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THE EUCHARIST: SACRAMENT OF UNITY

RESPONSE TO THE ANGLICAN OBSERVATIONS ON ONE BREAD, ONE BODY


Foot and mouth has closed the Lake District to walkers. A viable alternative for fresh air and fine views is the Cumbrian coastal path. 

The graveyard of Aldingham church, between Ulverston and Barrow-in-Furness, offers its occupants one of the finest views in England, were they able to savour it. It looks out upon the Leven and Kent estuaries, across the waters and sweeping sands of Morecambe bay, while Ingleborough, Whernside and the Bowland fells provide a spacious backdrop. The dark bulk of Heysham nuclear power station is unmissable, but as passing rainstorms cleanse the air, one can see the white fronts of the Morecambe hotels, Lancaster, Fleetwood and the tiny splinter of Blackpool tower on the horizon.


Aldingham church has a twelfth-century squint to enable the congregation in the aisle to see and worship the elevated Host. In the chancel east wall it also exhibits the unusual feature of a leper-hole - an opening about 8 inches square, just right of the altar, cut through several layers of masonry to the outside. 

The local lepers used to stand outside – amidst beautiful scenery in fair weather - to receive Holy Communion through the wall from a long shovel, which could then be disinfected. The sick and disabled too might receive Communion there, if they were not allowed into Church.


The idea of being treated as outcasts, forced to communicate outside the Church, rouses indignant reactions. It is understandable, therefore, that to totally refuse communion to some Christians, who consider themselves full Christians in good standing, provokes a sharp response.


Two years ago the Catholic bishops of Britain and Ireland published a historic document, One Bread, One Body, about the Eucharist and admission to Holy Communion. In it they maintained the link between membership of the Catholic Church and public reception of Holy Communion. Both Catholic and orthodox Churches maintain this apostolic tradition.


Consequently those who are not full members of the Catholic Church cannot receive Catholic communion, except in extraordinary or life-threatening situations.


Not surprisingly, the Anglican denomination feels hurt by this “exclusiveness.”  In the recent House of Bishops document : “The Eucharist: sacrament of unity,” a response to One Bread One Body, the Archbishops of Canterbury and York state that they find the Catholic discipline with regard to Eucharistic hospitality “hurtful and unhelpful.”


They maintain that: “As our historic formularies, approved liturgies and formal ecumenical agreements show, the Church of England upholds the faith of the Church through the ages with regard to the Eucharist.”

“One Bread, One Body makes explicit a number of erroneous assumptions by the RC Church about the C of E, the Reformation, Anglican teaching regarding the Eucharistic sacrifice and the presence of Christ in the sacrament, and Anglican ministerial and Episcopal orders. We take this opportunity to correct these misapprehensions . . .” 

Belief in the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist, say the Anglican bishops, is clearly taught in Anglican Eucharistic theology.


Would it not be more accurate to speak of “Eucharistic theologies”? Anglican breadth and tolerance allow for several mutually contradictory theologies of the Eucharist to exist side by side. Evangelicals regard the bread and wine as mere symbols of Christ. High Anglicans believe in a real objective presence, whether or not they use the term transubstantiation to describe this.


Anglican eucharistic prayers cleverly use ambiguous language, leaving open either interpretation: “that these gifts of bread and wine may be to us his body and blood.” 

The corresponding Catholic texts say “become for us”, signifying a real change in the elements. The Anglican version leaves open the question of whether the change is objective, or a change in how one subjectively considers the bread and wine. “Anglicans would be unwilling to press lay people for an explicit form of doctrinal assent with regard to eucharistic theology.” (47)


Another key-point is the Anglican communion’s self-understanding: The bishops object:  “30. The Church of England is not correctly referred to as one of those “Christian communities rooted in the reformation” The Church of England traces its origins back to the beginnings of Christianity in England and is continuous with the Church of the Apostles and Fathers.”


Now Anglicanism is continuous with the church of St Augustine, St Thomas Becket and St John Fisher in the sense that it occupies the same hardware  - the medieval cathedrals, parish churches, titles, dioceses etc. At the Reformation, however, it swapped its software: it altered its creed, its devotions, its sacraments, its liturgies and practices.


The Anglican mind resists coming to terms with this discontinuity, which occurred in the reigns of Henry VIII and Elizabeth I. It tries to minimise or even to deny this fracture with apostolic tradition. By breaking union with the Apostolic See of Peter, Henry VIII broke the continuity with the Church of the Apostles and Fathers.


When Elizabeth I re-established Anglicanism in 1559, nine sees were already vacant. She deprived and gaoled all the remaining Catholic bishops (Lichfield, London, Bath & Wells, York, Carlisle, Worcester, Peterborough, Ely, Durham, Exeter, Lincoln, Winchester, St David’s, St Asaphs, Oxford, Chester and Llandaff) of their sees, because they refused to take the Oath of Supremacy and break with Rome. Two managed to flee abroad.


Only Kitchen of Llandaff repented of his bravery and was re-instated. Elizabeth’s new hierarchy comprised 25 new bishops, ordained by rites which the Pope warned were invalid, and teaching a new doctrine in a new ecclesial body. Those who continued to believe and practice the Faith which Englishmen before them had believed for nearly a thousand years, were now persecuted and martyred. 

This is hardly continuity.

“It is not a characteristic of Anglicanism to proclaim its credentials or to make comparisons with other churches. The C/E simply states that it is a true and apostolic church of Christ and that it is part of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church.” (31)


Here the Anglican bishops naively assume what needs to be proved. After all, they are not in communion with the any of the world’s great Apostolic sees. Mere assertion is not convincing to the impartial observer. 

May this attitude betray a certain Anglocentrism? “We must be right because we are English.” That old imperial assumption of effortless superiority. From beyond and even within these islands, many view them as but a national, Anglophone organisation with branches in the ex-colonies of a now defunct empire.

The Anglican bishops advocate the “Ecumenical method of seeking full visible unity by clearly defined and mutually agreed stages”:

1. eucharistic intercommunion

2.  Participation of ministers in each other’s eucharistic services (excluding presidency or concelebration”

3. Full interchangeability of ministries as part of full visible unity.

Might I suggest that Anglicanism needs a much more radical step-by-step overhaul to be brought back into full Church unity:

1. The wholehearted acceptance of sacred Tradition including sacred Scripture as the primary fount of revealed doctrine.

2. The abandonment of the unscriptural Protestant idea of private interpretation. The acceptance of official Church teaching, not individual opinion, as normative in the Christian life.

3. The Anglican communion openly admits its lack of a central teaching authority. Let it recognise the Roman Magisterium and all 22 General Councils of the Church up to Vatican II.

4. Therefore the acceptance of Confession, Confirmation, Anointing, Holy Orders and Marriage as full Sacraments by Christ’s will.

5. The conformity of Anglican episcopal statements on morality to the historic Scriptural and Catholic doctrine. The repudiation of divorce and remarriage, homosexual acts, contraception, abortion and other moral evils condemned throughout historic Christianity.

6. The acceptance of the ancient Christian tradition of prayer for the dead and the notion of purification after death.

7. Disestablishment, the abolition of the Royal Supremacy and the rescinding of the 39 Articles.

8. The repudiation of erroneous Protestant doctrines like justification by faith alone, and Puritanical attitudes towards sacred art, images and icons.

9. The abolition of the priesting of women, an innovation without Scriptural precedent.

10. The clarification of ambiguous liturgical formulae, so as to express unambiguously the regenerative effect of baptism, the Eucharistic transformation of bread and wine into Christ’s body and Blood. That ordination rites restore unambiguously the doctrine of the priest as one who offers the Sacrifice of the Mass. Possible use of the Sarum rites for the other Sacraments.

11. Incorporation within the Catholic Church as an Anglican rite, in union with Rome and under Papal jurisdiction, along with the at least conditional re-ordination of all Anglican clergy who wish to serve in this re-united Church.

12. The observance of Catholic discipline on confession, preceding full communion as a sign of unity achieved.

The Anglican bishops mistakenly believe that the issues of the Reformation and the split from Rome are unimportant. Are they not beset by the fond illusion that a Tudor-founded national organisation can have the same credentials as the international apostolic Christ-founded Catholic Church?

