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One of the most characteristic doctrines of 
the Roman Catholic Church is the doct:rine of 
transubstantiation. This do ctri::. ... e teaches that in the 
service of "the Lord's Supper the bread and the wine 
are changed, by the power of the priest 7 into the 
body and blood of Jesus Christ our Lord; so that the 

'10le sub~tGtrn~e of the breq.d is changed into Christ 1 s 
uodv and the whole substance of the wine into 1:if, 
"\)lood. The bread and the wine cease to be, and their 
plaei:; is tah.isn by the Lord Jesu3 Christ , the srune 
Jesu ... .: wh0 vras oo_~,n of the Vi_ gin Mary in Be :hlehem 
~na was cr~cified at Calvary. As the Roma...1 Catechism 
pu. .,s it, "in t:his so.:!ramel~t are contained not only 
the Lrue body of Chris+, and all the con8tituents of 
·che true 1ody SUf,.h as bo!'les and. .sinews 5 but also 
Cl-·is-':;, whole and entire, both the di"'.r:..nity and 
hUlllani ty . • . • Nor sl-in 11ld _;_ t be forgotten that Christ 
vvhole and entire is als·"J in every particle into 
wlnch the' elements ID;.;ty be divided 11 • That ii::j t0 say, 
·chis doctrine teaches that Jesus who talked to the 
disciples is present, with all His personali +,y, ~-Iis 
body and all His fac 1 ll ties, in every crumb and every 
drop of the conse~rated elements. Belief in this 
J.octrine of transubs-La. tiation was the test at the 
Lime of the Ref'.Jr~a-i:.ion. Thus John Fri th, a young 
Englishman of 30 years of age and a member of both 
Oxford and Cambridge Universities, who was burned at 
the stake under Henry VIII, wrote to his friends on 
the night before his death "The cause why I die is 
this; for that I cannot agree with the divines and 
other head prelateR that it should be necessarily 
determined to be an article of faith, and that we should 
believe under pain of damnation, the substance of the 
bread and wine to be changed into the body and blcod 
of our Saviour Jesus Christ, the form and shape only 
not being changed". 

The same test was applied to the other 
:t;-.nglish Protestants who were burned during the reigns 



of Henry VIII and I:Iary I. :rhus this doctrine of 
transubstantiation may be regarded as the typical 
Roman Catholic doctrine. Naturally enough those 
who hold it worship the consecrated elements, for 
they believe that it is God who is present in what 
looks lik8 a wafer. So incense is offered, prayers 
are made, genuflecting and kneeling are enjoined 
and processions a~e held in honour of God, present 
in this localized vtay. rhc I'lC..S""G important quesi:;io:n 
arisesj is it true? F·Jr if it is not true, it j_s 
an extraordinary foru cf id')latry, to be offering 
incense 1 prayers 9 knee lings and 88,ndles to what 
turns out to be only a ake made from flour and 
water. i: thifl...k you vri2.l agree t~1at this is a very 
im~o~tant qu~stion to consider. But before 
considering the basis on which the doctrine rests, 
let u consider some of the difficulties connected 
with ·- +, difficulties which i:i i,hcmse2. ves do not 
necessarily di sr;rove ii, but '.vhich 70ul<l certainJ..y 
corr,pli "'ate the illd.t·cer V/el'E; it -+:o oe true. 

First recall that God is a God of tri1l.h. 
Yet in the doctrine of tr~ns~nstantiati0n we are 
required to believe tr.1.ai; ·i.,hc God-givr;n sources of 
knowledge, noJJ10ly ou1· senses. sugges·~ that ther<=- l:J 

rn-thing else pres0::-0 \, but 1-iread a.11d 1:iine It looks 
like bre~«d and wine, sn.iclls like bre,id and wine, 
it tastea like 1rea~ ru1d ~ine, an1 i~ naur~shr8 the 
body when eaten. like bread arLcl v1ine. AnalysP.d by 
a chemist it may be broA:en up into all tl12 
cons ti i;uen-c chemical fl which Dake up bread and wine, 
yet the doctrine requires us to believe that 1~e 
God of truth expec :,.:> us to disregard all this 
knowledge derived from the sense 01gans he has 
given 1.As to arrive at truth, 2..nd on the contrary 
to be l ieve that there is nothing cor:cesponding to· 
the bread and wine, but in its place Jesus Christ 
alone i s thei:e. '.i'o my mind -chis is an extra-
ordinary thing for the God of truth to ask of u s , 
especially \:hen He :10.0 given us at the best such 
.sle11der sug 0 estio.n e:f this do0trine in the Ser Lp-cures . 



Another difficulty is the question, what are 
the outward apriearance8 of whiteness ar .. d such like, 
o.ppearances of? They beean by being a~)pearances of 
bread and they continue to exist unchanged as 
appearances, but afteJ..' the priest has said the words 
which are t:b.ouch·c to chan~;e he bread into Christ's 
borly, they are no longer ap~eara~:~es of what lHrnd to 
be chere, but they can."Ylot be said to be apIJoo.rances 
of what is 1101,-, :Ja.Ld to be tI'..ere 1 namely, J e::m J of 
""razareth, f'Jr u:r .. :rist ca.nnu t be sajd to lcok like 
brec:.d. 9 2.Ild tt.eref;y: .. ·e ·che Roman 0a th'lli c tllc,__,locians 
are constrained t..> teach t"1 8.t tl:..-; appeara.n'"'c are 
-Ll:..c: appeargnc: a.~ cf noth::i_ng. mha t is, there is 
noth.i.ng in whid:. they iYlhe.r9 1 b1: c rather trat Gc·i 
t~r.ugh His so~3rcign power mai:::i.tains in ex:ntence 
these appearr..nces of no-'-;hi:.:)z. ~rhey r.rere 011' e c..ppoar­
anQ.C>S Of bread a'ld wine~ bu.t l1')W they Pre &I ner.ra.,.v:.ces 
of :::i.othin.g, just appearancPS. It is extrao:'din~~rily 
diffj~ult to underst2nd ho~ thare can bo a~p~nrances 
0~ nothing. 

·:rhen there is CUlcther problem much dis·:ussed 
in the past. If pnrt of the consecrated vmfcr \'1ere 
to ~al~ on the floor and be eate~ say by a mousG, 
EUsc. we beJ:...eve that a mouse h::is eaten Chris"t? When 
a. Ch:ristian eats the vrafer, he is said on this 
J0ct~ine to have oaten Ghrist; w.h.2. t then do es the 
mouse eat? Surely it js impossible to believe that 
the mouse eats C.hrist 1 · a.nd y13t ''!hat else is there for 
.:.t to eat, according to the doctrine of transubstant­
i.ation? 

Thon again, there is the problem of the 
paisoned wafer. Every time the pope or a bishop 
celebrates mass an attendant is required to taste the 
wafer before the celebrant partakes of it himself, 
lest he should be poisoned by the wafer, as has 
.happened in the past. But how can it be said that 
the Son of God can poison the bodies of those who 
partake of Him? Yet who but He carries the poison 
since there is no br ad or wine left? 



~here is a further philosophical difficulty 
in believing that the whol~ Christ including that 
characteristic of a body, called dimensive quantity, 
is present in every partic:e. For it is plain that 
Christ's body is not presen~ in dimensive ~uantity, 
otherwise it would not be possible for His body to o-e 
said to be present completely even in thP tiniest 
particles. There is a r ontradiction in sa;ving +.hat a 
characteristic of a thj ·1g, sueh as dimensive qua1::..ti ty, 

, present in a vmy wlnch dP.nies the essP.nce cf the 
cha::-act8ristic. 

rilhe doctrine of transubstMt1a+.i0r is 
therefore a very heavy burdo .. on ·Lhe intcl.Lect, a& 
welJ as load:i.ng to most important relie;icuo conseq_uenccs, 
such as Lhe v;orship:oing of what appea:::-3 "to be brea0 Bnd 
wine. with the same adoratior: due to Christ seated i:.1 
His Father's ~resence. It leads also to i~e doctrine 
of the sacrifice of thA mass, in which C".l:~ist preoent 
under the appearance of bread ann. wi11'3, is !::>aid ·~n he 
offered by the priest to God, in the sDl!le way as 
Christ cnce offered Himself ~n Calvary i0r our sinR. 
The truth or falseness of the doctrine :x::..' tl'ansubstant ­
iation is therefore a most important question., with 
far rP.aching consoquences f,)r relj gion. For ii' the 
doc"trine is not true, Christians are fo~nr to 1P 
worshipping as God somethj_ng which i;u1·ns out to be 
nothing but bread. 

I am not novr r..onsidering how our Heavenly 
Father deals with those who seek to worshtp Him in 
~-mys which are fundarnentalJy wrong, bu-I; I wish simply 
tQ examine the truth of the doctrine, for as tlesus 
said, those who worship God must worsldp God in spirit 
and in truth, for the Father seeketh such to worship 
Him .. 

The doctrine arose in the early middle 
ages and became part of the faith for the first time 
in i2is-at the fourth Lateran Council. This you will 
re-:oi;rnize is late as :-!hurch Hj st'P''Y goes. Thr-· <:>rror 



which leads to the doctrine of transubstantiation is 
the taking literally the realistic language which ,Jesus 
used at the first Lord's Supper. When He said "This is 
my body", there are two possible meanings. He could 
have meant the words literally, as we woulG. mean if we 
were to take hold of our hand and say i it this is my body", 
or He could have meant it metaphorically and symbolically 
as when we say of a photogi"'aph ''this is my friend". How 
are we to decide between these tw~ possibilities? To 
begin with, the more natural moaning for the disciples 
wcnld be the syobolical and metaphorical, ~2ther than 
for them to think that He was giving them His body to 
eat, es-pecially as Jesus had not prepared tneir minds 
for any such doctrine as trdnsubstantiation. Moreover 
our Lord's langu:ige 2. t the time was plainJ.y metaphorical, 
~n r i;.1 i,hc n3:~t se::-it<:>nce He said of the vvine "this cup 
is the covenan.t i.n my blood". Plainly the cup was not 
the covenant, but it stood for and represented the wine 
th ·1 t ·nas i11 the ciup, and even so the wino was not the 
~uven::int, tha-, is , the agreement between God and man, 
but _ a,the.c j_ t 'Nas the sign and seal of such agreement. 
:.r'hus our Lord':> langucige ai:; the +ime He said "This is 
my b·ody" was in other respects metaphorical and this is 
al8o the ~aturF.tl explar.ation of these words. How fatal 
the:~_ is the mist::;l;:e 1 in taking this realistic ;nptaphorif":!a. 
langw:i.ge 1 · terally Moreov_er, if we look elsewhere in 
The New Testament WP will find the metaphorical j nter­
pret<.. ci0n cur-_firmed. Thus St. l?aul, re1 erring tc the 
Holy Cumni1~::-i:1 on s:i:;eu..."ks about the _b1·ead which we break, 
but -~ f ·uie c.oc t::-ine of trdnsubst.antiation were true 
·ch e.ce is no b:.:ead prasent to break. If the apostle had 
held tranGubstantiation he would have avoided calling 
it bread. 

Turni:ug i.;o the early C.hr:istia:n writers we must 
remember the principle that realistic language may be 
either literal or metapnorical, and that -i;he language 
itself will not determine the question . Thus the 
quotations vrhich Roman Catholics brin[; forward to prove 
that transubstantiatjon was held in the early Church 
fail to do this as they merely echo the realistic 
language th<~t Jesus Eimself used. 111L~ nll cution whether 
~7 csus 1 lc.illP"ll~""c ·.r'..s Ji t8r2l or ffiL'tC'''' r -,; e~l if} lnt 

~) 



helped fonvard by such quotntions . Hov1ever 1 sometimes 
these Christi2.n wr::.ters add phrases which show 
conclusi ve1~r that they also took tho language as meta­
phorical Thus a quotation of Tertu11ian, which the 
Roman Catholic writer utt cites, is "Jesus took bread 9 

offered it to His disciples, and made it into His 
body by saying '·This is my body'·. Ott (.Fundamentals 
of C2tholic Do ..,ma 9 381) car.eludes thP q; .. ntation at this 
point, but if you look ap the passage you ~ill ~ind 
+Yiat Tertullian goes or.;. 1 th8.t is, the figure of my 

.Jdy' , shovving qui +e conclu::;i vely that T9rtull ta11 viho 
lived in the third century regarded Jes .. L·' lan6uage as 
figurative and metaphorical 

So too St" Jerome, the fourth century 
translator of the Latin Vulgate and perhdps n~e of the 
greatest cf the chu:-ch doctors, com11 enting on 
John 6:53, says that 11 the b0d.y of Christ ~.s tl1e go.:ipel 
the body of Christ and his blood is i;he wc1 rd of the 
scriptures ••. when w1::; hear the word of God and Christ's 
flesh and blood is poured into our ears ... ~n t~9 
flesh of Christ, uhich is the word of teaching, une 
inter~1retation of the scriptures, v1e recel'CA the f0c d 11 • 

r/hen Jerome speaks about the flesh of Ch..cisi; and His 
blood being poured into our ears, it shows thRt he ~id 
not take the words, body and blood. of Ch:2ist, 1_i ter2,lly, 
but rather symbolically and as meaning the "'81Il8 t.hing 
as receiving His word in the heart. This is, of courae7 
+,he pro-:;estant doctrine. 

The conclusion i 0 that the doctrine of transub­
stantiation has no basi.s in Scripture and -i;he slenderest 
in the earliest Chri5tian writers 7 but i.t deveLoped 
during the middle ages wher: people failed to recognize 
the difference between realistic metaphorical language 
and literal lan,suage. So then we should not think of 
~nrist _8._~}J1_~11i way localised in the bread and the 
wine, which are signs of His body and blood given for 
us on Co..lvary. Christ is certainly present in the 
Lord ' s Supper, but present in the hearts of believers. 
He is not .~esent in any literal sense locally in the 
bread and tne wine on the Holy Table, an::;r more than a 



, 

person is present in a literal sense in a photograph. 
But the bread and the wine are vi.sible words 

9 
which 

speak to us about the Gospel, that Jesus has borne our 
sins and is now Lord of all. They are pledges which 
assure us of His love. He has given us this service of 
eating bread and wine together, .in memory of Him, in 
order that through it, just as through words , He might 
make vivid to our minds, and assure our hearts of, the 
truth about Hjs love for us on Calvary, and so we might 

row as Christians by feeding on Him; not literally by 
our mouths, but feeding on Him in our souls through 
faith in Him) who is our Lord and Saviour . 

7 July 1963 . 14/63 
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