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Proposed Area of Study

This project seeks to provide an historical and systematic examination of relationships between the Lord’s Supper and the Scriptures, especially in the Reformed Evangelical tradition, considering how they might provide doctrinal models for one another. The essay proceeds by presenting unities and distinctions between systematic affirmations concerning the Bible and the Eucharist especially in Reformed thought. It concludes with practical applications for relating word and sacrament in contemporary Christian ministry particularly in the Church of England.

The significance of the topics for the Church and for Ordained Ministry

Although there is variety of theological emphasis and practice, Christians largely agree that the Scriptures and the Lord’s Supper are means of grace central to the life of faith. In devotional practice, most believers are regularly nourished by the Bible and the Holy Communion. This study thus speaks to matters central to the life of the Church.

The consideration of these topics and their relation is especially important for those who are ordained to the ministry of word and sacrament. Anyone set apart to minister word and sacrament must surely ask how these are related, or risk fulfilling his/her calling less faithfully than s/he might otherwise have done. It might be fair to suggest that the subject is usually given little explicit consideration and that traditional patterns are continued without much examination. Indeed one suspects that some Evangelical ministers, especially when moving to more Anglo-Catholic congregations, can feel that the Eucharist takes up time that should be given to the sermon and tends to distract from it, or militates against “seeker-friendly” services.  

Some of this study of the Holy Communion is also relevant to the sacrament of Baptism and it is hoped that suggestive links can be made. As it was necessary to limit the scope study it was decided to focus on the Eucharist, which might be the more urgent topic due to the considerations of praxis outlined here. Though Baptism and the Word of God (or gospel) could be said to initiate members into the covenant community of the church, the focus on the Lord’s Supper here fits with the regular place that this sacrament and the Scriptures find in the liturgy of the Lord’s Day service.

Topics of neglected weakness and promising resource for Evangelicals to develop

It might be thought particularly important to examine the doctrines of Scripture and of the Lord’s Supper in the Evangelical tradition as Evangelicals are generally thought to have a high / strong doctrine of the Bible but a low / weak view of the Holy Communion (Seddon, 2004). Indeed, it is sometimes claimed that Evangelicals are given to bibliolatry (Barton, 1993) and have no doctrine of the sacraments at all.

It is hoped that the arguably more developed Evangelical doctrine of the scriptures can help to enhance Evangelical understanding of the doctrine of the Eucharist. Similarly, the doctrine of the Supper may be a relatively untapped theological resource for Evangelicals aware of some real or alleged problems with their comparatively more worked-out account of the Scriptures.

A rediscovery of the riches of Reformed understandings of the Eucharist and the contribution of other traditions (especially Anglo-Catholicism’s emphasis on the sacramental) may lead to greater mutual understanding and enrichment in the Church.

A Fresh Theological Contribution

The Scriptures as a Model for The Supper: The Eucharist as a ‘Visible Word’

The benefits and limitations of the traditional Augustinian understanding of the sacraments as ‘visible words’ are considered. It is asked, for example, what the Eucharist contributes that is not provided by the word alone (Cocksworth, 1993) and how Scripture and sacrament are to be related. In what ways is the Supper more than a visual aid or enacted sermon? 

The scriptures and the Supper are considered in a biblico-theological / salvation-historical perspective as Revelation (Jensen, 2002) / revealed mysteries. Supper and scriptures as Promising Words of the faithful God speaking of God’s saving acts in history and eschatological salvation, to be trusted.

Participation in the ‘Edible Word’ (Leithart, 2000), the use of senses other than sight and the transforming liturgical drama of the Eucharist (Conway, 2001) are explored. 

It is suggested that recent enhanced understandings of words and language from literary (Culler, 2000) and hermeneutical (Thiselton, 1992) theory may provide fresh resources for thinking of the Supper as a visible word. The Eucharist is considered as a (performative) speech-act (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969; Briggs, 2001; Tinker, 1998) and the contribution of semiotics (Chandler, 2004, Aichele, 1997) to consideration of the sacraments as signs is explored. The Holy Communion is analysed as a communication.

It is argued that some of the doctrinal affirmations traditionally made about the Scriptures may also strengthen understanding of the Eucharist. For example, it is argued that the Supper functions as an authoritative doctrinal norm (lex orandi, lex credendi) and thus it may be said to be true and reliable; it is effectual, necessary and sufficient for the purposes given. A concept of the perspicuity of the Supper and its limits is discussed. Divine accommodation (on Calvin’s model) is evident in both the Eucharist and the Bible, as created human / physical elements (words & books / bread & wine) are used to express ‘divine’ realities. The words of Scripture, perhaps especially the Psalms, provide a theological model for the Eucharist as God’s revelation in human words that he both speaks to us and calls on us to speak back to him. 

Barthian emphasises distinguishing sign and signifier and on scripture becoming the word of God to us in encounter (Webster, 2003) are related to the notion that the bread and wine are sacramental in the action of reception, not merely in the abstract.

The Supper as a Model for the Scriptures: The Bible as a Sacrament

The term “sacrament” is polyvalent in contemporary theological discourse. Different senses can be fruitfully employed when they are carefully and clearly distinguished.

The Eucharist and the reading and preaching of the word are related as liturgical acts in the Lord’s Day service (Meyers, 2003).

The notion of the Holy Communion as a hermeneutical tool, helping the Church to understand her Scriptures, is evaluated.

Although there are serious weaknesses in Stephen Wright’s discussion of the Bible as a sacrament (Wright, 2002) and Tim Ward’s criticisms are granted (Ward, 2003), it is argued that there is value in thinking of the Scriptures as sacramental. This new paradigm suggests a creative account of the Bible, like the Eucharist, as a means of transforming encounter with the risen Christ by the Spirit. A concept of the Real Presence of Christ in / through his word is discussed. It is considered in what ways the words of the Bible or the physical object of the book may be analogous to the elements of bread and wine in the Eucharist. Both the Lord’s Supper and the Scriptures are to be received by faith with thanksgiving and contribute to the believer’s strengthening, growth in grace and assurance (Trueman, 2003).

Proposed MPhil Chapter Headings and Order of Writing

Chapter 1: 
Opening Words

Introductory, preliminary and methodological considerations 

 (3000 words)

Chapter 2: 
God’s Words on God’s Word Written 

The scriptural doctrine of scripture

 (5000 words)

Chapter 3: 
God’s Words on the Supper 

 The scriptural doctrine of the Supper
 (5000 words)

Chapter 4: 
Edible Words

 The Supper in the light of the scriptures
(10000 words)

Chapter 5: 
Sacramental Words 

The scriptures in the light of the Supper
(10000 words)

Chapter 6: 
Special Words 
The “sacramental” model in relation to the whole created order 
(4000 words)

Chapter 7: 
Closing Words 

 Summary of conclusions and suggested practical applications 

(3000 words)
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