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From Supper to “Sacrament”:

Why the Early Church Moved from Supper to Bread and Wine
John Mark Hicks
Lipscomb University
While I had originally titled my paper “from Supper to Snack,” I knew that was too irreverent as it might depreciate the piety and meaning centuries of Christians have found in the simple bread and wine.  But “snack” is the word I have heard from both children and post-Christian unchurched guests who are perplexed that such a meager amount of ritual food is called a “supper.” 

My alternative title, which now heads this paper, is also problematic. Actually, I like and use the word “sacrament” because I do believe the Supper is an authentic spiritual communion with the Living Christ and a true, effective means of grace by which the Spirit nourishes our souls. The reason I put the word “sacrament” in quotation marks in the title is to subtly distinguish a sacramental or efficacious understanding of the Supper from the ritualistic “snack” called “Sacrament” that centers on the altar rather than the table as its primary metaphor. My interest in this paper is to explain some of the theological and sociological factors that perhaps moved the church from eating a supper as a means of communion with God and each other to practicing an altar sacrament.
Assumptions

In this paper I will use the term “Eucharist” as a technical term for the ritualized giving of thanks for the bread and wine in remembrance of Jesus. In addition, I will use the term “Agape” as a technical term for a religious meal or festive banquet where Christians ate together for fellowship, sharing with the poor, and praising God. My own book, Come to the Table, has argued that the Eucharist and Agape are one event.
 In other words, the supper is an integral part of the Supper.
There is a consensus among New Testament scholars that the Eucharist was originally conducted in the context of an Agape.
 There is disagreement whether the Eucharist was a distinct ritual within the Agape or whether the Agape and Eucharist were originally indistinguishable. For example, Jeremias suggests that when Paul corrected the abuses of the Corinthian community, he distinguished between the Eucharist and the Agape in 1 Corinthians 11.
 Others suggest that Paul is not distinguishing the two but characterizing the nature of the Agape as a supper that belongs to the Lord. In either event, the Eucharist in the New Testament existed within the framework of an Agape.
  Typically, it is thought that the supper began with the breaking of the bread and was ended by a cup of blessing, which is the tradition (a “liturgical” order of bread, supper and then cup) that comes to us through Luke (Luke 22:19-20) and Paul (1 Corinthians 11:24-25).

There is a growing consensus among New Testament scholars that the table of the early church in Acts is a continuation of the table ministry of Jesus and particularly a continuation of the post-resurrection meals of the disciples with Jesus before his ascension.
 The “breaking of bread” in the Lukan narrative is a theological and linguistic key for that continuity.
 The church in Acts continues to break bread with Jesus in the context of a meal. In other words, the Eucharist and Agape are joined, if not one and the same thing for Luke.

There is a consensus among New Testament scholars that the Agape was a frequent and common phenomenon in early Christian communities.  Both 2 Peter and Jude assume their regularity in their brief but significant references to Agapes among their churches. The presumption is that the Eucharist was part of these Agapes in 2 Peter (2:13) and Jude (12). Indeed, the communal meaning of these meals and the danger that false teachers posed during these meals indicates that they had Eucharistic significance.

There is a consensus among church historians that the Eucharist and Agape were still linked if not identified with each other at the beginning of the second century, especially in Syria. While the Didache (probably produced in the late first century in Syria) has often been the focus of controversy, generally it is agreed that the Eucharist is an Agape in this document which intended to provide churches with some liturgical and organizational order.
 Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch in the first decade of the second century, also seems to assume that the Agape and the Eucharist were connected if not identified. Deacons, according to Ignatius, are ministers of the “mysteries” which are not mere “meat and drink” (Trallians 2) and a Bishop must be present for every baptism and “love-feast”—a combination where one would expect to read “Eucharist” (Smyrnaeans 8) rather than Agape if they were distinct entities. The language was apparently interchangeable for Ignatius.

There is a consensus among church historians that the Eucharist and Agape were not only clearly distinct but temporally separated at the beginning of the third century.  Clement of Alexandria (Instructor 2.4.3-4; 2.6.1-7.1), Tertullian of Carthage (Apology 39) and Hippolytus of Rome (presuming his primary editorship of the Apostolic Tradition 4, 25-27) each distinguish the Eucharist from the Agape. The former is part of the liturgical assembly of Word and Table whereas the latter is an evening meal (called the “Lord’s Supper” in 27.1) invested with deeply religious and ritualized practice and meaning (e.g., Apostolic Tradition where even catechumens are excluded from the meal). “And at the time when we do without question find the Agape separated from the Eucharist and regarded as an independent rite, after NT times,” Townsend notes, “it is worth noting that its character is no less formal than the Eucharistic celebration proper.”
 Further, when Justin Martyr describes the practice of the Roman Eucharist around 150 C.E. in his First Apology (66-67) there is no hint of the Agape though in the Epistula Apostolrum (dated 140-170, originating in Egypt) the Agape and Eucharist are still connected (in the Coptic manuscript the Eucharist precedes the Agape while in the Ethiopic text the Agape precedes the Eucharist). Throughout the second century—and into the fourth—Agapes continued unabated. In the second century, for example, the Epistle to Diognetus (5) written in the mid-to-late second century, Christians did share “common” (koinen) meals and Marcus Mincius Felix, probably in the late second century, commented on the joy and mutual sharing of their Christian banquets (Octavius 31). Agapes continued but they were seemingly universally disconnected from the Eucharist at least by the late second century. 
Given these assumptions, some time during the early to mid second century the Eucharist was separated from the Agape. The purpose of this paper is to explore the circumstances and rationale of that separation.

Separation
There are, of course, no ancient discussions or observations among early Christians concerning the identification, link and separation of the Eucharist and the Agape. What meager literature we have offers no explicit comment on the relationship. What follows in this section, then, is historical extrapolation. 
Morning and Evening Liturgies

The first hint (and it is no more than that) of a distinction between the Eucharist and the Agape as separate events is found in Pliny the Younger’s letter to the Emperor Trajan (Letters 10.96-97). Since Pliny is reporting what some former Christians are saying about Christian practice, the evidence cannot be definitive. Pliny was the governor of Pontus and Bithynia from 111 to 113 C.E. His letter, then, is roughly contemporaneous with Ignatius’ letters. Pliny gives this account based on the testimony of some former Christians.
They also declared that the sum total of their guilt or error amounted to no more than this: they had met regularly before dawn on a fixed day to chant verses alternately among themselves in honour of Christ as if to a god, and also to bind themselves by an oath, not for any criminal purpose, but to abstain from theft, robbery, and adultery, to commit no breach of trust and not to deny a deposit when called upon to restore it. After this ceremony it had been their custom to disperse and reassemble later to take food of an ordinary, harmless kind; but they had in fact given up this practice since my edict, issued on your instructions, which banned all political societies.

For my purpose, the interesting point here is the two assembly times. Christians met before dawn on a fixed day (presumably Sunday as in the Didache and Justin Martyr) but would reassemble in the evening when they would eat together. The church was practicing the Agape and there is no explicit indication that the Eucharist was observed in the morning assembly. According to this report, however, the Christians had recently stopped assembling in the evening in compliance with Pliny’s edict that banned the assemblies of voluntary associations (collegia; also mentioned in other letters, 10.92-93, 10.33-34). If they had been observing a Eucharistic Agape in the evening, they would have probably moved the Eucharist to the morning but without the Agape due to the nature of the prohibition. It is possible, of course, that the morning service was Eucharistic even before the cessation of evening meals. We simply do not know from the evidence.
Pliny’s language bases this prohibition on the Roman precedent that suppressed the nocturnal rites of Roman Bacchanalia in 186 B.C.E.
  Pliny’s move is a classic Roman attempt to suppress superstitions of which Christianity was considered one. Christians had apparently complied and this would have ended any Agapes, whether Eucharistic or not, since they were evening meals. As a result, the Eucharist—which presumably Christians would not have discontinued—was conducted in the morning but without an Agape. In fact, the use of “oath” (Latin, sacramentum) may be an allusion to the Eucharist though some suggest it refers to Baptism, or it may simply refer to some communal confession of faith. Consequently, Pliny’s report is unclear whether there was a Eucharist in the morning before the Christians ceased meeting in the evening. But it seems probable that Christians would not eliminate the Eucharist from their morning meeting after the cessation of Agapes. It seems likely that they would reduce the elements of the ritual to bread and wine because of the morning hour.
The shift from Sunday (or Saturday) evening meetings to Sunday morning gatherings is significant. Gatherings at dawn did not include a meal (Agape) but it did include the bread and wine (Eucharist). Tertullian illustrates the practice of Christians in Carthage, North Africa, around 200 C.E.  The church met before dawn in order to eat the Eucharist (De Corna 3), but the Agape was held in the evenings (Apology 39). Generally in the Greco-Roman world, breakfast (Greek ariston; Roman ientaculum) was meager, often a single piece of bread. The main meal of the day was reserved for the evening (Greek deipnon, Roman cena). Consequently, it was natural that Agapes were reserved for evening gatherings and would not be part of pre-dawn assemblies. 
The reason for shifting to morning assemblies is uncertain but is probably connected to the reason for meeting on Sunday itself. Justin Martyr (Apology 67), for example, justified Sunday meetings on the basis that it mirrored the first day of creation and the first day of new creation (resurrection). Dawn would be an appropriate time of the day to celebrate the new day of creation and recreation as it was the time of Jesus’ own resurrection. His rationale might have been presupposed by Christians in Pontus and Bithynia at the beginning of the second century. In the mid-third century Cyprian (Letters 63.16) stressed the importance of a Sunday morning Eucharistic celebration as a symbol of the resurrection itself. His rationale, in fact, excludes an Agape.
But when we dine, we cannot call the people to our banquet that we may celebrate the truth of the Sacrament with all of the brotherhood present. But, in fact, the Lord offered the mixed Chalice not in the morning, but after dinner (cena). Ought we then to celebrate the Sacrifice of the Lord after dinner so that by repeated Sacrifices we may offer the mixed Chalice? It was fitting for Christ to offer the Sacrifice about evening of the day that the very hour might show the setting and evening of the world as it is written in Exodus: ‘And the whole multitude of the children of Israel shall slaughter it in the evening.’ [Exodus 12:6.] And again in the Psalms: ‘The lifting up of my hands as evening sacrifice.’ [Psalm 140:2.] But we celebrate the Resurrection of the Lord in the morning.

It is ironic, however, that the reason for Sunday morning Eucharistic celebration did not prevent a Western trajectory of emphasizing the memorializing of the passion in the Latin Mass. At root, however, the move from evening to morning culturally entailed the loss of the Agape setting of the Eucharist.
Potential Abuses

Perhaps another factor in the separation of the Eucharist and Agape is that the disturbances that occurred in 1 Corinthians 11 were certain to recur and this might have tended toward separation.  Some, in fact, believe that Paul initiated the separation in 1 Corinthians 11, but Paul does not tell the Corinthians to cease eating a meal but rather to wait for each other and eat as a community. Nevertheless, meals were often occasions for riotous behavior. However, this does not seem to be an important factor in the separation of the Eucharist from the Agape since the church continued to regularly celebrate the Agape at least into the fourth century. Potential disturbances, and even actual ones, did not hinder the practice of their common meal at evening Agapes.
Jeremias has argued that the Eucharist was separated from the Agape in order “to protect the eucharistic words from profanation and misconstruction.”
  While this includes the degeneration of the meals into unholy moments, it also connected to the exclusion of the non-members from the meal. The exclusion of the unbaptized would have violated all ancient rules of hospitality for meals and consequently the Eucharist was separated from the Agape, according to Jeremias, to insulate the Eucharist from the unbaptized and secure the Eucharist’s function as a communal event.
 However, the Agape continued with restrictions as is evident in the Apostolic Tradition. Violations of social hospitality did not hinder Christians from ritualizing the Agape and excluding the unbaptized from it, and this is certainly the case at the turn of the first century in the Didache. This does not seem to be a sufficient rationale for the separation of the Eucharist and Agape. Further, it presupposes a closed communion theological perspective that is not altogether evident in Paul’s discussion of the Lord’s Supper.
It was common for Christians to celebrate an Agape as part of a funerary service and to annually remember their loved ones (or martyrs) by eating a meal at their grave. The catacombs in Rome, for example, were well-known places for such meals and Christian art (particularly portrayals of the feeding of the 5,000 and other banquet scenes) testify to this. In Roman culture these were called refrigeraria (refreshment meals).  Gradon F. Synder has argued that these meals were outside the control of the clergy who sought to regulate them due to widespread abuse and loss of clerical leadership.
 After Constantine legalized Christianity and Christians began erecting numerous basilicas, these Agapes were moved inside the buildings—no longer in homes, catacombs or domus ecclesia (homes turned into churches). Van Der Meer noted, for example, that Augustine’s church building “was obviously designed as a place for eating meals in, for a gutter has been found close to the benches and the drain leading off from it contained fragments of glass, chicken and fish bones, ashes and sand.”
 

Locating the Agape in the sanctuary altered its practice. Ultimately, the Agape was discontinued as a distinct entity and absorbed by the Eucharistic altar ritual. At least three councils in the fourth century attempted to suppress Agapes in church buildings (Council of Gangra in 353 C.E., Council of Laodicea in 363 A.D., and Council of Carthage in 397 A.D.). The 28th canon of the Council of Laodicea forbade the practice of the Agape in the church building, even forbidding the use of tables: “It is not permitted to hold love feasts, as they are called, in the Lord's Houses, or Churches, nor to eat and to spread couches in the house of God.”
  By the end of the seventh century, Agapes had disappeared as the “table” dimension of the ecclesial community had totally dissipated in the West. The Trullan Council of 692 repeated the prohibition of Agapes in the church building (Canon 74). By the end of the eighth century, Agapes were no longer part of the Western church. The meals had gradually disappeared. The remembrance of the martyrs (once the celebration of the Agape “refreshment meal”) became attached to the Eucharistic liturgy. The altar replaced the table.  Tables were excluded from churches themselves.

From Table to Altar

The centralization of the altar, climaxed in the total exclusion of tables in churches, began early. The ascendancy of altar language, despite the fact that Paul describes the Supper as a table rather than an altar, began early.  Ignatius identifies the Eucharist as an altar in Ephesians (4) but it is his sole use of the word as explicitly connected to the Eucharist. Nevertheless altar language quickly dominates over the next one hundred and fifty years. It is particularly prominent in Cyprian. Even though table language was retained within the Eastern church, its practice was more altar than table while its theology remained largely table, that is, a celebrative thanksgiving for the gift of God in Jesus and a participation in the perichoretic unity of the Triune God through eating and drinking. The sacrament of the altar, exclusive of the Agape, had become the norm within the Christian Tradition.
This move from table to altar might be considered, in part, a Hellenization of the Christian Tradition. While the charge of Hellenization is overblown in many quarters, the allegation is appropriate here. Mazza has argued that the emergence of an independent Eucharist is rooted in the loss of Jewish (and, more broadly, Middle Eastern or Oriental) roots. Originally together, the Agape became an independent meal when the Eucharist was “separated from the ritual meal of Judaism in which it was set and with which it formed one united body.”

The Eucharist is deeply embedded in the Jewish world. It is not only a Passover meal but also the “breaking of bread” reflects the traditions of weekly Sabbath meals (e.g., Acts 20:7) as well as the thanksgiving sacrificial meals of the Torah (e.g., 1 Corinthians 10:16-17). This is particularly seen in Syrian Christianity where the influence of Judaism is widely recognized among scholars.
 The Eucharistic prayers of the Didache are certainly Jewish in character as it is a rendition of the Jewish berakah.
 Early Syrian (Oriental) Eucharistic prayers also lack any mention of the “words of institution” (“This is my body” or “This is my blood”) which indicates the table dimension was broader than simply remembering the passion of Jesus.  For example, the Acts of John (105-109) which originated in Syrian in the second half of the second century narrates the breaking of bread without any reference to the passion of Jesus. Additionally, the oriental Acts of Thomas (49-50. 133), dating from the early third century, also celebrates the Eucharist without the words of institution while at the same time emphasizing the table meaning and “love-feast” dimension of the event.
Most significantly, the Eucharistic prayers of Addai and Mari, which belong to the East Syrian liturgical tradition, evidence the legacy of Jewish meal prayers in contrast to how the “words of institution” dominated the Greek and Latin churches (e.g., Apostolic Tradition). These prayers probably originated in the early second century and reflect the same provenance as the Didache.
 According to Gelston, the earliest version of the “remembering” (anamnesis) reads:  “And for thy dispensation which is towards us we give thee thanks and glorify thee in thy Church redeemed by the precious blood of thy Christ, with open mouths and unveiled faces offering glory and honour and thanksgiving and adoration to thy holy name, now and at all times, and for ever and ever. Amen.”
  This “remembering,” as in the Didache,  is more connected to Jewish meal prayers than it is to what became standard in Greek and Roman churches.

It is important to recognize that Greek and Roman churches quickly moved the Eucharist toward the sacrament of the altar where prayers centered on the passion of Jesus. A telescoped reading of the Last Supper as solely rooted in the “words of institution” helped to erase the meal from the liturgy of the churches’ assemblies. As the church progressively moved away from its Jewish roots, it lost the significance of the religious meal as meal and reduced the supper to bread and wine within an altar metaphor rather than retaining the overarching table metaphor. Syrian or Oriental churches retained the sacral world of Jewish meals which was lost in the Greek and Roman parts of the Empire.
Conclusion
While we can never be certain why the Agape was separated from the Eucharist, it appears that at least two circumstances were significant.  First, the move from Eucharistic evening services to Eucharistic morning services entailed the loss of the Agape as the context for the Eucharist. This move severed the link between the Eucharist and Agape (whatever the nature of the link was) because “suppers” were not appropriate for the morning hours, especially pre-dawn.
Second, the loss of the Jewish roots of the Last Supper and the “breaking of the bread” in Luke-Acts throughout the Mediterranean basin led to the ritualization of the table as an altar event with a concomitant reduction of the experience to bread and wine without the meal. The table of the Lord became the altar of the Lord. Without a strong recognition of the Jewishness of the Eucharistic meal, the sanctification of the meal by the cup of blessing and the breaking of the bread was lost and the Eucharistic bread and wine then stood alone independent of a meal context. The meal lost its sanctity and Eucharistic meaning.
The combination of these two factors led to an early adoption of the Eucharist as an independent liturgical act divorced from its meal setting. Even though many liturgists assume that the abuse of the table at Corinth was a sufficient reason to separate the Agape from the Eucharist, there is no indication in 1 Corinthians that this was Paul’s intent. Nor did such abuses lead to the elimination of the Agape in the second and third centuries. It appears that the Agape was actually abolished as an act of clerical control over the religious meal and its inappropriateness in the sanctuaries (holy places) of the churches. Whatever value was attached to the Agape was absorbed, in limited ways, by the Eucharistic altar.
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