The Language of Sacrament

The two ways of considering any religious symbol - metaphorical and metaphysical - are of course mirrored in two Western traditions of understanding the sacraments: that which looks to the metaphorical relation, and considers the water of baptism and the bread and wine of eucharist as signs of something other than themselves, which is one of the Protestant traditions (that deriving from Zwingli), and that which looks to ontological categories of substance and causality to try and grasp a real identity, between the sacramental elements and the divine reality they are said to embody; which is the traditional Catholic position.

Now both traditions can make sense of the notion of presence in the sacrament. But in the Zwinglian tradition the relation of presentness is one-ended, we could say 'us-ended' . For Christ is thought to be present only after the manner in which something is present to us in a sign. Thus we can legitimately say that my picture of Auntie Jane makes her present to me, or brings her to mind; some of the things Auntie Jane has done may thereby have a real effect on me through my seeing the picture of her. But this is of course not a presence for her, in that she, her bodily presence, is not there to facilitate the real two-way diousia
 which along constitutes what we may call a real presence. I cannot affect her through the picture. Nor can we really say she acts upon me through the picture; for the changes I undergo on seeing the picture are not effected by her intention. Even though they may arise through what she has done, she is not interacting with me as subject with subject; rather we have to say it is her activity considered as an objective, material datum - we might say the material 'trace' of her active presence - which has this effect on me; not her acting. It is the same with the  eucharist, which for many a Protestant is a sort of ‘picture' of Christ, particularly at his Last Supper; this changes me as I participate, bringing to mind the memory of Christ and his Passion; it can mean no change to God since 'for him' I am already reconciled once and for all through Christ's atonement on the cross in circa 33AD.

In mainstream Catholic doctrine, on the other hand, the presence is said to be real. That is, it is bodily presence - the bread and wine are said to be 'transubstantiated' into Christ's body and blood. It not only affects us, but does so directly, Christ acting upon us through the sacrament; and it is to some degree a real interaction. This last perhaps poses problems; for in what sense can we be said to act upon Christ in the sacrament, and change him? Certainly in no simple sense; the Mediaeval tradition that in the  eucharist we literally munch Christ's flesh and bones is surely a misrepresentation of what the central Catholic tradition is trying to express. But it is central to this Catholic position that the  eucharist is the presence of Christ's sacrifice. In other words it is the presence of his Passion; though I individually do not effect any change in Christ by receiving his  eucharist, the  eucharist is the presence of the event in which he suffered at our hands, being changed, indeed killed. So we might say that the  eucharist is a real interaction between God and humanity, in which each undergoes at the other's hands a passion and death - in the case of Christ already undergone, in the case of man not yet fully realised that transfigures. The Christ of the  eucharist is not only as Protestants have tended to stress - the risen Christ of glory, but, for the Catholic also the small, vulnerable Christ, in some sense entrusted to us. 

So we have these two familiar stresses; one on the sacrament as a sign which enables us to glimpse something of God and which integrates us subjectively around the memory of his Son; the other on the sacrament as the presence of God's body, vulnerable to us, interacting with us objectively. The question is, can we reconcile the two, without assimilating the one kind of talk to the other?   This could be, for instance, by our rejecting the ontological claim of the latter and treating it as poetry; or by our opting for an idealistic ontology that enabled us to treat Christ's presence in the former sense - 'for us' - as a real presence. Both moves are often made without being noticed, but they are moves which would amount to capitulation, as far as our thesis on the objectivity of religious symbol is concerned.

It seems to me that the sacramental theology of Aquinas could help this reconciliation. For though central in the Catholic tradition, he starts from the Protestant enough notion of sacrament as a kind of sign. He begins his account in the Summa Theologica (1964-76, Oxford, Blackfriars, Volume LVI) with a provisional definition of a sacrament as a 'signum rei sacrae', a sign of-a sacred reality. He rejects this definition however, on the interesting ground that everything in nature is a sign of the divine wisdom which created it and so would by this definition be a sacrament. He argues that instead a sacrament must be 'a sign of a reality with sanctifying power' (Summa, Qn. 60.2 (p.9)).

The argument here is important in two respects. First it shows that Aquinas has in mind - as ever - the doctrine of creation and the analogy that must hold between creature and Creator; we cannot consider his sacramental doctrine in isolation from this quasi-sacramentality of all being - from the way in which, as we put it, everything may become translucent to its divine origin or ground. Second, it shows that Aquinas has natural signs in mind, signs with a real relation to what they signify; it is 'sign' in the sense in which smoke is a sign of fire, rather than 'sign' in the sense in which X marks the spot. These two features already put a great distance between his doctrine of sacrament as sign and the Zwinglian doctrine of the 'bare sign'; the latter has a decidedly Occamist ring of human-constructed arbitrariness about it, which is far indeed from the thought of Aquinas.

It is surely this conception of sign that enables Aquinas to pass easily from the notion of sacrament as a sign to the notion of sacrament as cause. He can call the rites of the Old Covenant - such as the Passover -  sacraments' because they signify a sanctifying reality - Christ's Passover through death to life - even though they do not  themselves, in his view, have the effect of sanctification.  But his prime concern is with the seven sacraments of the 'New Law', which he conceives  to have a sanctifying effect in virtue of their signification of a sanctifying reality. The sacraments of the New Law are, in his  view, signs which effect the sanctifying reality which they signify  (Summa, Qn.60.3). (Thus in his view, they have just the features that are required, on our view, to subvert ideology).

Here the paradigm, is the eucharist. Signifying the body and blood of Christ's Paschal sacrifice, the eucharist effects in those who celebrate it and receive the gifts, the grace that flows from that sacrifice. Baptism likewise, signifying the death and resurrection of Christ, causes the fruits of the death and resurrection to take effect in the baptised. Aquinas cites the passage in St John's gospel where Christ's side is described as being pierced by the soldier's lance, ‘and at once, there came out blood and water' (John 19.34); following tradition he takes this as signifying the way the sacraments of baptism and the eucharist flow from the source of their effect, the crucified Christ, which is the reality they signify.

On Aquinas's conception of sign it is not altogether surprising that they should be able to effect what they signify. Heat, which is a natural sign of fire, is what has the power to cause fire; reproductive capacity, one of the signs of life, is that which has the power to cause life. Even the artificial signs of much of language have the power to effect what they signify in a weaker sense; they may effect the thought of what they signify. Indeed Grice has perhaps hit on the heart of the difference between natural and conventional signs: the former are signs of things because they are the characteristic effects of those things, the latter are so because they are merely intended by the speakers of a given language to effect the thought of those things (and this thought consists in the hearer's recognition of this intention in the speaker; cf Grice). Thus linguistic signs are intended, artificial effects, where natural signs are natural effects; or as we put it, language discloses meaning through the sharing of an intentionality or a model, whereas natural signs disclose the object they signify through the model we apply to it. So Aquinas is justified in taking the latter as the simple instance of what a sign is, the former as the derivative case. Be that as it may, the link between significance and causality is surely undeniable. It may prove capable of providing the groundwork for our crucial link between image and ontology, seen at its strongest in the images that effect just what they signify, the sacraments.

It is obvious enough that by no means all signs effect what they signify. Smoke, and bright red flames, and a crackling sound, by no means have the power to effect fire, only the heat. Nor is it quite the distinction between essential and accidental properties we need here; locomotion is an essential property of animal life, but does not cause animal life. 'Sacramental' significances would seem to constitute a special category of attributes. Likewise with signs of sanctifying realities. A picture of the annunciation has no power to effect what it signifies; the  eucharist does, in Aquinas' view, have power to effect in the participant the reality of Paschal mystery, the reality indeed of Christ.

So does this mean that the  eucharist stands in relation to Christ as heat does to fire? No, because Aquinas rejects the view that the sacraments have their own power to effect that they signify. This, he argues (Summa 62.1), would involve an idolatrous attribution to a creature of a power which belongs to God alone, the power to effect grace and holiness, and would attribute a spiritual effect to a physical cause. Rather, we must regard God as the efficient cause, the sacrament as merely the instrumental cause, of this grace: God imparts his grace to us by means of the sacrament. Whereas heat causes fire in virtue of its own power - even in the absence of the fire - a sacrament could no more effect anything in the participant outside of its use in the purposes of God, than the tools of a carpenter could make a bed out of wood outside of their use by the carpenter. Of course this. does not mean receptionism the doctrine that the receiving of the sacraments is merely the material occasion, on which God happens to give us his grace; any more than his use of the tools simply provides an occasion for the carpenter to make the bed! In Aquinas' view the sacraments are appropriate means for the effecting of God's purpose, much as the carpenter's tools are appropriate to the task of making a bed. But in the case of the sacraments what makes them appropriate is precisely their significance.

It is clear that the significance of the sacraments is not a purely natural one; unlike fire the sacraments do not have an effect just in virtue of what they are, but in virtue of the way God uses them. And they have meaning only within the community that accepts them as having that meaning. In this respect they have the conventional character of linguistic signs. Thus an individual's disbelief -even the celebrant's - makes no difference to the significance of the sacrament, any more than an individual's failure or refusal to understand a word destroys the meaning of the word. What matters is the belief of the Church as a whole, and that what is done at the  eucharist is done in accord with the rule dictated by that belief - the celebrant must 'intend to do what the Church does', in Aquinas' phrase. If the Church had no faith in the sacraments or refused to follow a broadly common rule in their celebration, then indeed their meaning would be lost, as surely as the meaning of a word would be lost if no-one understood it, or no broadly common rule were followed in its use.

Where the sacraments differ from all conventional signs, and resemble some natural signs, is precisely in that they are held to effect what they signify, not just in thought, but in actuality. That is why the rules we have just cited undergird not just the meaning of the sacraments, but also, thereby, the real presence they are meant to effect. And this - on reflection -puts sacraments in a very odd position, if their conventional sign-value, something given from outside, so to speak, nevertheless conditions their very substance; so that they become the means of our real interaction - body of Christ touching body of believer - purely in virtue of their being accepted as meaning such contact. The temptation to scepticism arises very naturally once we grasp that this is what we are' being asked to believe.

The difficulty is compounded by the fact that it is hard - perhaps conceptually impossible - to assign meaning to a causality, or real interaction, that crosses a vast time gap. The Passion of Christ happened two thousand years ago; how can the effects of that Passion flow to me through the sacrament direct, across that time-gap? The temptation here is to break up what for Aquinas was an integrated whole - God giving himself to the world in the body of his crucified Son, by means of the sacrament of Christ's body - into two separate acts: the giving of the Son; and the giving of bread and wine, which by enabling me to remember the giving of the Son, provides the occasion for God to give himself to me.

Here we reach the crux of our problem: how is it that a language of signs and images can achieve, not. just deep personal significance, but objective reality; real, bodily interaction? And we are now in a position, with Aquinas' help, to begin to sketch an answer.

The first part of the answer - always in the background of Aquinas' thought, I think - is that the language of sacrament is not only a matter of convention between persons, but a matter of covenant between God and humankind. Aquinas stresses that the sacraments flow from divine institution; and of course Christ, from whom they are said to flow, gave his body and blood as the seal of the New Covenant. His body - as Herbert McCabe puts it (Transubstantiation and real Presence, in The Ampleforth Journal, Spring 1969, Vol. 74 Pt 1, p.6) ‘became the language of the Kingdom’ and of the new community he had called together around the bread and the cup. If this is so, then this language - the language God has chosen in which to speak to humankind - is unique: it is only 'arbitrary' in the sense in which nature itself is arbitrary, in that it is the way God has chosen to express his being. The Language of God - his Word - unlike our languages, is, in Biblical tradition, that which has power to cause things to be, to create out of nothing; and this causality, uniquely, is not time-bound because it is what caused even time to be.

Thus Christ in his death and resurrection discloses something eternally true of God; we see there what the Book of Revelation describes as the victorious ‘Lamb slain before the foundation of the world’ (Rev. 13.8, Authorised Version). We might say that in AD33 the Lamb pledged himself irrevocably to the life of humanity; in the  eucharist he pledges himself irrevocably to the life of individual human beings; but it is the same pledge, the same act, because it issues from eternal God. Only the effects of the act are dispersed through time; the act originates outside of time in an eternal cause. God's causality has to be like that, because he is the maker of all things, including time; time, we might say, is in God, for God cannot be in time, as nothing is conceivably external to him. There is only one act of creation, and one act of recreation or redemption; the effects of each are dispersed through time, or rather are the meaning of the time process.

The second part of the answer arises from what we have said about images in general. In distinction from ordinary language in which words gain meaning from the way we sort them in categories, metaphor is trans-categorical. To grasp its meaning, we have to look to its connection with the way things are. As we argued, images gather or integrate areas of experienced reality around a particular gesture or set of gestures. This happens in a way that, far from being arbitrary and imposed, cannot be foreseen and which imposes a judgement on us, makes us see our experience anew. Images, then, fill a half-way position between natural signs and conventional ones. A Shakespeare sonnet communicates to us not merely by our recognition of his intention, but by a real re-living of its vision through our attunement, in body and mind, to its significance. Shakespeare's vision, we might say, incarnates itself in us through the process of our reading, even perhaps before we have understood its intellectual content. (Thus we can understand something even of a poem in a language we can read but not translate; and Eliot said the first thing that came to him when he wrote was often not the words but the rhythm - we might say the gesture, the essence of the poem to be). It is a real presence - though the presence, of course, of a human response, not a natural power or force or object.

It is surely the same with sacramental language. The elements of baptism - such as water - and the elements of (the)  eucharist -bread and wine taken, offered and blessed in thanksgiving, broken and shared are full of human meaning and gesture that is not at all arbitrary. Aquinas does not say as much about this as he might, though his account, it seems to me, needs such discussion (such as we find for example in Herbert McCabe’s The New Creation, 1964, London: Sheed and Ward). In the case of baptism, water has almost natural connections with life, with cleansing, and again with death and drowning. I say 'almost' because these links are not cosmic. The 'life' aspect is obviously a meaning limited to the biosphere; the 'drowning' aspect is limited to those living things that live on land and breathe air, and the 'cleansing' aspect is more or less limited to the human sphere.

We find all these meanings deepened and sharpened in the community of Israel. The first creation story depicts water as the element of fertile chaos, "the deep" . . . "the waters" over which the  Spirit of God breathes as he utters his first Word of creation and creates  the light (Gen. 1-1-3); this seems to unite the life-giving with the fearful, drowning aspects of water.The other creation story depicts  water as bringing life to the soil (Gen. 2.4-7). Numerous 'stories repeat the  image of God drawing the menacing waters aside to let the safe, dry land  appear, so that his people can dwell on it, or pass through it to  freedom: this happens in the first creation story, in the story of Noah and the flood (Gen. 6.5-8.19), in the crossing of the Red Sea in the Exodus from Egypt  (Exod. 14.10-29), and again in the crossing of the Jordan into the promised land (Josh. 3.3-17);  the malevolent properties of water here predominate, but there is  also a suggestion of the need to pass through such danger on the way to  life and freedom. In Psalms 42 - 3 the fearful cry "Now deep calls to  deep in the roar of your waters: all your waves and breakers have gone  over me" leads on to hope and longing.. "O send out your light and  your truth and let them lead me to your holy hill and to your  dwelling" (Ps. 43.3). Other stories, like that of Naaman the leper (2 Kings 5.1-14), stress the cleansing, healing powers of water.

We find the Christian community drawing on all these meanings in the sacrament of Baptism. The stories of Christ's baptism again unite the' water with the brooding, dove-like Spirit, who comes forth from the Father as he speaks his Word proclaiming Christ his Son, thus initiating Jesus into Christhood and ministry, and testifying to his part in what later theology would call the life of the Trinity. Meanwhile the writings of St Paul link baptism with participation in Christ's Paschal transit through death to life: "Do you not know that all of us who have been baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death?" (Rom. 6.3). Here, then, again water symbolises death and drowning, but also the cleansing and healing, renewing and life-giving power of the Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead. In the great Easter Vigil, where the theme is the renewal of baptismal promises in preparation for Easter, we find the Church drawing on the whole depth of these interpenetrating levels of symbolism. We hear many of the Old Testament accounts just mentioned, and we see the Paschal Candle, marked with the emblems of Christ's Passion and death, kindled with the new fire and blessed and 'baptised' by being lowered into the font and then raised again; meanwhile the great 'Exultet' links the themes of the Exodus through the Red Sea and the Resurrection of Christ. We see all these meanings of water crystallised, integrated, to a single articulate image that conveys vastly more than words.

We could say that here, as. in a great poem, the image (of water) only loses its conventional liaisons and becomes image in order to acquire a new set of liaisons within the scheme of meanings gathered to it by its interaction with a people in the course of their history. We could argue the same in the case of the  eucharist. We could point to the 'natural' meanings of bread and wine. Bread is of course simple food, formed out of wheat-seed sown and 'dying' so as to yield a rich harvest (John 12.24-5); broken and shared, it carries the human meaning of fellowship; in Jewish society it carries special meanings in the context of the fellowship meal and Passover meal. Wine cannot but signify festivity - in St John's gospel we meet it in connection with the new wine at the wedding feast at Cana (John 2.1-11) - but its colour gives it another connection with blood - it is the blood of the grape of the winepress God treads in his anger (Isaiah 63.1-6). Mary Douglas in Natural Symbols has shown the prevalence of this antithesis between white, water, life and good, and red, blood, death, and yet also sun. Blood is of course both the sign of life and the sign of death; inevitably it becomes connected with sacrifice and oblation - the grape crushed and the wine poured out, the life-blood poured out for the life of the community. In the community of Israel it acquires connections with covenant and communion with God and his people (Exodus 24.1-11).  Jesus, at the Last Supper - probably either a Jewish fellowship meal or a Passover meal - identifies himself with the bread of the broken corn, the bread of fellowship; and with the wine of the blood of sacrifice and covenant. What Jesus does at his  eucharist, then, is to gather all these natural and human meanings to himself, and identify them with his meaning, even with his body.

Now if we consider these two things together: that the language of the sacrament is not a language of human convention but one of covenant between God and man; and that this language uses the semi-natural, almost bodily significances we call images; then it becomes clear how such language might be the place where we touch God bodily.---Remember that we have argued that the whole creation is the embodiment of God, his self-expression. But we are obviously too small to see this whole, to hold it together in one act of insight in which we see through to its divine meaning; the best we can reasonably hope for here are glimpses of obscure and unverifiable significance. To grasp the whole of existence as sacramental, translucent to a unified meaning, is certainly the hold on reality we hope for; but for that to be possible, we need to be given the clue in a specific sacrament, a specific disclosure of the whole. Christians are committed to the faith that Jesus of Nazareth, when he took bread and called it his body, was saying that bread was his language, his embodiment, because he was one with the Father who creates and so expresses and gives himself in bread, in us, and in all things. If he was God, then he was right to call bread his body, his giving of himself to man; and in doing so, he disclosed bread for what it was, he allowed bread, in virtue of all its human meanings, to speak for itself, in the language of God who is the source of all its meaning. Moreover, because' of the way bread participates in our human life, it can 'speak for itself' in this way; it is an image, that is, not just something we take up into our set of conventions, but something that has meaning for us, something that focusses our life, before we set ' about consciously giving it meanings. It has ',laral' or human worth and depth of meaning; God sets his seal on this meaning by speaking it in his language, and so transfigures it into a deeper ultimate level of significance, "instating it within the whole". Transubstantiation, then, means reinstatement within God's language, the language which the whole creation is; bread becomes not something else, but becomes most truly itself, when it becomes the body of Christ.

The central line of argument here is as follows:

1. Because the language of sacrament is a language of images, a language that integrates us to a bodily apprehension of something real, being a language of bodily gesture; because of all this, it is a language capable of realising a bodily presence.

2. Because the universe is itself the language, the self-expression, the embodiment of God, it is possible that the images of sacramental language, drawing as they do on the language of things in themselves, may correspond with the language of God. What we do not know - and could not possibly figure out for ourselves, - is as it were the syntax of this language. We may succeed in figuring out the 'anatomy' of this 'body' which is the universe, but we have no way of interpreting its gesture, its meaning. We certainly cannot suppose a priori that its language will correspond with human languages, even at their most universal and bodily.

3. If however - without questioning this at this stage - God was incarnate in Christ, then he has spoken in some of the languages of man; these languages, in particular the human meanings of which we have spoken, associated with Passover, baptism, eucharist and so forth, not only can but have become the language through which we may speak with God. Moreover through them we may learn the syntax of the divine language; the rest of life may begin to become sacramental, all things may begin to speak of God.

4. But this language, capable of realising bodily presence, has in fact done so. For with us language is not the same as bodily presence; the former is conventional, but not limited to my spatial position can write books, which are then read all over the world); the latter is natural, and involves a real two-way interaction, yet is limited to my actual spatial position (Cf Terry Eagleton, 1970, The Body as Language, London: Sheed and Ward). But God's language in creation is both arbitrary , not necessitated - in that he chose it of his own free will - and natural, since if nature is not natural, what is? Moreover God is not in any given place, yet all places are in him; the presence of God's Word, and his own real presence, are one and the same.

5. In the language of sacrament, then, the image dimension secures the ontological, real presence, provided only that God has indeed spoken through them the language of covenant.

A confusion may have arisen here, regarding bodily presence:- As we argued earlier, this must not be taken as a literal, material presence. The whole import of our discussion of Merleau-Ponty was to show that my body Vs not the material substance of which 1 happen to be composed at any given time. MY substance changes every seven years or so, but that does not mean I change my body! My corpse is not my body; rather my body is this living process that animates this bit of flesh into gesture, meaning, language and hence thought, feeling, relation to others, and so forth. A relic of Christ - were this possible - would not supply his bodily presence; conversely the bread and wine of  eucharist do become the body of Christ if they become the vessel of his real gesture and meaning and relation towards us - if he truly acts upon us and gives himself to us through them. 'Transignification' (Schillebeeckx) is a tempting but possibly misleading term here: for it might suggest that all that is needed is that bread and wine acquire a new meaning for us. Whereas it is essential to sacrament that Christ has chosen these things to communicate himself to us. Without that, the whole of the argument above collapses, and we are left with either mere memorial - doing something that has a special meaning for the community; or mere magic summoning God by means of words and acts to which we attach a special ',significance.

The relation between the bodily presence and the material of the sacrament is surely much the same as the relation between my body and my material substance. This is where we need to take up Aquinas' argument about efficient and instrumental causality; I use my arm to lift the wood and this shows my body in action, just as God uses the sacrament to give himself to us, and this shows Christ's body in action. But this language opens the way to the more Biblical 'language of real participation. Aquinas sometimes employs this; he says, for instance (Summa 60.6):

"The water of baptism, by the very fact of washing the body of its own con-natural power, washes the soul too in virtue of being an instrument of the divine power. For soul and body together constitute a unity" 

There is really a single act here, with a dual aspect; two categorical levels - one physical, and another, which includes it, spiritual. Just as we could speak of the muscular processes going on in my arm, which effect the lifting of the wood, without reference to me and my body; so we can speak of the physical washing without the spiritual; but then we can speak of me as the agent of the lifting, which acquires a significance in the context of my purposes, as we can speak of the Spirit as the agent in Baptism, which then acquires significance in the context of God's purposes. Here we do not reveal something else going on behind the scenes under the guise of the physical act; we reveal a new depth implicit in the one thing that is going on. And it is at that new level of meaning that it makes sense to speak of bodily presence and activity: not just a set of muscles causing arm and wood to rise, but this coordinated in my purposes with a whole set of bodily activities; not just water trickling down a baby's forehead, but the baby thereby incorporated into the body of Christ.

What can we say of this new language, this new body of meaning, that Christ speaks in sacrament? Not much - the language says infinitely more than can be translated back into our worldly languages, since it communicates no less than the Word of God. But from what we have said of the human meanings it draws on, it is clear that it is a language of self-oblation and communion~ that is, a language of love. The, creation is disclosed as an act of self-oblation in which God wholly' gives himself, surrendering himself to the world's own powers and potentials within the context of which he is ever after bound to work; the incarnation only confirms this as the divine meaning. We, in response, are called to give of ourselves as we offer all things back to him in  eucharist; and by this means we and God commune with one another, not merely in words but in our whole being, in our whole bodies and our whole lives. 

We may suggest that it was this language which Adam spoke with God in the garden of Eden. In the Myth, God is described bringing things to Adam for him to name; and "whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name" (Gen.2.19). For the language he spoke by the spirit God had given to him was God's Word, which had created them and given them their being from the first. Then came the fall, and Babel; man asserted himself over against the whole and built in accord with dreams of his own devising, striving for a heaven of his own imagination. The price was the proliferation of visions, and the proliferation of languages, and the consequent divisions of the races and creeds and nations. But in Christ we see a New Adam, a new man of integrity speaking the primal language of oblation, thanksgiving and communion with God. He did so definitively at the Last Supper, and on the cross. If sin is our falling short of integrity, then our sin is only redeemed by the surrender of our lives from our fallen perspective, and the offering of them back to the whole; hence the Church speaks of Christ's death as the sacrifice that redeems us from our sins. For there Christians have it that he, who is the integrity of being itself, takes to himself the original shame of our sinful alienation from being, and hence the non existence we call death; as the mysteriously necessary cost of. bringing back those who had been torn away from being by the power of evil. As St. Paul put it:

For our sake he made him to be sin, who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. (2 Cor. 5.21)

In this way, just as our gestures convey our vision and integrate the world in our unique way, a handful of people saw in that elemental gesture of giving and sharing at the Supper and in that elemental gesture of hands outstretched on the cross in death, the language of God. The early Christological hymns (e.g. Col. 1.15-20, Eph. 1.3-23, Phil. 2.1-11) testify to this faith: Christ crucified is seen holding humankind, and the cosmos itself, in unity; thus the centre of cosmic meaning is found, not in any universal wisdom or wise cosmocrator, where men have looked to find it, but in a torn-off remnant of creation and of society, in the shame and folly of the crucified. For the Spirit of God had come to men again, inspiring a handful of them to a unity that transcended the old divisions and the old theocratic unity, as it imparted this new language of Christ.

Christ was vindicated and raised from the dead; all things now, for the believer spoke his language. And in particular the Spirit recalled that brief incident on the eve of Jesus' death when for the first time he spoke this enigmatic new language; ever after they have repeated his gesture, believing that thereby they were speaking with God, and touching, as on the eighth day when they met again in the closed room, the risen body of his Word .

� The term I use to describe a ‘dialogue of being’, an interrelationship of two things in which they gain being from one another.


� I acknowledge there are many other varieties of Protestant belief about the eucharist than the Zwinglian view described here.


� Cf Carlo Caretto, 1974, The God who Comes, London: DLT.
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