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INTRODUCTION


THE LATTER PART OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY witnessed a tremendous surge of interest in the unity of the church. Ecumenical conversations proliferated as theologians, ministers, and lay people from every Christian tradition wrestled with what it means to be the “one” church of Jesus Christ in the midst of such undeniable diversity and disunity. Despite such efforts, questions of church unity remain among the more pressing theological issues today.

The sacraments have played an ironic role the story of the church’s unity. People often tell that story as a movement from the fundamental unity experienced by the earliest Christians to the fractured reality that characterizes modern Christianity, a tragedy of fissure and fragmentation from which many see no real hope of recovery. Yet such stories neglect the fact that early Christians faced their own struggles over the issue of Christian unity. Scattered throughout the Roman Empire, separated by geography, culture, language, and experience, and often differing in how to understand and articulate fundamental features of the Christian faith, these early Christians faced a broad range of issues that contributed to their own divisions and discord. Given these conditions, it would not be difficult to imagine a scenario in which these early believers began to envision themselves as autonomous local bodies, largely separated from the others by their distinctive beliefs and worship practices, and only loosely related through their shared commitment to Jesus—many churches rather than one church.

In the midst of this potentially fractious environment, the liturgical life of the church—primarily expressed in baptism and the Eucharist—played a fundamental role in facilitating the church’s commitment to the catholicity (in the sense of universality) of Christianity. Eventually, Christians recognized that the common worship life of the church served as a visible expression of the underlying theological truth that all true Christians are part of the one church of Jesus Christ.1 Christians in this era thus manifested a keen interest in maintaining common liturgical forms throughout the Christian world. This common liturgy and the sacraments these Christians shared tangibly demonstrated that every gathering of believers participated in the same liturgical action, the common worship of the one body of Christ. Indeed, more than merely expressing the unity of the church, the common sacramental life of these early Christians helped establish and maintain that unity despite the many centripetal forces that could have pulled it apart.2

By the time of the Reformation, however, the story had taken a notably different turn. Although the Middle Ages witnessed their own share of debates regarding the nature and function of the sacraments, before the Reformation they continued to serve predominantly as markers of Christian unity. With the Reformation, though, radical differences developed in both the theology and practice of the sacraments. Theologians on every side of the various debates accused the others of undermining the graciousness and efficacy of the sacraments and endangering the well-being of God’s people. Even if we set aside disagreements about whether things like marriage and ordination should properly be viewed as sacraments and the strong criticisms raised by the Protestant Reformers regarding confession and penance, the differences surrounding the Eucharist and baptism alone were sufficient to cause significant disunity in the church. This was true even among the various Protestant groups, as clearly demonstrated at the Marburg Colloquy (1529) when disagreements about the Eucharist precluded institutional unity between the various Reformers. And we can see these differences as well in the wedge driven between the magisterial Reformers and the various Anabaptist groups at least partly over the nature of baptism. Throughout this period, then, rather than holding the church together in the midst of its manifold diversity as in the earlier periods of the church, the sacraments had now become one of the more prominent forces pulling it apart.

Even now, five hundred years after the Reformation, the sacraments remain one of the more challenging issues involved in understanding what it might mean for disparate Christian groups to develop closer ties. Many view the sacramental beliefs and practices of other ecclesial bodies with skepticism, concerned that they undermine firmly held convictions about grace, salvation, the church, the natures of Christ, and other important theological issues. Indeed, George Hunsinger has recently argued that the sacraments in general and the Eucharist in particular stand as one of the clearest obstacles to ecumenical dialogue in theology today.3

Even the very terminology used in the discussion is potentially divisive. We have already referred in this introduction to the “Eucharist” and “sacraments,” terms that will sound to some like a capitulation to theological views they find objectionable. Many Christians choose to refer to the former as “the Lord’s Supper,” emphasizing the fact that the table belongs to and is overseen by Jesus himself, or “Communion,” highlighting the centrality of fellowship. And some Protestants have tended to prefer the term ordinances when referring to this aspect of Christian worship, focusing on the idea that these rites have their origin in the commands of Jesus. However, others would raise questions about adopting such alternate terms, worrying that they suggest a tendency to downplay their own commitment to these rites as real sacraments, that is, visible signs of an invisible grace that God makes available in and through the ritual action itself. None of the language involved in the discussion is entirely neutral, and yet some language must be used. For the title of the volume and for this introduction, we thus chose terms like Eucharist and sacrament because this is the language most commonly used by Christians throughout the centuries to express a variety of views regarding these central aspects of Christian worship. Consequently, the intent behind such terminological decisions is not to privilege a particular perspective on the sacraments so much as to root the discussion in the long history of Christian reflection on these issues.

As we recognize the five-hundredth anniversary of the Protestant Reformation, this is a fitting time to explore these issues in greater depth. The essays in Come, Let Us Eat Together thus seek to discuss the topic of Christian unity specifically as it relates to the sacraments. Although that issue could be addressed from many directions, a central question is the extent to which Christ’s church can and should be unified through the sacraments today. What is sacramental unity? Can we really achieve sacramental unity today? If so, what issues must we address, and what practices must we embody to make progress toward that end? Originally presented at the twenty-fifth annual Wheaton Theology Conference held at Wheaton College in Illinois, these essays represent a theological dialogue across a variety of Christian traditions, including Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and numerous Protestant perspectives (e.g., Methodist, Lutheran, Anglican, Episcopalian, Baptist, and Pentecostal). The goal is not to bring together scholars from various Christian traditions simply to present a variety of viewpoints on sacramental theology. Rather, the hope is that these essays will allow us to explore more deeply the theological basis and practical expression—and therefore implications—of the unity that is “the body of Christ.” Although the title of the volume highlights the importance of the Eucharist in this conversation, which is reflected in a number of the essays to follow, the subtitle correctly reflects the volume’s focus on the sacraments as a whole.

The volume rightly begins with Amy Peeler’s discussion of “the supper of the Lord” (κυριακὸν δεῖπνον) in 1 Corinthians 11:17-34. This chapter not only serves to analyze one of the key texts involved in any discussion of the sacraments, but it also addresses at least two fundamental questions. First, Peeler takes a close look at the text to determine what it teaches about the theology and practice of the Supper as well as to discern what dependence (if any) Paul’s comments have on the teachings of Jesus. Here Peeler offers an important analysis of the problems that had arisen in the Corinthian church and the resulting divisions and spiritual danger. With this textual ground in place, Peeler then focuses on identifying some of the implications this passage has for our own practices, particularly as they relate to the ways in which this celebration of God’s goodness and grace should inform our compassionate embrace of those around us.

With chapter two we continue this focus on how sacramental theology should inform the ways in which we engage one another, but this time from a more international perspective. Drawing on his experience as a social justice activist in Africa and an assistant bishop of the diocese of Kampala, Church of Uganda, D. Zac Niringiye discusses sacramental unity by looking specifically at the ecumenical challenges facing the Roman Catholic and Anglican churches in Uganda. Niringiye argues that the fact that these two bodies have traditionally failed to achieve unity can be traced to an underlying tendency to focus more on “other-ness” than “one-ness,” which is itself grounded in social-political rivalries and power structures. Much of the essay thus offers a close reading of the cultural context in which the relationship between these two groups has developed, avoiding a tendency toward theological abstraction that often plagues ecumenical conversations. Ultimately, Niringiye contends that any attempt to move toward greater unity around the sacraments needs to focus first on fostering an atmosphere of mutual respect and the pursuit of the common good.

With the third chapter, Fr. Thomas G. Weinandy raises the challenge issued by the Roman Catholic understanding of the relationship between Eucharist and the nature of priesthood. As Weinandy rightly points out, Roman Catholic theology maintains that there is an inseparable link between the sacramental nature of the Eucharist and the sacramental nature of ordination. Throughout the essay, Weinandy offers exceptionally clear summaries of Roman Catholic views on the nature of the sacraments, offering invaluable assistance to those seeking to understand this important perspective. From there, Weinandy focuses specifically on the nature of ordination and what it means for a priest to operate in persona Christi (i.e., as Christ’s representative) as Christ’s sacrifice is made present to the church in the Eucharist. On this view, then, a true sacrament requires one who has been properly ordained as a priest. This clearly raises questions about how Roman Catholic theologians understand the sacraments offered in other Christian traditions, which Weinandy addresses toward the end of the essay. He also explains why he thinks that this view of the relationship between ordination and the Supper makes it difficult to envision a scenario in which Protestants and Catholics could share the same table.

Shifting ecclesial gears, chapter four takes us into D. Stephen Long’s reflections on baptism and ecclesial unity through his experiences in the Brethren and United Methodist churches. Using his own narrative as the backdrop for understanding the rite of baptism, Long draws on Rowan Williams to contend that every Christian tradition must be able to articulate how the local church fits with the universal church, how the universal church is somehow present in every local church, and the manner in which every local church is open to admonition from other ecclesial bodies. Long contends that these three provide the non-negotiable starting point for any adequate understanding of ecclesial unity, even though each tradition will offer different ways of addressing these issues. He then offers an explanation of how these can be addressed from the perspective of United Methodist theology, how this relates to other ecclesiologies, and why he thinks that the pursuit of the “true church” is ultimately misguided.

Cherith Fee Nordling turns our attention in chapter five to what she argues is a theological issue that has been sadly neglected in this discussion: the ascension of Christ. According to Nordling, the New Testament authors present the ascended Christ as the lens through which we must understand the entirety of the new creation, including the sacraments. She thus offers a theological framework comprising seven principles drawn from the ascension that should inform our understanding of the Eucharist as a fundamentally political act that culminates primarily in the call to manifest the self-giving character of God.

Bradley Nassif offers the first of two Eastern Orthodox contributions in chapter six. Nassif focuses on the Orthodox contention that ecclesial unity requires “full agreement in faith.” In the twentieth century, a number of Orthodox began focusing more specifically on “Eucharistic ecclesiology,” contending that the Eucharist lies at the center of Christian worship and is the sacrament that constitutes every local church as a true church in and through the Spirit. Consequently, to participate in the Eucharist is to participate in the eucharistic community, which in turn involves participating in the very faith of that community. According to Nassif, this means that there can be no intercommunion but only either full communion or lack thereof. Although this might seem to preclude any meaningful unity between Orthodox communities and other ecclesial groups, Nassif concludes the essay with some helpful thoughts on how a greater emphasis on the gospel in Orthodox theology might facilitate increased partnership in mission.

In chapter seven, Katherine Sonderegger addresses the issue from the perspective of “Christ the Ursakrament.” Sonderegger takes as her starting point the words of Paul in 1 Corinthians 2:5, “God made Christ, who knew no sin, to be sin for us, that we might become, in him, the righteousness of God.” According to Sonderegger, the idea that the sinless One became sin for us is grounds for affirming that he is the “primal sacrament.” In an extended engagement with Schillebeeckx’s theology—which Sonderegger views as a vital dialogue partner for thinking about the sacraments as “personal and person-forming”—Sonderegger contends that the person of Christ is the primal sacrament and should be the focus of any discussion of sacramental unity. This does not mean that we should downplay the very real importance of things like baptism and Eucharist, but Sonderegger contends that such a “strongly Christocentric” view of the sacraments is the proper avenue toward sacramental unity.

The eighth chapter offers a notably different contribution. Drawing on his expertise as an art historian, Matthew J. Milliner explores the idea of a “visual ecumenism,” or the possibility that we might be able to find greater unity across ecclesial differences by focusing on the theological truths expressed in and through the visual arts. Milliner examines an impressive range of art expressions, offering close analyses of the theological ideas embedded in medieval icons, Reformation wood carvings, and more. Although at first glance this might seem like an odd essay to include in a discussion of the sacraments, Milliner’s essay reflects on the possibility of expanding the scope of the sacramental beyond traditional categories to include such artistic formulations and the ostensibly more hopeful form of ecumenical dialogue they represent.

Matthew Levering takes us on the road to Emmaus in chapter nine, asking about the possibility that we might come to know the resurrected Christ in the very Eucharist itself, not just through historical study. The first part of the essay engages the views of several New Testament scholars on the significance of “the breaking of the bread” in Luke 24:35, ultimately concluding that we should see this as having Eucharistic connotations. This suggests that the risen Jesus is present, though unseen, in both the Old Testament Scriptures and the Eucharist. The second part of the essay focuses on the question of what exactly the Eucharistic experience adds to our knowledge of the risen Jesus. Finally, Levering draws on the experience of Gertrude the Great to explain what the Eucharist can add to our knowledge of the resurrected Christ. In the end, he suggests that affirming that Christians in many ecclesial traditions all meet the resurrected Jesus in their own Eucharistic experiences might be one avenue toward greater sacramental unity.

Our second Eastern Orthodox contribution comes from Paul Gavrilyuk in chapter ten. Gavrilyuk begins by noting the prominent role that Schmemann and other Orthodox theologians have played in the modern ecumenical movement, despite significant reservations among certain more isolationist parties. Gavrilyuk then draws on a distinction made by Sergei Bulgakov between “dogmatic minimalism” and “dogmatic maximalism” to outline different perspectives in Orthodox theology on what is required for ecclesial unity. Although the latter requires significant agreement on a broad range of theological issues, the former stipulates only certain commitments relative to the Trinity and the incarnation. In the final part of the essay, Gavrilyuk argues for an eschatological reorientation of the discussion, one that recognizes the ways in which all Christians are already in partial intercommunion as an anticipation of the ultimate communion that will be achieved in the final state.

In chapter eleven, George Kalantzis offers an essay that interweaves personal story, historical dialogue, and theological analysis to shift the focus of the discussion from whether we can achieve sacramental unity to whether we should even presume that we have a right to “come to the [same] table.” He thus interrogates a number of important tendencies that often corrupt theological discussions on this issue. He focuses first on a tendency to oversimplify the history of the church and to idealize certain aspects of the story, thus failing to appreciate the messy particularities of the history of God’s people. Instead, we must appreciate that this history points to the ecclesia reformata semper reformanda, a messy and complex story that is always in progress. Second, Kalantzis warns against a tendency to focus on experience above conviction, highlighting “spirituality” for the sake of unity at the expense of historic Christian faith. Finally, Kalantzis draws on Cyprian, Calvin, and John Milbank to highlight the importance of the church in God’s plan for his people against a tendency toward individualism in Western Christianity. Ultimately, Kalantzis warns against all of these tendencies if we are to develop healthy ways of thinking about ecclesial unity around the Lord’s table.

In chapter twelve, Marc Cortez seeks to speak to and for those who may have felt underrepresented in the preceding essays. Recognizing that many will have found the language of “sacrament” and “Eucharist” disconcerting, especially those who have grown up in largely Baptist contexts, Cortez explores the possibility of a “Baptist sacramentalism” that can appreciate the real power of the sacraments without denigrating other historic Baptist commitments. Cortez first analyzes the meaning of the term sacramental as an adjective, with the goal of discerning a baseline by which we might determine whether a particular perspective qualifies as sacramental. He then draws on a number of Baptist confessions and hymns from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to demonstrate that there has always been a robustly sacramental stream in the Baptist tradition. Finally, he utilizes several more recent Baptist theologians to explain how such a sacramental view of baptism and communion can be integrated with other Baptist commitments. However, although this argument might seem to suggest that Baptists can and should be open to the possibility of sacramental unity with other ecclesial traditions, Cortez also points out that long-standing debates about “fencing the table” suggest that Baptists face their own challenges in this area.

Finally, Veli-Matti Kärkäinnen concludes the volume by casting a bold vision in which all Christian traditions can recognize the “full ecclesiality” of the other traditions by emphasizing the church as a “communion of communions.” After first noting the three main perspectives on ecclesial unity that led to the current impasse, Kärkäinnen contends that the real issue is whether and how we can discern the presence of Christ in other ecclesial assemblies, which is the ultimate marker of a true Christian church. He then appeals to the Lutheran Augsburg Confession as providing a “middle” way through the debate, affirming that we ground ecclesial unity in the preaching of the gospel and the right administration of the sacraments. After dealing with some possible objections, Kärkäinnen concludes the essay by offering some resources and tools for thinking further about his proposal for sacramental unity.

It would go far beyond the intent of these essays, or the potential of any single volume, to claim that we have resolved one of the most intractable problems in modern theology. We haven’t. Nonetheless, by bringing together an array of voices from various ecclesial traditions and disparate Christian experiences, these essays offer an important dialogue on the nature of the church, its sacraments, and the unity of God’s people. Regardless of whether we have solved any of the problems involved in the discussion, we think you will find the ongoing conversation stimulating, challenging, and fruitful.

George Kalantzis and Marc Cortez
Feast of the Transfiguration, 2017
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  THE SUPPER

    OF THE LORD

  Goodness and Grace in 1 Corinthians 11:17-34

  AMY PEELER

  
    IT SEEMS FITTING TO BEGIN with a focus on the biblical witness for the supper of the Lord (κυριακὸν δεῖπνον, 1 Cor 11:20), which could comprise the story of the exodus and the first passover meal, or a close comparison of the various accounts of Jesus’ last meal with his disciples. I have decided to focus on Paul’s instructions about the Eucharist to the Corinthians because it is the earliest example of believers in Christ following Jesus’ commands to keep this meal and because, as Richard Hays says in his commentary, their “trouble serves for our instruction.”1 We can learn much about the meaning of this practice from Paul’s excoriation of their missteps.

    In this chapter of 1 Corinthians, Paul is on a tirade against contentiousness (φιλόνεικος), or a party spirit, where one group is pitted against another; this, he says, has no place in the church of God (1 Cor 11:16). In the first part of the chapter Paul has been seeking to repair the gender divide, helping men and women to see the necessity of their mutual interdependence because of the creative glory of God manifest in creation and in the church.2 In the second half of the chapter, he turns his sights on the divide of class. God’s kingdom functions differently than the kingdom of the world and its ways; while the haves might acceptably distinguish themselves from the have-nots in society, Paul will not have that in the church.

    My task in this chapter is two-fold: first, to describe as best as possible what interpreters can ascertain about the Corinthians’ practice of the Lord’s Supper and its dependence (or not) upon the words and life of Jesus. Second, I will suggest a few ways in which Paul’s exhortations for a meal that embodies Christlike compassion might inform our own sharing of the table. In these words of Scripture and the tradition, we realize both the cultural distance and the christological bond between the church in ages past and ourselves as we hear the call for faithful love and the promise of undeserved grace. My focus will admittedly be personal and local, but I hope to provide common commitments on which global and inter-denominational conversations could build. Paul’s admonition to the Corinthians remains true, I think, for all of us: this is the Lord’s Supper, and we rightly participate in it by remembering his goodness and grace.

    
      THE LORD’S TABLE IN CORINTH

      Paul approaches the Corinthians’ keeping of the supper of the Lord based on oral reports. He has learned this information neither by observation nor from the letter they have written to him but by hearing; someone has come to him and described a Eucharistic situation that Paul finds dismal (1 Cor 11:18). Whereas Paul had multiple instructions and explanations to give to them concerning gender distinctions during prayer and prophecy in the first part of this chapter, he opens that section by praising them (ἐπαινῶ ὑμᾶς) for keeping his traditions (1 Cor 11:2). But here in the next set of instructions, he says he will not offer any praise (οὐκ ἐπαινῶ, 1 Cor 11:17). Even if the first promise of praise is perfunctory or even ironic,3 the situation with the Lord’s Supper is such that even irony is not appropriate. He cannot praise them even in jest. For, he says, when they gather, people leave worse off than when they came (1 Cor 11:17), and he finds that true for both sides of the divided social structure: the poor leave shamed, and some of the rich leave—well, if I might speak as boldly as Paul—dead.

      The problems occur when they come together “upon the same” (ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτὸ, 1 Cor 11:20). Commentators suggest that this kind of gathering is not the typical occurrence.4 They might gather in smaller groups in multiple houses on a more regular basis, but they come together as a whole group “upon the same” less frequently. No matter what they think they are doing when they have this big gathering, Paul is very clear that they are not eating the supper of the Lord (1 Cor 11:20).

      His issue of first concern here—which is the issue of first concern in the letter as a whole as well (1 Cor 1:10-13)—is that when they gather, they remain divided.5 He believes this report about fracture because he has already talked about the divisions that exist among them (e.g., 1 Cor 1).6

      In the following verses, he gets more specific about the nature of these divisions. Their practice is not communion but rather each person for him- or herself. Everyone, he says, consumes their own meal (1 Cor 11:21). This statement could be a reference to the practice of eranos meals, where guests would bring their own picnic.7 Other first-century authors such as Plutarch recorded debates about taking individualized portions or sharing.8 A primary concern revolved around equality. Hesiod is quoted as saying, “But where each guest has his own private portion, companionship perishes.” Plutarch’s conversationalists assert, “This is true where there is not an equitable distribution.”9

      Paul’s concern also seems not to be only with a rampant individuality but also inequality. He says that when they eat their own meals, someone goes hungry and someone else is drunk (1 Cor 11:21). It seems to have been a common and acceptable occurrence for owners of large homes to entertain their equals in their dining room, a smaller space called the triclinium, which on average would hold seven to nine people. Those below them in social class would have had to gather in the atrium, the grand entry room holding thirty to fifty people.10 There is also attestation that those outside the main dining room would have been served different, lesser food and would have even had to see and smell the more succulent dishes as they were carried into the triclinium.11 This is not a picture of unity.

      Moreover, Paul’s words here show an interesting contrast. He does not say someone is hungry and someone is full. Paul certainly describes the difference in levels of consumption, but it is worth asking why he chooses food and drink rather than food and food. Possibly it is his way of previewing the discussion of the body and blood of the Lord, the bread and the wine, but could it also be that in addition to an inequality of food there is also an inequality of drink? This possibility adds to the widespread shame occurring at this meeting.

      In verse 22 Paul begins a series of questions, signaling a slight shift in audience. Whereas he seems to have been discussing the situation with the whole church, the content of these questions indicates that he is now talking to the small group of elites: do you not have houses in which you can eat and drink? This seems a bit ironic because they are eating and drinking in house churches. This becomes an especially ironic comparison when he asks next: “or do you despise the ekklēsia of God?”—the ekklēsia, which must meet in one of the elites’ houses.12 Are you shaming those who don’t have food or such houses? The answers are clear. Those of you who do have houses in which you can eat and drink are despising the gathering of God because you are shaming those who do not have as much as you do. There are multiple suggestions for the specific situations here, but they all reach a very similar conclusion.13 The rich Corinthians have enough space, food, and wine when they gather for this meal, and the poor Corinthians do not. Therefore, Paul’s interrogating questions reach a climax in verse 22: “What should I say in such a situation? You think this deserves praise?” He says it again: “about this gathering, I will not praise you” (1 Cor 11:22).

      Imagine for a moment the level of shame when this letter was read. He is calling out their divisions. Many contemporary audiences would be uncomfortable with the exposure of the fact that not everyone is in the middle class. Their economic situation is different. Maybe they would not be uncomfortable with the reality of divisions; that was an accepted part of their lived reality. To call out divisions would not be to name an uncomfortable unspoken reality, as it would be in many contemporary settings, but to do so is still a source of shame because Paul has to correct their misperception that what they are having is the supper of the Lord. They think they are having the supper of the Lord. Moreover, it might expose the hurt of some of the have-nots in the congregation who reported the divides but were not being heard by the haves. He is saying that these kinds of divisions that seem so normal are not commensurate with the Lord they confess. The owners of the houses are not sharing, and they are shaming their guests. In the process of becoming drunk on their own wine, they are bringing shame on themselves. The least of these are getting the least, and the rich do not seem to care. That is not how the church of God, the table of the Lord Jesus Christ, works.

    

    
    
      THE LORD’S SUPPER

      In light of this problem, Paul needs to go back to the basics to remind them of what he has already taught so that they can follow the pattern of this supper not just in form but also in content. Typically, scholarship gravitates toward the word received in verse 23 and asks, “How did Paul receive the instructions about the Lord’s Supper? Directly from God or through other Christians?”14 That invites a comparison with the Gospel traditions.

      Differences certainly exist among the four evangelists. John has Jesus discussing the eating of his flesh and the drinking of his blood with the Jews, who puzzle over his exhortation toward what seems to be cannibalism (Jn 6:52), and that gives Jesus the opportunity to proclaim the eternal life found in this meal. Even among the Synoptics, all three of which portray this as a meal shared during the celebration of Passover (Mt 26:17; Mk 14:12; Lk 22:8), there are variations: Luke includes a cup before and after the bread, and only he (like Paul) has Jesus say that the bread is given for them. While noting these differences, we should nevertheless not forget that the similarities are what dominate. The bread is designated as his body, and the wine is associated with his blood and (by the Synoptics and Paul) the covenant. Overall, the New Testament witness of Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and Paul shows an incredible consistency.

      In addition to the word received, it might be equally important to pay attention to the word Lord. Whether supernaturally, eccesially, or a mix of both,15 Paul says that this information came from the Lord. He, the Lord Jesus Christ, is in charge of this meal and sets the paradigms by which it should be conducted.

      Paul then sets up an interesting chiasm in verse 23:

      
        I took from the Lord (παραλαμβάνω)

        I gave to you (παραδίδωμι)

        the Lord was given (παραδίδωμι)

        The Lord took (λαμβάνω) bread

      

      Using forms of the words λαμβάνω and δίδωμι, Paul’s actions of taking and giving echo the Lord’s. Βut, even more interesting, these words show that he mediates to the Corinthians the Lord’s self-offering. When Paul receives from the Lord, he does receive this story, but the story is not just about an evening meal in the past. Τhe body of believers takes the second-person plural “you” to refer not just to the disciples but to them. This would have been natural to do since the Passover meal was an invitation to all Jews to consider how God’s actions toward an ancient generation of Abraham’s children in Egypt redeemed them as well (Exod 12; 34:25; Lev 23:5; Num 9:2-14; 28:16; Deut 16:1-6; see also m. Pesahim). When Paul takes from the Lord, he takes the story; in taking the bread, Paul also takes the body and then gives that over to the Corinthians. This was possible because the Lord, the one in control, allowed himself to be given by his act of taking the bread and designating it as his body (1 Cor 11:24). When they eat the bread of the Lord, it is to be for the remembrance of him.

      After the meal, Jesus took the cup. He designated it not as his blood but as the new covenant in his blood, thereby recalling the establishment of the covenant by blood when the people had left Egypt (Exod 24) and Jeremiah’s hope for a new covenant in which sins are forgiven forever (Jer 31). Jesus said the same thing.16 It was to be consumed in remembrance of him. Remembrance (άνάμνησις), used here and in Luke’s account, is a beautiful and powerful word. I seek only to make a simple point about it: this meal is supposed to point their memories back to Jesus and therefore should be done in a way that reflects Jesus. This is precisely what Paul says next: whenever they eat this bread and drink this cup, they proclaim in word and deed the death of the Lord until he comes. Note that he says the death, not (explicitly) the resurrection. Resurrection is understood, of course, since he is the Lord, and for Paul the Lord is clearly risen and seated at the right hand of the Father (Rom 8:34; 1 Cor 15:25; Eph 1:20). Yet the focus of this meal is on his death, and it makes total sense that Paul would say only θάνατος here and not also άνάστασις: his focus has been on the giving of the Lord—the giving of his body and blood in his death for his disciples past and future. This meal is all about the Lord and his selfless act for others in death. Eating and drinking say something, namely, that this Lord is a Lord who has given himself in death.

      Herein lies the problem with their practice. The way the Corinthians “celebrate” the supper of the Lord does not look anything like Jesus’ selfless, others-focused death. Because of some of the Corinthians’ selfishness, it simply cannot be the supper of that Lord. So Paul transitions back from tradition to their situation. They should eat the bread and drink the cup to proclaim the Lord’s death (1 Cor 11:26), but if anyone eats the bread and drinks the cup in a manner unworthy of him (as Paul has said they are doing), they will be liable for the mishandling of the body and blood of the Lord (1 Cor 11:27). Paul makes a parallel statement in verse 29: anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment to him- or herself. An “unworthy manner” seems to be partaking without discerning the body, and when one is responsible for mishandling the body and the blood, judgment results.

      This judgment is intense. Because of this—because some of them are doing what Paul refers to in verses 27 and 29—many of them are weak and sick, and a sufficient number have died. Mishandling of the body of the Lord results in a judgment on one’s own body.

      This section casts light upon one of the more confusing verses earlier in the chapter. Near the beginning of this discussion, in verse 19 Paul says, “It is necessary for sects (αἵρεσις) to be among you in order that those among you who have stood the test might become manifest.” Is he changing course here in saying divisions are acceptable? That suggestion seems to fly in the face of the rest of this chapter as well as his calls for unity throughout the letter. The best way through this confusing verse is to imagine that he is mimicking them first and then following with his own comment. “It is necessary for divisions to be among you” is not a quote from a letter, or even necessarily what some of them have said orally, but the message of their actions. He acknowledges that some of them are acting in such a way that might as well say “sects are necessary.” This is how the world works, they might say; you do things differently for the haves than the have-nots. Paul uses this word αἵρεσις negatively, as evidence of the works of the flesh in opposition to the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:20). But even if it simply means one group portioned off from another, as in the sects of the Sadducees, Pharisees, or Christians (Acts 5:17; 15:5; 24:5, 14; 26:5; 28:22), Paul has made it clear that such division does not belong in the church.

      The next word for divisions, δόκιμος, carries quite different connotations. This is a positive word, used for passing the test or being approved by God (Rom 14:18; 16:10; 2 Cor 10:18; 2 Tim 2:15; James 1:12). Later in this section it is used as an admonition for people to test themselves (1 Cor 11:28). I think Paul would approve of the proven ones being made manifest.

      It seems then that Paul is saying it this way: You think that it is necessary to be divided. I agree, but not along class lines. Instead, divisions are necessary to show who has been approved by God or not, and who has really gotten the message of his Son the Lord. Those who you think are superior and maintain divisions will be divided out in judgment. Paul is not opposed to distinctions per se. He wants it to be clear who is following the way of Jesus and who is not.17 He is opposed to the way in which the Corinthians have been dividing themselves. It is actually their divisions that are prompting the divine distinctions of judgment.

      Yet even in this judgment Paul finds the grace of God. In verse 32 he says, “But if we are judged, we are being disciplined (by this very same Lord whose supper we are shaming), then we will not be condemned with the world.” Paul can think of punishment—even the punishment of mortality—as distinct from eternal judgment.18

      The Corinthians are pursuing the wrong path in how they are sharing the meal, so Paul also offers the right path. In verses 28 and 31, he states: Let a person test him- or herself, and if we evaluate ourselves (διακρίνω), then we would not be judged. There is both an individual and communal dimension here: a person needs to assess his or her own actions, but those actions are the ones that affect others and contribute to the functioning of the group.19 To be guilty of the body (1 Cor 11:27) or to fail to discern the body (1 Cor 11:29) seems to point to a mishandling of the elements of bread and wine in the midst of the body of Christ—the group of believers or the ἐκκλησία, the same way he refers to the body in chapters 10 (1 Cor 10:16-17) and 12 (1 Cor 12:13-15). The proof for this communal focus of σῶμα comes in his concluding comments: Here is the point, my brothers and sisters—when you do come together to eat, welcome one another (1 Cor 11:33). This could include the rich waiting for the poor until they get off work as well as a more general call “to receive” by correctly entertaining one another.20 Have a meal during which everyone is really together: everyone waits, shares, and has the same quality and quantity of goods.

      Then Paul adds, “If anyone is hungry, let that one eat in a house” (1 Cor 11:34). Many interpreters take this as saying if anyone is hungry, let that person go home to eat,21 which raises certain problems. Can the wealthy have lavish meals at home as long as the poor do not see? That does not seem to solve the problem of division but hide it. Moreover, if this is heard by the poor who are hungry, Paul’s instructions could be nothing less than cruel: “Go to that nice home you don’t have and eat that food you don’t have.” Might it be better to remember the association between the ἐκκλησία and the οἶκος, the church and the home? If anyone is hungry, let that one eat in a house, namely, the house in which you are gathering for the meal. In other words, when you come together, feed the hungry. If you do so, then you will not be judged. This seems to be the correct discernment of the body: making sure the needs of the body are met.

      The rest—which indicates there must have been other, less-pressing problems—Paul says he will address when he comes. We will have to wait until glory to hear the other things he wanted to say. Nevertheless, if God is sovereign over the giving of the biblical word—providing what we need for our instruction—then there are lessons Paul’s instructions to the Corinthians offer to us who also share at the table of the Lord.

    

    
    
      GATHERING AROUND THE TABLE TODAY

      First, it must be acknowledged that it is exceedingly challenging to make any kind of direct move from the situation in Corinth to our own Eucharistic practices. Although I realize there is a debate on this point,22 it seems to me that Paul’s congregation would have followed the pattern of a Passover meal in memory of Jesus. The Synoptic Gospel tradition, where the christologically designated bread and wine were part of a celebratory meal, makes this explicit. This seems especially to be the case because (1) they likely did not gather as a large group on a regular basis, and when they did, it would be normal to have a meal together. Also, (2) the problem that arises has to do with the consumption of too much versus too little food and wine. For many contemporary churches, our sharing of the Lord’s Supper—in miniscule quantities of bread and wine or juice—is completely separate from the church potluck. And at the church potluck, we would never sit apart by social class and designate different quantities and qualities of food for the different groups. I have been struck anew by that great cultural gap between us and the communities of the New Testament.

      I am also struck by the narrow but miraculously enduring bridge between us. Just as there are differences between the accounts of the Lord’s Supper in the New Testament but also unmistakable similarities, so too in the midst of the completely different settings—just like that rag-tag, passionate, but misdirected group of confessors that “Jesus Christ is Lord” in Roman Corinth in the early 50s CE—we too hear and say these words: “This is my body, this is my blood of the new covenant which is given for you and for many for the forgiveness of sins. Whenever you eat and drink this, do so for the remembrance of me.” We have all done this quite odd thing in which we take common elements and, through the proclamation of Jesus’ life and words, experienced these elements as means of grace. Therefore, because we share this, Corinth does have something to teach us about the supper of the Lord.

      First, this meal is powerful. As Paul attests to the Corinthians, the mishandling of this meal brings judgment upon the collective body and individual. Anamnēsis, remembrance, is not simply, “Remember that time when Jesus had that last meal with his group of disciples? Wow, what a night!” Instead, anamnēsis involves participation and being invited into the reality of which the words speak.23 This need not demand belief in any particular Eucharistic mode, for from commemoration to transubstantiation, communities believe that when they share this bread designated as Christ’s body, they are Christ’s body. As Paul himself said in 1 Corinthians 10:17, “The bread which we break—is it not the fellowship of the body of Christ? Because in one bread, we, the many, are one body, for we all share from one loaf.” Hence to enter into this meal is to enter into Christ. This is holy ground, since he is the image and glory of God, and it should not be approached with flippancy or disdain.

      The focus on Christ leads to the second applicable principle. As Paul said to the Corinthians, this is the Lord ’s Supper, not yours. The way they were celebrating it, even though they might have been saying the right words, looked nothing like the life and heart of the Lord they were invoking. Therefore, Paul said to them: when you gather it is not to eat the supper of the Lord (1 Cor 11:20). Nevertheless, the Lord is still sovereign over this mispracticed meal because they are being held accountable for partaking of it unworthily. He is ever sovereign over this supper even when it is practiced without appropriate consideration. How then might we practice this meal in such a way that it looks like his? This, as I mentioned, is the most challenging question. There is no easy way, it seems to me, to be mindful of social and economic equality in the distribution of small quantities of bread and wine in a church setting.

      Are there other ways that we could proclaim the selfless death of the Lord in this meal? Paul’s overarching concern revolves around meeting needs and avoiding shame. Everyone would be left hungry if the Eucharist were the only thing we ate, but sharing this meal binds us together and gives us both the responsibility and blessing of knowing one another and sharing one another’s burdens. If this is really going to be a supper that honors the Lord it names, then we need to be mindful of the needs in our congregations. Is anyone hungry in mind, body, or spirit? Then we should be the body of Christ to one another by meeting one another’s needs. This demands a certain vulnerability, investment of time in relationships, and sacrifice. But that is how our Lord lived: knowing those around him and giving of himself to meet their needs. This necessarily is a very local and small-group vision of the Lord’s Supper. It will not be possible to know the needs of everyone with whom you share the supper, but there should be some knowledge. Moreover, if you know of a need and aren’t willing to assist with it, that would at least call into serious question your proclamation in this meal that Jesus of Nazareth is Lord.

      John Chrysostom, the fourth-century Greek preacher and bishop, read the meal in this way:

      
        “Wherefore whosoever shall eat this bread and drink the cup of the Lord unworthily, shall be guilty of the Body and the Blood of the Lord.” Why so? . . . Seest thou how fearful he makes his discourse, and inveighs against them very exceedingly, signifying that if they are thus to drink, they partake unworthily of the elements? For how can it be other than unworthily when it is he who neglects the hungry? who besides overlooking him puts him to shame? . . . Thou hast partaken of such a Table and when thou oughtest to be more gentle than any and like the angels, none so cruel as thou art become. Thou hast tasted the Blood of the Lord, and not even thereupon dost thou acknowledge thy brother. Of what indulgence then art thou worthy? Whereas if even before this thou hadst not known him, thou oughtest to have come to the knowledge of him from the Table; but now thou dishonorest the Table itself; he having been deemed worthy to partake of it and thou not judging him worthy of thy meat. . . . Wherefore I beseech you that we do not this to condemnation; let us nourish Christ, let us give Him drink, let us clothe Him. These things are worthy of that Table.24

      

      Paul wants the needs of the congregation met, and his related concern is about the shame that arises in their practicing of the meal. Some of them are made to feel less than the others. He is obviously thinking of a social dynamic, but it causes me to reflect on the particular feelings of shame that could arise with our practice of the meal. I wonder if by now some readers are feeling nervous. I know I did as I worked with this text. How can I ever really do this meal justice? How can I ever address the needs in my parish, let alone the sufferings and needs of the global church? In my spiritual history I have a tendency toward anxiety over the Lord’s Supper. This probably began in my late teens when I was visiting the church of the young man who is my now husband. This church had communion only once a year, and it was preceded by a week of fasting and revival to ensure that people were worthy to receive the meal.

      I am not the only one in the history of the church to have such concerns. In his sermon on “The Duty of Constant Communion,” John Wesley takes up the same verse:

      
        [People say,] “I am unworthy; and ‘he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh damnation to himself.’ Therefore I dare not communicate, lest I should eat and drink my own damnation.” The case is this: God offers you one of the greatest mercies on this side of heaven, and commands you to accept it. Why do not you accept this mercy, in obedience to his command? You say, “I am unworthy to receive it.” And what then? You are unworthy to receive any mercy from God. But is that a reason for refusing all mercy? . . . In this very chapter we are told that by eating and drinking unworthily is meant, taking the holy sacrament in such a rude and disorderly way, that one was “hungry and another drunken.” But what is that to you? Is there any danger of your doing so,—of your eating and drinking thus unworthily? However unworthy you are to communicate, there is no fear of your communicating thus. Therefore, whatever the punishment is, of doing it thus unworthily, it does not concern you. You have no more reason from this text to disobey God [i.e., to not take communion], than if there was no such text in the Bible. If you speak of “eating and drinking unworthily” in the sense St. Paul uses the words, you may as well say, “I dare not communicate, for fear the church should fall,” as “for fear I should eat and drink unworthily.” If then you fear bringing damnation on yourself by this, you fear where no fear is. Fear it not for eating and drinking unworthily; for that, in St. Paul’s sense, ye cannot do. But I will tell you for what you shall fear damnation;—for not eating and drinking at all; for not obeying your Maker and Redeemer.25

      

      What then is it? Is the situation so far removed that we could never eat or drink unworthily, as Wesley argues? His point about the Lord’s command and God’s grace is compelling. We are told to participate in this meal, and we are always unworthy of God’s gifts. Or is Chrysostom correct, that right living is a necessary feature of coming to the table?

      I see value in both a dependence upon grace and a call to knowledge and compassion (with which I actually think both of these eminent preachers would agree), but it is John Calvin whom I find to articulate so well this particular balance.

      
        If you would wish to use aright the benefit afforded by Christ, bring faith and repentance. As to these two things, therefore, the trial must be made, if you would come duly prepared. Under repentance I include love; for the man who has learned to renounce himself, that he may give himself up wholly to Christ and his service, will also, without doubt, carefully maintain that unity which Christ has enjoined. At the same time, it is not a perfect faith or repentance that is required, as some, by urging beyond due bounds, a perfection that can nowhere be found, would shut out for ever from the Supper every individual of humankind. If, however, thou aspirest after the righteousness of God with the earnest desire of thy mind, and, trembled under a view of thy misery, dost wholly lean upon Christ’s grace, and rest upon it, know that thou art a worthy guest to approach the table—worthy I mean in this respect, that the Lord does not exclude thee.26

      

      We can’t come flippantly without any thought of what we are doing. We can’t come rightly, it seems to me, if we know a need of one of our brothers or sisters and are unwilling to meet it. But if we know our state, that “we are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs under thy table,” and if we know our Lord, “whose property is always to have mercy,”27 and if we bring faith, a desire for repentance, and a hunger for a life of selfless giving, God will meet us at this table with his gracious presence.

      Jesus’ words from John should have the final word: “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them” (Jn 6:54-55). When we partake of his meal, he changes us. We are graced to do his good will and feed the hunger of souls and bodies, our own and those of our siblings, because this is the supper of the self-giving Lord.
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CHURCHES
AND THE POLITICS
OF THE SACRAMENTS

Rethinking “Unity of the Church”

D. ZAC NIRINGIYE


THE “UNITY OF THE CHURCH” as a subject of theological discourse is very broad and multi-dimensional—historical, theological, sociological, political, and cultural—and all these dimensions are interwoven. Although the focus on sacramental unity helps to delimit the conversation, nonetheless one has to admit that the other aspects of “being church” have to be taken into account in order to engage meaningfully even with specific questions around the sacraments. Moreover, “sacraments” itself is also a very broad subject.

The choice of the title of this chapter has been informed by research I have undertaken over the years on the biblical narrative of the people of God,1 the story of the Church of Uganda (Anglican),2 and my current work in Uganda as a civic-political activist working for the common good. I therefore begin the essay with some autobiographical notes because it would be disingenuous to posture objectivity without acknowledging my vantage point. More importantly, however, I have become persuaded over the years that all theology is biographical and contextual—it is located in personal narratives as well as in particular historical, social, cultural, economic, and political contexts. Thankfully, gone are the days when theologies from European and North American perspectives were considered “theology proper” while other theologies were relegated to the category “ethnic.” All theologies are “ethnic” and contextual. Thus all theology is partial, tentative, and provisional. We are incapable of grasping and articulating the whole picture. We see in part! We see dimly! The value of a space such as the 2017 Wheaton Theology Conference, gathering us from diverse contexts, is that it affords us the opportunity to think together as a hermeneutical community.

After the autobiographical notes, the essay then outlines what I call “contours of a theology of the church”—an outline of an ecclesiology, and the place and role of the two sacraments: baptism and Holy Communion.3 This sets the backdrop for the next section of the essay in which I discuss how, with the emergence of Christendom, sacraments became part and parcel of Christendom’s narrative of being church. This narrative is grounded in ecclesiologies of territoriality and public power, as illustrated by the story of two churches in Uganda—the Church of Uganda, a church that stands within the broader Anglican tradition, and the Roman Catholic Church.4

The thesis of this chapter is that the critical question of the failure of the two churches to find common ground on the sacraments of baptism and the Holy Communion is primarily due to their sense of “otherness” rather than “one-ness.” This is manifested in their social-political rivalry, because their ecclesiologies are grounded in a theology of conquest and domination rather than unity, catholicity, and apostolicity. By their failure to find sacramental unity they have shown that they have no ontological unity. Thus unity cannot and should no longer be based on “being united in Christ” but rather on other grounds. I propose that efforts should be geared towards mutual respect, cooperation, and the pursuit of the common good rather than discourse on the unity of the churches steeped in ecclesiologies grounded in social-political rivalries.


AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOTES

There are at least two angles from my story and context that are relevant to this subject: first, my own experience of “church” as one born and bred in rural Uganda. Mine is an account of feasting on a katogo meal—a Ugandan version of a casserole meal or mixed grill. I am a bishop in the Church of Uganda, from the “low” end of the Anglican tradition. My location is made even lower by my formation, first, in the spirituality of the East African Revival movement—a renewal movement that emphasized repentance, fellowship, and evangelistic mission.5 Second, I was part of the evangelical student movement (Scripture Union in high school and the Christian Union at university). During the latter season, as a young man I sampled a whole range of church options available at the time in Uganda out of a sheer desire to know more—especially options of the Pentecostal-charismatic flavor. Later, during the prime of my adult life, serving in a nondenominational student movement made me appreciate unity in diversity of the children of God.6 We found a formula of sharing in Holy Communion without bothering with which church the communicants belonged to, provided they confessed Jesus as Lord. My theological education and ministerial formation also reflects my penchant for katogo.7

The second angle is the nature of “being church” in the polarized church context in Uganda—a situation of conflict and rivalry between the Church of Uganda (Anglican) and the Roman Catholic Church. The first missionaries from the Church Missionary Society set foot on Ugandan soil in June 1877. They were followed nearly immediately by French Roman Catholic missionaries of the order of the Society of Missionaries of Africa, otherwise called the White Fathers, in February 1879. The two sets of missionaries brought with them baggage of historical conflict and rivalry,8 setting the stage for a future of social and political rivalry in an emerging Uganda. Violence has characterized all transitions in Uganda from the colonial period, except for the transition from colonial rule to independence.9 Both churches are not just participants in the story of turbulent Uganda but its very roots.10 In spite of the fact that sacramental theology is in the DNA of both churches, they have been unable to arrive at sacramental unity.




CONTOURS OF A THEOLOGY OF THE CHURCH: THE ONE, HOLY, CATHOLIC, AND APOSTOLIC CHURCH

The creedal statement “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church” expresses in a succinct manner what I call contours of a theology of the church.11 A cursory reading of the exposition of these concepts by various theologians, however, shows that there is no unanimity on how they should be understood, because different assumptions, ecclesiastical traditions, and theologies have determined their meaning. Consequently, they are used differently and assigned varying content.12 Calvin, in addition to affirming “one, holy, catholic and apostolic” as the true marks of the church, asserted, “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.”13

I take it as evident, as the Reformers did, from the Gospel accounts of the life and teaching of Jesus that he envisioned and intended to bring into being a visible community through whom he would continue his work by the Holy Spirit.14 The raison d’être of the community was the kingdom of God, which was the good news Jesus proclaimed, demonstrated, and embodied. The community would constitute the new people of God in continuity with Israel. It would be a sign of God’s kingdom in the world, a community that lives beneath the just and righteous reign of God by acknowledging, proclaiming, and demonstrating it. The community prays to the Father, “May your Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:5-15) and looks forward to its final manifestation. As the Gospels record, Jesus taught his disciples what the victory of the reign of God looks like: freedom for the prisoners, recovery of sight for the blind, and liberation for the oppressed (Lk 4:18)—indeed, the triumph of justice (Mt 12:20).

The community was to derive its character not from its membership but from Jesus, the embodiment of God’s reign—his life, death, resurrection, and ascension—who would continue to be with them, in them, and among them by the Holy Spirit. They were to be a people set apart for himself—his flock (Jn 10). The community would be distinct from the world as salt is from food and light from darkness (Mt 5:13-16). The impact of their witness to the world would not be achieved in withdrawal but rather through their presence preventing moral decay and in expelling the darkness of evil in the world by the proclamation and demonstration of the gospel of the kingdom. Just as love was the hallmark of God’s action in Jesus, the community too would live by love—loving God and neighbor (Mt 22:39), one another (Jn 13:34), and even their enemies (Mt 5:44). Thus, during the three-and-a-half years of his ministry, Jesus was forming the nucleus of that community with the apostles as the core through whom he would gather all his other flock from all the corners of the earth (catholic-universal)—“one flock, one shepherd” (Jn 10:16). The climax would be in Jesus’ death on the Roman cross, his resurrection and ascension, and the coming of the Holy Spirit! And, sanctified by him (set apart, holy), Jesus would then send his Spirit into the world, as the Father sent him into the world (Jn 17:6-19; 20:21-23) to bear witness to the reign of God.

Jesus charged his disciples that they should gather regularly (an ekklēsia) and eat together after his departure, invoking the memory of Jesus’ life and death, dramatizing and celebrating their redemption and that of the whole world. It was also to act as a testimony to their belonging together and to the One who died ushering the reign of God into the world. Jesus gave his disciples another physical sign: baptism. This sign was for those who he would draw into the fold: “Make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19). It would be a mark distinguishing them from all others among whom they lived, signifying that they belong to another—the One who died on the Roman cross and rose, who now dwells in them and in whom they dwell by the Holy Spirit. Both eating together and water baptism were physical-material statements attesting to the historical fact of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. Associating together as belonging to God in Christ anticipated the fullness of the kingdom of God when Jesus would return. In theological language, they were incarnational and eschatological: reflective of the nature of Jesus’ community.

With the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, the new community of the kingdom of God was inaugurated and ushered into the world to embody the presence of Christ in the world by living by his Word and his Spirit. The universalization of the gospel of the kingdom of God was immediate upon the coming of the Holy Spirit, as Jesus’ followers declared the wonders of God in the languages of “Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs” (Acts 2:9-11). The book of Acts tells the rest of the story of how Jesus, by the Holy Spirit and through the agency of the apostolic community, was gathering “the other flock”: “all, whom the Lord our God will call” (Acts 2:39). It was all very real for those Spirit-filled followers in Jerusalem. Those added on the Day of Pentecost were baptized according to the charge of the risen Lord. And they began the special practice of eating together—“breaking bread in their homes . . . with glad and sincere hearts” (Acts 2:41) in remembrance of the death that had become their redemption and grounds of their apostolicity (sent-ness).

The account of the growth and spread of the nascent Jesus community, as recorded in the New Testament, is a story of community in and by the Holy Spirit in various contexts, beginning “in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). As the story unfolds, it is evident that the very tenets of being one, holy, catholic, and apostolic were manifested and asserted as being essential to the nature of the new community. In each context, what it meant was worked out in different ways in obedience to God’s Word through the apostles and the leading of the Holy Spirit in response to the particular situation. In every context, however, those who were drawn into the fold were baptized, dramatizing the efficacy of the death and resurrection in bringing about the new birth into a new life, that is, from death to life (Rom 6:4). And in every place, they practiced eating together. This invoked the memory of the historical event of the death of Christ on the cross, but the same act also proclaimed the efficacy of that death (1 Cor 11:23-26). True to their Lord’s charge, the sacraments were essential to their being a “community in Christ.”

It is also the case that the tenets of being one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church were tested and contested. Whether with the tension and conflict between the Greek- and Aramaic-speaking Jews in Jerusalem and Judea (Acts 6), the personal misunderstanding and quarrels in the Philippian church (Phil 4:2-4), or the quarrels and divisions in the church in Corinth (1 Cor 1; 3), the apostles’ response was that they should deal with conflicts and dissentions in the same way you deal with tensions and conflicts within a family: it is not a good reflection on the family to be divided, and therefore there must be a way to resolve the conflicts. Paul’s message to the Ephesians urged them in this manner, and it was grounded in the indivisible unity of community-in-Christ:


As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope when you were called; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. (Eph 4:1-6)



Paul is unequivocal: unity is a given because of the one Spirit, the Spirit of Christ in whom they dwell. The one catholic (universal) community, which transcends time, space, and culture, is made one by the Holy Spirit. It is the community for whom Jesus is the sovereign by faith and expressed through baptism, and it is a family for whom God is Father. It was therefore incumbent on the Christlike people to keep it; to do otherwise would not only be a contradiction but a denial of who they really are. The apostle Paul makes the point to the believers in Corinth in his response to their quarrels and divisions. First, he addresses them as members of the same family—brothers and sisters, in the name of the head of the family: “our Lord Jesus Christ!” And then he pleads with them to get on and do what a family does when there are conflicts: sort them out! (1 Cor 1:10-12). For the apostle, it is inconceivable that a community that is one because of the one Christ who has brought it into being should be divided. The apostle Paul was emphatic that there could be no justification for their partisanship (1 Cor 3:5-9). Hence the rhetorical questions to the Corinthian Christ-community: “Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Were you baptized in the name of Paul?” Paul was making the point that divisions could not be substantial; the evidence that they were in Christ was their ability to transcend differences—and as a matter of fact make the differences work for the benefit of all. He drove his point home by expounding on the “body” metaphor, which illustrates unity in diversity (1 Cor 12:12-20). For “just as a body, though one has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. Even so the body is not made up of one part but of many” (1 Cor 12:12-14).

The two metaphors—family and body—explicate the outworking of the contours of the theology of the community in the Holy Spirit; indeed, the reality of the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church. The community spans all time—past, present, and future—from the “great cloud of witnesses” in the past, who have completed their earthly journey, to those who would believe in Christ, “for only together with us would they be made perfect” (Heb 11:40). Christ is the one whom God “appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. [He is] the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word” (Heb 1:2-3). God purposed in Christ “to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfilment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ” (Eph 1:9-10, italics mine). The community-in-Christ embodies this eschatological hope—a community of hope, by hope, in hope, and for hope.15

The community acts of baptism and “eating together”—later called sacraments—through which God acts as the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is invoked dramatize and embody that reality in a material and physical way—it is both incarnational and eschatological. Dulles has expounded:


A sacrament is, in the first place, a sign of grace. A sign could be a mere pointer to something that is absent, but a sacrament is a “full sign,” a sign of something that is really present. Hence the Council of Trent could rightly describe a sacrament as “the visible form of an invisible grace.” Beyond this, a sacrament is an efficacious sign; the sign itself produces or intensifies that of which it is a sign. Thanks to the sign, the reality signified achieves an existential depth; it emerges into solid, tangible existence. . . . Thus the Councils can say that the sacraments contain the grace they signify, and confer the grace they contain.16



The sacraments are a testimony and presence of the unity of the new community-in-Christ, now living between the times of the inauguration of the kingdom by Jesus and its final consummation. It continues to experience the redemptive reign of God through the Spirit in the world.

By implication, we should therefore go further and affirm that the church itself is a sacrament. As Anthony Hanson rightly asserts:


The Church is the means by which the life of Christ is mediated to the world. It is an “outward and visible sign of an inward and visible grace,” to quote the Church Catechism. . . . It is a sign which effects something, not an indication of someone who is absent. The purpose of the Church is to enable mankind to enter into the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. But the two gospel sacraments do exactly this: they convey and express the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.17



Being a sacrament in the world involves being the sign that manifests Christ and the reign of God, as well as being the agent of his reign. Authentic church is the presence of Christ in the world.




THE POLITICS OF THE SACRAMENTS: THE CHURCH OF UGANDA (ANGLICAN) AND THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH

Without entering into the debate on the political dimensions of the gospel (or even as to whether there is anything like a “political dimension to the gospel”), I associate myself with the long Christian tradition that has articulated the gospel in political terms—both in its content and implications.18 Political here means “the distribution of [public] power, the means of wielding it, whether for good, bad or an indifferent end.”19 At the heart of the message of the good news is that under the reign of God made present through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, to whom “all authority in heaven and on earth” is vested, the community in Christ is a community of justice, peace, and joy, where “there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). It is a community through whom he, the prince of peace and just one, works to bring peace and hope to those who are oppressed, blind, poor, marginalized, despised, and dehumanized—the “hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison” (Mt 25:31-46). The point is that the presence of the community-in-Christ brings hope for the good of the others.

As the apostles taught, Jesus continues his work of bringing the reign of God “on earth, as it is in heaven”—working toward the triumph of righteousness and justice in and through the community-in-Christ. To the believers in Rome addressing the conflict over clean and unclean food, Paul reminds them to focus on what matters most for their community life: the kingdom of God. He then explains to them that “the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom 14:17). Righteousness is a quality of being in right relationship with God, one’s neighbor, and God’s creation: a right relationship with a just God that is evident in just relationships. Peace is a quality of harmony and well-being of individuals and communities. Joy is a state caused by a full enjoyment of life as intended by God—a life of dignity in community and communion with others and God’s creation. These three—righteousness (justice), peace, and joy—are the test of any community that makes a claim to the presence of Christ within it by the Holy Spirit. The community lives out its witness to Christ in the world both in its life and what it seeks to achieve beyond itself.

This is the politics of the good news of God’s reign: justice, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit. The sacraments are a political statement to the world. Irrespective of social-economic standing or ethnic-racial identity, there is only one baptism through the same waters and eating together from the one bread and drinking from one cup. Participating in the sacraments involves sharing in the politics of the kingdom of God—a commitment to being a community of justice and peace, and praying and being God’s agency for his kingdom to come on earth as it is in heaven. The following words from the Epistle to Diognetus, reckoned to date from the second century, capture the political character of the authentic community-in-Christ:


For Christians are not distinguished from the rest of humanity by country, language or custom. For nowhere do they live in cities of their own, nor do they speak some unusual dialect, nor do they practice an eccentric life-style. . . . But while they live in both Greek and barbarian cities, as each one’s lot was cast, and follow the local customs in dress and food and other aspects of life, at the same time they demonstrate a remarkable and admittedly unusual character of their own citizenship. They live in their own countries, but only as aliens; they participate in everything as citizens, and endure everything as foreigners. Every foreign country is their fatherland, and every fatherland is foreign.20



Thus authentic community-in-Christ, in its global and local visible presence in the world, is a political community embodying, demonstrating, and proclaiming the politics of the good news of the reign of God. This must not be confused with the notions of church establishment or a separate country or state for Christians. On the contrary, it is how the community-in-Christ lives and infects the rest of body politic in the world with the values of God’s reign.

However, it is not always the case that communities that call themselves churches are signs of the reign of God, even when they share in the sacraments. Any community that claims to gather and scatter under the name of Christ should be judged on the basis of the standard of the kingdom of God. Andrew Walls, in his review of K. S. Latourette’s work A History of the Expansion of Christianity, suggests that one of the contributions Latourette makes to understanding the expansion of Christianity is to subject the story of the church to what he calls “the kingdom test.” He makes the point that although the presence of a community that claims to gather regularly in the name of Jesus may be a sign of the influence of Christ in society, the claim cannot be taken at face value.21 Walls cautions that “the presence of the church . . . is no guarantee of the continuing influence of Christ. The church without the signs of the kingdom becomes a countersign of the kingdom, hiding Christ instead of revealing him to the world.”22 In the latter case, sacraments become a part of the system and mechanisms of divisions, rivalry, and injustice.
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