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Let me make clear from the outset that 
 do not consider myself a postmodern آ
younger ev^gelical. At the same time, ل do 
think that some of the criticisms that younger 
evangelicals are directing against “modern” 
approaches to theology and interpretation are 
largely on target. Geology has suffered, also 
among evangelicals, from an undue desire 
for clarity and control—something to which 
the heritage of scholastic theology has, no 
douht; contrihuted. And the same mindset 
has caused not only a proliferation of biblical 
theological methods intent on recovering the 
historical meaning of the text, but it has also 
entrenched the separation between biblical 
studies and dogmatic theology, between 
exposition and application and between 
theology and spirituality.

While consenting to the ever-louder 
criticism of a modern theological and 
interpretive paradigm, the underpinnings of 
this essay nonetheless do not stem from the 
same postmodern attitudes toward reality. 
Rather, I agree with the common perception 
that postmodernity is little more than 
modernity coming home to roost. Both, 1 
believe, are predicated on the abandonment 
of a pre-modern sacramental mindset in 
which the realities of this-worldly existence 
pointed to greater, eternal realities, in which 
they sacramentally shared. Once modernity 
abandoned a participatory or sacramental 
view of reality, the created order became 
unhinged from its origin in God, and the 
material cosmos began its precarious drift on 
the flux of nihilistic waves.

 seems to me, therefore, that younger آل
evangelicals would do well to turn to sources

م ٦  he past few decades have witnessed 
two remarkable developments 
in evangelical thought, hirst, the 
nature of the theological discipline 
appears to have undergone a change, 
?™positional truth, once one of 
the hallmarks of evangelicalism, 

appears to be making way for more elusive 
means of expression, such as narrative, image 
and symbol, ?ostmodern apprehension 
of essentialism, along with a suspicion of 
absolute truth claims, is affecting younger 
evangelicals’ willingness to stand by 
the rational apologetics and theological 
edifices erected by a previous generation. 
Second, increasing doubt about our ability 
to capture the essence of absolute truth is 
turning evangelicals away from the scientific 
methods of higher biblical criticism. This 
mounting opposition to critical exegesis is 
all the more remarkable considering the 
fact that its acceptance is perhaps only 
half a century old and continues to meet 
with internal resistance, the inheritance of 
earlier Fundamentalist opposition to liberal 
theology. While the younger evangelicals are 
by no means identical to the Fundamentalists 
ofthe 1920s and ’30s, they do share with them 
an aversion to some ofthe excesses ofhigher 
biblical criticism. The younger evangelicals 
seem intent on restoring theological or 
spiritual interpretation—a search for deeper, 
spiritual levels beyond the historical or literal 
meaning of the text, hidden in the inner 
recesses of the biblical text itself Both the 
nature of theology and the interpretation of 
Scripture are experiencing the effects of our 
postmodern cultural mindset.
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(This book is, incidentally, yet another 
sign of the flourishing publishing industry 
surrounding de Lubac.) In the 
conclusion of his study of the 
development of Eucharistie 
theology in the Middle Ages, 
de Lubac situates him self 
ag a in s t tw o o p p o n en ts , 
both of whom he considers 
extremes. The one opponent 
is Protestantism. De Lubac 
lam en ts  th e  P ro te s ta n t 
weakening of the doctrines of 
the Eucharist and the church.
He mentions Calvin by name, 
charging him with “watering 
down” both the reality of 
C h r is t’s presence in the 
Eucharist and the traditional 
idea of the church as the body 
of Christ. The two go hand 
in hand, maintains de Lubac.
With only a “virtual presence” 
of Christ in the sacrament, one 
ends up with only a “virtual 
presence” of Christ in the 
church, too. (As an aside, those 
of 11s who have read Calvin will 
realize that compared to many 
evangelicals today, he actually 
had a very high view both of the 
Eucharist and of the church.
But we’ll leave that aside.
Perhaps it is true that compared 
to de Lubac’s “real presence” 
of Christ, Calvin only had a 
“virtual presence,” both in the 
Eucharist and in the church.)

The Protestant opponent, 
however, is not the main 
antagonist of de Lubac’s Corpus 
Mysticum. He devotes a great 
deal more time and attention

De Lubac... 
did battle with 

the same 
problematic 

heritage OJ 
Enlightenment 

thought that 
younger evangeli- 

cals are opposing 
today. De Lubac, 

however, points 
a way beyond the 

flat cultural 
horizons of 

modernity—and, 
we might add, 

postmodernity—  
bypointingto the 

intuitions ofthe 
pre-critical 

sacramental 
outlook ofthe

هء ءد  other opponent, on the medieval tradition.
ottarexreme ofthe theological 
spectrum. As evangelicals, we 
are less familiar with this other extreme, so 
let me try to sketch briefly the theological 
context in which de Lubac is writing. One 
ofthe most notable events in late nineteenth-

other than contem porary continental 
philosophy for their critique of the collusion 
between modernity and evangelical theology. 
One such source is Henri de Lubac (I896- 
1991), who, along with others in the decades 
surrounding the Second World War, aimed at 
a ressourcement of the sacramental worldview 
that characterized the Great Tradition of 
the pre-modern period. Interestingly, Henri 
de Lubac is making a strong comeback 
in the English-speaking world. Over the 
past fow years, a number of books have 
appeared on the theology of the great 
Jesuit patristic scholar: John Milbank’s The 
Suspended Middle: Henri de Lubac and the 
Debate Concerning the Supernatural (2005); 
David Grumett’s De Lubac: A Guidefor the 
Perplexed (2007); Rudolf Voderholzer’s Meet 
Henri de Lubac (2008) and Bryan c .  Hollon’s 
Everything Is Sacred: spiritual Exegesis in the 
Political Theology o f Henri de Lubac (2008). 
With only slight exaggeration, we might say 
that a genuine de Lubac revival appears to 
have broken out.

The recovery of de Lubac is of particular 
importance because de Lubac, in his own 
time and as a Catholic, did battle with the 
same problematic heritage of Enlightenment 
thought that younger evangelicals are 
opposing today. De Lubac, however, 
points a way beyond the flat cultural 
horizons of modernity— and, we might 
add, postmodernity— by pointing to the 
intuitions of the pre-critical sacramental 
onrfook ofthe medieval tradition. I want to 
highlight de Lubac’s contribution, therefore, 
since it draws us toward a sacramental 
imagination that recovers the mystical view 
of theology as a faith-based pilgrimage into 
the life of God and that looks to biblical 
interpretation as a sacramental opening-up of 
the spiritual meaning of sacred Scripture.

De Lubac’s Two Opponents
In order to illustrate what de Lubac—as well 
as other theologians in the French Catholic 
renewal movement oî nouvelle théologie— was 
after, let me turn to his recently translated 
1944 work. Corpus Mysticum: The Eucharist 
and the Church in the Middle Ages (2006).
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superadded to nature, it remained extrinsic 
to the reaim of nature. Whether or آس rhis 
was actually the teaching of St. Thomas 
remains a hotly dehated issue, one that this 
article will not attempt to resolve. But what 
is clear is that this separation of nature and 
the supernatural— this extrinsicist view of 
reality—was the cornerstone of neo-^omist 
scholasticism and dominated the Catholic 
Church especially in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.

The second characteristic of neo- 
Thomism built on the first. It was the 
rationalist apologetic approach both to 
the Bible and to the history of Christian 
thought. Put somewhat negatively, one went 
to Scripture and the tradition in order to find 
the truths of the Catholic faith confirmed 
there, ]ust in case the reader thinks I am 
unduly harsh on Catholic thought, I do 
 think that this rationalist apologetic آس
approach was limited to Catholic thought. 
Protestant scholastic theology, in the period 
following the Reformers, did much the same 
thing. Rationalist apologetics has had a fairly 
strong influence also on evangelical theology. 
This is precisely one of the aspects of the 
evangelical heritage against which many 
of the younger evangelicals arc reacting. 
One of the most serious problems, for 
de Lubac and others, with this apologetic use 
of Scripture and tradition, is the temptation 
to squeeze the historical data to make 
them say what one already believes. To give 
but one example: if a person believes in 
transubstantiation— the teaching that the 
substance of bread and wine change into the 
substance of Christ’s body and blood—neo- 
Thomist rational apologetics would scour 
Scripture and tradition in order to find such 
a “real presence” affirmed in the positive or 
historical sources of Scripture and tradition.

St. Augustine’s “Allegorized” Texts
In the conclusion of Corpus Mysticum, de Lubac 
tackles his neo-Tromist opponents, as well as 
their seventeenth-century scholastic ancestors, 
all of whom de Lubac believes hardened 
the theology of Thomas into a rationalist 
system. De Lubac takes particular exception

century Catholicism was the publication in 
1879 of Pope Leo X lll’s encyclical, Aeterni 
Patris. Leo XIII was a lover of Thomas 
Aquinas. And in his encyclical, he put 
forward the thirteenth-century philosopher- 
theologian as a great model to follow. St. 
Thomas was not just an interesting figure 
of the High M iddle Ages. Rather, he 
was the abiding source of truth. Thomas, 
insisted Pope Leo, had gathered together 
the teachings of the medieval scholastic 

 ,theologians in a wonderful way־
and dornas had added his own 
further insights to this medieval 
body of thought, creating such 
an amazing synthesis that the 
Angelic Doctor was “rightly 
and deservedly esteemed the 
special bulwark and glory of 
the Catholic faith.” What Leo’s 
encyclical and policies did was 
to entrench Thomist philosophy 
and theology as the one, 
normative system of Catholic 
thought.

The dom inant mode of 
Catholic theology from that time 
on is often referred to as neo- 
Thomism or neo-scholasticism. 
Without going into detail, 1 will 
give just two characteristics of 
neo-scholasticism, enough to 
help us understand de Lubac. 
First, neo-scholasticism was 
based on a strict separation 
betw een  n a tu re  and  the 
supernatural. Philosophy served 
to establish truths that hum an  
reason could access simply by 
‘looking at the natural world. 

Theology, the teachings of the church, did 
not enter into the picture till afterwards, 
once the philosophical foundation of natural 
truth had been laid. Supernatural, divine 
grace was something that was “superadded” 
to the realm of nature. Grace was آس able 
to build on something already present in 
nature itself; rather, the supernatural world 
of grace was entirely extrinsic or foreign to 
the world of nature. E v e n  when grace was

In the conclu- 
 Corpus مو«رمح
Mysticum, 
de Lubac tackles 
his neo-Thomist 
opponents, as 
well as their 
seventeenth-century 
scholastic ancestors, 
all of whom de 
Lubac believes 
hardenedthe 
theology of 
Thomas into a 
rationalist system.
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De Lubac cha$tises the inability of 
the scholastic Catholic theologians of the 
Counter-Reformation (Bellarmine, du 
?erron and others) to deal with these kinds 
of allegorical passages in St. Augustine. In 
fact, the French ]esuit scholar goes further 
and alleges that scholastic theology is in 
danger of losing St. Augustine altogether: 
“They cheerfully divide up the ancient texts 
[from St. Augustine and others] relating to 
the Eucharist into two groups: the first group 
is made up of ‘realist’ texts, while all the 
‘allegorized’ texts are lumped into a second 
group, which is abandoned.” Let’s pause 
here for a moment. It will be clear that the 
passage from Augustine’s Sermon 227 did 
not refer to “mal presence” and that it was 
not, in de Lubac’s terminology, a “realist” 
text. St. Augustine’s Sermon 227 presents 
an “allegorized” text.ظ  unity of the bread 
functions as an allegory depicting the unity 
of the church. According to de Lubac, the 
scholastic tradition following the Counter- 
Reformation was at a loss what to do with 
such “allegorized” texts, and as a result 
they simply ignored and abandoned them. 
The loss, however, was not restricted to the 
“allegorized” texts. De Lubac explains that 
the problem extended to the “realist” texts 
as well: “But the so-called ‘realist’ texts 
are not always as realist as these historians 
would have us believe.” In other words, we 
may not find today’s church teaching on 
the Eucharist explicitly in St. Augustine at 
all. This scholastic approach to the past was 
laden with irony, according to de Lubac, for 
“by abandoning these ‘allegorized texts,’ they 
sometimes deprive us of the most effective 
testimony to authentic realism.” Translated, 
all this simply means that the neo-dhomists 
have lost St. Augustine altogether: they 
cannot find any “realist” texts, and they 
ignore the “allegorized” texts.

This brings us to the sacramental outlook 
that de Lubac is so keen on recovering. 
According to de Lubac, it is “fear of 
symbolism” that lies behind the neo-Thomist 
approach and behind its vain search for 
“realist” texts, as well as its abandonment of 
“allegorized” texts.” According to de Lubac,

to two prominent Cardinals of the Counter- 
Reformation: Robert Bellarmine (1542-I62I) 
andfact^ues du Ferron (1556-16Í8). De Lubac, 
ever the patristic scholar and always concerned 
to recover the Creat Tradition, accuses both 
of these theologians of ndsinterpreting St. 
Augustine. They cannot find transubstantiation 
in Augustine. They cannot find in the fifth- 
century bishop the “real presence” that has 
developed in the church over time and that 
has come to be official church doctrine. And 
this difficulty leads them to engage in mental 
gymnastics in their interpretation of the North- 
African bishop.

In one particularly well-known sermon 
(Sermon 227), St. Augustine repeatedly spoke 
about the “unity” of the body of Christ, the 
“unity” of the church, which he believed 
resulted from the celebration of the Eucharist- 
In one fascinating passage, he commented:

[B]efore they became bread, these 
grains were separate; they were joined 
together in water after a certain 
amount of crushing. For, unless the 
grain is ground and moistened with 
water, it cannot arrive at that form 
which is called bread. So, too, you 
were previously ground, as it were, by 
the humiliation of your fasting and 
by the sacrament ه آ  exorcism. Then 
came the baptism of water; you were 
moistened, as it were, so as to arrive at 
the form of bread. But, without fire, 
bread does not yet exist, what, then, 
does the fire signify? The chrism 
[anointing]. For the sacrament of the 
Holy Spirit is the oil of our fire.

What is one to do with a passage like this? 
There’s no talk about mal presence, let alone 
transubstantiation. All the focus seems to be on 
the unity of the believers, on their fellowship 
or communion, which results from the many 
grains being joined together in a loaf of bread. 
It seems as though Augustine drew an arbitrary 
allegorical comparison between grains joining 
together into a loafofbread and believers getting 
together imo the body of the church, what are 
we to do in our modern age with such airy-fairy 
allegorizing about the unity of the body?
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a world full of symbols. They were not just 
symbols in whieh symbol “X” related to 
some completely different, distant reality 
called “Y.” The symbol and the reality were 
not two strictly separate entities. Instead, 
these symbols functioned as sacraments. 
And a sacrament (.sacramentum) shares or 
participates in the reality (res) to which it 
points. Symbols, therefore, point to and share 
in a reality that is much greater than the 
symbols themselves. The symbols only give 
us a small inkling of the great sacramental 
reality that upholds them. The problem that 
de Lubac has with the neo-^romist rationalist 
theology is that its “realism” completely or 
univocally identifies symbol and reality. To 
neo-scholastic rationalists, “real presence” 
means that any talk of “allegories” represents 
a flight into an airy-fairy mysticism. In other 
words, this approach insists that once we have 
grasped the symbol, we have comprehended 
also the body of Christ. We have exhausted 
the symbol; there is no sacramental reality 
that reaches beyond the human symbol.

The ^ reefo ld  Body
This talk  about a participatory link 
between sacrament and reality perhaps 
sounds somewhat abstract, particularly 
for evangelicals. $ ٠, allow me to clarify by 
introducing “three bodies” that de Tubac 
mentions in CorpusMysticum. The three bodies 
of Christ are the historical body (the body bom 
of the Virgin), the hucharistic body (signified 
by bread and wine) and the ecclesial body (the 
body of the church). De Lubac’s book is, in 
essence, an overview of how the relationship 
between these three bodies developed in the 
Middle Ages. It seems obvious that one has 
to make some kind of distinction between 
these three bodies. The very fact that we can 
talk about a historical body, a Eucharistie 
body and an ecclesial body means that we 
can distinguish the three. But the question 
remains: how much should we distinguish 
them? Or, and maybe this is a better way of 
framing the question, what is the nature of the 
relationship among the three bodies?

To get a hold of de hubac’s reading of the 
Middle Ages, we need to remember that he

the neo-Thomist fear of the Protestant 
nemesis of symbolism is the cause of the neo- 
Thomist inability to properly appreciate St. 
Augustine and other pre-modern theologians. 
O f course, de Lubac agrees with his neo- 
scholastic opponents that Protestantism 
is problematic: Calvins “virtual presence” 

doesn’t recognize the real 
presence of C hrist in the 
Eucharist and thus reduces it to 
a mere symbol. So, de Lubac is 
certainlywilling to join the neo- 
^om ists in their opposition to 
a merely symbolic view of the 
Eucharist. He is not convinced, 
however, that fear of Protestant 
symbolism is sufficient reason 
to buy into the neo-Thomist 
reading of St. Augustine. 
De Lubac vehemently rejects the 
two presuppositions that drive 
the neo-^om ist approach: (1) 
the separation between nature 
and the supernatural, between 
philosophy and theology; and 
(2) the rationalist apologetic 
that serves as the theological 
modus operandi. By contrast, de 
Lubac’s sacramental approach 
to reality sees the world of 
nature not as separate ffom 
the supernatural, but as the 
gracious gift of the Creator. Eor 
de Lubac, the world of nature is

De Lubac vehe- 
mently rejects the 
twopresupposi- 
tions that drive 
the neo-Thomist 
approach:
(1) the separation 
between nature 
and the super- 
natural, between 
philosophy and 
theology; and
(2) the rationalist 
apologetic that
serves as the theo- never without G ods ptesence.

logical modus 
operandi.

A sacramental approach to 
reality begins with theology; 
it begins with the assumption 
that what we see around us is 

the gift of the creator-redeemer ־
God. Such a starting point in theology 
clashes with the neo-Thomist extrinsicism 
that regards the supernatural as an arbitrary 
imposition on a self-sufficient natural world.

An d de Lubac’s sacramental view of 
reality clashes not just with the neo-scholastic 
separation of nature and the supernatural, 
but also with its rationalist apologetic. St. 
Augustine— and, along with him much of 
the Middle Ages—saw the created world as

_
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the body of Christ?”) The second tinte, it 
refers to the ecclesial body. (“Because there is 
one loaf, we, who are many, are one body.”)
O f the three bodies frequently referred to 
in the Great Tradition (the historical, the 
Eucharistie and the ecclesial body), St. Paul 
takes the last two and places them right 
beside each other. Actually, 
he does more than place them 
beside each other; he links 
them together. As by faith we 
share in the one Eucharistie 
body, the Spirit makes us one 
ecclesial body. As St. Augustine 
would put it: we become 
what we have received. Or, as 
de Lubac phrases it: The 
Eucharist makes the church.

Here we arrive at de Lubac’s 
objection to the neo-^iomists

ت,ت'تتقث:ن أأممح  real presence.
presence. He is saying: you 
focus so much on what makes 
a legitimate Eucharist, you zero 
in so much on the Eucharistie 
body, that you forget that the 
sacramental purpose of the 
Eucharistie body is to create

Here we arrive 
at de Lubac’s 

objection ؛٠  the 
neo-Thomists 

with their single- 
mindedfocus on 

transubstantiation

He is saying:you 
focus so much 

on what makes 
a legitimate

ءم-سممحتصء
t0 which ،١٢ Eucharistie body y O U  f0rqet that
points and which it makes ر ر ه ؛
present is foe ecclesial unity of the ScLCr3.rr1Cr1t3.1 
the church. Thus, there really م  ,
are not three bodies, but there p u r p o s e  Oj trje 
is only one body, one threefold p  
body (corpus triform¿), the CtMCfJ&rZStlC 
various aspects of which are 
sacramentally related to one 
another. Por St. Augustine 
and the Middle Ages, the one 
body of Christ is historical,
Eucharistie and ecclesial in character. And in 
their different manifestations, these three are 
sacramentally related to one another.

De Lubac begins Corpus Mysticum 
by reiterating something we have already 
observed-that for Augustine, and for much 
of the Middle Ages, Eucharist and church

body 
is to create the 
ecclesial body .

wants to sail between two cliffs: on foe one 
hand, the Scylla of Protestant symbolism, 
which regards the Eucharistie bread simply 
as an arbitrary symbol “X” referring to a 
distant reality and on the other hand, 
the Charybdis of a strict neo-scholastic focus 
on real presence that so identifies symbol 
“X” with reality “Y” that the spiritual reality 
in no way exceeds the symbol. How does 
St. Augustine situate himself among these 
various approaches to symbolism? One of 
the most interesting lines in his Sermon 
227 reads as follows: “If you have received 
worthily, you are what you have received, for 
the Apostle says: ‘The bread is one; we though 
many, are one body.”’ The comment sounds 
innocuous enough, but it contains two 
fascinating elements. First, when we think of 
transubstantiation, we think of the teaching 
that foe bread becomes the body of Christ. 
St. Augustine says something rather different. 
He comments: you become the body of 
Christ. You become what you eat. We could 
also say: transubstantiation means that your 
substance changes into the body of Christ. 
At first blush, this seems like a peculiar 
understanding of the Eucharist. Is it perhaps 
a slip of the tongue? What does St. Augustine 
mean when he says, “You are what you have 
received?” It seems to me that the second 
fascinating element in Augustine’s comment 
explains the first. In the second part of his 
statement, foe Bishop of Hippo quotes foe 
Apostle Paul: “The bread is one; we though 
many, are one body.” This is a quotation from 
I Corinthians 10:17. (Interestingly, in terms 
of Eucharistie theology, this is by far the most 
frequently quoted passage among the fathers 
and the theologians of the Middle Ages. 
].M.R. Tillard’s Flesh ofthe Church, Flesh of 
Christ presents an excellent overview of the 
patristic interpretation of this passage.) The 
NIV reads verses 16b and 17 as follows: “And 
is not the bread that we break a participation 
in the body of Christ? Because there is one 
loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we 
all partake ofthe one loaf” The word “body” 
occurs twice in this passage. The first time, 
it refers to the Eucharistie body. (“[I]s not 
the bread that we break a participation in

7־
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and from the “body of the church,” while 
at the same time keeping the three closely 
connected. Medieval theologians talked 
about the “mystical body” of the hucharist 
and about the “mystery” of the hucharist to 
indicate both that the Eucharist was a sign 
of something else and to refer to the obscure 
depths hidden in the Eucharist. The ecclesial 
body was the sacramental reality to which the 
Eucharist pointed and which it made present. 
$٥, there was spirit-guided movement from 
the sacrament to its mysterious reality, from 
the Eucharistie body to the ecclesial body. The 
sacrament was something dynamic, not static. 
Or, as de Lubac puts it, “[A] mystery, in the 
old sense of the word, is more of an action 
than a thing.” This active connotation of the 
term “mystery” in the Middle Ages stands, for 
de Lubac, in opposition to the view, common 
in his own day, that saw the Eucharist as an 
arbitrary, supernatural intervention from 
above, unconnected to the life of the church. 
The purpose of de Lubac’s meticulous historical 
study is to overcome the extrinsicism of the 
neo-Thomists, which treated the Eucharist as 
unconnected or extrinsic to the fellowship of 
the church. De Lubac wants to make us see 
that throughout much of the Middle Ages, 
the Eucharist was regarded as the activity that 
created the unity of the church.

The Sh؛ft؛ng Corpus
According to de Lubac, some (especially 
Protestants) have come to focus strictly on the 
sacramental purpose of the body, the church’s 
fellowship ٠٢ unity as the intended reality of 
the sacrament (the res), while forgetting that 
this reality is tied to its origin in the Eucharistie 
body; others (especially Catholics) have come 
to focus strictly on the sacramental presence 
of Christ in the elements (the sacramentum), 
while forgetting that this real presence is tied 
to its purpose in the ecclesial body. What 
caused both Protestants and Catholics to lose 
the medieval sacramental mindset? What 
happened to tear apart this sacramental unity? 
Let me point out some of the central aspects of 
de Lubac’s historical narrative.

De Lubac points to some significant 
linguistic shifts. Over time, in the High

were closely connected: “[T]he Eucharist 
corresponds to the church as cause to effect, 
as means to end, as sign to reality.” The goal 
of the celebration of the sacrament was the 
unity or communion of the church. In the 
last part of the Apostles’ Creed, we confess 
our faith in the “communion of saints.” 
That is at least how we often put it. But the 
Latin was ambiguous. Sanctorum communie 

could be translated either as 
“communion of saints” or as 
“communion of holy things.” 
Eor the medieval tradition, it 
was not an either/or option. 
Communion of holy things— 
meaning, communion with the 
body and blood of Christ— 
was related to the communion 
of saints. The one caused the 
other and was related to it in a 
sacramental manner. De Lubac 
puts it this way:

[ I ]n  th e  sam e 
way that sacramental 
communion {communion 
in the body and the blood) 
is always at the same 

time an ecclesial communion 
{communion within the church, 
ofthe church, for the church...), 
so also ecclesial communion 
always includes, in its fulfilment, 
sacramental communion. Being 
in communion with someone 
means to receive the body of the 
Lord with them.

With all this flowery language, de Lubac 
simply makes the central point that the 
Eucharist makes the church. ه  theologians 
ofthe Middle Ages consistently emphasized 
the unity of the one body of Christ. 
This unity was the focus even when they 
distinguished the three aspects (historical, 
sacramental and ecclesial) of the threefold 
body. Sacrament and church were regarded 
as one and the same-

In the ninth century, explains de Lubac, 
corpus mysticum served as a technical term 
for the Eucharistie body, distinguishing it 
both from the “body born of the Virgin”

What caused 
both Protestants 
and Catholics 
؛٠  lose the medi- 

eval sacramental 
mindset? What 
happened to tear 
apart this sacra- 
mental unity?



CRUX W inter 2 0 0 8 /V 0 I .4 4 , N 0 .4The Eucharist M akes the Church

controversy, ن  had seemed fitting to identify آ
the ecciesial body as true body. The sacramental 
aim of the Eucharistie celebration had been 
the church as the “fullness of Christ,” and so 
this ecciesial aim used to be described quite 
suitably as the truth (veritas) of the Eucharist. 
But the twelfth-century shift in emphasis from 
the ecciesial body to the Eucharistie body 
made it difficult to sustain this identification 
of the unity of the church as the “true body.” 
Instead, the Eucharistie elements began to take 
the place of the unity of the church as corpus 
verum. Thus, around the twelfth century, the 
Eucharist turned into the “true body.”

At about the same time, the church 
became the “m ystical body” (corpus 
mysticuni). De Lubac points to ?eter Lombard 
(ca. 1095—ca. ل64)ء ل  a well-known twelfth- 
century theologian, whose work many later 
medieval interpreters used as the starting base 
for their own theological reflections. With 
Lombard, the Eucharist became the “proper 
flesh” (caropropria), while the church became 
the “mystical flesh” (¿■¿،٢٠ mystica) or the 
“spiritual flesh” (caro spiritualis). Lombard, 
as well as the great scholastic theologians of 
the High Middle Ages, clearly distinguished 
the Eucharistie body from the ecciesial body. 
And that was only a first step. Now that the 
expression “mystical was used for the 
church, theologians would soon also use the 
expression “mystical body” to refer to the 
church rather than to the Eucharist.

Theology, Interpretation and Ecumenism
As evangelicals, we often regard the Middle 
Ages as the Dark Ages. On such a reading, 
things went off the rail through the so-called 
“Hellenization” of the gospel. By the time 
of Emperor Constantine, if not before that, 
darkness had descended upon Christianity, 
and most of the history of the church is 
actually a story in which philosophical 
nitpicking and ignorant superstition tried 
to outdo one another. Both factors turned 
the Middle Ages into the Dark Ages. D.H. 
Williams, a Baptist patristic scholar from 
Baylor University, refers to this view as the 
“fall paradigm” of historiography, since the 
“fall” of the church, on this understanding, 
occurred early on in the church’s history,

Middle Ages, the word “true” (؛verum) moved 
from the ecciesial body to the Eucharistie 
body. So, Christ’s body in the Eucharist came 
to be seen as “the true body.” At the same 
rime, the word “mystical” (mysticuni) moved 
from the Eucharistie body to the ecciesial 
body. So, the church as the body of Christ 
came to be seen as “the mystical body.” To be 
sure, de Lubac does not take issue with the 
use of the term “mystical body” to describe 
the church, but he does believe that the overa¡,¡, 
shift in terminology-with the word “true” 
being used for the Eucharistie body, and 
the term “mystical” for foe ecciesial b o d y -  
was problematic. Why? Eor de Lubac these 
linguistic shifts reflected (1) an increasing 
focus on the real presence in the Eucharist 
(the “true” body of Christ); and (2) a loss 
of the sacramental connection between the 
Eucharistie and the ecciesial body of Christ.

De Lubac sees the main cause of the 
changes occurring in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. The eleventh century witnessed a 
sharp controversy over the Eucharist, which 
involved a theologian by the name of Berengar 
(t 1088). Simplifying matters somewhat, we 
could say that Berengar was like an eleventh- 
century Calvinist. He contrasted spiritual 
eating to bodily eating, insisting that one 
did not eat the actual body of Christ, but 
that the eating of Christ in the Eucharist 
was a spiritual eating. This contrast between 
spiritual and bodily eating caused great 
consternation. Alger of Liège (1055-11و  (ل
and others reacted strongly by insisting 
on a bodily consumption of Christ. And, 
de Lubac adds, “From the affirmation of bodily 
reception, we are led by implication to the 
affirmation of a bodily presence.” The result 
was that “‘spiritualist’ vocabulary gradually 
became, if not suppressed, at least rare,” while 
all the emphasis came to be placed on the real 
presence in the Eucharistie body of Christ. The 
theory of the threefold body quickly turned 
into a theory of a twofold body: “the histórico- 
sacramental body and the ecciesial body.”

The new emphasis on bodily feeding and on 
real presence in the Eucharist meant that the 
ecciesial body was no longer regarded as true 
body (corpus verum). Frior to the Berengarian

Θ
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chapter moves beyond the historical changes 
in Eucharistie and ecclesial vocabulary. 
De Lubac intimates that the changes in the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries were part of 
a much larger s h if t-a  shift in theological 
methodology from symbolism to dialectic, 
or, we could say, from a sacramental entry 
into the mystery of God to a syllogistic 
mastering of rational truths. Interestingly, it 
is precisely such mastering of rational truths 
to which many of the younger evangelicals 
are objecting today. And in an important way, 
de Lubac presents himself as their ally: he 
argues that the separation between Eucharist 
and church was the result of a rationalist 
m indset th a t transform ed “symbolic 
inclusions” into “dialectical antitheses.”

In the controversy between Berengar and 
his Catholic opponents, claims de Lubac, 
both sides took for granted the ill-conceived 
separation between Eucharistie body and 
ecclesial body. One of the reasons, according 
to de Lubac, is the way both sides looked to the 
character of theological discourse. Berengar 
introduced a dialectical, syllogistic approach 
to theology that proved unable to affirm the 
mystery of the “mutual immanence” between 
the presence of Christ in the Eucharist and 
his presence in the unity of the church. 
De Lubac explains that a new mentality, a 
new way of thinking and new categories were 
emerging and catching people’s interests. He 
points directly to St. Anselm (t 1109) and 
to ?eter Abelard (1079-1142) in the twelfth 
century as responsible for changing the 
sacramental approach of St. Augustine, and 
he laments the resulting Christian rationalism 
that approached the mysteries of faith only 
by means of intellectual demonstration. 
Augustine, and the Middle Ages that followed 
him, looked to theology as sacramental 
initiation into the mystery of God. Ear from 
being Dark Ages, the Middle Ages regarded 
theological discourse as an ecclesially and 
faith-based means of entering into the 
mysterious brilliance of the divine light.

Second, de Lubac wanted to re-appropriate 
St. Augustine’s approach to Scripture. In 
Sermon 227, the Bishop moved from the grain 
that is ground, moistened and baked to the

while the period between the “fall” and the 
Reformation appeared bereft of genuine 
theological insight and true spiritual lifo. 
According to the “fall paradigm,” the 
medieval borrowings from Platonism, the 
allegorical interpretation of Scripture and the 

sacramentalist understanding 
of reality were all part of 
what we may call “the Great 
C hristian  D ecline.” Only 
when the sixteenth-century 
Reformation occurred could 
we see the gospel again, in all 
its originality and freshness, 
u n affec ted  by the m any 
philosophical accretions that 
used to cover up the pure, 
biblical truth.

In what remains, 1 want to 
suggest that this narrative— 
iro n ica lly  com m on bo th  
among liberal Protestants and 
evangelicals with an Anabaptist 
background-is fundamentally 
flawed. And 1 will argue that 
the pre-modern view of the 

, ٠ , ٠  “mystical body” offers us a
to aialeCtlCy OVy toe way out of the truly Dark Age

of modern theology. 1 have in 
mind three related areas: (1) the 
character of theology, (2) the 
interpretation of Scripture and 
(3) ecumenical theology.

Eirst, the sacram ental 
relationship between Eucharist 
and church raises the question 
of the nature of theology itseffi 1 
mentioned earlier that foe neo- 
scholastic theology of the early 
twentieth century tended to 
look to Scripture and tradition 
as sources to plunder in defence 

of the doctrine of the church. The historical 
context of biblical passages and of theological 
controversies was irrelevant. Scripture and 
tradition gave direct and full access to eternal 
truths. The last chapter of de Lubac’s Corpus 
Mysticum traces this development toward 
a rationalist understanding of theology. 
Entitled “From Symbolism to Dialectic,” this

couldsay,from 
a sacramental 
entry into the 
mystery ofGod 
to a syllogistic 
mastering of 
rational truths.

De Lubac 
intimates that 
the changes in 
the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries 
were part of 
a much larger 
ship— a shift 
in theological 
methodology 
from symbolism

· ” ·
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Lubac’s re-appropriation of the Middle Ages is 
the faet that his saeramental approach allots 
him to point toward a middle path between 
a complete separation of sign and reality on 
the one hand (the Protestant temptation) 
and a strict identification of _ _ _ _ _ _ _
sign and reality on the other 
hand (the Catholic temptation).
W hat allowed St. Augustine 
and the medieval tradition 
to forge this middle path was 
the sacramental link between 
£ucharist and church, a link 
that they saw reflected in St.
Paul’s own link between the two 
in 1 Corinthians 10. I ’ l l

Evangelicals sometimes focus rOl&ClCfl 7Yl€&YllYl^

of the literal or

Allegory...is 
a sacramental 
interpretation 
that looksfor 

the deeper,

too ^ ic k ly  on the Catholic 
notion of transub-stantiation, 
in order to reject it as out of line 
with our understanding of the 
Scriptures. But we should keep in TYlCCtfliflg o j f th e  
mind that de Lubac’s moderate 
view has been enormously 
i n f l u e n t i a l  in the Catholic 
Church, where today it goes 
by the name of “communion 
ecclesiology.” The reason 
for the name “communion 
e c c l e s i o l o g y ” is t h a t  
communion, or fellowship, is for
de Lubac the sacramental , ٠ .
reality at which the Eucharistie SOTYlCtnlîïÇf CLuOtdt 
celebration aims. The Second 
Vatican Council of the 1960s 
irreversibly ensconced this 
communion ecclesiology as 
the official teaching of the 
Catholic Church. The common 
acceptance of the Eubacian view

historical 
meaning Oj 

text. Thus, a 
pre-modern 

view ofthe 
mystical body 

doesn’t only say

Eucharistie 
theology and 

ecclesiology. I t  
also addresses

within Catholicism offers new ,
prospects for fruitful dialogue. tr)€ lYlt61rpY6tCLtlOYl 
Just as the Catholic Church has / ר،י  .
begun to focus more strongly د  /٠ CYÍpTtiYC.
on the fellowship of the church 
community, so 1 would suggest it 
is time for Protestants to celebrate much more 
unambiguously the real presence of Christ in 
the Eucharist. X

believers’ fasting and exorcism, baptism and 
anointing with the spirit. The neo-scholastics, 
with their “realist” focus on the Eucharistie 
elements, were unable to deal with this kind 
of “allegorizing.” Pm positively, a sacramental 
view that connects the body of the Eucharist 
to the body of the church implies also a 
sacramental hermeneutic in which the literal 
meaning of Scripture sacramentally points to 
a spiritual meaning. Allegory, in other words, 
is a sacramental interpretation that looks for 
the deeper, hidden meaning of the literal ٠ ٢ 
historical meaning of the text. Thus, a pre- 
modern view ofthe mystical body doesn’t only 
say something about Eucharistie theology and 
ecclesiology. It also addresses the interpretation 
of Scripture.

Again, this should be of great interest 
to younger evangelicals who want to move 
beyond purely historical-critical exegesis. 
Ear from rejecting the historical meaning 
of Scripture, allegory takes it as the starting 
point (sacramentum) inasearchforthegreater, 
Christological reality (res) of the gospel. 
Augustine’s sacramental approach recognizes 
Christ as the spiritual mystery hidden in 
the historical realities of the Old Testament 
Scriptures. Or, as he puts it elsewhere, “The 
New lies in the Old concealed; the Old 
is in the New revealed.” Among modern 
interpreters, such an Augustinian approach 
will likely raise the fear that exegesis becomes 
a purely arbitrary affair. Both Augustine and 
de Lubac would likely respond that spiritual 
interpretation cannot go wrong as long as it 
takes its cue from the church’s confession and 
bases itself on the unity ofthe Scripture. By 
contrast, a modern hermeneutic—whether of 
the liberal or evangelical variety-that limits 
itself to authorial intent cannot do justice to 
the deeper, sacramental meaning that the 
eyes of faith recognize in the Old Testament 
Scriptures. De Lubac’s recovery of a pre- 
modern sacramental hermeneutic allows 
for a theological interpretation that from 
the outset is guided by faith in the Christ 
proclaimed by the church.

Third, de Lubac’s recovery ofa sacramental 
outlook holds genuine ecumenical potential. 
One of the most attractive elements of de

B
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