
Holy Communion : “a reverend & seemly worship practice”

Can we celebrate virtual Communion together in the Upper Wreake?

Since the closure of our church buildings, I have invested my time in our Parish Newsletter, 
Zoom Worship and regular meetings with Churchwardens. As we began with non-
Eucharistic worship, and continued that pattern, I have not given proper thought to the 
absence of table-fellowship. Approaching Ascension Day, I've remembered that Holy 
Communion or The Eucharist or The Lord's Supper is designed to direct our attention to the
ascended body of Christ. This is made more poignant in the words of the Collect for 
Ascension Day; “leave us not comfortless”.

   To bless, break & share bread; to bless & share wine is to obey our Lord's command the 
night before he died; “Do this in remembrance of me”. It is a sacrament ordained of Christ 
and a sacrament of our redemption by his death. It is the duty of all who have been 
confirmed to receive HC regularly. The Prayer Book requires communicants other than the 
minister to partake at every celebration of HC – normatively it is a corporate act. Together 
we are the body of Christ. Yet the faithful are prevented from doing so at this time by 
strictures of secular & ecclesiastical law. These are not normal circumstances.

   HC is given for : i) spiritual nourishment,  ii) the building up of the body of Christ in love & 
fellowship,  iii) to strengthen & confirm our faith in Him. A sacrament embodies the reality 
to which it refers, in this case the spiritual food of the body & blood of Christ. Sadness & 
lament are natural consequences of not being able to partake in person. But a sacrament 
also points to that same reality – the benefits and the presence of Christ given to us are 
received by faith. Surely those observing at a distance can benefit still?

   The Prayer Book emphasises that “the sacrament is given, taken & eaten in the Supper, 
only after an heavenly & spiritual measure”. You can hear the Protestant doctrine here, 
distinct from the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation. So, even if not physically receiving 
the elements, are not faith & love still strengthened by seeing? By receiving the 'gifts and 
graces' it brings; the person & work of Jesus by faith? One priest referenced the popularity 
of cookery programmes, such as Masterchef or Bake-Off, where we are engaged without 
getting to taste or even smell the food! I'm not sure if that parallel works, but the viewer is 
certainly nourished in some sense. In our eucharistic liturgy we; “feed on him in our hearts 
by faith with thanksgiving”.

   The Protestant understanding is that the Spirit is invoked on the people, not the elements 
and works to bring about our reception, hence the language; “may be to us”. Admittedly, 
liturgy is 'the work of the people', something done by the community. Many Christians see 
the Lord's Supper as only possible at the gathering of the whole people of God, so receiving 
the elements in person is integral to the meaning. Thus a fellowship meal in the home 
would fall short of full sharing of communion. It won't surprise you, though, that endless 
articles on this topic appear on the web at this time, and one Catholic priest writes about 
remote participation in this useful way – as a sign of solidarity with marginalised Christians 



and, “in view of making real the fully embodied communal Eucharist”.

    That view causes me to look at our Communion liturgy and services in the light of God's 
eternal plan & purpose. Today's fellowship meal looks back to the Jewish Passover and 
looks forward to the heavenly banquet. Although this diagram needs to be tidied & 
clarified you should get the gist of where we fit in to the grand scheme of things :-
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   We are given pictures of that Kingdom feast in St.Paul's letters and Revelation, a time 
when we ”feast on God in all his unmediated goodness with all of creation”. To that extent, 
one bible college Principal talks of the presence of Christ in the sacraments in this way;
   ~ Can the Holy Spirit of God make multiple loaves in multiple places the Body of Christ? 

Yes. “The Spirit blows where it will”

   ~ Can the Holy Spirit of God bind disparate folks in several places into a unified body?
Yes. “We are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses”

   ~ Is our unity in the body more than spatial? 
Yes. “It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body”

David Hilborn's only caveat to this is that virtual communion must remain synchronous, i.e. 
take place “at same time” in order to be meaningful as fellowship.

   This is not my final word on the subject. I remain open to thinking further, not least 
because our brother Rev'd Neil asks; "Doctrine, canon law, the Church and the articles of 
religion in the Book of Common Prayer all reveal what a Sacrament is. Holy Communion is 
a Sacrament. If we can offer Holy Communion virtually, why can't we offer a virtual 
baptism?” 

   For the time being, I hold dearly Jesus' model of meeting & eating with people where 
they were : a wedding at Cana; Levi's house; various Pharisees' houses; Zacchaeus; Mary & 
Martha's; the last Supper; Emmaus; the barbecue by the sea; and in Acts ch.1, “On one 
occasion, while he was eating with them...” . That final reference seems to be just before 
the apostles saw Jesus ascend into the heavens. For the time being, I am willing to stream a 
virtual Communion and to allow observer-participants at home to engage with the liturgy 
& elements as suits their conscience.

Rev'd David Harknett (Ascension 2020)


