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The Reformation at 500: Sacraments and the Real Presence of Christ 

We’re entering the last two weeks of our fall sermon series this year—this series in 
which we’ve been reflecting on how this year, this past Tuesday on Halloween to be 
exact, marks the 500 year anniversary of the Protestant Reformation, dating it to that 
moment when as a young monk Martin Luther posted his 95-Theses of protest that 
set in motion a period of radical church and societal change and transformation.  

We’ve spent the first three weeks highlighting some of the major theological ideas 
that were at stake and that formed the fault line for this time of dramatic upheaval. To 
review, much of the initial theological critique had to do with the pressing question at 
the time of—how an individual soul can be saved, or made right, or justified before 
God?  

The church’s practice at the time emphasized the role that the individual, and the 
church leaders acting on behalf of the individual, could play here. And so the church 
had practices like selling indulgences that were said to buy God’s forgiveness, or 
selling tickets to view holy relics that would also help buy God’s acceptance, or 
others like purchasing special Masses that the priests would say, or through 
undergoing acts of penance and prayer the individual was said to be able to buy or 
earn God’s favor or merit.  

Against this paradigm, Martin Luther began to notice phrases in scripture about 
being “justified by faith,” and being saved “by grace,” and in an epiphany-like 
moment, he felt strongly that the church had the emphasis all wrong here. That 
rather than God’s favor being something that we have to spend our lives earning or 
purchasing, God’s favor, God’s grace is a gift that is freely given to us. Much of the 
theology of the Reformation derived from this basic insight—and so in the past weeks 
we’ve studied the ideas of the sovereignty of God, that God is God and we are note 
God; we’ve studied the notion of sola scriptura, by scripture alone, that scripture and 
not the church should be the ultimate authority, and that each individual should be 
free to read scripture in his or her own language; and we’ve studied the Reformation 
idea of “the priesthood of all believers,” that there’s no such thing as first class and 
second class Christians, that we all have a role to play in representing God’s love to 
one another.   
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Last Sunday we tried something a bit different, as we gathered downstairs and had 
more casual conversations amongst one another—“table talks”—as we reflected on 
some of the big questions happening in the world and in the church in our time…the 
idea being that in light of reflecting on the big changes that happened 500 years ago, 
what big changes might be happened right now, and in the next 500 years? I’ll try to 
share some thoughts on this big question next week as we wind down the series.  

*** 

So that’s a bit of where we’ve been, but for today I want to return to the mode of 
theological reflection and share some thoughts with you on another one of the really 
big ideas that propelled the Reformation, and this is an idea that not only furthered 
the divide between Catholic and Protestant, but it’s the idea that led to the first big 
divisions amongst the Protestants as well.  

The basic idea, or the basic question for today, has to do with what happens when 
each month—or for some other church traditions, each week—we celebrate our 
sacrament of Communion together? What’s really happening when we break the 
bread and share the cup, like we will in just a few short minutes together? What’s 
going on here, what does this key ritual, this key sacrament of our Christian faith 
really mean?  

As I wade into these tricky waters, I want to begin with some caveats or warnings 
here, one being that this language can get pretty technical and pretty theological, 
and so I hope you’ll bear with me as there are important questions to consider here. 
It’s also likely the case that we each think about Communion differently, and that we 
range from having clear and strong beliefs about it, to being less clear and certain 
about it.  

Another warning is that ideas about Communion can be powerfully decisive, or at 
least they were 500 years ago. That was a time when ideas mattered and were taken 
very seriously, even as matters of life and death. When it came to Communion, for 
example, 500 years ago this was a matter of belief that could and did lead to people 
being burned at the stake, and to communities and countries raging war against one 
another. Yes, this was a time when ideas and what you believed mattered immensely, 
which strikes me as quite different from our time. My general sense is that we live in a 
time, or at least in a specific place and culture in our time, when rather than ideas or 
belief, what’s felt to be more important is action, how we actually live our lives. So 
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there’s a feeling that it really doesn’t matter what you believe, that everyone can 
believe whatever they want to believe, but what really matters is how we act and how 
we relate to one another.  

There’s certainly something to be said for that position, and I agree with the good-
intention and concern for civility and tolerance behind it, but I also can’t help but 
wonder if in the end there’s no way around the idea that what we believe matters. I 
can’t help but wonder if it isn’t always the case that what we believe will in fact have a 
tremendous impact on shaping who we are, and how we act. So my thinking here is, I 
do think ideas and what we believe are still as important as ever, but for me the heart 
of the matter is not whether the belief is more true than other beliefs, and it’s not 
important that we all believe the exact same things, but what is important is what I’d 
call the quality of the belief—is it a belief that feels beautiful and good and true; is it 
life-giving; is it more uniting than dividing; is it more other-oriented than self-
oriented. If we hold close to life-giving ideas, and life-giving beliefs, that in turn can 
lead to life-giving ways and life-giving actions.  

So that’s how I’d like to frame this meditation on Communion, and on the different 
ideas about it that were so divisive 500 years ago—not necessarily which position is 
more true than the others, but what might be more or less life-giving in these 
different positions on what should be the most life-giving sacrament and ritual of our 
faith?  

*** 

The main issue in terms of the Communion debate at the time was in what way Christ 
is present or is not present in the elements of the bread and the cup. This debate was 
based on two specific moments in scripture. One being the Last Supper scene, when 
Jesus takes the bread and says “This is my body,” and when he takes the cup and 
says “This is my blood.” The other specific moment is what’s known as Christ’s 
Ascension, when after Easter, scripture says that Christ ascended and was seated “at 
the right hand of God.” The theological dilemma was, if Christ is seated at the right 
hand of God, if that’s where Christ is located, then how can Christ be present in the 
bread and in the wine as well?  

Here were the three answers to that question:  

The traditional Roman Catholic one that Luther would have grown up believing in is 
often summarized as “transubstantiation”—that in the moment when the priest 
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consecrates the bread and the wine, the bread completely stops being bread and is 
turned fully into Christ’s body, and the wine completely stops being wine and is 
turned fully into Christ’s blood. This idea was dependent on the priest’s special status 
as an intermediary between the Christian and God, and so along these lines in 
Luther’s time, for example, only the priests were allowed to receive Communion in 
two kinds, in the bread and the cup. The commoners, the everyday folk, were only 
allowed to receive the bread. 

For the Reformation that was happening in Switzerland at about the same time or just 
after Luther, for theologians like Zwingli and Calvin, they took a different approach to 
the dilemma about how Christ could be both in the bread and at the right hand of 
God.  Their answer was that in fact Christ isn’t present, at least not in a literal, material, 
physical way. They would say that the bread is a symbol of Christ, that Christ is 
present in a spiritual sense but not in a literal sense. This, I would say, is probably the 
most common belief in our own denomination to this day, as we trace our lineage 
largely back to these Swiss Reformers, and it’s an idea that makes good sense to our 
modern, rational thinking in many ways, and I’m sure it’s a way I’ve understood and 
talked about Communion before.  

Finally, though, here’s Luther’s approach to it, and this was the major idea that 
occupied the last 20 plus years of his life. He called it the “Real Presence of Christ.” 
He pointed in scripture to two things. One is Jesus’s phrase, “This is my body.” Luther 
thought that was an absolutely simple, straightforward, clear, declarative sentence, 
which grammatically is true. This is my body, this is a pulpit, this is a pen, etc. Luther 
then looked at that notion of Christ being at God’s right hand. Luther, who loved the 
Psalms, thought about how often in the Psalms they talk about God’s hand as in 
God’s presence being everywhere, throughout the whole earth, as in the scripture 
we heard,  

Where can I go from your spirit?/ Or where can I flee from your presence? 
 If I ascend to heaven, you are there;/ if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. 

If I take the wings of the morning/ and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 
even there your hand shall lead me/ and your right hand shall hold me fast. 

Luther put it this way, he said, yes Christ is at God’s right hand, but God’s right hand 
is everywhere and is within everything. And so for Luther, the bread didn’t have to be 
miraculously turned into Christ, the bread already was Christ, and not in some 
figurative or spiritual or symbolic way, but literally, physically, materially. To show 



	   5	  

what he meant about how it could be both fully bread and fully Christ, he used the 
image of the iron on a blacksmith’s anvil: the red-hot iron is simultaneously both iron 
and fire.  

Here’s a quote from Luther: “The power of God must be essentially present in all 
places even in the tiniest leaf…[which means] Christ is around us and in us in all 
places…Christ is present in all creatures, and I might find him in stone, in fire, in 
water, or even in a rope.”  

*** 

So, to summarize briefly in the end, we have these three major, and majorly divisive, 
positions on Communion at the time: the Catholic idea of transubstantiation; the 
Calvinist and Reformed idea of the spiritual or symbolic presence; and the Lutheran 
idea of the “Real Presence.”  

In the end, personally I still don’t know exactly what happens in Communion, I’m still 
trying to figure it out, and I suspect that what happens, like with so much else to do 
with faith, is ultimately beyond our total rational comprehension, which is why it can 
be such an important and wondrous ritual for us.  

But to end I just pose these questions, about how what we believe relates to how we 
see the world, and how we act in the world. Three thought experiments.  

What if we believe that it takes a special intermediary, with special access to God, to 
transform for only a brief moment the physical, material reality, into the spiritual and 
the sacred? How might that impact how we see the world, how we treat the earth, 
how we relate to others? 

On the other hand, what if we believe that the spiritual realm, the sacred realm, is 
beyond this realm of the material world; what if we believe that physical reality only 
symbolizes and points to a spiritual reality that is beyond this one? How might that 
impact how we see the world, how we treat the earth, how we relate to others? 

And finally, what if we believe that the spiritual and the sacred has a “real presence” 
within and among the material and the physical…what if God’s presence really is 
within everyone and everything, every leaf, every stone, every fire, every grain of 
wheat, every bud and fruit…How might that belief impact how we see the world, how 
we treat the earth, how we relate to others?  


