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All doctrinal development and debate occurs against the background
of Christian practice and worship. By attending to what Christians
have done in the Eucharist, Kimberly Belcher provides a new perspec-
tive on the history of eucharistic doctrine and Christian divisions today.
Stepping back from the metaphysical approaches that divide the
churches, she focuses on a phenomenological approach to the Eucharist
and a retrieval of forgotten elements in Ambrose’s and Augustine’s
work. The core of the Eucharist is the act of giving thanks to the Father —
for the covenant and for the world. This unitive core allows for signifi-
cant diversity on questions about presence, sacrifice, ecclesiology, and
ministry. Belcher shows that the key is humility about what we know
and what we do not, which gives us a willingness to receive differences
in Christian teachings as gifts that will allow us to move forward in a
new way.
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Preface

This book has its roots in a dream that connected eschatology and ecumen-
ism at a time when I had words for neither. I have always believed in
the God of Jesus Christ, but I was not steadily raised within one particular
Christian tradition. When I was in my teens, attending a Southern Baptist
Church in Sarasota, Florida, I had a recurring dream in which I was
worshiping at a church that was expecting Christ’s second coming. In
the dream, as the congregation sang together, the floor of the church was
filled with an unearthly light and rose into the sky. As we climbed above
the trees and buildings, we were able to see other churches, too, rising
on the horizon in every direction. Slowly, members of the churches,
distracted by the presence of those they considered to be unworthy, began
arguing with one another. As the song died out, the light faded and the
church began to sink to ground level. T always woke up grieving.

In some ways this dream reflected accurately a time when the blossom-
ing dialogues of earlier decades were giving way to an “ecumenical winter.”
The intractability of issues of ministry and authority, along with an over-
whelming fear that ecumenical commitments threatened confessional iden-
tity, led to a withdrawal. Dialogues continued, but many Christians resisted
receiving their fruits or implementing practical steps towards unity. A few
years after my dream, in 1999, the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of
Justification was signed by the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman
Catholic Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity. In the
same year, I began to learn Catholic eucharistic theology, and came into full
communion with the Roman Catholic Church at St. Augustine’s in Gaines-
ville, Florida. It was from the catechists and pastors at St. Augustine’s that
I learned that my passion for Christian unity had a name and a place in the

vil
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viii Preface

Christian tradition. I became a Catholic and an ecumenist — that is, a
catholic — in the same year. Given my location and my history, this book
is mostly focused on the Reformation and post-Reformation schisms in the
Western church, although I am also interested in dialogue with Eastern
Christianities.

To learn, when I began formal study, that the ecumenical movement
was in decline came as a surprise. I have come to recognize that ecumenical
cooling reflected fear and confusion, but also a necessary period of
reflection and discernment for the churches, as well as time to induce
conversations in the global South and in traditions outside mainline Prot-
estantism and Roman Catholicism. The commemorations of the jooth
anniversary of the Reformation in 2016-17 demonstrate that the Holy
Spirit has been at work beneath the ecumenical snows, stirring up life in old
seeds. Christians are still finding new ways to work together, pray together,
remember together, and imagine a new future; ecumenical spring is
arriving, a time for difficult discernments and challenging commitments,
for hope and growth.

The Eucharist has always pointed, for me, towards that strange and
transcendent union conveyed by my dream, a unity which Christians may
receive but also may refuse. To write a eucharistic theology, then, is to
write ecumenically and also eschatologically. In my first book, Efficacious
Engagement, 1 explored the way that sacramental initiation immerses
Christians into the life of the Trinity. Even our prelinguistic and presym-
bolic capacities are caught up in God’s great love for the world. We are
anointed to serve creation, in fulfillment of how we were created and of
our deepest needs. The gift of the sacramental life, then, is for us: a calling
that suits our deep need to live in love with and for others. It is also for the
world: we are given over to love God by serving creation.

In one way, initiation leads inexorably to reflection on the Eucharist,
which is the height of the communion in Christ established in baptism. In a
second way, thinking about the Christian life as the gift of living in
love and service toward the world allowed me to reconsider what the
Christological and eucharistic sacrificial imagery of the early church might
mean today. In a third way, understanding the sacramental life as partici-
pation in the Trinity made me see the urgency of ecumenism in a new way.
It is not something that can wait while Christians pursue more salient
issues, for Christ in whom we live is the firstborn of creation, the head of
the one church, and the firstborn from the dead (Col. 1). To steward
creation and to hope for eternal life are thus also to be made one with
one another in Christ’s one church. The call to Christian unity is inherent
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to the baptismal vocation of each Christian, even though each may have a
different way of acting, corresponding to unique locations in the universal
church. In this age of schisms and slow reconciliations, there is a new
meaning to the ancient truth that the true grace of the Eucharist is the unity
of the church.

Christian unity is the work of the Holy Spirit, into which Christians are
invited. Pope Francis’s Pentecost homily of 2017 eloquently articulates
my hope for a unity that respects the diverse forms of Christian faith and
practice:

This is how the word of God describes the working of the Spirit: first he rests on
each and then brings all of them together in fellowship. To each he gives a gift, and
then gathers them all into unity. In other words, the same Spirit creates diversity
and unity, and in this way forms a new, diverse and unified people: the universal
Church. First, in a way both creative and unexpected, he generates diversity, for in
every age he causes new and varied charisms to blossom. Then he brings about
unity: he joins together, gathers and restores harmony."

Since the Holy Spirit has brought our diversity about as a gift, there is
no doubt that the Spirit is also capable of uniting us in our diversity. This
basic conviction suggests that the purpose of ecumenical dialogue, rather
than finding the right terms for eucharistic theology, is to build bridges
that help us to broaden our understanding of the Eucharist, expanding the
eucharistic theologies that each tradition can see as legitimate.

Although it is God who must unite us, our action is essential. I want to
note three of the methodological choices I have made in this book. First,
I have opted to speak from a place of humility, assuming that neither I nor
my church has all the answers. Wherever possible, I have tried to leave
space for the reconciliation of diverse gifts into a richer, more complex
unity. As a part of this commitment, I presume throughout this work that
pre-Reformation threads of Christianity belong to all of us. Second, I have
turned to ritual and personal experience of the Eucharist to lead me into
doctrinal interpretation. I believe that our practice often manifests paral-
lels that become obscured as we try to clothe them in language, particu-
larly precise language. Moreover, much of our liturgical theology began
as injunctions to (or against) a particular practice or reflection on practice.
These theologies are therefore deeply grounded in the cultural context

' Pope Francis, “Holy Mass on the Solemnity of Pentecost” (Homily, June 4, 2017), www
.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2017/documents/papa-francesco_20170604_
omelia-pentecoste.html. Francis goes on to describe diversity without unity and unity
without diversity as twin temptations that beset ecclesial discernment.
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and pastoral needs of the time and place they were written. Attending
to this ritual-praxical dimension of theology can clarify the purpose of
theologies that at first seemed strange. Third, building on the first two,
I have opted for a phenomenological suspension of metaphysical security
in this book. As I explain later, I think metaphysics contributes an
important theological framing, but I think the Christian experience of
the world through the lens of eucharistia (thanksgiving) is more funda-
mental to eucharistic theology than any metaphysics of presence or of
liturgical action could be.

The chapters of this book are constructed in pairs. In Chapter 1, I lay
out in more detail my sense of how ecumenism and eucharistic theology
are connected and the grounds for hope. I turn towards practice as a
fruitful source for ecumenical progress and an underappreciated motiv-
ation for eucharistic theology. In Chapter 2, I explain the development
of eucharistic theology in the context of Christian practice, laying out a
series of eucharistic theologies that provide hope for an ecumenical future.

In Chapter 3, I develop a phenomenology of thanksgiving. Ecumenical
eucharistic theology has been strongly formed on an understanding of
meal sharing as an action that is at once human and divine, mundane
and profound. In this chapter, I look at the mundane experience of giving
thanks as a similar benchmark for the Eucharist and location for theo-
logical retrieval. In Chapter 4, then, I turn to the eucharistic liturgy as a
thanksgiving, laying out the way that eucharistia asks Christians to turn
from imaginary security to an unknown God who gives unimaginable gifts.

Chapters 5 and 6 retrieve key insights from Ambrose and Augustine,
who have often served as foils to one another in polemical eucharistic
theologies. Acknowledging their deep commonality and attending to the
liturgical practice grounding the theology of each, the theology of euchar-
istic thanksgiving here leads us to acknowledge with Ambrose the cosmic
and Jewish dimensions of the Eucharist and with Augustine its eschato-
logical and ethical orientation.

In Chapter 7, I offer a constructive rereading of the contemporary
Roman Catholic eucharistic liturgy, with an emphasis on how to under-
stand consecration and sacrifice in an appropriately ecumenical fashion.
Thanksgiving makes an apposite bridge between the testamentary and
ascension theologies of the Reformation movement and the way sacrifice
was understood in the early church, as well as pointing to the best
developments in Catholic eucharistic theology in the contemporary period.

Chapter 8 turns to exceptional practices, such as viaticum for Chris-
tians near death and the funerals of the great ecumenists John Paul II
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and Brother Roger of Taizé. Just as our ordinary practice speaks to the
here-and-now ecclesiality of the body of Christ, our exceptional practice
often points to our eschatological future and demands we take certain
steps to meet it.

In Chapter 9, then, I offer suggestions for practical steps towards
full visible unity that can be taken without prematurely answering any
questions about hierarchical structure. Grounded in the principle that we
should attempt to “outdo one another in showing honor” (Rom. 12:10),
I have organized these from easily attainable steps to larger actions that
would convey our commitment to ecumenism and simultaneously
strengthen our discernment of further pathways. Fitting the approach of
humility and self-knowledge, most of my recommendations apply espe-
cially to my own Roman Catholic Church. Finally, Chapter 1o serves as a
conclusion for the present, drawing together the threads of what I have
learned from eucharistia and proposing a new ecclesial approach to
ecumenism.
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