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The Eucharist in History: My Notes on What Changed and What Did Not 

1. Why I Wanted to Trace the Eucharist Historically 

I wanted to look at the Eucharist as history, not only as an apologetics argument. The 
Catholic claim is huge: what looks like bread and wine is treated as the Body and Blood of 
Christ, and the Mass is tied to Christ's sacrifice. If that was a late medieval idea, I wanted to 
know. If it was there very early, I wanted to know that too. So I tried to follow the practice and 
the language from the New Testament forward instead of starting with Trent and working 
backward. 

The first thing I had to stop doing was imagining that continuity means a first-century 
Christian would recognize every detail of a modern Catholic Mass. He would not. The word 
transubstantiation is later. The elevation of the Host is later. Corpus Christi is medieval. The 
familiar tabernacle and the Roman Missal both have histories. Benedict XVI even describes the 
Eucharistic liturgy as something whose outward forms developed over the Church's two-
thousand-year history (Sacramentum Caritatis 3). 

What kept surprising me was that the later vocabulary did not mean the core belief was 
late. Ignatius, Justin, Irenaeus, Cyril, Ambrose, and Augustine do not all use the same 
explanation, but they also do not sound like they are talking about ordinary bread used only as a 
reminder. At the same time, I do not think it is honest to pretend every later Catholic custom was 
already finished in the first century. The history makes more sense to me when I let doctrine, 
liturgy, discipline, and devotional practice develop at different speeds. 

So I stopped looking for one date when 'the Catholic Eucharist' suddenly appeared. I 
followed the trail instead: Passover and covenant, the Last Supper, Paul, the breaking of bread, 
the early Fathers, the growth of the liturgy, medieval debates, the Reformation, Trent, and the 
modern reforms. The question I kept asking was not whether anything changed. A lot changed. 
The question was whether the sacramental center stayed recognizable through those changes. 

2. What I Mean by “the Eucharist” Here 

The first thing I had to get straight was the vocabulary. The modern Catholic commonly 
uses Eucharist to refer both to the sacrament itself and to the liturgical celebration in which it is 
consecrated and received. The Greek word eucharistia means thanksgiving, and the verb 
eucharistein, “to give thanks,” appears in the New Testament descriptions of Jesus taking the cup 
or bread and giving thanks. Early Christians therefore came to use Eucharist as a name for the 
sacred meal and the thanksgiving prayer associated with it. Other ancient names include the 
Lord’s Supper, the breaking of bread, the Lord’s table, the offering, the sacrifice, the synaxis or 
assembly, and Holy Communion. Each name emphasizes something real, but no single term by 
itself exhausts the theology of the rite (Mazza 1999, 1-20). 
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The word Mass is later. It comes from the Latin missa, connected with dismissal, and 
eventually became the ordinary Western name for the Eucharistic liturgy. The fact that first-
century Christians did not call their celebration “Mass” says nothing by itself about whether 
there is continuity between their worship and the later Roman Mass. Historical identity does not 
require vocabulary to remain frozen. The same point applies to words such as transubstantiation, 
tabernacle, monstrance, or Eucharistic Prayer. The proper historical question is whether the 
realities those terms attempt to identify have antecedents, and whether later formulations 
preserve, sharpen, or alter earlier Christian claims. 

For these notes, Eucharist will refer broadly to the Christian rite rooted in Jesus’ 
command over bread and wine at the Last Supper and perpetuated by the Church as a memorial 
of his death and resurrection, a sacramental communion in his Body and Blood, an act of 
thanksgiving, and an ecclesial offering. This definition is intentionally broader than the later 
scholastic language because it allows the earliest sources to speak in their own categories before 
asking how those categories developed. It also allows us to distinguish Eucharistic doctrine from 
Eucharistic discipline. Whether Communion is received in the hand or on the tongue, under one 
species or both, frequently or rarely, kneeling or standing, are important historical questions, but 
none is identical with the more fundamental question of what Christians believed they were 
receiving. 

3. The Biblical Ground I Kept Coming Back To 

Passover, Covenant, and Sacrificial Meal 

The Eucharist arose inside a Jewish world in which meals, sacrifice, covenant, blessing, 
and remembrance were already interconnected. The Synoptic Gospels place the Last Supper in a 
Passover setting: Jesus sends disciples to prepare the Passover, reclines with the Twelve, takes 
bread and a cup, and interprets them in relation to himself and his approaching death (Matt. 
26:17-29; Mark 14:12-25; Luke 22:7-20). Modern scholarship debates the precise chronology 
when the Synoptics are compared with John, and the first-century Passover meal should not 
simply be equated with every feature of the later rabbinic Seder. Those cautions matter. Still, the 
narrative itself deliberately places Jesus’ final meal inside Israel’s Paschal and covenantal world. 

The language over the cup is especially important. In Matthew and Mark Jesus speaks of 
“my blood of the covenant,” echoing Exodus 24:8, where Moses seals the Sinai covenant with 
sacrificial blood. Luke and Paul speak of “the new covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 
11:25), recalling Jeremiah’s promise of a new covenant (Jer. 31:31-34). The Eucharistic action is 
therefore not presented in the New Testament as a random object lesson. It interprets Jesus’ 
death through covenant and sacrificial categories. The meal and the Cross belong together: the 
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meal sacramentally interprets the sacrifice that is about to occur, while the sacrifice gives the 
meal its content. 

This connection helps explain why early Christian writers could use both meal and 
sacrificial language without believing they were describing two unrelated things. The Didache 
can speak of breaking bread and giving thanks while also calling the Lord’s Day offering a 
sacrifice (Didache 14). Irenaeus can speak of the Church’s new oblation while insisting that God 
does not need human gifts (Against Heresies 4.17-18). Later Catholic theology would describe 
the Mass as the sacramental making-present of Christ’s one sacrifice, not a second crucifixion. 
That later formulation is more technical, but the union of meal, memorial, covenant, 
thanksgiving, and sacrifice is already present in the biblical matrix. 

Manna, Bread, and Priestly Typology 

Several Old Testament images became important in Christian Eucharistic interpretation. 
The manna of Exodus 16 provided the most obvious background for John 6, where Jesus 
contrasts the bread eaten by Israel in the wilderness with the bread that gives eternal life. The 
bread of the Presence in the tabernacle and Temple also contributed to later Christian typology, 
as did the sacrificial meals in which communion with an altar involved eating from what had 
been offered. Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 10 relies on precisely this logic: participation in 
the cup and bread is a koinonia, a participation or communion, in the Blood and Body of Christ, 
just as Israel’s sacrificial eating made the participants partners in the altar (1 Cor. 10:16-21). 

Melchizedek’s offering of bread and wine in Genesis 14:18 became another major 
Christian type, especially once Psalm 110 identified the Messiah as a priest forever according to 
the order of Melchizedek. The New Testament book of Hebrews develops Christ’s 
Melchizedekian priesthood extensively, though it does not explicitly build a Eucharistic 
argument from Melchizedek’s bread and wine. The direct Eucharistic connection belongs more 
clearly to later patristic and liturgical interpretation. That distinction is worth preserving: the 
typology is ancient and theologically significant, but it should not be presented as though 
Genesis itself contained a fully explicit doctrine of the Mass. 

John 6 and the Bread of Life Discourse 

John 6 became one of the most disputed Eucharistic texts in Christian history. After the 
feeding of the five thousand, Jesus identifies himself as the bread from heaven and speaks with 
increasing intensity of eating his flesh and drinking his blood. The discourse contains both faith-
language and eating-language, which has led interpreters to disagree over how directly the 
passage refers to sacramental Communion. Some Protestant interpreters, including Luther in his 
1520 Babylonian Captivity, argued that John 6 concerns faith in Christ rather than the sacrament 
as such. Many Catholic and patristic interpreters read the discourse in a Eucharistic light, 
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especially because the language of flesh, blood, eating, life, and abiding resonates strongly with 
the Church’s Eucharistic practice. 

The conclusion I think fits the evidence best is that John 6 cannot be isolated from the 
rest of the New Testament Eucharistic evidence. Even if one argues that the immediate emphasis 
is faith in the incarnate Christ, the early Church quickly heard the discourse sacramentally. Cyril 
of Jerusalem cites John 6 while instructing newly baptized Christians about the Eucharist, and 
Augustine repeatedly connects the chapter with Eucharistic communion, though he also insists 
that the mystery must be understood spiritually rather than in a crude, cannibalistic sense. The 
passage therefore became part of the Church’s Eucharistic grammar even where Fathers differed 
in emphasis. 

The Institution Narratives and Paul 

The most direct biblical foundation is the institution itself. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 1 
Corinthians preserve versions of Jesus’ words over bread and wine. The striking fact is that 
Paul’s written account in 1 Corinthians predates the composition of the canonical Gospels. 
Writing in the 50s, Paul reminds the Corinthians of a tradition he had already “received” and 
“delivered”: on the night he was betrayed Jesus took bread, gave thanks, broke it, identified it 
with his body, and commanded the disciples to do this in his remembrance; likewise the cup is 
the new covenant in his blood (1 Cor. 11:23-26). Whatever later Christian theology says about 
the Eucharist must begin with the fact that this tradition was already established within the first 
Christian generation. 

Paul’s concern is not merely to preserve a ritual formula. The Corinthian community had 
turned the Lord’s Supper into an occasion of division and humiliation. Some ate well while 
others went hungry. Paul’s rebuke treats the abuse as a failure to recognize the Church and the 
sacred reality of the meal. A person who eats the bread or drinks the cup unworthily is “guilty 
concerning the body and blood of the Lord,” and one who eats without discerning the body eats 
judgment upon himself (1 Cor. 11:27-29). The exact scope of “body” in verse 29 has been 
debated because Paul also speaks of the ecclesial body. Yet the warning as a whole makes little 
sense if Paul considers the bread and cup religiously indifferent symbols. The meal carries a 
sacred participation and therefore a sacred danger. 

The word remembrance also requires historical care. In modern English, remembrance 
can sound like a purely mental recollection of an absent event. The biblical concept of memorial, 
however, operates within Jewish liturgical categories in which God’s saving acts are proclaimed 
and ritually appropriated by the worshiping community. This does not mean that the Greek 
anamnesis automatically proves every later Catholic claim about sacrifice. It does mean that “do 
this in remembrance of me” should not be reduced to “think about me while eating ordinary 
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bread.” From the beginning, the command establishes a ritual act whose meaning comes from 
Christ’s self-gift. 

4. What the Apostolic Church Was Already Doing 

Acts describes the earliest Jerusalem community as devoted to the apostles’ teaching, 
fellowship, the breaking of bread, and prayers (Acts 2:42). The same chapter says believers 
broke bread in their homes, while Acts 20 depicts the Christians at Troas gathering on the first 
day of the week to break bread. Not every New Testament reference to breaking bread must 
automatically mean a formal Eucharistic liturgy; ordinary meals also involved breaking bread. 
Yet when the phrase appears alongside apostolic teaching, prayer, the first day of the week, and 
Pauline Eucharistic language, it becomes part of the earliest evidence for a recurring Christian 
sacred meal. 

The first-century Eucharist probably retained a closer relationship to an actual communal 
meal than the later Mass did. First Corinthians 11 shows precisely why that arrangement created 
problems. By the second century, Justin Martyr’s description presents a much clearer distinction: 
readings and prayers are followed by the bringing of bread, wine, and water; the president offers 
extended thanksgiving; the people answer Amen; and deacons distribute the Eucharistic food. 
The historical development from a meal-context to a more distinct liturgical rite should not be 
mistaken for creation of the Eucharist itself. Rather, the ritual form became more defined as the 
Church expanded and as abuses, persecution, and practical needs shaped worship. 

Sunday also became firmly associated with Eucharistic assembly. This was not because 
the Church simply transferred every Jewish Sabbath regulation to Sunday. Justin explains 
Sunday in relation to creation and especially Christ’s resurrection (First Apology 67). The 
Didache instructs Christians to assemble on the Lord’s Day, break bread, give thanks, and 
reconcile before offering their sacrifice (Didache 14). By the middle of the second century, 
therefore, the basic pattern of a weekly Sunday Eucharist was not an emerging medieval custom 
but part of ordinary Christian identity. 

5. The Earliest Writers Were Hard to Explain Away 

The Didache: Thanksgiving, Unity, and Sacrifice 

The Didache, commonly dated to the late first or early second century, is one of the most 
important and also one of the most difficult sources for early Eucharistic history. Chapters 9 and 
10 provide prayers of thanksgiving over a cup and broken bread. The prayer over the bread asks 
that, just as the scattered grain was gathered into one loaf, the Church might be gathered into 
God’s kingdom. It also restricts participation to the baptized (Didache 9). Chapter 14 commands 
Christians on the Lord’s Day to gather, break bread, give thanks, confess their sins, and reconcile 
so that their sacrifice may be pure, explicitly applying Malachi 1:11 to Christian worship. 
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At the same time, the Didache does not reproduce the words of institution in these 
prayers, and scholars debate whether chapters 9-10 describe the Eucharistic prayer itself, an 
agape meal associated with the Eucharist, or a stage in a fluid early ritual tradition. It would be a 
mistake to force the document into the exact structure of a fourth-century anaphora or the 
modern Roman Missal. Its value is different. It shows that at a remarkably early stage Christians 
had a distinctive thanksgiving over bread and cup, guarded participation by baptism, linked the 
broken bread to ecclesial unity, assembled on the Lord’s Day, and could call their offering a 
sacrifice. Those features will persist even as the prayer forms change. 

Ignatius of Antioch: The Flesh of Christ and the Unity of the Church 

Ignatius of Antioch, writing on his way to martyrdom around the beginning of the second 
century, gives some of the clearest early evidence for a realist understanding of the Eucharist. 
His polemical context matters. Ignatius is opposing Christians with docetic tendencies who 
denied or weakened the reality of Christ’s flesh and suffering. He says that such people abstain 
from Eucharist and prayer because they do not confess the Eucharist to be the flesh of Jesus 
Christ, the flesh that suffered for sins and was raised by the Father (Smyrnaeans 7). The 
argument depends upon continuity between the historical flesh of the incarnate, crucified, risen 
Christ and the Eucharist. 

Ignatius also joins Eucharistic theology to ecclesiology. He urges Christians to have one 
Eucharist, one flesh of Christ, one cup, one altar, and one bishop with the presbytery and deacons 
(Philadelphians 4; Smyrnaeans 8). This is significant because the Eucharist is not presented as a 
private devotional technique. It is the sacramental expression of the visible unity of the local 
Church. Later Catholic claims about Eucharistic communion and ecclesial communion are more 
systematically developed, but the basic connection is already explicit in Ignatius. 

Justin Martyr: A Sunday Eucharist around A.D. 150 

Justin Martyr provides the first surviving detailed narrative of ordinary Sunday Christian 
worship. His First Apology, written in the middle of the second century, describes readings from 
the “memoirs of the apostles” or prophets, an exhortation from the presider, common prayers, the 
bringing of bread and wine mixed with water, a lengthy thanksgiving offered by the president, 
the people’s Amen, distribution by deacons, and delivery of a portion to those absent (First 
Apology 65-67). The resemblance to the broad architecture of later Christian liturgy is 
unmistakable: a service of the Word flows into a service centered on thanksgiving over bread 
and wine and sacramental Communion. 

Equally important is Justin’s explanation of what Christians believe they receive. He says 
the Eucharistic food is not taken as common bread and common drink but as the flesh and blood 
of the incarnate Jesus (First Apology 66). Justin does not use later scholastic language and does 
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not explain the metaphysics of the change. That absence should not be filled by pretending he 
taught a thirteenth-century theory before its vocabulary existed. Yet it is equally artificial to 
make his language mean nothing more than ordinary bread functioning as a reminder. His 
contrast is precisely between common food and Eucharistic food identified with Christ’s flesh 
and blood. 

Justin also shows that Eucharistic participation was disciplined. The communicant was 
expected to accept Christian teaching, be baptized, and live according to Christ’s commands. 
This combination of doctrinal confession, baptismal initiation, moral life, Sunday worship, and 
sacramental participation becomes a recurring pattern in ancient Christianity. It also provides 
historical context for later practices such as dismissing catechumens before the Eucharistic 
portion of the liturgy and restricting Communion to those in ecclesial communion. 

Irenaeus of Lyons: Creation, Offering, and Resurrection 

Irenaeus, writing near the end of the second century, uses the Eucharist against Gnostic 
systems that despised material creation or denied the true incarnation. His argument is strikingly 
physical. Christ takes created bread and wine; the bread, after receiving the invocation of God, is 
no longer common bread but Eucharist; and the believer’s flesh is nourished by the Body and 
Blood of the Lord. Therefore the flesh cannot simply be dismissed as incapable of resurrection 
(Against Heresies 4.18.5; 5.2.2-3). The Eucharist becomes evidence for the goodness of creation, 
the reality of incarnation, and the future resurrection of the body. 

Irenaeus also speaks of a new offering of the New Covenant and applies Malachi’s 
prophecy of a pure offering among the nations to Christian worship (Against Heresies 4.17-18). 
He is careful to say that God does not need material gifts; the offering is thanksgiving from 
creatures who have first received everything from God. This prevents a crude interpretation of 
sacrifice as though Christians imagined feeding a needy deity. The early Eucharistic sacrifice is 
doxological, ecclesial, and Christological. Later theology will debate the precise relation between 
the Church’s offering and Christ’s unique sacrifice, but sacrifice-language itself is not a late 
medieval novelty. 

6. What Changed as the Church Grew 

From House Churches to Public Basilicas 

The legalization and eventual public establishment of Christianity in the fourth century 
transformed the physical setting of Eucharistic worship. Small domestic assemblies gave way in 
many places to large basilicas. Clerical roles became more ceremonially differentiated, liturgical 
texts grew, processions and chants expanded, and local traditions developed into recognizable 
liturgical families. None of this means the fourth century invented Christian liturgy. It means that 



8 

a rite once celebrated by persecuted or socially marginal communities was now performed 
publicly by much larger congregations within monumental spaces. 

The surviving evidence also becomes much richer. Earlier sources usually give fragments 
or apologetic descriptions. Fourth-century catecheses, church orders, sacramentaries, and 
homilies allow historians to reconstruct more of the Eucharistic prayer and Communion rites. 
Yet variety remained substantial. Antioch, Jerusalem, Alexandria, Rome, Milan, North Africa, 
and other centers did not use one universal script. Modern Christians sometimes assume 
liturgical uniformity is the sign of antiquity, but the early Church displays the opposite pattern: 
recognizable theological and ritual kinship expressed through significant local diversity 
(Bradshaw and Johnson 2012; Mazza 1999). 

Cyril of Jerusalem: “Not Bare Elements” 

Cyril of Jerusalem’s fourth-century mystagogical catecheses are among the clearest 
ancient witnesses to Eucharistic realism. In his instruction on the Body and Blood of Christ, 
Cyril grounds his confidence in the words of Jesus: if Christ declared the bread to be his Body 
and the cup his Blood, the believer should not contradict him. Cyril tells the newly initiated not 
to regard the bread and wine as bare elements and not to judge the matter merely by taste. What 
appears to the senses as bread and wine is received in faith as Christ’s Body and Blood 
(Mystagogical Catechesis 4.1-6). 

Cyril’s next catechesis describes the Eucharistic prayer and places strong emphasis on 
invocation of the Holy Spirit. After the community has offered thanksgiving, it asks God to send 
the Spirit upon the gifts so that the bread may become Christ’s Body and the wine Christ’s 
Blood. This is historically important because later East-West debates sometimes contrasted the 
words of institution with the epiclesis as though one tradition possessed the words while the 
other possessed the Spirit. Ancient liturgy is less easily divided. Both the institution narrative and 
invocation belong to a larger prayer of thanksgiving, remembrance, offering, and sanctification. 

Ambrose of Milan: Consecration and Change 

Ambrose of Milan speaks in equally strong language about consecration. In On the 
Mysteries, he argues that if divine words could bring creation into existence and prophetic 
blessing could work wonders, the words of Christ can change what is before the altar into what it 
was not before. He repeatedly returns to Christ’s declaration, “This is my body,” as the ground 
for faith in the sacrament (On the Mysteries 9). Ambrose’s vocabulary of change later became 
especially important in the Latin West because medieval theologians searching for an 
explanation of Eucharistic conversion could appeal to a respected patristic authority who had 
already insisted that consecration does more than change the religious use of unchanged ordinary 
food. 
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Still, Ambrose does not give the full scholastic distinction between substance and 
accidents. To say that later medieval theology drew upon Ambrose is not to say Ambrose was 
secretly using Aristotelian categories that would only become central centuries later. The 
continuity I see here is in the claim that consecration effects a real change and that the 
consecrated gifts are Christ’s Body and Blood. The metaphysical analysis of how that statement 
should be defended became a later question. 

Augustine: Sacrament, Sign, Presence, and Ecclesial Body 

Augustine is sometimes recruited as though he must belong either to a purely symbolic 
camp or to a later Catholic one. His actual Eucharistic theology is more complex. Augustine uses 
a highly developed theology of signs and sacraments, but “sign” for him does not mean unreal. 
He can tell the faithful to recognize in the bread what hung upon the Cross and in the chalice 
what flowed from Christ’s side, while also emphasizing that the Eucharistic mystery signifies the 
Church herself. In Sermon 272, the communicants hear “the Body of Christ,” answer Amen, and 
are exhorted to become what they receive: members of Christ’s body. 

Augustine therefore holds together Christological realism and ecclesial symbolism. The 
Eucharist is Christ’s sacramental Body and at the same time forms the Church into the Body of 
Christ. This double use of “body” has deep Pauline roots in 1 Corinthians 10-12. It also explains 
why isolating individual patristic sentences can be misleading. A symbolic reading in patristic 
theology does not necessarily deny presence; the sign can sacramentally communicate the reality 
it signifies. Medieval controversy would eventually require sharper distinctions because the 
inherited patristic vocabulary of sign, figure, truth, mystery, and reality could be interpreted in 
different ways. 

The Eucharistic Prayer Takes Recognizable Shape 

By late antiquity, the central prayer of the Eucharist had acquired recognizable 
components across many rites: thanksgiving to the Father, the Sanctus in many traditions, 
narration of salvation history, the institution narrative, anamnesis or memorial, offering, 
intercession, an epiclesis or invocation, and a concluding doxology. The order and emphasis 
differed. Eastern anaphoras developed differently from the Roman Canon. Some ancient prayers 
emphasize the Holy Spirit more explicitly; others emphasize the institution narrative; some 
contain long salvation histories and intercessions. The history is therefore not a straight line from 
one apostolic script to one final missal. 

The Roman Canon itself reached a remarkably stable form in late antiquity. Paul VI, 
when promulgating the Roman Missal in 1969, noted that the second portion of the Roman 
Eucharistic Prayer had taken an unchanging form in the fourth and fifth centuries, in contrast 
with the larger variety of Eastern anaphoras (Paul VI, Missale Romanum). That statement is 
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useful for understanding both continuity and development. The Canon is ancient, but it is still a 
development. The earliest Church had Eucharistic prayer before it had the exact Roman Canon, 
just as the apostolic Church had the Eucharist before it had the later Roman Missal. 

7. How the Liturgy Actually Developed 

The Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist 

Justin’s second-century description already displays the two great movements that 
Catholics today call the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist. Scripture is read, a 
presider exhorts, the community prays, gifts are brought, thanksgiving is offered, and 
Communion follows. Over centuries each portion grew. Lectionaries organized readings. Psalms 
and chants entered fixed places. Collects, creeds, intercessions, offertory prayers, prefaces, and 
Communion rites developed in different regions. The result was not a random accumulation. 
Each addition reflected pastoral, theological, or ceremonial needs, though later ages sometimes 
inherited elements whose original purposes were no longer obvious. 

Vatican II deliberately recovered the unity of these two parts when it taught that the 
Liturgy of the Word and the Eucharistic Liturgy form one act of worship (Sacrosanctum 
Concilium 56). This was not a claim that the modern arrangement simply reproduces a second-
century script. It was an attempt to make the ancient structure more intelligible to the faithful, 
especially by expanding the biblical lectionary and encouraging full participation in the entire 
celebration rather than treating only the consecration or private devotions as the “real” Mass. 

Language: Greek, Latin, and the Vernacular 

The earliest Roman Christians did not celebrate the Eucharist in a sacred language called 
“ecclesiastical Latin.” Greek was widely used in Roman Christianity, and Latin gradually 
became dominant in the Western liturgy. Once Latin ceased to be the ordinary spoken language 
of many European peoples, it remained as a stable liturgical language. That stability created real 
advantages: continuity across regions, preservation of inherited texts, and a common clerical 
language. It also created increasing distance between the spoken language of the congregation 
and the language of worship. 

The Reformation made vernacular liturgy a confessional battleground, but the Catholic 
Church never defined Latin itself as essential to the validity of the Eucharist. Trent defended the 
existing Roman discipline and rejected the claim that Mass must only be celebrated in the 
vernacular, while also requiring pastors to explain the readings and mysteries to the people 
(Trent, Session XXII, ch. 8, can. 9). Vatican II later permitted a much broader use of vernacular 
languages while preserving Latin in the Roman Rite. The theological substance of the Eucharist 
did not depend upon which human language carried the prayer. 
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East and West: One Sacrament, Multiple Liturgical Families 

By the first millennium, Christians celebrated the Eucharist in several major liturgical 
families: Roman, Ambrosian, Gallican and Hispanic traditions in the West; Byzantine, 
Alexandrian, West Syriac, East Syriac, Armenian, and others in the East. The liturgies differed in 
structure, anaphoras, ceremonial, calendar, bread, chant, and language. They nevertheless shared 
a recognizable sacramental pattern of Scripture, prayer, offering of bread and wine, Eucharistic 
thanksgiving, consecratory prayer, and Communion. The existence of these ancient rites is one of 
the strongest historical arguments against equating Catholic Eucharistic identity with one frozen 
cultural form. 

Some differences became controversial. The Latin West ordinarily used unleavened 
bread, while most Eastern traditions used leavened bread. The East placed strong stress on the 
epiclesis; Latin theology increasingly emphasized the words of institution within the Canon. 
These differences contributed to polemics, especially after ecclesial division between East and 
West, but both sides continued to confess the Eucharist as the true Body and Blood of Christ and 
as the sacrificial mystery of the Church. The Catholic Church today recognizes the Eucharistic 
traditions of the Eastern Catholic Churches and does not require them to imitate later Latin 
customs. 

8. Practice Changed Before Doctrine Was Fully Defined 

Fewer Lay Communions and Greater Liturgical Distance 

One of the most important developments in medieval Eucharistic life was not a new 
doctrine but a change in participation. Ancient sources speak frequently of the faithful receiving 
Communion, and early Christian language often treats Eucharistic celebration and reception as 
naturally joined. Over time, especially in the medieval Latin West, many laypeople received 
much less frequently. Reasons were complex: increasing stress on preparation and unworthiness, 
penitential discipline, fasting, the growth of a more clerically centered liturgical culture, and 
popular reverence that could paradoxically make Christians afraid to approach the sacrament. 

The decline in frequency had major consequences. The faithful increasingly participated 
visually and devotionally in a Mass at which they might not communicate sacramentally. Seeing 
the consecrated Host became more important. Private prayers during Mass multiplied. Later 
medieval piety produced intense desire to look upon the Host even when reception was rare. It is 
in this environment that elevation after the consecration and other visual devotions become 
historically intelligible. The development did not mean medieval Catholics stopped believing 
Communion mattered; rather, intense reverence sometimes separated adoration from reception in 
ways the modern Church would later seek to rebalance. 
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Reservation of the Eucharist 

Reservation of the Eucharist is very ancient, but its original purpose must be 
distinguished from later Eucharistic adoration. Justin says deacons carried the consecrated food 
to absent Christians. Early evidence from Tertullian, Cyprian, and others indicates that the 
sacrament could be reserved for Communion outside the liturgical assembly, especially for the 
sick, dying, persecuted, or isolated. The Council of Nicaea in 325 speaks of Viaticum for the 
dying as an ancient rule. Thus, the idea that the consecrated Eucharist remains sacred after the 
liturgy has deep roots (Thurston, “Reservation of the Blessed Sacrament”). 

What is not equally ancient is the familiar practice of reserving the sacrament chiefly so 
that the faithful may make visits, hold exposition, or adore it in a prominent tabernacle. For 
much of the first millennium there was no single universal location or architectural form of 
reservation. The later devotional cult of the reserved Eucharist grew in the Western Church 
especially in the high and late Middle Ages. This mattered to me because it allows a Catholic to 
affirm real continuity in belief in the enduring sacred reality of the consecrated Eucharist without 
claiming that perpetual adoration chapels existed in the age of Ignatius or Justin. 

Communion Under One or Both Species 

The early normative image of Communion is bread and cup, and many ancient liturgies 
distribute both. At the same time, evidence for Communion under one species is also ancient in 
special circumstances, particularly when the consecrated bread was reserved and taken to the 
sick. The Western Church gradually came to distribute the Host alone ordinarily to the laity, 
while the chalice was retained by the celebrant. Practical concerns about spillage, changing 
devotional assumptions, and the doctrine that the whole Christ is present under either species 
contributed to the development. 

Eastern Churches generally maintained Communion under both species and today 
Catholic legislation explicitly respects that tradition. This is an excellent example of the 
difference between doctrine and discipline. The Catholic claim is not that Christ commanded the 
laity never to receive from the chalice. Vatican II widened the occasions for Communion under 
both kinds while preserving Trent’s doctrine that Christ is received whole and entire under either 
species (Sacrosanctum Concilium 55). 

9. Why the Middle Ages Needed More Precise Language 

Paschasius Radbertus and Ratramnus of Corbie 

The ninth century marks an important turning point because Western theologians began 
writing treatises devoted specifically to the Eucharist. Paschasius Radbertus and Ratramnus, both 
monks of Corbie, produced works titled On the Body and Blood of the Lord. Older histories 
often present them as simple opponents: Paschasius as a realist and Ratramnus as a symbolist. 
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More recent scholarship has shown that this binary can distort the texts. Both writers inherited 
patristic commitments to sacramental reality, but they used terms such as truth, figure, mystery, 
and spiritual in different ways and emphasized different dimensions of the sacrament (Phelan 
2010). 

The significance of the episode lies less in finding a winner than in recognizing a new 
theological pressure. Patristic language could say that the Eucharist is both sign and reality 
without always defining how those categories relate. Carolingian intellectual culture increasingly 
demanded sharper conceptual explanation. Once the question became, “In what way is this Body 
the same as the body born of Mary and crucified?” inherited formulas had to be analyzed with 
greater precision. This process set the stage for the much more intense eleventh-century 
controversy surrounding Berengar of Tours. 

Berengar of Tours and the Eleventh-Century Crisis 

Berengar of Tours rejected the increasingly dominant explanation of Eucharistic 
conversion and argued for a form of sacramental or spiritual presence that preserved bread and 
wine in a way his opponents believed insufficiently protected the reality of Christ’s Body and 
Blood. His position changed in expression over decades of controversy, and surviving accounts 
are complicated by political pressure and hostile witnesses. It is therefore inaccurate to reduce 
Berengar to the modern slogan “the Eucharist is only a symbol.” His dispute concerned what 
kind of reality a sacramental sign possesses and what sort of change consecration effects 
(Radding and Newton 2003). 

The controversy nevertheless forced the Latin Church to clarify its language. Extreme 
formulas were sometimes proposed in reaction to Berengar, including statements that later 
theologians would themselves find too crudely physical. The eventual development of 
transubstantiation can partly be understood as an attempt to avoid two errors at once: the idea 
that nothing objective happens to the bread and wine, and the idea that Christ is present by a 
crude local or material transformation detectable by the senses. Scholastic distinctions gave the 
Church a way to confess a real conversion while explaining why appearances remain unchanged. 

The Rise of the Word “Transubstantiation” 

The term transubstantiation emerged in the Latin theological world of the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries and was used magisterially at the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215. Lateran IV 
confessed that Christ’s Body and Blood are truly contained under the forms of bread and wine, 
the bread being changed by divine power into the Body and the wine into the Blood (Lateran IV, 
Constitution 1). This is a major historical milestone, but it should not be misdescribed as the 
moment Christians first began believing in the Real Presence. The Council supplied technical 
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vocabulary to defend a belief already expressed in less philosophical language by Ignatius, 
Justin, Irenaeus, Cyril, Ambrose, and others. 

The scholastic explanation distinguishes substance from appearances or accidents. 
Substance answers, in simplified terms, what a thing is at its deepest created reality; accidents 
are the sensible properties such as taste, color, quantity, and other characteristics accessible to 
ordinary observation. In transubstantiation, Catholic doctrine claims that the whole substance of 
bread and wine is converted into Christ’s Body and Blood while the sensible appearances 
remain. The claim is therefore not that a chemical test should discover human tissue in every 
consecrated Host. It is a metaphysical claim about sacramental reality precisely beneath 
unchanged sensible appearances. 

This distinction also explains why transubstantiation is both a development and a claim 
of continuity. The Fathers did not speak Aristotelian scholasticism in a uniform way. They did, 
however, repeatedly distinguish common bread from consecrated Eucharist and insist that the 
believer truly receives Christ. The medieval term was judged useful because it protected those 
earlier convictions in a conceptual environment where words like symbol and figure had become 
ambiguous. Development occurred in explanation; Catholic theology argues that the object being 
explained did not change. 

Thomas Aquinas and the Scholastic Synthesis 

Thomas Aquinas gave the medieval doctrine its most influential theological synthesis. 
For Aquinas, Christ is not present in the Eucharist by moving his body locally into the bread or 
by spreading his human body through physical space. The substance of bread is converted into 
the substance of Christ’s Body; the accidents remain without their former substance by divine 
power. Because Christ is risen and indivisible, the whole Christ is present under each species and 
under every part of the species after division. This framework attempts to take both sacramental 
realism and ordinary sensory experience seriously. 

Aquinas also treats the Eucharist as sacrifice, sacrament, memorial, food, and sign of 
ecclesial unity. His theology cannot be reduced to the mechanics of substance and accidents. The 
hymns traditionally associated with the Corpus Christi office—such as Pange lingua and the 
sequence Lauda Sion—show the same integration of doctrine and devotion. Medieval 
Eucharistic theology was becoming more technically precise at exactly the same time that 
Eucharistic piety was becoming more public, visual, and affective. 

10. How Eucharistic Devotion Grew Outside Mass 

The Elevation of the Host 

The familiar elevation of the consecrated Host after the words of institution is not 
documented as an apostolic or patristic practice. Historical evidence points to the late twelfth and 
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early thirteenth centuries. Eudes de Sully, bishop of Paris from 1196 to 1208, is commonly 
identified as one of the first bishops to direct that the Host be raised so that the people could see 
it (Thurston, “The Elevation”). The chalice elevation developed later. This custom arose within a 
culture in which many Christians rarely received Communion but intensely desired visual 
contact with the consecrated Host. 

The development is important because it shows how doctrine, liturgy, and popular 
practice interact. Belief in Christ’s Eucharistic presence did not originate because the Host was 
elevated; the elevation presupposed that belief. But once the gesture became widespread, it 
reinforced a moment-focused understanding of consecration and intensified devotion to the Host. 
Bells, kneeling, and prayers at the elevation further shaped the lay experience of Mass. A 
practice that began as a pastoral and devotional response eventually became so familiar that 
many Catholics assumed it had always existed. 

Corpus Christi: Juliana of Cornillon, Urban IV, and Aquinas 

The feast of Corpus Christi emerged from the extraordinary Eucharistic culture of 
thirteenth-century Liège. Juliana of Cornillon promoted a special feast honoring the Eucharist, 
and the local celebration spread. Jacques Pantaléon, who had known the movement while serving 
in the region, later became Pope Urban IV. In 1264 he issued the bull Transiturus de hoc mundo 
establishing the feast for the universal Church. Urban’s text is explicit that the Eucharist was 
already celebrated every day; the point of the new feast was to honor the sacrament with a 
special annual solemnity and thereby strengthen Eucharistic faith (Urban IV, Transiturus de hoc 
mundo). 

The traditional account of the Eucharistic miracle of Bolsena in 1263 also became 
connected with Urban IV and Orvieto. According to the tradition, a priest troubled by doubts 
about the Real Presence witnessed blood appear from the consecrated Host. Benedict XVI noted 
the connection while also placing Juliana and the Liège movement before the Bolsena event in 
the historical sequence (Benedict XVI, General Audience, 17 Nov. 2010). This matters because 
popular retellings sometimes make the miracle the sole cause of the feast. The actual history is 
broader: an established Eucharistic movement, local feast, papal support, and the Bolsena 
tradition converged. 

Urban IV asked Thomas Aquinas to prepare liturgical texts for the feast, according to the 
received tradition reflected in later papal teaching. These texts gave Western Eucharistic piety 
some of its most durable poetry and theology. Corpus Christi also encouraged public Eucharistic 
processions, making the sacrament visible beyond the walls of the church. The development was 
distinctly medieval, but the Church understood it as a devotional consequence of the older 
conviction that the consecrated Eucharist remains Christ’s sacramental presence after Mass. 
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Tabernacles, Monstrances, and Adoration 

As Eucharistic devotion outside Mass increased, the forms of reservation changed. The 
sacrament had long been kept for Communion of the sick, but later medieval and early modern 
churches increasingly gave reservation a prominent and stable location. Architectural tabernacles 
and eventually the familiar altar tabernacle became common in the Latin West. Monstrances 
developed for exposition and procession so that the Host could be seen while being adored. 
Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament and, later, extended periods of exposition became part of 
Catholic devotional life. 

Historical honesty requires a distinction here. One cannot point to Justin’s deacons 
carrying Communion to absentees and say this is already a thirteenth-century monstrance 
procession. The practices are not identical. The continuity lies in the conviction that consecrated 
Eucharistic bread is not returned to ordinary bread after the liturgy and can therefore be 
reverently carried and reserved. The later Western inference was that what is reserved for 
Communion may also be adored because the one present is Christ. Benedict XVI describes 
adoration outside Mass as a prolongation and intensification of the celebration itself, while also 
acknowledging the historical variety of Eucharistic devotion (Sacramentum Caritatis 66-68). 

11. Communion Practice Did Not Stay the Same 

From Frequent Communion to the Easter Precept 

The New Testament and many patristic sources assume frequent Communion, though 
practices differed by region and period. By the medieval West, reception among the laity could 
become so infrequent that the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 had to require the faithful who had 
reached the age of discretion to receive at least at Easter, alongside annual confession (Lateran 
IV, Canon 21). The famous “Easter duty” is therefore not evidence that the medieval Church 
thought once-a-year Communion was ideal. It is evidence that a minimum law became necessary 
because many were receiving even less often. 

The contrast is important for understanding Catholic reform in later centuries. The 
Council of Trent encouraged proper reception but did not instantly reverse entrenched habits. 
Jansenist rigorism and exaggerated ideas of unworthiness could discourage frequent 
Communion. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Pius X strongly promoted frequent and 
even daily Communion for properly disposed Catholics. This policy represented a deliberate 
pastoral recovery of a more frequent Eucharistic life rather than a doctrinal change in what the 
Eucharist was. 

First Communion and the Age of Reason 

The age of First Communion also changed historically. Infant Communion had existed in 
ancient Christianity and remains part of the sacramental discipline of many Eastern Churches, 
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where baptized and chrismated infants may receive the Eucharist. In the Latin West, Communion 
became separated from infant initiation and was delayed. By the nineteenth century, children in 
some places did not receive until adolescence. Pius X’s 1910 decree Quam singulari reset the 
Latin discipline around the age of reason, commonly about seven, opposing the practice of 
demanding an advanced theological knowledge before children could receive. 

The history again distinguishes doctrine from discipline. Neither infant Communion nor 
First Communion around age seven changes Catholic teaching about the Real Presence. They 
reflect different pastoral judgments about initiation, preparation, and the relationship among 
Baptism, Confirmation, Penance, and Eucharist. The Eastern and Western disciplines remain 
different even within the Catholic Church, which is a useful reminder that not every familiar 
Latin custom is a universal definition of the sacrament. 

12. The Reformation Made the Disagreements Impossible to Ignore 

Luther: Real Presence Without Transubstantiation 

The sixteenth-century Reformation did not produce one Protestant doctrine of the Lord’s 
Supper. Martin Luther sharply rejected transubstantiation as a necessary philosophical 
explanation and condemned the Catholic understanding of the Mass as a propitiatory sacrifice. 
Yet he did not reduce Communion to a bare memorial. In The Babylonian Captivity of the 
Church, Luther insists on the true Body and Blood of Christ in the sacrament while arguing that 
bread and wine remain. The Augsburg Confession likewise states that Christ’s Body and Blood 
are truly present and distributed to those who receive the Supper. 

This mattered to me because popular Catholic apologetics sometimes lumps Luther, 
Calvin, and Zwingli together as “symbolic.” That is inaccurate. Luther’s Eucharistic controversy 
with other Reformers became severe precisely because he believed Christ’s words “This is my 
body” required a robust real presence. The Lutheran tradition usually avoids the label 
consubstantiation because it can impose a scholastic theory Lutherans do not use for their own 
confession. A fair comparison should describe the actual disagreement: Catholics defined a 
conversion of substance; Lutherans confessed the sacramental presence of Christ with bread and 
wine while rejecting the Catholic explanation and sacrificial doctrine. 

Zwingli and the Memorial Emphasis 

Huldrych Zwingli represented a different trajectory. He emphasized the Eucharist as a 
commemorative sign and public confession of faith, interpreting the words of institution in a 
strongly figurative way. For Zwingli, Christ’s human body is in heaven, and the bread signifies 
the body rather than becoming it or containing it sacramentally in the Catholic or Lutheran sense. 
This position helped create a lasting divide within Protestantism because Luther believed such an 
interpretation emptied Christ’s promise of its plain force. 
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The Zwinglian controversy demonstrates why the word symbol is historically dangerous 
without definition. Ancient writers also use symbolic and figurative language, but often while 
simultaneously affirming a sacramental reality. Zwingli’s theology was not simply “using the 
same patristic word symbol.” It gave the sign a different relationship to Christ’s bodily presence. 
The Reformation therefore forced Christians to define not only whether the Eucharist is a sign, 
which virtually everyone could affirm, but what sort of sign it is and whether the sign effects or 
communicates what it signifies. 

Calvin: Real Spiritual Participation 

John Calvin rejected both transubstantiation and a local bodily presence of Christ in the 
elements, but he also rejected a merely empty memorial. In Institutes 4.17 he insists upon a true 
and substantial participation in Christ’s Body and Blood while locating the mode of communion 
in the mysterious work of the Holy Spirit. Christ’s human body remains in heaven; believers are 
united to him by the Spirit and truly receive the life he communicates. Calvin therefore occupies 
a position between Zwinglian memorialism and Lutheran sacramental presence, though later 
Reformed traditions developed their own range of interpretations. 

The Reformation controversy was thus not simply Catholic realism versus Protestant 
symbolism. It was a many-sided argument about the mode of Christ’s presence, the relationship 
of sign and reality, the meaning of sacrifice, the role of priesthood, and the authority by which 
doctrine could be defined. This complexity is precisely why the Council of Trent’s definitions 
became unusually exact. 

13. What Trent Actually Defined 

Real Presence and Transubstantiation 

In Session XIII in 1551, the Council of Trent taught that after consecration Jesus Christ is 
“truly, really, and substantially” contained under the species of bread and wine. It condemned the 
view that Christ is present only as in a sign, figure, or power, and reaffirmed the conversion of 
the whole substance of bread into the Body and the whole substance of wine into the Blood, a 
conversion the Church calls transubstantiation (Trent, Session XIII, chs. 1, 4; canons 1-2). The 
Council did not attempt to explain the Eucharist chemically or to claim Christ is locally present 
in the ordinary manner of a body occupying space. Its language is sacramental and metaphysical. 

What stood out to me about Trent is twofold. First, it closed off certain interpretations 
within Catholic theology. After Trent, a Catholic could not treat transubstantiation as an optional 
medieval metaphor while holding that ordinary bread remains in its substance after consecration. 
Second, Trent presented its definition as a defense of an ancient faith rather than creation of a 
new one. Whether one accepts that theological claim is a confessional judgment, but historically 
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it is clear that Trent drew upon Scripture, patristic language, Lateran IV, and medieval theology 
rather than inventing Eucharistic realism in the sixteenth century. 

The Sacrifice of the Mass and the Cross 

Trent’s Session XXII in 1562 addressed the sacrifice of the Mass, another major 
Reformation dispute. The Council taught that the same Christ who offered himself once in a 
bloody manner on the Cross is present and offered sacramentally in an unbloody manner in the 
Mass. The victim is one and the same; the manner of offering differs (Trent, Session XXII, ch. 
2). This point is essential because the Catholic doctrine is often caricatured as though each Mass 
crucifies Jesus again or adds another sacrifice to Calvary. 

Catholic theology instead uses the language of sacramental re-presentation or making-
present. The sacrifice of the Cross is historically unrepeatable and sufficient. The Eucharist does 
not compete with Hebrews’ insistence that Christ offered himself once for all; it is understood as 
the sacramental participation of the Church in that one Paschal sacrifice. The debate with the 
Reformers concerned whether the Eucharistic action can properly be called a propitiatory 
sacrifice and whether ordained priests sacramentally offer Christ’s one sacrifice. Trent answered 
yes, while insisting that the Mass does not derogate from the Cross. 

Communion Under One Species 

Trent also defended the Western discipline of Communion under the species of bread 
alone for the laity, teaching that the whole Christ is present under either species. It did not 
declare reception from the chalice intrinsically wrong. The question was whether Christ is 
divided so that a person receiving only the Host receives the Body without the Blood or an 
incomplete Christ. Catholic doctrine answered that the risen Christ is wholly present under each 
species by concomitance. Vatican II could therefore restore wider lay access to the chalice 
without contradicting Trent because the underlying doctrine remained unchanged. 

14. From Trent to the Modern Roman Missal 

The Missal of Pius V 

After Trent, Pius V promulgated the Roman Missal in 1570. It did not create the Roman 
Mass from nothing. Paul VI later noted that the Missal differed little from the first printed 
Roman Missal of 1474, which itself reflected the Roman tradition of the preceding centuries 
(General Instruction of the Roman Missal 7). Pius V’s reform standardized the Roman liturgy 
across much of the Latin Church while allowing certain ancient local rites to continue. In an age 
of doctrinal conflict and printing technology, standardization helped secure liturgical unity and 
protect the sacrificial and Eucharistic theology Trent had defended. 
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For roughly four centuries the Missal of Pius V and its revised editions supplied the 
dominant Roman form of Mass. This period deeply shaped what many Catholics now imagine as 
“the traditional Mass”: Latin, a highly stable Roman Canon, extensive silent prayer, a developed 
ceremonial, and a strong orientation toward the altar and the consecrated Host. These features are 
historically important and spiritually formative, but their long stability should not be projected 
backward as though Justin Martyr had celebrated a sixteenth-century missal. 

Pius X, Liturgical Renewal, and Frequent Communion 

The modern period also witnessed a Eucharistic renewal before Vatican II. Pius X’s 
promotion of frequent Communion and First Communion around age seven changed ordinary 
Catholic sacramental life. The twentieth-century liturgical movement recovered patristic texts, 
ancient sacramentaries, and the corporate nature of liturgy. Scholars studied how the Roman rite 
had actually developed, sometimes discovering that customs widely assumed to be apostolic 
were medieval and that some early practices had disappeared. Pius XII’s reforms of the Easter 
Vigil and Holy Week in the 1950s were major steps in this movement before the Second Vatican 
Council. 

Vatican II: Reform Without a New Eucharistic Doctrine 

Vatican II’s Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy did not replace the Catholic doctrine of 
the Eucharist with a symbolic one. It explicitly speaks of Christ’s presence under the Eucharistic 
species, calls the Eucharist the divine sacrifice, and describes the liturgy as the summit toward 
which the Church’s activity is directed and the font from which her power flows (Sacrosanctum 
Concilium 7, 10). The Council sought liturgical reform: broader Scripture, greater intelligibility 
and participation, restoration of certain ancient elements, expanded concelebration, and wider 
Communion under both kinds. 

The Council also emphasized that the faithful should participate in the entire Mass and 
receive the Lord’s Body from the sacrifice they celebrate, rather than treating Communion as 
secondary to watching the priest’s action. The renewed lectionary dramatically expanded the 
amount of Scripture proclaimed. Vernacular languages became common. The liturgy was 
simplified in several areas. Yet the doctrinal claims about Real Presence and sacrifice were 
reaffirmed in the Council’s texts and in Paul VI’s 1965 encyclical Mysterium Fidei, which 
explicitly defended transubstantiation against interpretations that reduced presence to symbolism 
or community meaning. 

Paul VI’s Roman Missal and the Eucharistic Prayers 

Paul VI promulgated the revised Roman Missal in 1969. One of its most visible 
theological changes was not abandonment of the Roman Canon but the addition of new 
Eucharistic Prayers. Paul VI observed that the Roman Canon had acquired a remarkably stable 
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form in the fourth and fifth centuries, while Eastern liturgies had preserved a greater variety of 
anaphoras. The revised Missal retained the Roman Canon as Eucharistic Prayer I and added 
other prayers drawing on ancient liturgical sources and theological themes (Paul VI, Missale 
Romanum). 

This reform illustrates how a tradition can be both continuous and changed. A Catholic 
Mass after Vatican II may sound and look significantly different from a parish Mass in 1950, 
especially because of vernacular language, altar arrangement, music, and the role of the 
congregation. Yet its central structure remains the same historical family: Scripture and prayer, 
offering of bread and wine, Eucharistic Prayer with thanksgiving and the institution narrative, 
anamnesis and offering, doxology, the Lord’s Prayer, fraction, and Communion. Benedict XVI’s 
description of Eucharistic history as an orderly development was meant precisely to resist 
reading reform as either total rupture or total immobility (Sacramentum Caritatis 3). 

15. Why Adoration Became Such a Visible Part of Catholic Life 

Modern Catholicism combines two Eucharistic emphases that history sometimes allowed 
to drift apart: receiving Communion and adoring the reserved sacrament. The Church teaches 
that the Eucharistic celebration is primary. Consecration is ordered toward sacramental 
Communion, and adoration outside Mass depends upon the Eucharist celebrated in the liturgy. 
At the same time, because Catholic doctrine holds that Christ remains substantially present as 
long as the Eucharistic species remain, the Host may be reserved, carried in procession, exposed 
in a monstrance, and adored. 

Benedict XVI explicitly rejected the claim that Eucharistic bread was given “to be eaten, 
not looked at” as though reception and adoration were rivals. For him, receiving Christ already 
includes adoration, and prayer before the reserved sacrament prolongs the encounter of the 
liturgy (Sacramentum Caritatis 66). Historically, however, the forms must still be distinguished. 
Perpetual adoration, Forty Hours, Benediction, Eucharistic congresses, and modern parish holy 
hours are later developments. Their legitimacy in Catholic theology comes from the doctrine of 
enduring presence, not from a claim that the apostles practiced every later devotion. 

This distinction also helps evaluate claims about Eucharistic miracles. Stories such as 
Bolsena, Lanciano, and other alleged miracles occupy an important place in Catholic devotional 
history, but Catholic faith in the Eucharist does not rest on proving every miracle story. The 
doctrine precedes them in Scripture, liturgy, and patristic testimony. Approved private 
revelations or extraordinary signs do not belong to the deposit of faith and cannot replace the 
sacramental promise of Christ. Historically, some miracle traditions are much better documented 
than others, and apologetics is strongest when it does not treat uncertain medieval evidence as 
the foundation of Eucharistic doctrine. 
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16. The Eastern Churches Matter to This Question 

I realized that a history limited to the Latin West risks making medieval Western 
terminology appear synonymous with Christianity itself. The Eastern Orthodox Churches, 
separated institutionally from Rome for much of the second millennium, nevertheless preserved 
a strong belief in the Eucharist as the true Body and Blood of Christ, a sacrificial Divine Liturgy, 
and a mystery effected through the Church’s consecratory prayer. This independent continuity 
matters historically. The basic realist and sacrificial understanding of the Eucharist cannot 
plausibly be explained simply as a late papal invention when Churches outside papal communion 
preserve closely related convictions. 

Eastern theology often prefers the language of mystery and transformation to the precise 
Latin scholastic analysis of substance and accidents, although Eastern theologians and councils 
have at times used language equivalent to transubstantiation. The Byzantine liturgy strongly 
emphasizes the epiclesis, while Latin theology historically focused more attention on the 
institution words. Catholic theology today does not require Eastern Catholics to abandon their 
own liturgical language or receive according to Latin customs. Communion under both species, 
leavened bread, infant Communion, and distinct anaphoras remain normal in Eastern Catholic 
life. 

This Eastern evidence also warns against constructing a false choice between 
“unchanging apostolic ritual” and “Catholic invention.” Ancient Christianity was diverse in form 
while united around a sacramental center. The Latin West developed one way of articulating and 
celebrating that center; the Christian East developed others. The shared elements—thanksgiving, 
consecratory prayer, Body and Blood, sacrificial memorial, ecclesial communion, ordained 
presidency, and reverence—are historically more important than assuming one local ritual detail 
must be the universal mark of authenticity. 

17. What Changed and What I Think Stayed the Same 

By the time I reached the modern period, the pattern was pretty clear to me. Some parts 
of the Eucharist are remarkably old: bread and wine, thanksgiving, Christ's words at the Last 
Supper, proclamation of his death, communal participation, and the conviction that Christians are 
receiving his Body and Blood. Ignatius is already tying the Eucharist to Christ's flesh in the early 
second century, and Justin gives a recognizable Sunday Eucharistic pattern by the middle of that 
century. 

Other things really did change. The Roman Canon took time to stabilize. Latin became 
normal in the West and later stopped being the people's spoken language. Communion became 
less frequent and later more frequent again. The chalice largely disappeared from ordinary lay 
Communion in the West and later returned more widely. Elevation, Corpus Christi, monstrances, 
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Benediction, prominent tabernacles, and the word transubstantiation all belong to later stages of 
the story. I do not think the history is helped by pretending otherwise. 

One shortcut I had to give up was: 'If the word or practice is medieval, the belief must be 
medieval too.' That just does not follow from the sources. Transubstantiation is a medieval term, 
but belief that the Eucharist is truly Christ's Body and Blood is much earlier. The elevation is 
medieval, but reverence for the consecrated gifts is ancient. A later practice can be an attempt to 
express an older conviction. 

The opposite shortcut does not work either. Early belief in the Real Presence does not 
mean Ignatius used a monstrance, Justin heard a Tridentine Roman Canon, or every later 
Catholic custom came from the apostles. That is where I think Catholic history is stronger when 
it is simply honest. Development is real. The question is whether the development keeps the 
same center or replaces it with something else. 

What I kept seeing was continuity in the sacrament itself, not a photographically identical 
ritual. Across very different centuries, Christians keep returning to Christ's command, 
thanksgiving over bread and wine, his death and resurrection, the conviction that the gifts are not 
ordinary food, and the belief that Communion unites the believer to Christ and to the Church. 
Later definitions get more exact because later arguments force more exact questions. 

18. Where I Ended Up 

After going through the sources, the part I have the hardest time explaining away is how 
early the central Eucharistic claims appear. Paul is already handing on the Last Supper tradition 
in the 50s. The first Christians gather for the breaking of bread. The Didache connects the Lord's 
Day, thanksgiving, unity, and sacrifice. Ignatius calls the Eucharist Christ's flesh. Justin says the 
consecrated food is not common bread and drink. Then Irenaeus, Cyril, Ambrose, and Augustine 
keep developing the same sacramental world rather than introducing it from nowhere. 

At the same time, I no longer expect the external form to stay frozen for two thousand 
years. The liturgy grew, the Roman Canon stabilized, East and West developed different rites, 
Communion discipline changed, medieval theologians argued over how to explain the change in 
the elements, and devotions such as elevation and Corpus Christi appeared later. The 
Reformation then forced Western Christians to say much more precisely what they meant. 

That is why the fact that transubstantiation was defined in the Middle Ages does not 
bother me the way it once might have. A later word can name an older belief. But I also do not 
want to use the early Real Presence as an excuse to call every later Catholic custom apostolic. 
Those are two different claims, and the dates do not let me collapse them into one. 

Where I end up is that the Catholic Eucharist has a real history without looking like a 
medieval invention. The outward forms change a lot. The language becomes more technical. 
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Practices come and go. But from Paul through Ignatius and Justin, through Cyril and Augustine, 
through Lateran IV and Trent, and into the modern Roman and Eastern liturgies, the same center 
keeps showing up: Christ's command, thanksgiving, sacrifice, his Body and Blood, and 
communion with him. That continuity is the part of the history I find hardest to dismiss. 
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