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TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES. CREDO 3RD OCTOBER 1999

BY  FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


“Do you have to believe in transubstantiation to be a Catholic?” several correspondent have asked me.


The short answer is “Yes, you do have to believe in the doctrine of faith aptly signified by that name.” 

Let us begin with the Ecumenical Council of Trent, which was a beautiful gift of grace from God. At Trent the Fathers received the blessing of a profound teaching from the Holy Spirit, who leads the Church into all truth. This enlightenment on the Sacraments was given just after the Reformation, at a time when the Church perhaps least deserved it, but most needed it. 

Session XIII in 1551 stated: “Because Christ our Redeemer said that it was truly His body that He was offering under the species of bread, it has always been the conviction of the Church of God, and this holy Council now again declares that, by the consecration of the bread and wine there takes place a change of the whole substantia of bread into the substantia of the body of Christ our Lord and of the whole substantia of wine into the substantia of His blood. This change the Holy Catholic Church has fittingly and properly named transubstantiation.”


I have deliberately left the Latin word substantia in place, and not translated it by the English word substance. This is because “substance” in modern English means “physical material or matter”, whereas the Latin substantia means something quite different, as I shall explain. 


The corresponding Canon 2 warns anyone who refuses to accept this belief:  “If anyone says that in the holy sacrament of the Eucharist the substantia of bread and wine remains together with the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, and denies that wonderful and unique change of the whole substantia of the bread into His body and of the whole substantia of the wine into His blood while only the species of bread and wine remain, a change which the Catholic Church very fittingly calls transubstantiation, anathema sit.”
This belief enunciated at Trent goes back to the early Church. During the first millennium no-one questioned the reality of the Real Presence, until Berengarius of Tours (c.1050 AD). He suggested that the bread and wine remained after the consecration, but became symbols of the presence of Christ.  His theory was denounced as unorthodox. In order to remain in the Church he was obliged to sign a retraction:


“I, Berengar, believe in my heart and confess with my lips that the bread and wine which are placed on the altar are, by the mystery of the sacred prayer and the words of the redeemer, substantially changed into the true and proper and life-giving body and blood of Jesus Christ our Lord; and that after consecration, they are Christ’s true body, which was born of the virgin and hung on the cross, being offered for the salvation of the world, and which sits at the right hand of the Father; and Christ’s true blood, which was poured forth from his side, not only by way of sign and by the power of the sacrament, but in their true nature and in the reality of their substantia.” (1079 AD, Oath of Berengar prescribed by the Council of Rome)

The term transubstantiation, to describe the miraculous transformation on the altar, was coined by some 12th century theologians. Pope Innocent III was the first to use it officially in a letter, which mentioned “the formula used by Christ Himself when He transubstantiated the bread and wine into his body and blood.” Later the Councils of Lateran IV (1215) and Lyons II (1274) canonised the term.


What is substantia as intended in these definitions of faith?  


In the philosophy of St Thomas Aquinas, derived from Aristotle, the substantia of a thing is that intrinsic quality which makes it what it is. We might say that the substantia of a chair is this basic quality -its “chair-ness.” It isn’t easy to define “chairness”, but we recognise it when we see it - a thing made for one person to sit upon, with a back to it, and usually four legs or supports. A bar-stool isn’t a chair, a park bench isn’t a chair, a divan isn’t a chair, but an armchair, a baby-chair, a bishop’s throne, all qualify.

Substantia comes from the Latin, sub-stare, to stand beneath. It is distinguished from the superficial and variable properties of an object, technically called the accidents, from Latin accidere, to accrue. 

A chair may be an armchair or a wooden chair, metal or stone, it may be high or low, blue or red - these circumstantial qualities are its accidents. They are non-essential and variable properties: one can repaint a chair, re-upholster it, saw the legs to half-height. It still remains a chair. It has not lost its “chair-ness.” 

However, if you break the chair up into a pile of firewood, it is no longer a chair: it has undergone “substantial change.” One might even say it has been “transubstantiated”. It has become something else. It no longer has the substantia of a chair, but of firewood. Interestingly the physical substance (in the modern English sense) has not changed: it still has the same atoms and molecules as before, but its substantia has altered totally.


Consider the substantia of wine: wine is an alcoholic drink made from fermented grape-juice with from 7-16% alcohol concentration. Its accidents vary: red, rose or white, strong or weak, its flavour, its temperature. Usually we rely upon the senses to tell us what is wine and what is whisky or beer.


Trent maintains the Church’s ancient belief that at the consecration, the thingy-ness, the what-ness, of the bread and wine – which they hitherto shared with all other bread and wine – disappears. Henceforth they share the “thingy-ness” of the Body and Blood of Christ. In other words, what is there are the deepest level of being – in technical jargon, at the ontological level– is no longer bread and wine, but Christ our Saviour. Thus we give to the consecrated elements the same worship – latria – as we would have given to the Risen Lord on Easter Sunday, or as we hope to give to the Most Blessed Trinity in heaven for all eternity.


After the consecration, the answer to the question: “What is there?” is “the body and blood of Jesus Christ, God the Son.” It still looks like bread and wine. It retains the outward appearance of bread and wine. The Precious Blood in the chalice retains the same flavour, alcoholic effect, colour and temperature as before. The accidents don’t change. 

Here only the substantia changes. Normally when the substantia changes, the accidents change too, as when Jesus changed water into wine at Cana. 

However, in the unique case of the Holy Eucharist, the accidents don’t change. The consecrated species still have the same physical appearances as bread and wine, but at the level of being they are something totally different. For once we cannot rely upon the evidence of our senses: we have to rely upon the words of Christ, the creative Wisdom of God: “This is my body, This is the cup of my blood”. 
For this reason we neither throw the crumbs out for the birds, nor pour the Precious Blood from an unconsumed chalice back into the wine bottle, as some denominations do.


The first part of the Canon 2 of Trent XIII above was aimed against the Lutheran conjecture – following Wycliffe - of “consubstantiation.” At first sight, it seems a reasonable hypothesis: that the substantia of the bread and wine remains after the consecration along with the new substantia of Christ Himself. Anyway, the council Fathers decided that you can’t have two substantiae together. I don’t want to incur the anathema, so I’m not going to argue with them!


Some theologians have suggested replacing the term “transubstantiation” with “transfinalisation” (a change in ultimate purpose) or transignification (a change in meaning). These both have their instructive aspects, but they fail to protect the Church’s conviction that it is the being, the what-ness, of the bread and wine which changes, not just its purpose or meaning.


In his book “A Path from Rome”, Anthony Kenny described some of his doubts about the faith. He questioned how the physical appearances of bread and wine, the accidents, can continue, if the substantia in which they usually inhere, has disappeared and been replaced by Christ? 

However, this need not be a problem. The Eucharist is a unique and miraculous occurrence, a Divine Intervention in our world, the beginning of the New Creation. God is not bound by our philosophical rules. Jesus can make Himself look like bread and wine if he wants to!


Dr Kenny’s objection does focus our attention upon one valid conclusion. After the consecration, the appearances of bread and wine are, strictly speaking, an illusion. They remain as symbols to help us recognise what is there as food for our souls – “bread for our strength, wine for our joy.” What is really there is no longer bread and wine, but Christ our Saviour, body, blood, soul and divinity.

