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Also known as the Eucharist or Lord’s Supper, Communion has been regarded from the first century in the Church as the highest form of worship in which a believer can participate.  It is the central rite (act) whereby the believer physically (or, to others, spiritually) encounters Jesus Christ through the elements of the bread and the wine.  Jesus taught us that we should follow the pattern He gave His disciples at the Last Supper (1 Corinthians 11:24, 25).

The early Church has always met on Sundays for a Communion Service with Communion as the climax of the service.  As a side note, it is a recent innovation to focus a worship service on singing and preaching rather than on Communion—as Catholics do and always have.  For unity’s sake, in the early Church, when multiple congregations would meet in any given city, a piece of bread consecrated by the bishop of the city, called a fragmentum, would be sent out to each of the city’s congregations early Sunday morning, in order that they all could take part in the same loaf to a degree.

Communion has not always been a somber time but a time of great celebration, primarily reflecting not on the passion (sufferings leading up to and including the crucifixion) of the Christ but on the victory of Christ, triumphant over the grave.  Because of Communion, the Romans accused Christians of cannibalism because they were admittedly eating flesh and drinking blood.

The Church, historically, has held to differing interpretations of Christ’s presence in Communion.  Below is a summary of some of the more influential views:
A. Transubstantiation.  According to the Roman Catholic Church, a great miracle occurs in Communion whereby the bread and wine cease being such and are transformed, metaphysically, into the body and blood of Jesus—only they retain the physical qualities (look, taste, etc.) of bread and wine.  This doctrine, transubstantiation, was adopted by the Roman Catholic Church in 1215.  Also, today, Catholic laity receives Communion “in one kind,” that is, they receive only the bread whereas the cup is reserved for the clergy (a practice common by the 12th century and still kept today).
B. Consubstantiation.  Luther taught that the bread and wine never transform into the body and blood of Jesus; however, he never denied Christ’s real (physical) presence in Communion.  He used the words in, with, under, around, and behind to describe where Christ’s presence is in the elements during Communion.  This doctrine later became known as consubstantiation.  A similar doctrine, taught by Wycliffe (the great Bible translator), held that Christ’s presence at Communion is like His presence in the Incarnation.  When the bread and wine become the body and blood of Jesus, they do not cease being bread and wine (as Catholics maintain) as Jesus never ceased being flesh simply because He was God, but become equally flesh/blood and equally divine.
C. Symbolism.  Zwingli, one of the primary reformers of the Church, taught that the bread and wine are the body and blood of Jesus only in a symbolic fashion.  Calvin, another of the reformers, lay somewhere between Luther and Zwingli.  That is, he differed from Luther by teaching Christ’s spiritual presence, not a physical one.  He differed from Zwingli, teaching that Christ’s presence is manifest and not merely symbolic.
