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The Eucharist: Its Meaning and Place in Our
Salvation (Fr. Lawrence R. Farley)
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he earliest title of the main Sunday service of the Christian

Church is “the Eucharist”, from the Greek word eucharisteo, meaning, “to give

thanks.” As early as about the middle of the second century, Justin the Philosopher
(later known as “Justin Martyr”) wrote that the bread and wine which the Christians
received sacramentally was “called among us ‘the Eucharist’, of which no one is
allowed to partake but the ones who believe that the things which we teach are
true” (Apology, chapter 66). The ritual service would also later be called “the Divine
Liturgy,” and “the Mass.”

The Lord Jesus commanded His disciples to perform this ritual on the night on
which He was betrayed. Before noon the next day, He would be crucified and
hanging on a Roman cross, offering Himself as a voluntary sacrifice to take away
the sins of the world, and by supper-time, He would be dead. He therefore
instituted this ritual as the way of insuring that His sacrifice would be powerfully
present and effective among His disciples. By doing so, He transformed what was a
simple judicial execution into an enduring sacrifice. The recurring ritual of the
Eucharist was the means whereby His disciples could benefit from that sacrifice.
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The Lord instituted the Eucharist during His final meal with them. It seems clear
enough that the meal was a Passover meal: Luke reports that prior to this, Christ
said to His disciples, “When you have entered the city [of Jerusalem], a man will
meet you carrying a pitcher of water; follow him into the house that he enters. And
you shall say to the owner of house, ‘The Teacher says to you, Where is the guest
room in which | may eat the Passover with My disciples?’ And he will show you a
large, furnished, upper room; prepare it there” (Luke 22:10-12). The disciples
obeyed the Lord, and found the pre-arranged upper room. As Luke further reports,
there “they prepared the Passover” (Luke 22:13). At that meal, Christ said to them,
“l have earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before | suffer” (Luke 22:15).
Some have suggested that this chronology is difficult to square with the
information in John’s Gospel, but Luke’s account seems clear enough.

At the beginning of this meal, the Lord took bread and broke it. This was not
unusual; every meal began with the breaking of bread. But what happened next
was unusual—as He gave them the bread, He said, “Take it; this is My Body.” The
apostles’ reaction is not recorded, but one can imagine their alarm. The meal then
continued as usual, with everyone eating bitter herbs and the Passover Lamb and



talking as people do at table. At the conclusion of the meal, a final cup of wine was
blessed and drunk. Again, this was not unusual; every meal would be accompanied
by wine, and every Passover meal concluded with this third cup. But as Christ gave
them the wine, He said, “This is My blood of the covenant, which is shed on behalf
of many.” As St. Paul recounted it to the Corinthians (in a letter which predated the
writing of the Gospels), Christ added that they should do this “for My memorial”
(sometimes translated “in remembrance of Me”; the Greek iseis ten emen
anamnesin). It is doubtful that the apostles understood what our Lord was talking
about, for they had refused to believe that He was about to die. But His words
sounded ominous enough. It was only later that they would understand.

The surprising thing, given that the Passover meal consisted of wine and the
Passover Lamb, is that Jesus chose bread to represent His body, and not the
Passover lamb. After all, He had spoken once of His flesh and blood being food and
drink (John 6:54), so what could be more natural than the flesh of the Passover
lamb representing His own Flesh? Why choose bread for the ritual rather than the
lamb?

The Lord chose to use bread and wine for this ritual rather than lamb and wine
because He did not model the recurring sacramental meal on the Passover meal
(which was held only once a year), but on all the meals which He had taken with
His disciples. Lamb was not eaten at every supper, but bread was, as was wine,
and the Eucharist was not to be held only once a year, but as often as the disciples
would gather together. Thus the Lord chose bread and wine, which they would eat
at every meal.
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And they did gather together regularly for a meal, for following Christ was not like
holding to a philosophy, but joining a family; they gathered regularly to eat
because that is what families do. And these meals culminated in the Eucharist.

Christ met with His disciples on Sundays after His Resurrection, and by this He was
telling them that the first day of the week was the day when they should gather
together. Accordingly, though the apostles would continue as good Jews to worship
with their fellow Jews in the synagogues on the Sabbath, they would also meet with
their fellow Christians on the next day. This day they soon began to call “the Lord’s
day,” because it was on this first day of the week that the risen Lord manifested
Himself to them when they gathered together. They would meet every Sunday
evening for a meal—a full meal, a supper (Greek deipnon), during which there
would be prayers, Scripture readings, hymns, and of course stories about Jesus.
The culmination of the meal would be the Eucharist, when the one presiding over
the meal would take bread and wine, pray over them, break the bread, and all
would eat and drink.

Some suggest that instead of having the sacramental Bread at the beginning of the
meal and the sacramental Wine at the end that the Bread and Wine were taken
together, probably at the meal’s end. It is difficult to be certain about those early



Eucharistic meals. What is certain is that by the end of the first century or the
beginning of the second, the taking of the sacramental Bread and Wine had
become separated from the meal itself. The Christians would meet together before
dawn on Sunday morning (which, of course, before Constantine’'s time was just
another work day) and have the Eucharist. They would then gather again later on
that day for the meal itself, which they called an “agape,” or “love-feast.” We know
this from a letter that Pliny wrote to his emperor, Trajan, in about 112 A.D. He
reported that the Christians’ “custom had been to gather before dawn on a fixed
day and to sing a hymn to Christ as if to a god... With this complete, it had been
their custom to separate, and to meet again to take food - but quite ordinary,
harmless food.”

What was this bit in Pliny’s letter about “ordinary, harmless food”? Here we arrive
at the heart of our faith and the central mystery of the Eucharist. Pagans at that
time believed that we Christians met together to practice cannibalism, that we
kiled and ate a baby at our services. Believers called Christ the pais theou,
“servant of God” or “child of God” (see Acts 4:27, “[God’s] holy Servant Jesus;
rendered “[God’s] holy Child Jesus” in the King James Version). It was easy enough
to confuse paisas “servant” with pais as “child.” And, of course, Christians
whispered about “receiving the Body and the Blood.” What else could it mean



except ritual child-killing and cannibalism? That was why Pliny made a point of
reporting that at our meals the food was “ordinary and harmless”—no cannibalism,
so far as he could tell.

But if not cannibalism, what does this talk about eating flesh mean? It is a stunning
image, and one that goes back to Christ Himself: “He who eats My Flesh (Greek sarx
) and drinks My Blood has eternal life...he who eats Me, he also shall live because
of Me” (John 6:54, 57). The Lord’s words on the night of His last supper should be
understood as a sacramental application of this earlier teaching—when the
disciples ate the bread at the Eucharist in the church, they also ate His Body, His
Flesh. When they drank the wine, they also drank His Blood. St. Paul taught
precisely this: “Is not the cup of blessing which we bless a sharing [Greek koinonia,

participation] in the Blood of Christ? Is not the bread which we break a sharing
[Greek koinonia] in the Body of Christ?” (1 Cor. 10:16). In some sense, then, the

Eucharistic bread was His body, and the wine in the cup was His blood. It was not a
simple metaphor (like Christ saying, “I am the vine” in John 15:1). Paul said that
what was shared and eaten actually was His body and His blood. And he said that
some of those who ate it improperly had sickened and died as a result (1 Cor.
11:30). No one dies from a mere metaphor.

How then could Christ's Body and Blood be present for us? Because in the
Eucharist the Church obeys Christ in making a memorial [Greek anamnesis,
Hebrew zikkaron] of His Passion. Most people today do not understand memory or
memorial as the ancient Hebrews did. For us, memory is something in our heads, a
merely mental activity, like day-dreaming. But in the Biblical understanding, a
memorial is something done so that God will remember and take action. Take for
example the blowing of the silver trumpets which Moses was commanded to make
in Numbers 10:1f. The Hebrews were to blow the trumpets over their sacrifices
“that you may be remembered before the Lord your God and be saved” (Numbers
10:9). The memorial was the act of blowing the trumpets; God remembered and
took action. Or take the example of Cornelius the centurion in Acts 10:31. The
angel told him that his “alms have been remembered before God.” That is, his alms
functioned as a memorial, and God remembered and took action—in this case, the
action of sending Peter to him with the Gospel.

It is in this Biblical sense that Christ made the eating and drinking His memorial. By
eating and drinking at the Eucharist, the Church makes His memorial, and by the
power of the Holy Spirit God remembers Christ’s Passion and saves us. In this way,
Christ’s Passion is present among us. His death is not merely a past historical
event, but a present Sacrifice, effective and powerful in our midst. The Sacrifice is



present on the Holy Table, and by partaking of the Bread and Cup, we partake of
His Body and Blood, His Sacrifice.

The Eucharist is therefore our participation in the saving self-offering of Christ.
When we eat His Body and drink His Blood, we receive His divine life and abide in
His salvation, receiving forgiveness, healing, transformation, and the power of the
Holy Spirit. The Eucharist is thus the fiery center of our Christian life. It is also what
binds us together one with another as the Church. Indeed, the Eucharist makes us
into the Church, renewing us and reconstituting us week by week as the Body of
Christ. As St. Paul said, “We who are many are one body, for we all partake of the
one bread” (1 Cor. 10:17). The Eucharist is thus the source of our common unity in
Christ; it is the ecclesial sacrament par excellence. It is not surprising if the
Eucharist was the liturgical context for all the other sacraments of the Church. Even
now in Orthodoxy, all ordinations are performed at the Eucharist.

Given the Eucharist’s central place in our salvation, we should prepare ourselves
carefully to receive it. We do this by fasting from midnight the night before, so that
we come to the Chalice with hungry stomachs and hungry hearts. We do this by
praying beforehand that we may receive worthily, forgiving all who have sinned
against us and hurt us, and repenting of our own sins. We do this by living all our
days in fervent faith, receiving the sacrament of Confession regularly, being faithful
in daily prayer and in Scripture-reading, always striving to please the Lord in all
things. In other words, we come to the Chalice as Christians, as those who live for
the Lord. Thus every Sunday and every feast-day finds us at the Chalice, partaking
of salvation. We come every week because we need to. We come every week
because we are unworthy and sick, and need to be healed. We come every week
because He told us to. We come in the fear of God and with faith and love because
without this feast, we have no life.
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