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The Lent and Easter cycle of death and resurrection has now run its course, closing with Pentecost and Trinity Sunday. We are left with a few solemnities – Corpus Christi last Thursday or this Sunday, next Friday the Feast of the Sacred Heart, and SS Peter and Paul at the end of the month. Otherwise the green background of Ordinary Time, not seen since Shrove Tuesday, reinstates itself, and accompanies us until Christ the King at the end of November.


Last week, at a training day for new Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion, I was explaining the significance of Berengarius of Tours c.1000–1088. “Who?” you might well ask. “And why?” After all, when calling round to an housebound parishioner with Holy Communion on a Sunday morning, it is rare that they pop that testing question feared by many an Extraordinary Minister: “And what do you think of Berengarius of Tours?” 


For all his obscurity, Berengarius raises an important issue. His significance is that he was the first person in Church history to be condemned for heretical teaching about the Real Presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. Notice his dates – he wrote in the period 1040-80. So for one thousand years, no Christian theologian had denied the Real Presence of Jesus in Holy Communion. 

 All the Church Fathers and saints, insofar as they wrote on the Eucharist, held it to be not ordinary bread, but the very Body and Blood of the Saviour. They didn’t use the word transubstantiation, but they certainly understood that a most profound change had come over the elements of bread and wine. For example, Irenaeus and Cyril:

“For as the bread, which is produced from the earth, when it receives the invocation of God, is no longer common bread, but the Eucharist, consisting of two realities, earthly and heavenly” (St Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses 180 AD)

“We beseech the merciful God to send forth His Holy Spirit upon the gifts lying before Him; that He may make the Bread the Body of Christ, and the Wine the Blood of Christ; for whatsoever the Holy Ghost has touched, is surely sanctified and changed.” (St Cyril of Jerusalem)


Christians of all branches of the Church – Greek and Latin, Armenian and Coptic, Syriac and Slavic, held to the same truths about the Eucharistic Presence of our Lord. Indeed, they still do.
They may express that truth in slightly different ways, but the underlying belief is the same. 

It is only in the ecclesial bodies descended from the Reformation – amongst some Anglicans and in the Methodist,  Presbyterian, Reformed and Baptist denominations -  that the Real Presence is denied, and the Eucharist considered a mere symbol. The reformers Zwingli in the 1520’s and later John Calvin latched onto Berengarius’ ideas. 


Berengarius therefore is “the exception that proves the rule.”  His Catholic contemporaries objected very strongly indeed to his novel ideas that the Eucharist was but a symbol of Christ. They did not take kindly to the faith of a thousand years being overturned by one scholar, even if he was head of the cathedral school of Tours.


Berengarius was something of a rationalist. He believed that reason, dependent upon what we perceive with the senses, was the best guide in questions of faith, over and above any church authority. Quite a modern man in his way!

Is the body of Christ present in the Eucharist, and in what manner? Some had written in an over-literal manner that the physical body of Christ was present in a way that made the Eucharist sound like cannibalism. Berengarius reacted, suggesting that it was only a spiritual or an intellectual presence. 

The substance of the bread and the substance of the wine, he taught, remain unchanged in their nature, but by consecration they become spiritually the very body and blood of Christ. Christ was present in the Eucharist only “as mere sign and symbol.”  After the consecration,  “bread must remain,” because “That which is consecrated [the bread] is not able to cease existing materially.”

This contention forced church theologians to examine more deeply the change which occurs in the bread and wine at the consecration of the Mass. They needed to find language which would protect the Church’s Faith. 


Even for us, it is helpful to distinguish between the Real Presence - the fact that in some wonderful way Jesus is truly present in the Eucharist - and the mode of that presence. The later doctrine of transubstantiation is the Church’s bravest attempt to protect the true objective transformation which occurs at the Consecration. 


Meanwhile, Berengarius was not faring well. His opinions aroused the ire of Lanfranc, Abbot of the Monastery of Bec, later to become Archbishop of Canterbury. Lanfranc attacked Berengarius as a heretic. 


At a Council in Rome in 1050 Berengarius’ beliefs were condemned. He was summoned to explain himself at another council in Vercelli in 1051 but was imprisoned before he could attend. In Paris a national synod condemned his teaching. We see here a useful principle: a scholar who goes off the rails and jeopardizes Catholic Faith must be put right by his fellow theologians, and by ecclesiastical authority.

At the Council of Tours (1055) Berengarius conceded defeat. He signed a profession of faith: after the Consecration the bread and wine are truly the body and blood of Christ. In a third Council held at Rome in 1059 he signed a formula affirming the real and sensible presence of the true body of Christ in the Holy Eucharist. 


He had not ceased bobbing to-and-fro on his theological rocking-horse. Returning to France, Berengarius attacked these formulae he had been forced to sign. He wrote De Sacrâ Coenâ, a book criticizing both Lanfranc and the Council of Rome. Condemned again at Poitiers in 1075, he was summoned to answer for his opinions one last time in Rome. 


At the Lateran Council of 1079 Berengarius signed this profession of faith: 
“I confess with my heart and my lips that the bread and wine which are placed upon the altar, are substantially converted through the mystery of sacred prayer and the words of Our Redeemer into the true, proper, life-giving flesh and blood of Our Lord Jesus Christ; and that after the Consecration they are the true body of Christ which was born of the Virgin, and which hung upon the cross as an oblation for the salvation of the world, and sitteth at the right hand of the Father, and the true blood of Christ which flowed from his side, not only as a sign and in the power of a sacrament, but in property of nature and truth of substance.”


Once back in France, he again attacked the formula he had sworn to accept upon the Gospels, was condemned at Bordeaux, and finally retired into solitude on the island of St. Cosme. In his Memoir he retracted his errors, and died in 1088 in union with the Church. This did not prevent his being acclaimed a hero by the Protestant Reformers 500 years later, for his denial of the Catholic Eucharist.

Berengarius’ heresy provoked a Benedictine monk, Bishop Guitmund of Aversa, to draw a clear distinction between the substance (Body and Blood of Christ) and  the accidents (bread and wine) of the Eucharist.  The “substantial” presence of Christ Body, is wholly and perfectly present in the entire Host and in all fragments of the Host.


Peter Lombard in the twelfth century, and Thomas Aquinas in the 13th, worked to clarify the Church’s Eucharistic doctrine.


The Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, in its profession of faith against the Cathars and Albigensians, spoke of “Jesus Christ, whose body and blood are contained in the sacrament of the altar under the species of bread and wine, the bread transubstantiated by divine power into the Body and the wine into the Blood.”


St Thomas explained perfectly why God changes the inner reality (substantia) of the bread and wine into the presence of Christ, but leaves the outward physical properties (accidents)  unchanged.


“Firstly, because it is not customary but abhorrent for men to eat man’s flesh and drink man’s blood. Therefore Christ’s flesh and flood are set before us to be taken under the appearances of those things which are of frequent use, namely bread and wine. Secondly, lest this sacrament should be mocked at by the infidels, if we ate Our Lord under His proper appearance. Thirdly, in order that, while we take the Lord’s body and blood invisibly, this fact may avail towards the merit of faith….”


This Corpus Christi is a good time to revisit the 1551 statement of the Council of Trent, binding upon all Catholics:  "By the consecration of the bread and wine there takes place a change of the whole substance of the bread into the substance of the body of Christ our Lord and of the whole substance of the wine into the substance of his blood. This change the holy Catholic Church has fittingly and properly called transubstantiation." 

