precisely into this fallen time… into this fallen world that Christ 

condescended in his becoming man.”  We have already considered time in relation to proximity 

to heaven.228  Here, the nature of heavenly time is important to appreciate to avoid the 

suggestion that the Eucharist does not achieve a progressive change whereby the bread and 

wine become more the body and blood of Christ as the service proceeds.  This makes no more 

sense than isolating the change to one part of the liturgy.  Schmemann presents time in the 

Eucharist as if the arrow of time turns 90 degrees for the period of the celebration and the 

entire liturgy is of one moment.   

The liturgy is served on earth, and this means in the time and space of “this 
world.”  But if it is served on earth, it is accomplished in heaven, in the new time of 
the new creation, in the time of the Holy Spirit.229  

Our life in the fallen chronological time of the world requires that we experience the Eucharist 

as a sequence.  Schmemann uses the image of exploring a building with a torch.  The building 

exists in its entirety even though we only see one small part of it, one moment of the liturgy, at 

a time.230 

 

While the epiclesis is not, then, the “moment” whereby the body and blood of Christ become 

present in the celebration, it is still a vital part of the liturgy.  None of what has been said in the 

preceding chapters is intelligible without understanding the Holy Spirit as being responsible for 

the sacrament.  The epiclesis is our acknowledgement that, without the life-giving work of the 

Spirit, our earthly celebration will remain just that.  Regardless of how one conceives of Christ’s 

presence in the Eucharist, it is Christ’s Spirit that empowers our worship.  If we follow the 

fundamental conception common to Schmemann and Calvin, that the Eucharist is an ascent to 

heaven to share communion with Christ’s body, it is abundantly clear that this is something that 

only God can accomplish.  As Schmemann so forcefully reminds us, the liturgy is a unity and 

the epiclesis is not one moment in isolation when the presence of the Spirit is required.  The 

epiclesis consecrates, not so much the bread and wine in their change, but the celebration as a 

whole.  Everything in the liturgy up till this point is done in the power of the Spirit.  Honest 

confession, hearing the word of God, praising and thanking God are all the outworking of the 

Spirit’s presence in the Church and the local celebration. 

 
228 See p. 17. 
229 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 218. 
230 Ibid., 221-22. 



80 
 

 

The Holy Spirit is central to Calvin’s understanding of the Lord’s Supper.  As we have seen, 

Calvin’s insistence that the ascended human body of Christ remains in heaven is essential for 

his understanding of the Eucharist.  It is the work of the Holy Spirit to overcome our separation 

from heaven so that we might experience genuine communion with Jesus.  “The bond of this 

conjunction is therefore the Spirit of Christ, with whom we are joined in unity, and is like a 

channel through which all that Christ himself is and has is conveyed to us.”231  Some might see 

reference to the spiritual presence of Christ in Calvin’s understanding of the Eucharist as 

meaning that it is not material, but Calvin clearly has in mind that the sacrament depends on 

the power of the Spirit.232 The celebration of the Eucharist is predicated on Christ’s promise to 

meet us in our gathering to share the meal he commanded and it is the agency of the Holy Spirit 

that joins the gathered Church to Christ in heaven.  Rather than try to explain how Christ might 

descend to earthly altars, Calvin’s faith is in the power of God to raise us to heaven.  “But the 

sacraments properly fulfil their office only when the Spirit, that inward teacher, comes to them, 

by whose power alone hearts are penetrated and affections moved and our souls opened for 

the sacraments to enter in.”233 Faith not only accepts the reality of communion, it is central to 

bringing it about. 

 

Faith is essential to Calvin’s conception of how we receive Christ’s body and blood.  Perhaps 

the best-known aspect of Calvin’s teaching on the Eucharist is that Christ is received in faith 

rather than by some objective change in bread and wine such as with transubstantiation.  It is 

also true that Calvin believes that Christ’s body and blood are genuinely received – the Eucharist 

is not a bare memorial.  What is symbolised in bread and wine is received in faith by the power 

of the Spirit.  “I say that we eat Christ’s flesh in believing, because it is made ours by faith, and 

that this eating is the result and effect of that faith.”234  We do not understand how we 

experience communion. “What, then, our mind does not comprehend, let faith conceive: that 

the Spirit truly unites things separated in space.235 We would be wise, however, to follow 

Schmemann’s caution about reducing eucharistic theology to single points and suggest that it is 

only faith that Calvin sees as accomplishing the Lord’s Super.  As discussed, the Word is a vital 
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component of any celebration of the Eucharist for both Schmemann and Calvin.236  Calvin also 

believes that the correct celebration will recall Christ’s words of institution and include 

appropriate praise of God and prayers.  The outward formula, however, does not in itself bring 

about communion with Christ’s body in heaven.  “I deny that it can be eaten without some 

taste of faith.”237 

 

Schmemann also deploys faith and the idea of reception in his reflection on the sacrament.  The 

change in the elements “is certified only by faith.”238  This is not to try to present Schmemann’s 

eucharistic theology as somehow receptionist.  Eating and drinking are no more consecratory 

in isolation than the anamnesis or the epiclesis.  His understanding of the totality of the 

Eucharist as being the key consideration, not any one part as a consecratory formula in isolation, 

prevents any such misunderstanding.  Schmemann’s insistence on the importance of the 

partaking in communion through receiving of the bread and the wine by all the faithful further 

illuminates this point.  As does the absence of a tradition in the East of particular devotion to 

the consecrated host outside of the Eucharistic service itself.239  It is not that bread and wine 

are changed at the epiclesis into something that they were not a moment earlier and then received 

as an objective reality by communicants.  Neither do they become Christ only as they are 

consumed.  Receiving the elements in faith is an integral part of the liturgy and this brings about 

the change, not in isolation, but as part of the entire celebration.  This is another important and 

possibly surprising agreement between Schmemann and Calvin.  The point where Calvin might 

be thought to be somewhat idiosyncratic within the Western context is one where Schmemann 

agrees.  Focus on what makes Calvin’s (or indeed anyone’s) eucharistic theology distinctive can 

lead to a caricature that belies the fuller picture.  It is exactly the fullness of Schmemann’s 

appreciation of the sacrament that allows him to see the same importance of the faith of the 

participants.  “The purpose of the Eucharist lies not in the change of the bread and wine, but 

in our partaking of Christ, who has become our food, our life, the manifestation of the Church 

and the body of Christ.”240 
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There is an aspect of what is accomplished in the Eucharist whereby Christ’s presence in the 

bread and wine is revealed in the Eucharist rather than brought about.  This is a subtle point 

from Schmemann that I do not believe he intends to replace discussion of real change, but it is 

both important and illuminating.   

Bread and wine are the food that God created from the beginning as life…. 
And that is why Christ, when he has come down into the world, called 
himself the “bread of God….” He is life, and therefore food…. For what is 
manifested is not something new, that did not exist before it was 
manifested.”241   

We have already considered how the treatment of the elements prior to when they might have 

been considered to be consecrated reveals that they are already special in some sense.242 This is 

a further reason why trying to isolate a particular moment in the service as point of change or 

overly precise consideration of substance, etc. are unhelpful at best.  The ability for food to 

function as true food is a gift of restoration of that which was lost in the fall.  “In this 

understanding, a sacrament is simply a manifestation of the true reality of some aspect of this 

world, so that its usual relative opaqueness to God’s purposes for it, and presence within it, 

gives way to a complete transparency.”243 Calvin makes a different, but related, point, 

recognising that Christ being true food, the bread of life, is not dependent on the Eucharist but 

is demonstrated and experienced there.  “Therefore, the sacrament does not cause Christ to 

begin to be the bread of life; but when it reminds us that he was made the bread of life, which 

we continually eat, and which gives us a relish and savor of that bread, it causes us to feel the 

power of that bread.”244  The Eucharist does not create new, true food, it permits us to 

experience food in the truest primordial sense. 

 

It would be very easy to simply pass over the highly obvious fact that eating and drinking are 

physical acts.  Despite all the beauty associated with the Eucharist, not least of all in the 

Orthodox East, the reality is that food and drink are the realm of the human gastrointestinal 

system.  Perhaps the most earthly of the major parts of our body, it is filled with unpleasant 

substances that polite society would prefer to ignore.  This is where Christ comes to us.  The 

bread of the Eucharist is condemned to our stomach acid and is processed alongside the 
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“profane” elements of our diet.  There are few more truly human activities than eating.  Our 

food literally becomes our flesh.  This is where Christ commanded us to experience communion 

with him.  Both Schmemann and Calvin see little value in believing that a change has occurred 

in the bread and wine without also then eating and drinking them.  The Eucharist asks us not 

simply to believe that Christ is bodily present in the celebration but to have physical communion 

with him by taking him into our physical bodies.  The Eucharist is a sacrament perfectly attuned 

to our physical existence.  The body and blood of Christ are not experienced in the abstract.  

“And because we are of flesh, they are shown us under things of flesh…”245 

 

The liturgy does not depend on rational, deliberative people.  We have already considered 

Smith’s objections to common Western ideas of humans as primarily thinking beings.246  

Further, he rejects an alternative conception of humans as primarily believing creatures.  

Initially, this might appear to cut across the importance of faith in Schmemann and Calvin’s 

sacramental theology, but I believe it is actually much closer to their ideas than it might seem.  

The faith that the liturgy knows is not a collection of beliefs to which we subscribe.  The faith 

of the sacrament is expressed, experienced, and felt in action.  The importance of the experience 

of the Eucharist is central to Schmemann’s understanding of it.  “Christianity is always confession, 

acceptance, experience.”247  It is the separation of liturgical theology from the lived experience of 

the Eucharist in the context of the gathered Church that Schmemann sees as the root of so 

much of its weakness.  The liturgy does not ask us to weigh evidence to decide if we can detect 

the presence of Christ in the bread and wine, no, the elements betray no outward evidence of 

any change whatsoever.  Receiving Christ is not an intellectual undertaking.  “Now, even though 

all these things have to do with faith, I leave no place for the sophistry that what I mean when 

I say Christ is received by faith is that he is received only by understanding and imagination.”248  

The liturgy asks us to act, to express our faith using our bodies.  “To all this the Church answers 

amen, she receives all this through faith…”249 Jesus promised that his body would be the bread 

of life and that we would find his body in the memorial of the Last Supper.  The liturgy does 

not explain how this happens, it invites us to act as though it is true. 
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The liturgy requires that its participants are people of faith.  Eating bread and drinking wine 

that appear to be merely just that in the expectation that God is granting us communion with 

Christ through them is an act of faith.  “I believe, but do not know, for ‘in this world’ no 

knowledge, other than that disclosed in faith, and no ‘science’ can explain what is accomplished 

in the new time, in the coming of the Holy Spirit, in the conversion of life into the new life of 

the kingdom of God, which is ‘in our midst.’”250  Attribution of agency to human faith does not 

contradict the theme of this chapter.  It is the Holy Spirit that is the cause and source of human 

faith.  Paul knew that “no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 

12:3).  The entire celebration, including the acts of the faith of the human participants, is the 

work of the Spirit.  The point where this exploration of the liturgy started, “The Sacrament of 

the Assembly,” is an act of faith.  The people of God gather expecting that something divine 

will occur.  They do not know how this happens, but they assemble week by week in the sure 

and certain hope that Christ will meet them. 

 

The centrality of the Eucharist to the Church shows that the Christian faith is not primality 

cognitive or even a collection of beliefs: it is primarily a lived faith.  The liturgy requires that 

people enact their faith and grants them an experience of the object of that faith.  There is no 

doubt, however, that various propositional truths will be encountered and accepted in course 

of the life of faith.  The central truths of Christianity, faith in Jesus as Christ, are the gift of 

God.  It is the Holy Spirit that imbues saving faith and grants the experience of Christ in the 

Eucharist.  We ask for the Spirit’s saving work to infuse our celebration precisely because the 

celebration is the Spirit’s work.  The Spirit works in and through the people of God, individually 

and collectively and transforms the earthly, local gathering of the Church into heavenly worship 

and the local meal into the heavenly banquet.  It is the Spirit that joins the body to Christ, and 

this is what the faithful experience in the Eucharist.  Schmemann and Calvin help us to see that 

the focus on – the reduction to – questions of objective change in the elements distorts the 

entire nature of sacrament.  The sacrament is a symbol of the Kingdom and the Spirit manifests 

what is symbolised, granting an experience of the Kingdom.  
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Chapter 12: The Sacrament of Communion 

Schmemann returns to one of the recurring themes of The Eucharist in the final chapter: the 

tendency for Orthodox laity to receive the elements of communion only infrequently distorts 

the fundamental nature of the sacrament and, therefore, the Church.  As discussed in the 

previous section, the eating and drinking of the bread and wine are not separate from their 

consecration.  Put simply, the sacrament of communion requires that the congregation be 

communicants.  The reoccurrence of this theme could be dismissed as mere repetition or the 

complaint of a traditionalist.  However, Schmemann is pointing to something at the core of the 

life of the Church that reflects a wider theological trend.  Communion has become a question 

of individual piety and individual need rather than an expression of the gathered Church.  This 

is not to ignore the very real benefit experienced by the communicants, but to place 

consideration of such benefits in the correct context, the gathered body of Christ. 

 

It is another reduction that sees personal (i.e. individual) needs and private preparation at the 

centre of whether an individual partakes of communion.251  This is not to say that personal 

preparation, including self-examination, is not appropriate.  Schmemann knows as well as 

anyone Paul’s admonition to examine oneself before participating in the sacrament (1 

Corinthians 11:28).  “But never at any time did he present them with a choice: ‘you, the worthy, 

partake; and you, the unworthy, abstain.’”252 Such a split within the baptised members of the 

congregation who are in good standing would have been unthinkable in the early Church.  “The 

point is that nowhere in the liturgy, from the beginning of the anaphora, the liturgy of the 

faithful, to its very end, do we find a single reference to the roles of two ‘categories’ of 

worshippers: the communicants of the holy mysteries and the noncommunicants.”253 The 

congregation is a unity: within itself, with the Church catholic and with Christ.  For this to be 

denied through the self-excommunication of some of the community is to misrepresent the 

Church and the sacrament.  “[W]e are dealing here with not simply with evolution of church 

discipline, a decline in piety, western influences, etc., but with a spiritual turning point in the 

self-consciousness and self-perception of the Church as a whole.”254 The apparently Eastern-
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specific problem would be of little significance for this study if Schmemann did not identify 

something vital at stake. 

 

As we have noted throughout this study, both Schmemann and Calvin find the eating and 

drinking of the bread and wine of the Eucharist by the entire congregation (excluding only those 

who must be excluded) to be a basic expectation.  Both are critical of teaching that suggests 

infrequent communion is adequate.  “Plainly this custom which enjoins us to take communion 

once a year is a veritable invention of the devil,”255 says Calvin.  Schmemann decries the 

suspicion with which a desire for frequent participation in communion is commonly treated in 

his context rather than being seen as “the fulfilment of [a Christian’s] membership in the body 

of Christ.”256  Calvin was against the Roman practice of withholding the cup from the laity and 

Schmemann finds the separation of clergy and laity in his own church deeply problematic.  The 

Eucharist is where the unity of the Church should be most apparent.  The laity, the people of 

God, are not “profane” in contradistinction to the holy clergy.  “We are equally honored with 

them, not as in the Old Testament, when one food was for the priests and another for the 

people and when it was not permitted for the people to partake of that which was for the 

priests.”257  They both point to Christ’s command at the Last Supper to “Drink this, all of you” 

as an instruction that is meant to be obeyed by the Church today.  In the previous section, we 

considered how the consecration of the bread and wine does not happen in isolation from them 

being eaten in faith by the congregation.  However, the importance of communion is not just 

for liturgical completeness, recognising the communion as an integral part of the liturgy of the 

Eucharist.  It is not only because the sacrament is constitutive of the Church, although this is 

vitally important. They also expect genuine benefit to be enjoyed by those that participate. 

 

One of the key categories of benefit that Calvin identifies as accruing to communicants is that 

of nourishment.  Calvin sees that symbols of food and drink are highly appropriate for Christ’s 

body and blood because Christ is the bread of heaven. “For this very familiar comparison 

penetrates into even the dullest minds: just as bread and wine sustain physical life, so are souls 

fed by Christ.”258  While I have looked to Calvin as a source of eucharistic theology rather than 
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theological anthropology, we are faced here with an apparent explicit dualism in Calvin’s 

understanding of how the benefits of the Lord’s Supper are experienced by those who partake.  

The food of the Eucharist feeds the soul; other food feeds the body.  It would be a serious 

omission to not address this point, but the objective of this study is not to consider whether 

Calvin taught that humans have a metaphysically distinct soul.  Instead, I will take Calvin’s 

understanding of sacramental nourishment at face value and consider how the Eucharist feeds 

the soul in an equivalent way to the body’s nourishment by “normal” food.  The test for 

physicalism will be whether this distinction is intelligible without positing a non-material soul 

that can be distinguished from the material body in any way other than conceptually.  Can we 

affirm Calvin’s teaching on the Lord’s Supper without also affirming an ontologically self-

sufficient soul? 

 

Even if the human soul is not conceived of as metaphysically distinct from the body, it still 

represents something core and essential, the true self.  If we follow an Aristotelean perspective, 

we would say that the soul, as the form of the body, is that which makes a person human and 

not some other kind of creature. We might also consider an emergentist259 soul and use it to 

denote the highest-level properties of humans that emerge from the complex arrangement and 

interactions of all the body’s systems.  Further, the soul is potentially useful shorthand for those 

things that are constitutive of our identity.  If we accept that God can and does preserve us 

between bodily death and the general resurrection of the dead at the end of age,260 the soul is a 

useful descriptor for who we are.  All these ideas together point to a conception of the human 

soul that is meaningful and yet does not assume any life of its own apart from the body.  If this 

presentation of the nature of the soul is to be considered adequate, then it must be compatible 

with Calvin’s teaching on the benefits of communion and, particularly, his belief that the soul 

is nourished by the Lord’s Supper. 

 

The analogy of nourishment of the body is the obvious place to start to understand what Calvin 

means by nourishment of the soul.  All food effects the body but not all food promotes well-

being.  I take it that Calvin sees that nourishment of the soul by the bread of heaven is the most 
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healthful and living-giving kind of nutrition.  The best diet not only sustains life but also 

promotes health and enables the body to resist illness. 

This sacred feast is medicine for the sick, solace for sinners, alms to the 
poor…. in it Christ is given to us as food, we understand that without him 
we would pine away, starve, and faint – as famine destroys the vigor of the 
body.261 

The bread of heaven is as necessary for life as ordinary bread.  The presence of good food 

promotes life and its absence leads to atrophy.  As discussed, Schmemann finds that the bread 

of heaven that we receive in the Eucharist is true food.262 It is food as food is supposed to be, 

not the fleeting sustenance that we glean from a fallen creation. 

 

Calvin’s explanations of the other benefits of communion are also helpful to understand what 

might be considered under the overall concept of nourishment. 

Here, then, is the peculiar consolation we receive from the Supper, that it 
directs and conducts us to the cross of Jesus Christ and to his resurrection, 
in order to assure us that, whatever iniquity there may be in us, the Lord does 
not cease to regard and accept us as righteous; whatever material of death 
may be in us, he does not cease to vivify us; whatever the wretchedness we 
may have, yet he does not cease to fill us with all felicity.263 

Communion builds our faith.  Faith in our contemporary Western conception might well be 

seen as something incidental.  Religious beliefs can be held or not without this being of any 

particular significance to our idea of our humanity.  In such an environment, strengthening of 

one’s faith would not be an obvious way to understand the nourishment of a soul.  This would 

be a very strange and novel idea to Calvin, and it should be even to contemporary Christians in 

the West.  Being in Christ is a primary designation of identity, above, as Paul tells us, gender, 

race and social standing (Galatians 3:28).  To this growth in faith, Calvin adds a resulting 

gratitude and a spur to holy living.264 We have already considered in depth how expression of 

gratitude is central to Schmemann’s idea of the experience of heaven in the Eucharist.265  Holy 

living, living according to the Kingdom of God will be explored below. 
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We experience the benefits of communion more than know them rationally.  Calvin uses words 

like “refresh, strengthen, and gladden.”266 I believe Calvin has in mind here an improvement in 

emotional or psychological state much like the eating of “ordinary” food ameliorates a state of 

hunger.  This experience of communion might appear to be rather vague and unscientific, but 

it is the same Western fallacy of rational humanity that would have us ignore experience in 

making sense of the Eucharist.  Smith is again helpful, reminding us that desire and emotional 

response are at the core of who we are.267  Calvin is clear that true faith is a matter of the “heart.”  

Rational acceptance of the Word of God is good, proper, and the gift of the Holy Spirit but not 

sufficient.   

For the Word of God is not received by faith if it flits about the top of the 
brain…. The Spirit accordingly serves as a seal to seal up in our hearts those 
very promises which it has previously impressed upon our minds…268  

Calvin appears to consider the heart as something akin to soul despite using different words in 

different sections of The Institutes and he appears comfortable with some fluidity in such 

language.  “Calvin was aware of the breadth of meaning accorded by Scripture to the term 

‘heart’: in the Old Testament, he comments, ‘heart" often ‘includes mind,’ particularly when 

used in connection with ‘soul’ (anima).”269 He is pointing to something deep and fundamental.  

As I have already quoted, Communion is something that Calvin experiences rather than 

understands.270 

 

A healthy soul means a person that is more fully human.  The soul as the metaphysical form of 

the human helps us to understand the concept of proper nourishment in terms of more 

completely expressing true humanity.  We have discussed the experience of the Eucharist as 

one of restoration.  The return, if only proleptically, to the primordial state could be considered 

a restoration to a truer state of humanity.  That which was lost in the fall, communion with 

God, is experienced again.  That most human of all our capabilities, the capacity to love God is 

exercised.  The soul as form could potentially also be understood in a more Platonic sense as 

participation in the ideal human.  The obvious place to look for the ideal human in a Christian 
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context is Jesus Christ.  This is the basis of Barth’s theological anthropology.271 To look 

elsewhere is to limit ourselves to the “phenomena” of humanity.  Only Jesus reveals true 

humanity.  One characteristic that is more obvious in Jesus than in the rest of humanity is the 

intimacy of humanity with divinity which is the source of all life.  That communion which we 

forwent at the fall is seen in Jesus and experienced again in the sacrament.  If Jesus is the 

archetypal human and our souls are the core of our humanity then we can expect that a 

nourished soul will result in a humanity that is a closer participation in and reflection of Christ.  

“The humanity of the Saviour is the place where God has worked out our salvation, and all that 

he wills to do for humankind he does, in the first instance, in this one man.”272 We become 

more Christlike in the Eucharist as we approach the source of life.  “[In Christ’s] humanity there 

also dwells fullness of life, so that whoever has partaken of his flesh and blood may at the same 

time enjoy participation in life.”273 Our increased conformity to Christ, then, is not simply 

known in outward piety (which is not to dismiss the importance of piety) but our very essence, 

our participation in life. 

 

Participation in Christ is a pervasive concept in Calvin’s theology, informing his approach to 

many issues including the sacraments rather than being a discrete topic of inquiry. 

While Calvin's theology of participation is wide‐ranging, it is distinctive in 
relation to contemporary discussion, because it brings together what are 
usually held apart: organic images of transformation into Christlikeness by 
the indwelling of the Spirit with forensic images of God's free pardon; a 
strong account of humanity's sin with a soteriology based on the restoration 
of a primal uniting communion with God….  Calvin's theology of 
participation is both sacramental and ecclesial, emphasizing the centrality of 
the Word and sacraments for the life of Christ's Body, which can receive the 
sacraments only in the communion of the church.274 

Even without explicitly referring to a Platonic ideal, fuller participation in Christ is a compelling 

vision of what a well-nourished soul looks like.  The essential character of our humanity has its 

fuller expression as we more closely reflect the life of Jesus in our own lives.  The gift of the 

Lord’s Supper is both communion with the ascended Christ and the effect of that communion 

on our very selves.  As discussed in the previous section, all of what is under consideration here 

 
271 See p. 68. 
272 Trevor Hart, "Humankind in Christ and Christ in Humankind: Salvation as Participation in Our 
Substitute in the Theology of John Calvin," Scottish Journal of Theology 42, no. 1 (1989): 76. 
273 Calvin, Institutes, 1369. 
274 Todd J. Billings, Calvin, Participation, and the Gift: The Activity of Believers in Union with Christ (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007), 196. 
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is possible because of the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit in the Eucharist.  There is 

no change in the elements, no communion with Christ and no feeding of our souls other than 

that achieved by the power of the Spirit.  Just as the quality of the “ordinary” food we consume 

determines the character of our bodies in the long term, the incorporation of Christ’s flesh can 

be expected to determine the character of those things that are core to our humanity. 

 

Given all that has already been said about the communal nature of human existence,275 it would 

be a mistake to try to make sense of true nourishment in an individualistic mode.  The idea that 

a human soul can flourish in isolation is, at best, misguided.  The human that the liturgy knows 

cannot receive the fullest benefit of feeding on the bread of heaven outside a community which 

likewise looks to Christ for its very being.   The Western tendency to see religion as primarily a 

private matter can lead to the idea of being in Christ as something experienced by discrete 

individuals.  Clearly individuals have this experience, but the emphasis needs to be on the 

communal if we wish to discern a full picture of a well-nourished soul, as Schmemann makes 

clear. “There can be no doubt that in the ‘spirituality’ of early Christianity the ‘communal’ 

reinforced the ‘personal’ and the ‘personal’ was impossible without the ‘communal.’”276 

Participation in Christ is best understood corporately (in the fullest sense) as the Church is the 

context in which we most clearly see our relationship with Christ.  In the Lord’s Supper, says 

Calvin, we “have a witness of our growth into one body with Christ…”277 

 

Living the life of Christ’s Kingdom is an excellent summary of what a nourished soul means 

for human life.  In this section we have engaged in some speculative thought about how we 

might conceive of the human soul and what it might mean for it to be nourished in the 

Eucharist.  None of what has been discussed requires the soul to have its own existence apart 

from the body.  As has been the case over the centuries, the concept of soul has been a useful 

title to give to the collection of those essential qualities and capabilities that make us human.  I 

would suggest that emergentism offers a useful way to conceive of how these qualities and 

capabilities arise from the increasing complex layers of organisation from the basic building 

blocks of matter to the human body and beyond into social contexts.  There is no need to accept 

emergentism for the Sacrament of Communion to make sense within a physicalist 

 
275 See, for example, Chapter 7 from p. 50. 
276 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 241. 
277 Calvin, Institutes, 1362. 
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anthropology. This conception, however, has the decided advantage of addressing how human 

nature arises from material bodies and how we can meaningfully be considered to be 

incorporated into larger entities which, in turn, influence us as their members.  Regardless of 

which conception of the human we prefer, a genuinely nourished soul implies the fullest 

manifestation of that which is truly human.  That cannot happen in isolation from our physical 

bodies.  Our bodies are how our humanity is expressed.  If the life of the Kingdom is to be seen 

in us, it will be lived out in our flesh.  The bread of heaven feeds our very selves and enables us 

to be who we are. 
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Chapter 13: Liturgical Anthropology 

Having followed Schmemann’s exploration of the divine liturgy we are now in a position to 

draw some conclusions about the sort of creature the Eucharist requires us to be.  From here I 

will endeavour to answer the primary question of this study, whether physicalism is able to 

describe a human being that meets these requirements.  Schmemann’s approach has helped us 

to pay due attention to the entirety of the liturgy.  This has facilitated the consideration of a 

broader range of dimensions than would have been possible following the methods of the 

liturgical theology of which he is so critical.  While we might have expected that Calvin, as a 

reformer, would suffer from the narrow focus that Schmemann identifies as the Western 

Church’s tendency, these two thinkers have been valuable conversation partners for this study.  

Their common commitment to the Eucharist as ascent provides a basic harmony to their 

eucharistic theology.  Their ecclesial understanding of the sacrament and their sacramental 

understanding of the Church is, likewise, central to translating liturgical theology to theological 

anthropology.  The body of Christ is the subject and object of the sacrament and the proper 

basis for understanding human nature.  This is why the picture of human nature that comes 

into focus through the lens of the Eucharist is such a challenge to the common Western idea 

of a person as a discrete, autonomous entity. 

 

A human is not a highly circumscribed being.  The boundaries of the self are not so clearly 

defined as a Westerner might like to think.  Christians should not be surprised to discover that 

they are open to the working of the Holy Spirit, but we are also porous to the rest of creation.  

As we have seen, where one chooses to draw the boundary around the human creature is 

somewhat arbitrary.  New-borns show affinity with their environment through behaviour such 

as facial mirroring long before they have established a sense of self and other.  Others are 

essential to development of any sense of identity.  Human bodies have much non-human 

content that is as integral to our existence as cells with human DNA.  Selves can meaningfully 

be described as systems.  The truth of our interdependence is quite obvious with any amount 

of reflection and yet this perspective is a fundamental challenge to some of the basic 

assumptions that our contemporary culture teaches and is built upon.  We do not necessarily 

need the liturgy to tell us that we are less independent than we often think we are.  It is 

significant, however, that contemporary theological anthropology’s moves away from humans 

with clearly defined boundaries find resonances in this study’s reflection on the Eucharist. 
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The human that the liturgy assumes to be its participant is a communal creature.  The first 

liturgical act of the Eucharist, as Schmemann so insightfully recognises, is the gathering of the 

congregation as a church.  More than simply the co-location in space time of a number of discrete 

individuals, something profoundly sacramental happens when God’s people gather.  When two 

or three gather in his name, Jesus says, there he will be too (Matthew 18:20).  The gathering for 

the Eucharist is, as Schmemann gleans from Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 11:18, an assembly 

that constitutes the Church.  We cannot make sense of the sacrament of the Eucharist without 

understanding that we are members of the body of Christ.  Apart from anything else, this lies 

behind Schmemann’s understanding of the role of priesthood in relation to the sacrament and 

the Church.  The president of the Eucharist is not offering a sacrifice on behalf of the 

congregation.  The entire congregation is sacrifice and priest because it is the body of Christ.  

Christ is the celebrant of the Eucharist both in the sense of his Great High Priesthood in heaven 

and his bodily presence on earth in the form of the Church.  It is not simply that we are joined 

to Christ through our baptism.  Indeed, we are members of one another.  The Sacrament both 

depends on and builds this unity.  The expression of a shared faith in the words of the Church’s 

creeds is an outward expression of unity.  Communion is, as Calvin tells us, a spur to make that 

unity a lived reality in the everyday relationships of the community.  “We who are many are one 

body, for we all partake of the one bread” (1 Corinthians 10:17).  

 

The liturgy knows that humans are utterly dependent on God.  Calvin’s use of the analogy of 

nourishment shows just how fundamental he sees this dependence to be.  We need God like 

we need to eat and drink.  Further, we need God to nourish the very essence of ourselves.  It 

might be better to say that we need God like we need oxygen.  A lack of food may leave us 

weak and emaciated but should God withdraw God’s vivifying presence from us we would 

experience death even more fully than Adam did.  We have explored how we might make sense 

of persistence of identity beyond death in a way that does not require a non-material soul that 

has eternal existence as an inherent quality.  While I have not looked to Schmemann and Calvin 

as sources of theological anthropology per se, the reader may find the rejection of an (inherently) 

immortal soul to be a significant departure from a common conception of orthodoxy.  It is 

worth noting, therefore, if only in passing, that this conclusion reached from engagement with 

Schmemann is not unique even if my method appears to be.  Kaethler, looking directly to 

Schmemann as a source for theological anthropology considers that “For Schmemann, 
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resurrection of the body and immortality of the soul are incongruent.”278 This naturally requires 

us to look to God to preserve that which is essential to our identity between death and 

resurrection.  This is entirely consistent with the picture of humanity that emerges from a 

sacrament which is communion with God.  Our existence shows that we participate in that 

most divine quality – being.  God is the great I AM and our being is entirely contingent.  Coming 

to God in the Eucharist, being drawn to the source of life, is an embodied acknowledgement 

of this fact.  It is not only right to offer thanks and praise, it is necessary.  There is no true 

knowledge of self or others without the deep appreciation that God is the source of all being.  

God is not only the sustaining force in our present lives, God is the goal and purpose of our 

lives. 

 

Humans are creatures with a telos.  One aspect of the significance of the Eucharist is that it is 

an experience of what is to come.  It is an experience of a restoration.  Primordial is an 

appropriate word because it speaks to not just the far distant past, of our origins as a species.  

It also speaks to the deep restlessness that Augustine recognised,279 the innate yearning for 

communion with God in all of us.  The desire to offer to God of our own is one expression of 

our created-for-God nature.  Secularism, according to David Fagerberg, is not of the loss of the 

God in the sky as we might imagine.  “What we have lost is a God on the ground—a theological 

anthropology—the belief that there is a place we ought to be going.”280  This is what the 

Eucharist knows: there is no progress other than toward God.  We are made for communion 

with the divine.  The narrative nature of the Eucharist maintains this deep story for the Church.  

The Liturgy is an expression of the history of God’s relationship with creation and our 

relationship with God.  We tell this story week by week because it tells us who we are.  The 

liturgy allows us to glance at the last page of the story and know, and indeed experience (even 

if only for a moment,) how the story ends.  The final victory has been won.  While our 

experience of chronological time means that we still await the news of this victory to be received 

by all the earth, our experience of Eucharistic time permits us to live this reality here and now. 

 

 
278 Kaethler, "Eucharistic Anthropology," 69. 
279 Augustine, The Confessions of St Augustine, ed. Paul M Betchel (Chicago: Moody, 2007), 19. 
280 David W. Fagerberg, "On Liturgical Morality," Christian bioethics: Non-Ecumenical Studies in Medical 
Morality 23, no. 2 (2017): 134. 
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One dimension of the teleology of humanity is growth in our conformity to Christ.  

Communion of humanity and God is seen most fully in Jesus Christ.  As we become what we 

are made to be, so will our likeness to Christ grow.  As we become more Christ-like we approach 

the purpose for which we were created.  We need communion with God to be ourselves.  

Participation in Christ is a pervasive concept in Calvin’s theology because it makes sense of so 

much of the New Testament’s witness.  We are the body of Christ because the Spirit joins us 

to Christ.  We participate in Christ’s crucifixion and die to the world.  We participate in Christ’s 

resurrection as we experience the new life available and known in Christ.  We can even 

participate in his ascension in the celebration of the Eucharist.  Jesus, the fullest expression of 

humanity, is ours in the Lord’s Supper.  We participate in Christ in a unique and direct way in 

the sacrament.  The congregation not receiving the elements is unthinkable because it is 

precisely Christ that they need.  The Lord’s Supper is not a symbolic (in the sense of 

representing something absent) rite, it is a feeding on Christ.  We eat the bread and drink the 

wine of the Eucharist because Jesus joined the promise to be found there with a command to 

remember him in this way.  We partake of Christ so as to participate in Christ’s life.  We become 

who we really are as we become more Christ-like.  We grow in our likeness to Christ and reflect 

the image of God, the truth of our creation.  We have to become who we are, to relearn what 

we really are, because we have forgone our true humanity. 

 

We must grow into Christ because we are fallen.  The fall means that we are separated from the 

truth of our humanity because we are separated from the divine.  The tree of life is inaccessible 

to us in the ordinary course of our lives.  Humanity’s compulsive attraction to self-determination 

precludes the sort of communion with life itself for which we were created.  Only with the 

coming of Christ into our lives is our desire for independence ameliorated enough to humbly 

approach the heavenly banquet.  It is only in Christ that we have the experience of true food.  

The Eucharist is the Church’s ordinary access to an experience of the life that can rightly be 

called human, and experience of communion with the divine.  God alone is good and 

Schmemann sees that it is goodness itself that is imparted to our lives in the Eucharist.  Not the 

goodness that the world possesses, derivative at best, but the essential quality of goodness.  We 

participate in the forms (in the metaphysical sense) of being and goodness to the extent that we 

are in Christ and Christ is in us.  Christ is true humanity because his humanity has true 

communion with divinity.  That which was lost is restored in him. 
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Humans cannot flourish through self-interest.  We are joined to Christ’s sacrificial life and so 

the life of the Church must be one of sacrifice.  The telos, the final cause of humanity lies outside 

ourselves.  Humanity’s existence is pointed towards God; God’s face is turned to God’s 

creation. Seen most dramatically in the incarnation, God comes to humanity.  Seen in mystery 

of the Eucharist, God draws us to God’s self.  The liturgy knows that we are a sent people.  The 

end of the liturgy is a commissioning to serve God’s purposes in the world.  Our participation 

in Christ is a participation in his self-giving for the life of the world.  As we become conformed 

to Christ so we become conformed to his way of life. Only by subsuming our own agenda in 

the communal life of the Church and the selfless service of the world do we express our true 

selves.  Our individuality is not lost in Christ, it finds its fullest expression in the context of his 

body.  As we express the life of Christ in us, so we reflect the truth of our humanity.  Our souls 

are nourished in the Eucharist and we are enabled to live more human lives.  As we do so, we 

more readily recognise our need for true nourishment.  The sending from and return to the 

heavenly banquet is the heartbeat of the life of the Church.  This is the life most fully in accord 

with human nature. 
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Conclusion 

Lift your hearts to heaven 

Where Christ in glory reigns281 

 

The necessity to be raised to the heavenly altar to experience the Eucharist drives much of the 

common perspective we have considered.  While not central to the main questions this thesis 

intended to address, perhaps the most surprising result of this study is the extent of agreement 

between Schmemann and Calvin.  As noted in the introduction, these two thinkers are from 

very different parts of the Christian tradition.  We certainly see some differences in emphasis, 

particularly Schmemann’s cosmic view of the restoration known in the Eucharist, but these are 

far fewer than we might have expected.  Given the centrality of the Eucharist to divisions in 

the Western Church, this topic in particular is not where one would expect significant common 

ground.  However, the reality of Christ’s ascended body being in heaven and, through his office 

of Great High Priest, him being ultimate celebrant of the sacramental meal leads both 

Schmemann and Calvin to read the Eucharist as an ascent. 

 

Considered in isolation, Chapter 2: “The Sacrament of the Kingdom” is perhaps the most 

difficult chapter of The Eucharist to reconcile with a physicalist anthropology.  Moving a material 

human body to heaven is difficult to conceive let alone explain, however both Schmemann and 

Calvin insist that to have communion with Christ’s body, we must join him in heaven.  A 

dualist’s non-material soul might appear as a better candidate for transport to somewhere we 

cannot locate in spacetime.  I would suggest that the only advantage this conception of human 

nature offers in this regard is to move the entrance to heaven further beyond the realm our 

ability to engage intellectually and thereby negating the need to offer an explanation.  

Schmemann’s theme of the Eucharist as an entrance to heaven is much more intelligible, 

however, when placed in the overall context of the celebration of the sacrament.  Essential to 

understanding how we might be raised to heaven is the joining of our offering of our 

thanksgiving and praise – and indeed our entire selves – to the once offered sacrifice of Christ.  

This offering has already been accepted by the Father and Jesus’ body has been taken into 

heaven. Joined to his body through our baptism and our gathering as his body for the 

 
281 Anglican Church in Aotearoa New Zealand and Polynesia, Liturgies of the Eucharist from a New Zealand 
Prayer Book, 485. 
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celebration of the Eucharist we are able to approach the heavenly altar in and through him. Our 

giving thanks is an experience of heavenly life.  A human that is conceived of as a physical 

creature, in fact, seems more in keeping with this broader consideration of the experience of 

the Kingdom. 

 

Traditional sacramental theology appears to preclude a soul that has persistent existence as an 

inherent quality.  To the extent that Schmemann and Calvin’s agreement represents a traditional 

perspective on the Eucharist, it is difficult to see how a dualist anthropology that includes an 

inherently immortal soul would be considered compatible with the sacrament.  The radical 

dependence on God revealed in the liturgy is utterly at odds with a conception of a metaphysical 

entity that has ongoing life as an essential feature.  Any presentation of eternal life that is not 

sustained by God’s grace is suspect at best.  Schmemann helpfully identifies memory as being 

vital to persistent identity.  By drawing on second-person anthropological perspectives, we can 

see how God’s memory provides a way to conceive of persistent identity between bodily death 

and Christ’s second coming.  Beyond simply assessing the validity of a non-dualist 

anthropology, this study calls into question common dualist assumptions about the human soul. 

 

Physicalist anthropological perspectives have provided valid ways of conceiving of human 

nature to adequately address the explanatory challenges posed by each chapter of The Eucharist.  

While the reader may not wish to subscribe to every anthropological idea considered in this 

thesis, the overall picture that emerges is that physicalism has plenty to offer in considering how 

humans participate in the Eucharist.  None of this requires abandoning the traditional 

perspective on the sacrament explored here.  As far as it is possible to conclude from the scope 

of this study, it appears that physicalist anthropologies are entirely compatible with traditional 

sacramental theology. Indeed, the level of compatibility is much greater that might have been 

expected.  It has not been necessary to artificially interpret Schmemann or Calvin when asking 

what the liturgy requires of its human participants to create a requirement that physicalism can 

meet.  Further, the physicalist understandings explored have helped to demonstrate how, in the 

Eucharist, we become who we are.  We not only experience the life for which we were created, 

but the sacrament itself conforms us to this life to come even as we live in the world as it is 

today.  All of this is possible without, if not entirely excluding, a dualist anthropology.  The 

Eucharist is a sacrament enacted and experienced by physical creatures. 
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