
eucharist in the early church

The Liturgical Roots of the Eucharist in the
Early Church

Eucharist in the early church represents a foundational element of Christian
worship, evolving from intimate gatherings of believers to a more structured
liturgical practice. This sacred meal, often referred to as the Breaking of
Bread, was central to the identity and communal life of nascent Christianity.
Early Christians understood the Eucharist not merely as a symbolic
remembrance but as a tangible encounter with Christ's presence, a covenantal
meal, and an anticipation of the heavenly banquet. Exploring its development
reveals fascinating insights into the theological convictions, social
dynamics, and devotional expressions of the first Christian generations. This
article delves into the origins, rituals, theological significance, and
communal practices surrounding the Eucharist in the early church, tracing its
trajectory from the Last Supper to its established forms.
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Origins of the Eucharist

The origins of the Eucharist are firmly rooted in the events of the Last
Supper, as recounted in the Gospels. Jesus, during his final Passover meal
with his disciples, instituted the practice that would become the central
sacrament of Christian faith. He took bread, blessed it, broke it, and gave
it to his disciples, saying, "This is my body." He then took a cup of wine,
gave thanks, and offered it, stating, "This is my blood of the covenant,
which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins." These actions,
imbued with profound theological meaning, provided the blueprint for all
subsequent Eucharistic celebrations.

The Last Supper as the Divine Mandate

The Last Supper was not merely a meal but a divinely ordained event that
established a new covenant between God and humanity, sealed in Christ's
sacrifice. The early church, guided by the apostles' teachings and the
promptings of the Holy Spirit, understood these words and actions as a direct
command to continue this practice in remembrance of him. The Last Supper



served as the ultimate model, setting the theological framework for the
Eucharist as both a memorial and a participation in Christ's redemptive work.

Connection to Jewish Passover Traditions

The setting of the Last Supper within the Jewish Passover festival is crucial
for understanding the early church's conceptualization of the Eucharist.
Passover was a commemoration of God's liberation of the Israelites from
slavery in Egypt, marked by specific rituals and the sharing of symbolic
foods. Jesus, by transforming these familiar elements of the Passover meal,
reinterpreted their meaning. The bread, no longer just unleavened bread,
became his body, signifying his offering on the cross. The wine, replacing
the customary four cups of the Passover, became his blood, representing the
new covenant and the atoning power of his sacrifice. This continuity with
Jewish tradition allowed early Jewish Christians to understand the Eucharist
within their existing religious framework while recognizing its radical
newness in Christ.

The Structure of Early Eucharistic Celebrations

The early Christian Eucharist, while evolving, generally retained a
recognizable structure that mirrored the events of the Last Supper and
incorporated elements of Jewish synagogue worship. These services were often
held in private homes and were characterized by a deep sense of community and
shared spiritual experience. The transition from a simple "breaking of bread"
to a more formalized liturgy was gradual, influenced by theological
reflection and practical considerations.

The "Breaking of Bread" in Acts

The Book of Acts provides early glimpses into the practice of the "breaking
of bread" among believers. These accounts suggest that it was a regular
occurrence, often associated with fellowship meals. While not always
explicitly described as a full liturgical service, the phrase implies a
communal meal where bread was broken and shared, undoubtedly carrying
Eucharistic significance. The early disciples "broke bread in their homes and
ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the
favor of all the people." This passage highlights the intimate and joyful
nature of these early gatherings.

Components of the Early Liturgy

By the second century, the structure of the Eucharistic celebration had
become more defined. Early descriptions, such as those by Justin Martyr in
his First Apology (around AD 155), outline the typical components. These
included:

Readings from the Old Testament prophets and the apostles' memoirs
(Gospels and epistles).



A homily or exhortation delivered by the president of the assembly.

Prayers offered for themselves and for all people.

A greeting of peace.

The bringing of bread and a cup of watered wine to the president.

The president offering up prayers and giving thanks (the anaphora or
Eucharistic prayer) according to his ability.

The people assenting with an "Amen."

The distribution of the consecrated bread and wine.

The carrying of the elements to those who were absent.

This structure demonstrates a progression from a simple meal to a more
elaborate and reverent service, integrating scripture, prayer, and communal
participation.

Theological Significance and Symbolism

The theological weight attached to the Eucharist in the early church was
immense. It was understood as far more than a mere ritual; it was a profound
engagement with the person and work of Jesus Christ. The elements of bread
and wine were not simply symbolic representations but were believed to be
channels of divine grace and presence.

The Real Presence of Christ

A core belief in the early church was the real presence of Christ in the
Eucharist. While precise formulations of this belief varied, there was a
widespread conviction that Christ was truly present in the consecrated
elements. This presence was not seen as a static memorial but as an active
and life-giving encounter. The Eucharist was a participation in Christ's
sacrifice and resurrection, allowing believers to draw strength and
sustenance from him.

Sacrifice, Memorial, and Covenant Meal

The Eucharist functioned on multiple theological levels for early Christians.
It was understood as a sacrifice, commemorating Christ's one perfect
sacrifice on the cross, and in some sense, participating in it. It was also a
memorial, a command to remember Jesus' passion, death, and resurrection.
Furthermore, it was a covenant meal, a reaffirmation of the new covenant
established through Christ's blood, binding believers together with God and
with one another. This multifaceted understanding enriched the spiritual
significance of the liturgy.



Anticipation of the Heavenly Banquet

Beyond commemorating past events and present realities, the Eucharist was
also viewed as an anticipation of the eschatological banquet in the Kingdom
of God. The sharing of bread and wine in the present was a foretaste of the
heavenly feast that believers would share with Christ in eternity. This
hopeful dimension added a sense of urgency and joy to the celebration,
encouraging perseverance in faith.

Communal and Social Aspects

The Eucharist in the early church was intrinsically linked to the communal
life and social fabric of believers. It was a powerful expression of unity,
fellowship, and mutual care within the Christian community. The meal was a
place where social distinctions often dissolved, and all were welcomed as
brothers and sisters in Christ.

Unity and Fellowship in Christ

The shared meal naturally fostered a deep sense of unity and fellowship among
Christians. By partaking in the same bread and wine, believers were seen as
becoming one body in Christ. This was particularly significant in a Roman
world often marked by social stratification. The agape meal, or love feast,
often preceded or was integrated with the Eucharist, providing an opportunity
for shared nourishment and fellowship, reinforcing bonds of community. This
emphasis on shared life extended beyond the liturgical setting.

Charitable Giving and Care for the Needy

The communal nature of the Eucharist also extended to practical acts of
charity and care. Offerings were collected during the services to support the
poor, widows, and orphans within the church. The distribution of the
consecrated elements to the absent, particularly the sick, further
underscored the church's commitment to caring for all its members. This
integration of worship and social responsibility was a hallmark of early
Christian practice.

Development and Variations in Practice

While a core understanding of the Eucharist was shared, the specific
practices and expressions varied across different regions and communities in
the early church. These variations reflect the diverse cultural contexts and
developing theological interpretations of the sacrament.



Regional Differences and Influences

As Christianity spread, local customs and traditions began to influence
Eucharistic celebrations. For example, the order of service, the length of
prayers, and the specific hymns sung could differ. Some scholars suggest that
the liturgical development in the East may have been influenced by Syriac and
Jewish traditions, while the West might have seen more Roman and Latin
influences. These regional expressions, however, generally adhered to the
fundamental elements established by the apostles.

The Role of the Bishop or Presbyter

From early on, a clear leadership role emerged within the Eucharistic
assembly. The bishop, or in his absence, a presbyter (elder), presided over
the celebration. This individual was responsible for leading the prayers,
offering the Eucharistic blessing, and distributing the elements. This
hierarchical structure provided order and ensured the continuity of the
apostolic tradition. The presider acted as a representative of Christ and the
community, offering the sacrifice and prayer on behalf of all.

Theological Debates and Emerging Orthodoxy

As the church matured, theological reflection on the Eucharist intensified,
leading to debates and the gradual formation of orthodox understanding. Early
challenges came from various heresies, which prompted deeper exploration of
Christ's presence and the nature of the sacrament. Writers like Ignatius of
Antioch, Irenaeus, and Tertullian contributed significantly to articulating
the church's understanding of the Eucharist as the body and blood of Christ,
safeguarding its integrity against misinterpretations. These discussions were
crucial in shaping the definitive doctrines of the Church regarding this
central sacrament.

FAQ

Q: What was the primary meaning of the "breaking of
bread" in the earliest Christian communities?
A: In the earliest Christian communities, the "breaking of bread" was a core
practice that referred to the communal meal shared by believers, which had
profound Eucharistic significance. It was understood as a continuation of the
Last Supper, a memorial of Christ's sacrifice, and a powerful expression of
unity and fellowship in Christ.

Q: Did early Christians believe Jesus was physically
present in the Eucharist?
A: Yes, early Christians generally believed in the real presence of Christ in
the Eucharist. While their theological language and explanations might have



differed from later formulations, there was a strong conviction that Christ
was truly present in the consecrated bread and wine, not merely symbolically.

Q: How did the Jewish Passover tradition influence
the early Eucharist?
A: The Eucharist was instituted by Jesus during the Passover meal, so it
inherited significant elements from this tradition. Early Christians
understood Jesus as the Passover Lamb whose sacrifice inaugurated a new
covenant, transforming the meaning of the bread and wine from elements of a
Jewish festival to central symbols of Christ's body and blood.

Q: Who presided over the Eucharistic celebrations in
the early church?
A: In the early church, the bishop typically presided over Eucharistic
celebrations. If a bishop was unable to attend, a presbyter (elder) would
lead the service. The presider held a significant role in offering prayers
and blessings on behalf of the community.

Q: Were Eucharistic celebrations always solemn and
formal in the early church?
A: While the Eucharist was always considered sacred and reverent, early
celebrations often included elements of joyful fellowship and communal meals
(agape feasts). The tone could vary, but the core understanding was one of
profound spiritual encounter and communion with Christ and fellow believers.

Q: How did the Eucharist function as a social element
in the early church?
A: The Eucharist served as a powerful social unifier in the early church. It
fostered a strong sense of community and equality among believers, often
transcending social barriers. Additionally, it was intrinsically linked to
charitable giving and the care for the needy within the Christian community.

Q: Did the Eucharist serve as a form of evangelism in
the early church?
A: While not its primary function, the communal and loving nature of early
Christian gatherings, including the Eucharist, often attracted outsiders and
served as a testament to the faith. The witness of believers sharing in this
sacred meal with such unity and love could be compelling to those on the
outside.

Q: What role did scripture play in early Eucharistic
services?
A: Scripture played a vital role in early Eucharistic services. Readings from
the Old Testament prophets and the memoirs of the apostles (the Gospels and



epistles) were integral parts of the liturgy, followed by preaching or
exhortation based on these texts.
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