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Abstract

The past months of pandemic have laid down a number of challenges to both the practices

of the Christian faith and the theology that underpins many of these practices. This article

seeks to discern a method of doing theology that can be responsive to these changed

circumstances and which might help cast new light on entrenched positions in the Church.

Such a theology takes experienced phenomena seriously, recognizing the key role a lived

reality plays in a sacramental faith. It situates the importance of this experience in the

biblical mandate to the Christian to be a witness, albeit one grounded in and inhabiting the

community of the faithful. This grounding tests experience in the fire of Scripture and living

tradition to continually refine the essential nature of what can be said to be. In doing so, we

enter ever more into the mystery of a God made incarnate and of God’s created order.
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The global pandemic has been an interesting time to undertake theology. Much
change in ecclesial practice has been undertaken first and discussed later – all the
while trying to walk the fine line between tradition and imagination. For Churches
that place the Eucharist at the centre of their faith, this has been particularly
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acute – a church whose community is focused on a gathering of the faithful in one

place to share bread and wine must rapidly adapt when faced with a situation that

denies those very central elements. A pandemic is not a situation where the Church

is oppressed by secular powers; instead, it is a situation where creation itself, in

which the Church lives, acts and worships, changes the rules of engagement. It may

feel like an aberration, and there are arguments that this pandemic was the result,

at least in part, of poor environmental standards and a failure to steward God’s

world, yet the fact remains: it has, at times, become a danger to health to do what

the very centre of a eucharistic faith demands – for the community of the baptized

to gather around the altar in thanksgiving.
Of course, any theology done ‘hot’ in the midst of a pandemic must in essence

be contingent, yet this is not a defective theology.1 In this article, I suggest that the

Church might not only learn more about itself from the pandemic, but that this

way of doing theology – through narrative, experience and ultimately through

witness – is one that the Church might usefully adopt.
While this way of examining what is occurring in our faith in this time of crisis

may not quite support Sartre’s suggestion ‘l’existence pr�ec�ede l’essence’,2 it is none-
theless a theology that takes observation seriously and is open to understanding

more about the essence of our faith praxis through examining its concrete existence

as experienced by the worshipper. We have received much about the Eucharist and

its norms, yet the fundamental question that asks what the Eucharist is as essence –

what is required for it to be Eucharist – has been dramatically challenged.

The challenge extends far beyond the meaning of a shared meal; the Church is

eucharistic in nature, in that the shared communion of bread and wine and the

shared communion of the Church speak to and of each other’s essence. If, for

reasons of practicality, we are unable to meet together, yet still understand the

Church to be eucharistic, then it is surely valid to ask what such eucharistic com-

munity in such a time as this might tell us about the sharing in the gifts on the altar.

What, then, might these experienced elements of eucharist be, and what might they

reflect back of the essence of the Christian communion?
Sacraments are by their nature experiential – offering an outward sign of an

invisible grace (albeit one whose nature has been widely contested and debated).3

To access that grace, or rather to participate in and receive from that sacrament,

nonetheless necessitates a level of experience. Opposition to virtual consecration –

that is, the consecration of elements through a computer screen – has reflected a

deeply held belief that to remove one of the senses – most particularly that of

touch – from the act of Holy Communion by its nature invalidates the act. This

suggests that something is missing from the essence of the Eucharist, and that we

can identify this through a loss of its expression, or more rightly in a loss of the

reception of the sacrament. It could be argued, however, that such a view fails any

attempt to be objective: for example, some Christians may be unable to touch,

smell or see, suggesting that, if the senses must all be involved in order to recognize

a sacrament, then these people are by nature excluded from sacramental unity in
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the body of Christ. The experience of such people must surely be heard and must
also help us refine our knowledge of the essence of the Eucharist itself.

From this, then, it is clear that a focus on the existence – that is, a focus by the
Christian on what might be described as the essential elements of the Eucharist –
can go some way towards telling us what is essential to the Eucharist and what is
not. Beyond this, it can also help us understand what can be rightly called euchar-
istic outside the act of Holy Communion, referring more widely to those elements
that constitute Christian community. For the Christian, however, it is not simply
the existence of the eucharistic gifts (and the conditions required for such an exis-
tence to be eucharistic) that is necessary to understand the essence of the Eucharist,
but also a recognition that a common language of meaning underlies the
eucharistic act or being.4 As an example, the receiving community believes that
the bread broken and blessed is not simply bread, but rather that a complex dance
is interwoven between substance, matter and form that gives a meaning to that
particular host, at that particular time.

This meaning may be defined in a number of different ways, leading to doctrines
of transubstantiation through to memorialism. Nonetheless, it is arguable that
attempting to define the mysterious act itself attempts to answer the underlying
question, if such a question exists, by the wrong method entirely. What Christians
might better do is to see and describe what is the essence-through-existence that the
sacrament exhibits – requiring less a focus on abstract metaphysical arguments
than a deliberate attempt to simply observe what is taking place – a focus on the
things themselves (where things might be the elements, the liturgy, the interior
disposition, the relationship to others). That a pre-consecrated host is different
from a consecrated one is something that is experienced through the acts of liturgy,
intentionality and reception – for Christians, the reality must be that the existence
of the host is fundamentally different in how it is to them upon consecration.
Given the lack of experienceable physical change to the host, and a denial of the
magical in the form of incantation during the eucharistic prayer, there must none-
theless be something that Christians can say about the phenomenon of the post-
consecration host that differentiates it.

Denial of virtual consecration cannot simply rest on abstract theory, but in an
incarnated religion this theory must relate to that which occurs. It is such an
enhanced phenomenology – one in which an appreciation of and a stating of the
indelible character of sign that is part of the form of existence are required to
describe that existence – that offers fertile ground for theological reflection in a
context like that of the pandemic, leading from an existential description of the
Eucharist to an understanding of the essence of lived Christian communion in
community. Indeed, the essential nature of community in the Christian life
forms a fundamental element in the employment of such a phenomenological
description to this end, as further described below.

Such an approach might aid in a wider interrogation of an act of eucharistic
worship. It is striking that questions about eucharistic worship in the context of
stay-at-home orders have focused so much on the validity of acts made virtual,
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such as consecration. More pertinent, however, are questions about what the
online provision (for want of a better word) of Eucharist to those at home is
expected to achieve. Services have been pre-recorded, altering the temporal
fabric of the Church’s activities; likewise, services have been patched together,
with segments recorded in individuals’ homes and inserted into a wider service
of Eucharist.

Very serious questions should be asked about such patchwork Eucharists –
primarily, whether they are eucharistic in form at all. In other words, is it possible
to separate out elements of such a service so that the act of consecration is tem-
porally and spatially removed from the other essential elements of the act of wor-
ship – a Eucharist in which the consecration as a standalone act takes place in a
church building? Is such an act eucharistic? Indeed, can the consecration be sep-
arated and rightly be called a consecration? Such a deconstruction of the Eucharist
can, albeit unconsciously, tell us about the underlying theology of the sponsoring
institution. There are good theological reasons for including members of the con-
gregation in such a manner, yet it is questionable whether doing so in a way that
disrupts the fabric of the Eucharist is justifiable – certainly when no debate has
been had. Likewise, a pre-recorded Eucharist whose nature is poorly defined car-
ries risk – those observing are watching a historical event, not a current offering of
prayer, and this cannot be rightly called active participation.

The theology underlying such a deconstructed Eucharist suggests that the act of
consecration, and the Eucharist itself, is performative rather than participative,
despite the clear intention to be more inclusive and representative of the congre-
gation. The experience of the Eucharist in normal times is fundamentally partici-
pative, and while offering a Eucharist for those at home to observe is not an
unreasonable aim, it should be made explicit what is being undertaken. It is argu-
able that any Eucharist that is simply observed cannot truly be participated in.
Observation may lead to genuine spiritual communion but it cannot rightly be said
that those observing are participating fully in the manner that would be expected in
eucharistic worship – rather, they are experiencing Eucharist-by-observation.
Such an act of worship appears to lack a fundamental element – genuine partici-
pation – of what might rightly be called Eucharist.

Yet participation in the context of the Eucharist may itself need better defini-
tion. As noted, throughout the pandemic priests have been offering private
Eucharists which have been observed by congregations. Previously, such
Eucharists would also have been described as lacking a fundamental element of
Eucharist: that is, the participation of the faithful. Indeed, some clergy have
refused to celebrate the Eucharist for this reason. However, necessity has meant
that many clergy have celebrated the Eucharist without congregations present
without much thought given to the theology. These Eucharists must, however,
be by nature eucharistic if they are to be recognized as such – which has been
the case. An argument can be made that those participating in these Eucharists
include the communion of saints and, indeed, the congregation through participa-
tion in the priesthood of all believers, embodied in and vicariously offered by the
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priest on behalf of the congregation. This, then, raises the question as to whether
participation requires an observation of the Eucharist at all. Indeed, it is possible
that participation is guaranteed by virtue of the baptized giving their consent to the
priest to celebrate on their behalf.

This calls into question the need for live-streaming of the Eucharist; while it may
prove a comfort to congregations, it does not appear in and of itself to affect their
participation in the Eucharist. It is quite possible that, given this fact, a service of
morning or evening prayer, with participation embodied in the speaking of the cor-
porate words alone but together, holds a more eucharistic character for the commu-
nity than a streamed service of the Eucharist. A service of the word and a eucharistic
service are of different characters – they appear to offer participation in different but
complementary ways. In a time when virtual – and thus remote and often alone –
celebration becomes the norm, an act of worship that is already a sign of the corpo-
rate prayer of the Church alone but together, in which the individual worshipper
truly participates by praying alongside others in the Church militant, offers much
fertile ground. This is the very character of the daily office – yet it is clear that such a
character has not been understood or learned by many within the Church.

The phenomenon of Zoom Eucharists, which enables a level of virtual partici-
pation, appears to offer a different model of worship. Here, there appears to be a
level of participation, albeit one that does not offer the gatheredness that would
normally form part of the Eucharist. At first glance, it appears to offer a defective
form of Eucharist. However, the experience of communities for whom this pro-
vides the only form of Eucharist (for example the disabled or housebound) might
make us hesitate before suggesting that this is definitively the case. Indeed, histor-
ically the Book of Common Prayer offers an understanding of spiritual commu-
nion for those who cannot receive by cause of sickness, which is explicitly not
described as defective, despite a lack of consummation of the elements (raising
questions about the necessity of consummation in this particular existence, and
thus the possible essence, of the Eucharist).5 The experience of those on the mar-
gins is not peripheral but central to the Christian narrative, and thus to reject such
a model is premature. Such a tension highlights the importance of this phenome-
nological approach, and the possibilities it offers for interrogating different man-
ifest existences (that is, the existence of the Eucharist as seen through different
eyes) to understand the fundamental essence. Christianity is incarnational – any
attempt to understand the created order’s grace must take this experience seriously.

There is a false dichotomy made between the virtual and the ‘real’. The virtual is
mediated entirely through and within the created order – the fact that we cannot
see radio waves or electricity does not make them any less real. Participation in the
virtual appears to be of a fundamentally different order to participation in the
physical, as the virtual merely offers a representation – a computer-generated
image and sound of the person to whom we are speaking. However, on further
examination, any interaction with the external world (or indeed the created order)
is by nature simply representational. Each of our senses is merely a method of
representation to an internal processor. This does not make our senses or our
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engagement with the world any less real, but it does pose the question as to
whether the modern technologies we now employ are merely extensions of a rep-
resentational system with which we engage in our incarnate state. The real becomes
more and more challenging to define – once again, exchanging an attempt to define
what is real for a description of what is (that is, what exists to us phenomeno-
logically) may offer a more fruitful reflection on our incarnated state. Here, then, is
a contingent theology, yet one that is unrelenting in its search for the essence of
that which God gives.

Such a theology, in which description of phenomena helps define the essence of
those phenomena, might be described as a theology of witness. Christian theology
cannot be divorced from its roots in Scripture and tradition, and this method of
doing theology does not seek to change the fundamentals of the faith, but rather to
better describe and uncover them by being constantly alert and paying attention to
how and where signs of grace are present in our own narrative. The term ‘witness’,
then, appears appropriate – a theology that is observational, that describes what is
experienced from a particular perspective, and that offers a witness to things as
they are received. This way of doing theology is in the tradition of the biblical
narrative – itself a form of witness to God’s deeds and ultimately to the Word
made flesh. Christ takes on flesh and inhabits a narrative and an experience.
A theology of witness is a theology that is in a process of constant refinement,
and one that recognizes and rejoices in the way of the Spirit through creation. It is
a tentative theology that utilizes imagination to purify doctrine – that looks to
describe the signs of the times in a way that dialogues with the Christian inheri-
tance, ever renewing and yet ultimately paring back the tradition in a way that
makes it properly called living. In the context of the Eucharist, we can see ques-
tions being raised about physical presence and consummation – questions that are
not new, and that themselves offer glimpses into the essence itself.

Yet such a method of theology runs the risk of individualism; it runs the risk of
placing too great an emphasis on individual observation at the expense of testing
this observation in the mind of the Christian community. Such testing must involve
reflection on the inherited tradition, on Scripture, and on the experience of others.
Here again it becomes clear that any such theology remains contingent – as, surely,
must any serious Christian theology. It is clear that any simplistic notion of ‘what
the Bible says’ is not the same as Christianity; likewise, it is simplistic to suggest
that mere experience alone can define the sacramental. However, what a reflection
on existence – an alertness to grace – can do is help the Christian-in-community to
undertake a dialogue between their experience and the best understandings of
essence as found in the Christian tradition. Such understandings will always be
contingent, and thus a dialogue will inevitably affect both the experience and the
previous understanding, the individual and the corporate.

This theology, then, might best be called witness-in-communion – a theology
that rejoices in and encourages description of existence and that recognizes the
importance of such a witness, albeit one that is grounded in the wider communion
of Christ’s body. This witness can then be tested in communion – not rejecting
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Scripture and tradition, but dialoguing with it, and with the Church more widely.
Indeed, any dialogue with Scripture and tradition is, in fact, dialogue with the
Church triumphant; thus the communion as described in witness-in-communion is
simply the Church militant and the Church triumphant – Christ’s body.

It offers a way of doing theology during the pandemic, yet also a way of inte-
grating theology with other disciplines. To describe the experience or existence of a
phenomenon is best done by making use of wider human knowledge than merely
theological abstraction. To utilize this knowledge in witness in this context is also
to subject this knowledge to the test of witness-in-communion, thereby interrogat-
ing such knowledge in the light of the inheritance. Doing so avoids a hermeneutic
of suspicion, all too often employed when science, among other disciplines, is seen
to encroach on theological ground. Seeing other disciplines as a legitimate part of
the enterprise of witness will surely offer a richer, more developed and more honest
theology – one that treats human knowledge as valuable, and in which the
Christian’s own biases and influences are both recognized and named.

Such a theology is fundamentally in agreement with the biblical witness itself.
‘You are witnesses of these things,’ says Christ after the resurrection (Luke 24.48) –
and likewise ‘you will know them by their fruits’ (Matthew 7.16). Christians sent
out in mission are doing so as witnesses-in-communion. The concept is also found
in the Old Testament’s portrayal of Israel as witness (Isaiah 43.10–12, 44.6–8).
It professes faith in the Spirit’s work in the world while taking inherited tradition,
Scripture and lived narrative as fundamental to an understanding of what can be
said to be in existence. It offers us an opportunity to interrogate our practices in
the face of a global pandemic.

This article does not seek to offer a definitive view on contested questions that
have been raised during the pandemic period. In many ways, we can look at
elements of the virtual world and feel uncertain about whether we can say that
anything or nothing is happening. Nonetheless, we can be encouraged to witness to
graces received. God is working his purpose out as year succeeds to year, as the
famous hymn goes. The Church can choose to witness to this, or choose to cocoon.
If we choose the former, we must be ready to be surprised by what we might find.

You are my witnesses, says the LORD,

and my servant whom I have chosen,

so that you may know and believe me

and understand that I am he.

Before me no god was formed,

nor shall there be any after me. (Isaiah 43.10)
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