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Pick a sacrament that we have discussed in class. Discuss its significance and importance for contemporary Christian practice. 

In this essay I'm going to address the Eucharist and the significance that it has in modern Christianity. For the purpose of this essay I will primarily address the Roman Catholic view of the Eucharist that is one of the seven sacraments. I have decided to look at the Roman Catholic point of view as it will allow me to be more in depth in what makes the Eucharist a sacrament and the implications that it has in terms of what takes place in the service. Furthermore, it will allow me to address both social and political implications that the Eucharist has in modern Christianity as well as in modern society. I will also address what a sacrament is for Roman Catholics as well as applying this definition to explain why the Eucharist is one of the seven sacraments. I've decided to focus on the Eucharist as it is seen as a sacrament by many denominations of Christianity including Eastern Orthodoxy and many forms of Protestantism. As a result, the Eucharist is one of the few sacraments that is agreed by most Christians making it a significant sacrament.  
Before I can address the significance of the Eucharist in modern Christianity, I am first going to address what makes the Eucharist a sacrament. There is disagreement within Christianity of what a sacrament is. This stems from the issue that it is difficult to translate the Latin word ‘sacramentum’ which is the word most often used to describe a ritual[footnoteRef:1]. However, generally in Christianity, a sacrament refers to any action or anyone that mediates the presence of God to be human[footnoteRef:2]. As a result, Jesus is seen as important to distinguishing between what is seen as a general ritual such as food with family, compared to a religious sacrament, such as the Eucharist. Therefore, the Eucharist can be considered a religious sacrament as by sharing the bread and wine, the believer is pledging themselves to a life that Jesus had[footnoteRef:3], and thus, there is the presence of something, in this case Jesus that links God with humans. However, more specifically in Roman Catholicism a sacrament must follow the six rules as set by the Church. These are, that a sacrament must be an efficient sign of Grace, Christ must have done it, it must take place within the Church, the act allows for salvation, each performance of a sacrament teaches us something different and the act results in us acting differently. From this the Eucharist can only be considered a sacrament when all six of these requirements are met.  [1:  B. Cooke and G. Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: an introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005)  p.36]  [2:  Cook and Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual p. 39]  [3:  Cook and Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual p. 94] 

Due to the six requirements that are set by the Catholic Church, during the service it is not only the Eucharist that takes place. For example, during the service there is often the ritual gathering of items such as food, money or clothing to help those in need as this means that the Eucharist results in people acting differently, by doing more charitable work. In addition to charity work, scripture also plays an important role during the service. This is as the reading of scripture such as “then Jesus declared I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never go hungry and whoever believes me will never be thirsty” (John 6:35) allows followers to learn about the history of Christianity and the teachings of the Eucharist. Furthermore, the bible teaches that the Eucharist is a vital part to Christian practice to be able to achieve salvation as highlighted by “I tell you the truth- unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood you cannot have eternal life within you” (John 6:53) As a result, the Eucharist is a significant sacrament for Catholics as it is necessary to achieve salvation, which is highlighted by the Bible. During the Eucharist there are several theological characteristics. S. J White identifies six characteristics these are: service to God, communion, affirmation of a worshipper, mirroring on earth of heavens worship, proclamation and entry into arena of transcendence.[footnoteRef:4] The characteristics of the Eucharist are then experienced during the service and followers are able to make their own sacrifices, just as Jesus sacrificed himself for the sins of others, and therefore followers are able to be closer to Jesus, making the Eucharist a significant sacrament for Catholics.  Both scripture and the life of Jesus play a role in the significance of the Eucharist and why it is performed on a regular basis in the Catholic tradition. This is as it is considered a path to grace, and it allows followers to remember the Christ’s sacrifice as the Eucharist is symbolic of the Last Supper where Jesus told his disciples “this is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19). As a result, the Eucharist was an important sacrament even in early Christianity[footnoteRef:5].  [4:  S.J. White, Groundwork of Christian Worship (Peterborough: Epworth, 1997), pp. 2ff.]  [5:  Cook and Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual 87] 

The Eucharist is significant in the Catholic tradition as the sharing of a meal helps to bind people together[footnoteRef:6]. This is significant to contemporary Christianity as the Bible claims that the Holy Spirt is present wherever believers gather together[footnoteRef:7] and as a result by being part of the community each week and participating in the Eucharist believers are able to be closer to God. This is as the Holy Spirit is present and they are completing an act that was ordered and done by Jesus during the Last Supper. This has significance in contemporary Christianity as it makes it clear to followers that the Church is an important staple in the Christian tradition as it helps the community to flourish and allows the Holy Spirit to be present. The importance of community in the Eucharist also has a significant impact on contemporary Christian practice as it effects how Christians choose to worship God. This is as the Eucharist must be preformed at Church and subsequently, it is practiced communally, allowing people to join together and help one another. [6:  L. Woodhead, Christianity: a very short introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) p 40]  [7:  Dave Ramsey, Bible Verses about Community, 2019, <https://www.daveramsey.com/blog/bible-verses-about-community> [Accessed: 2nd November 2019]] 

The Eucharist also has significance in contemporary Christianity as the sacrament allows Christians to remember the history of their religion and the life of Jesus. This allows followers to feel closer to God as part of the Trinity. Furthermore, this encourages followers to remember the sacrifice that Jesus made to allow people to achieve salvation. This results in the Eucharist being important in contemporary Christian practice as it makes the resurrection of Jesus an important focus in the service[footnoteRef:8] as it is part of the second part of the service. Furthermore, the concept of forgiveness is important in the Eucharist service as during the service, people are forgiven for sins that they have committed. This is highlighted by the Priest saying “If they have committed any sins, their sins will be forgiven them”[footnoteRef:9] . This is significant in contemporary Christian practice as it reinforces the teaching of forgiveness in the Bible such as "If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness." (1 John 1:9). As the Eucharist helps to reinforce the teachings of forgiveness it has social implications, such as encouraging tolerance of one another through forgiveness.  [8:  Romans Catholic Diocese of Orange, Introduction to Catholic Worship, 2019, <https://www.rcbo.org/worship/intro-to-catholic-worship/> [Accessed: 2nd November 2019]]  [9: Father M. Von Sloun, The Eucharist and the Forgiveness of Sins, 2018, <https://thecatholicspirit.com/faith/focus-on-faith/faith-fundamentals/the-eucharist-and-the-forgiveness-of-sins/> [Accessed: 2nd November 2019]] 

Furthermore, the Eucharist has significance in contemporary Christianity as there can be political and social implications outside of the religion. A recent example of this is that former US Vice President, Joe Biden, was denied the Eucharist as he was accused of ‘advocating for abortion’[footnoteRef:10]. This highlights that the Eucharist can be used to show what is seen as acceptable in the Church and what is not acceptable, in this case abortion. This was highlighted by Father Robert Morey, who responded by saying “Holy Communion signifies we are one with God, each other and the Church. Our actions should reflect that. Any public figure who advocates for abortion places himself or herself outside of Church teaching”[footnoteRef:11]. This has political implications as it will likely result in other Catholics disapproving of Biden’s policies and therefore are unlikely to vote for him in the next US election, therefore having further political and social implications. This is as the Churches’ influence can help to maintain conservative views in politics. This example highlights the authority that the Church has even in secular states and how sacraments can outline the Churches position on controversial topics, such as abortion.   [10:  L. McDonald, (2019) ‘Catholic Joe Biden is Denied Holy Communion During 9AM mass at South Carolina church by priest who claimed former VP 'advocates for abortion', The Daily Mail, 29th October.
Available at:
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7623959/Joe-Biden-denied-Holy-Communion-Florence-church-stance-abortion.html (Accessed: 2nd November 2019)]  [11:  L. McDonald, ‘Catholic Joe Biden Denied Holy Communion’] 

The Eucharist is also a significant in contemporary Christianity as a result of the principle of transubstantiation. This is as transubstantiation asserts that the power of the Holy Spirit changes the bread to the body of Christ and the wine to the blood of Christ. In contrast to Luther, who argues that the bread and wine are both the body and blood of Christ and the bread and wine simultaneously. Furthermore, Calvin argues that there is no change in the bread and wine, but instead they are only symbolic of the body and blood of Christ. These three different ways to interpret the use of the bread and wine in the Eucharist highlight how significant the sacrament is as it is a key issue of debate within Christianity. The doctrine of transubstantiation was elaborated by scholars between the thirteenth and fifteenth century and was incorporated into the documents of the Council of Trent[footnoteRef:12]. This also has a significant impact on contemporary Christianity as the doctrine of transubstantiation is one of the clear defining boundaries between Protestants and Catholics and as a result has a significant impact on the where an individual worships and what community they belong to. For example, if a person was to believe in transubstantiation, they would most likely be a catholic. As a result, it would be assumed that they also believe in other catholic principles such as the Pope has authority over the Church. However, if someone does not believe in transubstantiation, then they are unlikely to follow other Catholic doctrines. As a result, the belief that a person holds on one sacrament such as the Eucharist has a significant impact on what their other beliefs are and therefore the denomination of Christianity that they follow.  [12:  M. Petruzzello, Transubstantiation, 2019, <https://www.britannica.com/topic/transubstantiation> [Accessed: 2nd November 2019]] 

As a result of the factors mentioned above, the eucharist is significant and important in contemporary Christian practice in multiple areas. One of the main reasons is that it allows followers to gain a better understanding of their religion and how their religion developed over time as well as the principle teaching of Jesus, such as the importance of forgiveness. This is as the idea of repentance and forgiveness of sin is a vital part of the Eucharist service as when people are given the bread and wine, they are told that they are ‘forgiven for their sins’. Furthermore, this is also true for all denominations of Christianity, therefore making it more significant as it can be applied to all Christians and not only Catholics. This provides further significance and importance to the Eucharist as it provides an area in which all Christians can unite and agree on, in this case the importance of forgiveness, which in turn can have a positive effect. However, the Eucharist is not only significant in providing a weekly reminder of where their religion stems from. The service is also significant in contemporary Christianity as it encourages individuals to act in a charitable way by providing money, clothing or food to those in need. This in turn helps to bring them closer to God through completing acts that Jesus did. Therefore, the Eucharist is significant in contemporary Christianity as it can help to unite people from within the church as well as from different denominations through the teaching of forgiveness and helps to unite people from outside the Church by taking part in charitable activities.
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