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PART ONE

THE CASE AGAINST THE PRE-REFORMATION 

CHURCH, AND THE FACTS OF THE 

REFORMATION CONFLICT OVER THE MASS





Chapter One

THE STATE OF THE QUESTION

f I ^he doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice cannot be a matter 
I of indifference to Christians. The behef that Jesus Christ is 

-L- daily offered on the Church’s altars for the welfare of the 
living and the dead, his body and blood really present under the 
appearances of bread and wine, the belief that he has instituted a 
priestly order of men sharing in his own sacerdotal power and 
authority through whom he continues to offer his propitiatory 
sacrifice to the eternal Father, in order to apply to mankind in 
every age and place the benefits of redemption and salvation won 
for them by his death upon the cross—this is for Catholics one of 
the fundamentals of their faith. Those Christians on the other hand 
who are most steadfast in witness to the principles of the Protestant 
Reformation, and who are accordingly persuaded that the Catholics 
are mistaken in this behef, cannot dismiss it as a matter of small 
moment. They feel in conscience that they must deny it as a 
fundamental misunderstanding of the revealed word of God.

The difference of behef about sacrifice and priesthood was a 
primary issue in the religious conflict of the sixteenth century, and 
for four centuries it has remained one of the main roots of 
controversy between Protestant and Catholic. In recent years, 
however, there have been signs in many quarters that the old 
antagonism is waning. A new spirit and a new approach to the 
question are evident, and men of good will are asking whether it 
is not possible to rise above the barriers raised by dogmatic 
intransigence in the past; whether indeed the long-drawn-out 
strife over the Mass was not perhaps from the beginning an 
unhappy misunderstanding, which can now be resolved by re
stating in the hght of modern biblical scholarship what is really 
meant by Eucharistic sacrifice.
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EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

In ecumenical gatherings, in projects for liturgical revision, in 
discussions of schemes for reunion between separated churches in 
many parts of the world, more and more attention is being given 
to this doctrine and to its meaning and importance for Christian 
life. Among Protestant theologians—the Lutherans in particular1 
—a movement to affirm the sacrificial nature of the Eucharistic 
rite is gaining momentum. Some Calvinist ‘High Church’ groups 
are advancing in the same direction.2 A broad statement of belief 
about Eucharistic sacrifice that would be subscribed to by ‘a very 
large number of Methodists and Reformed churchmen’ is given as 
follows: they would ‘agree that in the Sacrament Christ, being 
actually present, unites us by faith with his eternal sacrifice that we 
may plead and share in its benefits’.3 In the English-speaking world 
not only Anglicans and Methodists but also Presbyterians and 
other groups are examining the question with new interest.4

1 An account of these tendencies in Lutheran theology is given by Peter 
Brunner, ‘Zur Lehre vom Gottesdienst’ in Leiturgia, edited by K. F. Mueller and 
W. Blankenburg, Kassel 1954, pp. 223-38; the same author gives a bibliography 
of recent works relating to the sacrifice on p, 97. cf. H. Asmussen, Abendmahl und 
Messe, Stuttgart 1949, pp. 11-29; and Die Sammlung, Autumn 1957, pp. 192-4; 
F. Heiler, Das Sakrament der kirchlichen Einheit, Munich 1953; H. Schütte, Um die 
Wiedervereinigung im Glauben, Essen 1959, pp. 26-7.

2 cf. Hervorming en Catholiciteit: een Verklaring, edited by J. Loos, Rotterdam 
1950, p. 9; M. Thurian, L’Eucharistie, Neuchatel and Paris, 1959.

3 Report of the Theological Commission appointed by the Continuation 
Committee of the World Conference on Faith and Order, published in Inter
communion, edited by D. M. Baillie and J. Marsh, London 1952, p. 30.

4 cf. T. F. Torrance (Church of Scotland), Royal Priesthood, Edinburgh 1955; 
and ‘Eschatology and the Eucharist’ in Inter-Communion, by the same author; 
D. M. Baillie, The Theology of the Sacraments, London 1957, pp. 108-24 (‘The 
Eucharistic Offering’), and God was in Christ, London 1948, pp. 195-7; G. 
MacGregor, Corpus Christi, London 1959, chapter 10. For a recent Methodist 
study of the subject, see J. E. Rattenbury, Thoughts on Holy Communion, London 
1958.

On the Cathohc side, there has been a fruitful renewal of 
speculation about the essential nature of the Mass among the 
theologians of the present century. They have directed searching 
criticism against certain unprofitable theories on the subject 
maintained by scholastic authors during the last three or four 
centuries, and the explanations they now put forward are hailed 
by observers in other communions as a return to an older and 
purer orthodoxy. ‘Some Roman theologians and not a few
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THE STATE OF THE QUESTION

Anglo-Catholics’, writes the Rev. S. L. Greenslade, ‘have re
stated the doctrine in a form which appears much more com
patible with the Protestant and Evangelical apprehension of 
Christianity, while many Protestants are less frightened of the 
name and notion of the Eucharistic Sacrifice’.5 A number of 
Catholic writers have also published studies severely critical of the 
defects in the pre-Reformation Church—not only of the scandals 
and abuses that undoubtedly did much to provoke the storm that 
breached the unity of Christendom, but also of the decadent 
Nominalist scholasticism which, according to these authors, 
weakened Catholic theology generally and paved the way for the 
radical theories of Protestantism.

The new spirit of mutual comprehension among Christians is 
especially apparent in those lands where the pressure of anti- 
Christian ideologies has brought Catholics and Protestants to
gether in a common cause. It is natural that together with 
co-operation in the practical sphere, in defence of Christian 
civihzation, there should grow the desire for mutual accord in 
understanding of the Christian revelation. A ‘dialogue’ between 
Protestant and Catholic theologians about controverted points of 
doctrine has at last become possible, and is already in progress. In 
this atmosphere of newly awakened inquiry and eirenic dis
cussion, with frankness and good will on both sides, it seems to 
many that the time is approaching when the centuries-old quarrel 
about the Eucharistic offering will be made up, and when by 
agreeing at last on this cardinal article of belief Christians will take 
a great step forward towards ultimate unity among themselves.

In these discussions and developments the Church of England 
and the sister Churches of the Anglican communion have a 
position of special interest and influence. Anglican scholars have 
been foremost in the attempts to bridge the doctrinal gulf by 
working out a new synthesis of opinion about the Eucharistic 
sacrifice. They have a special incentive to do so, for within the 
Church of England itself the altar has been for long a centre not of 
unity but of contention. While disagreement about the sacrifice of 
the Mass has always been a clear-cut frontier separating the belief

6 In Inter-Communion, p. 229.
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EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

of the Churches of the continental Reformation from that of the 
Cathohc and Roman Church, for Anglicans that frontier has 
been, for well over a hundred years, a line of cleavage running 
within their own communion, dividing them into opposing 
camps. When in the nineteenth century the pioneers of the 
Oxford Movement began their campaign to reclaim the long-lost 
Cathohc heritage of the Church of England, at no point did they 
meet with more resolute opposition than in their réintroduction 
of the doctrine of Eucharistic sacrifice. Did not the 31st of the 
official Articles of Religion condemn ‘the sacrifices of Masses’ as 
‘blasphemous fables and dangerous deceits’ ? For many years the 
struggle raged, with earnest zeal for principle on either side, years 
of righteous Evangelical indignation and of Anglo-Catholic 
ardour which increased under persecution.

Eventually the storm spent its force. The Anglo-Catholic party 
has long since gained for itself an assured position in the Church of 
England, and with its victory gained also a secure lodgement for 
the idea of Eucharistic sacrifice and priesthood. The vehement 
protests of Low Churchmen against ‘sacerdotalism’, though not 
silenced, were abated; and—as usually happens in Anglican 
affairs—the moderates on both sides and in the centre began to 
work out a comprehensive formulation in terms which the 
majority could accept. This process has now reached an advanced 
stage, and there is widespread optimism among Anglicans that, in 
the words of Bishop Hicks, ‘it should be possible at long last to 
bury the controversy about the Eucharistic Sacrifice’.6 Dr A. G. 
Hebert wrote in 1952 that ‘on the theological side a real solution 
of the controversy seems to be opening up’, and ‘it seems that the 
root of our difference has been in principle overcome’. He saw in 
this rapprochement solid grounds for hoping for reunion in a 
wider sphere :

6 The Fullness of Sacrifice, 3rd edit. p. 346.

If now it be really true that at this central point of difficulty the difference 
between Catholics and Protestants has been in principle overcome, and if 
they can now begin to understand and to trust one another here, as they do 
already in the field of biblical interpretation, then there is hope that in time, 
and perhaps quite soon, they will begin to reach a true mutual understanding 
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THE STATE OF THE QUESTION

about the meaning of priesthood, and valid orders, and apostolic succession. 
When that has happened, difficulties about intercommunion will disappear 
and unity will be in sight.7

A committee report approved, by the Lambeth Conference of 
1958 and specially recommended by the assembled bishops ‘to the 
study of the whole Anglican Communion’ endorsed the views 
and shared the optimism of Dr Hebert. The authors of the report 
looked forward confidently to a time when the new-found 
agreement regarding this old ‘storm-centre of controversy’ 
would find expression in a revised Anglican liturgy:

The Committee believe that as the result of new knowledge gained from 
biblical and liturgical studies the time has come to claim that controversies 
about the Eucharistic Sacrifice can be laid aside, the tensions surrounding 
this doctrine transcended, and the way prepared for the making of a liturgy 
in God’s good time which will in its essential structure win its way through
out the whole Anglican Communion.8

A generation ago the disagreement between Low and High 
Churchmen about priesthood and sacrifice was open and seem
ingly irreconcilable. Contrasting the situation then and now, one 
may well rub one’s eyes and ask how the remarkable and happy 
concord now acclaimed has been brought about. As late as 193 8 
the Report on Doctrine in the Church of England hsted four different 
opinions about Eucharistic sacrifice, all of which were said to be 
legitimate; it was stated that ‘the extent to which any of these 
interpretations would find acceptance in the Church of England 
is very various’, and that ‘some of them would be repudiated in 
certain quarters’.9 Have these differences been satisfactorily re
solved in the course of twenty years ? Have the Anglo-Cathohcs 
won over the others to their way of thinking? Has some new 
factor emerged which has induced a numerous and vigilant party 
among Anglicans to withdraw its traditional hostility to the Mass ?

Undoubtedly a large part of the credit for bringing about a 
changed situation must be attributed to the succession of learned 
studies devoted by Anglican scholars in recent years to the

7 ‘A Root of Difference and of Unity’, in Inter-Communion, pp. 238-9.
8 The Lambeth Conference 1958, part 2 (committee reports), p. 83; cf. part 1, 

p. 47, resolution 75.
9 Report on Doctrine in the Church of England, London 1938) p. 162. 
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EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

theology of the Eucharist and of sacrifice in general. (Particularly 
influential has been Dr F. C. N. Hicks’s The Fullness of Sacrifice.10) 
Due credit must also be given to the English genius for devising 
and agreeing on broad and comprehensive formulas which cover 
underlying differences of principle, where they cannot be re
solved. But the argument most often used—and psychologically 
the most effective—hi inducing all parties to bury the quarrels of 
the past and to seek a new, higher synthesis of doctrine has been a 
historical one: the now celebrated indictment of ‘late-mediaeval 
errors about the Mass’. It is not too much to say that the new- 
found concord among Anglican theologians about the Eucha
ristic sacrifice has been built upon a common agreement to lay the 
blame for their past discord at the door of pre-Reformation 
Catholicism. Very frequently now one hears pleas such as the 
following:

10 First published 1930; 3rd edition, reprinted London 1953. Among other 
works may be specially mentioned: S. C. Gayford, Sacrifice and Priesthood, 
Jewish and Christian, London 1924 (2nd edit. 1953); Gregory Dix, The Shape of 
the Liturgy, London 1944; C. Moule, The Sacrifice of Christ, London 1956; 
E. L. Mascall, Corpus Christi, London 1953 (2nd edit. 1955); H. Balmforth, 
The Royal Priesthood, London 1956.

11 Canon C, K. Salisbury, in a letter to the Church Times, September 5th 1958.

It will be a cause for much thanksgiving if thereby [by study of the Lambeth 
report] Anglicans of all schools of thought can be encouraged to leave 
behind the barren controversies of the past (so often caused by a basic mis
understanding of the meaning of sacrifice) and learn to hold in common on 
this subject a form of doctrine at once scriptural, primitive and free from 
the abuses of the late mediaeval period against which the Reformers reacted 
with an understandable, but often excessive, violence. On such a basis it 
should be possible to move forward in harmony to the task of revising our 
present Eucharistic Liturgy.11

While there is agreement that late-mediaeval errors and abuses 
provide the key to explain the dissensions of the past, the expla
nation is understood differently in different quarters. Anglo- 
Catholic writers assure their fellow churchmen that, in the light of 
what is now known about degenerate theories of the Mass current 
at the end of the middle ages, the root of past misunderstanding is 
laid bare: the Reformers were not confronted with the truly 
Catholic and primitive doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice but 
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THE STATE OF THE QUESTION

with a debased late-mediaeval distortion of it, and consequently 
their rejection of the doctrine must be reinterpreted. Either they 
were Catholics at heart, and meant to keep the true and tra
ditional belief about the Mass and to discard only the corrupt 
glosses that surrounded it, or at least it can be said hi their excuse 
that in the prevalent confusion they could not see the truth for the 
falsehood by which it was obscured. Moreover, even while they 
were zealously reacting against flagrant evils, they were un
wittingly the victims of other, less obvious, mediaeval mis
conceptions which conditioned their own theories. A group of 
Anglo-Cathohc theologians who presented a report to the 
Archbishop of Canterbury in 1947 declared that mistaken pre
suppositions on both sides in the sixteenth century led to ‘battles 
in a fog’.12 If then the late-mediaeval theologians have been 
detected as the culprits (or the scapegoats) to be held responsible 
for the unhappy misunderstandings of the past, the way is open 
for all parties to acknowledge that they have been arguing at 
cross purposes and to recover the true doctrine in its pristine 
purity. The staunchest Protestants may now be invited to relax 
their traditional hostility to the Mass; by restoring the Eucha
ristic sacrifice to rightful honour in Christian worship they will 
not be disowning the Reformation protest but acting in its spirit.

Evangehcals, while readily agreeing with their fellow church
men that the pre-Reformation teaching about the Mass was 
corrupt, are not prepared to admit that the English Reformers 
were, so to speak, misunderstood Anglo-Cathohcs, or that they 
were confused and misled by the prevalent errors in Romish 
theology. On the contrary, they say that the Reformers knew 
very well what they were about and have been proved right, and 
they interpret the recent moves for abating the controversy as a 
belated repudiation from the Catholic side of an erroneous 
doctrine authoritatively taught in the Church, not only in the 
late middle ages but for many centuries before and after. It is from 
this viewpoint that Protestant-minded Anglicans are willing to 
consider a new expression of the idea of Eucharistic sacrifice.

13 Catholicity: a Study in the Conflict of Christian Traditions in the West (being a 
report presented to his Grace the Archbishop of Canterbury), London 1947, p. 43.
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The newly acclaimed agreement between the parties is still, in 
fact, more apparent than real. Despite real progress in mutual 
understanding and despite the eirenic endeavours of ‘central 
churchmen’ to find language acceptable to both sides, a radical 
difference still remains between the Protestant and the Catholic 
conceptions of the nature of the Eucharistic rite. Many Anglican 
scholars recognize that the disagreement of the past cannot be 
explained away as due to mere misunderstanding, and that the 
roots of the disagreement are still present within their Church. 
That the differences are far from resolved can be seen, for 
example, by the different answers that are still given to the 
controversial questions: ‘Is a sacrifice offered to God by a sacer
dotal action concerned with the consecrated elements?’, and, 
‘May one say that it is Christ who is offered in the Eucharistic 
oblation?’. Referring to the controversy about the sacrificial 
aspect of the Eucharist, the theological commission of Faith and 
Order preparing for the Lund Conference wrote in their report, 
published in 1951:

We have called it a live issue, because strong objection to it is still to be 
found within the Reformed Churches, and also among evangelical elements 
in the Church of England. There are those who maintain that the only 
sense in which the word sacrifice can rightly be used of eucharistic worship 
is to denote our offering of praise and thanksgiving in gratitude for the 
blessings received from the one sacrifice of Christ on Calvary: in no sense 
whatever, according to this view, should we think of there being involved 
any offering of Christ to the Father, and nothing in either the words or 
actions of our liturgical practice should be suggestive of that idea.13

13 In Ways of Worship, edited by P. Edwall, E. Hayman and W. D. Maxwell, 
London 1951, p. 34.

Every now and then something is said or done which shows 
that the old fires are still smouldering. Many Anglo-Catholics 
still keep alive the memories and militant spirit of the earlier 
period of struggle, and there are still Evangehcals who keep 
vigilant watch against moves to introduce or extend practices 
that smack of ‘sacerdotalism’. These differences in Eucharistic 
belief inevitably complicate discussion of reunion projects now 
being mooted in many parts of the world. The trend within the 
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Church of England towards Catholic views on priesthood and the 
Mass is an embarrassment for those Anglicans who hope for 
union with the Protestant churches; in their turn Catholic- 
minded Anghcans look askance at schemes for intercommunion 
with bodies which do not accept the Catholic concept of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice and of the priestly office.

Bishop Stephen Neill, after summarizing fairly and simply the 
‘Evangelical’ and ‘Catholic’ attitudes to the doctrine of Eucha
ristic sacrifice, as they are to be found today within the Anghcan 
fold, comments:

It is impossible to pretend that these two views, even stated moderately, are 
ultimately reconcilable, as different emphases within a common under
standing. They do depend on very deep differences in belief as to the nature 
of God and of His action in the world. There is therefore a real tension in the 
Anghcan Communion, and nothing is to be gained by hiding it or pretending 
that it does not exist. One satisfactory feature in the present situation is the 
gradual dying away of the bitter animosities which rent the Church in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. A time has now come when patient 
consideration of differences may prepare the way for their elimination, or at 
least for a better mutual understanding. For this, the first requisite is a more 
careful and accurate statement of doctrine, as it is understood by both parties; 
differences cannot be reconciled until there is perfectly clear definition of the 
points at which the differences come in.14

14 ‘The Holy Communion in the Anglican Church’, in The Holy Communion, 
edited by H. Martin, London 1947, pp. 65-6.

I hope this book will go some way to meet this appeal for 
accurate statement of the basic issues, for its purpose is to in
vestigate the facts of history and the principles of theology from 
which the present differences took their origin. What doctrine of 
the Mass did the Reformers reject, on what grounds, and what did 
they put in its place? What was the contemporary belief among 
Cathohcs, to what extent was it corrupt, and how far do its 
corruptions explain the Reformation protest ? These are questions 
that demand a clear answer today, in order to determine more 
precisely what was at stake in the sixteenth-century conflict of 
belief and to see why the disagreement has lasted to the present 
day. While all must welcome the new spirit of concihation in 
which men of different traditions are now approaching the
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subject of Eucharistic offering, no one wishes to procure concilia
tion at the expense of truth.

* ★ ★ ★ ★

There are other reasons, some of them of considerable practical 
consequence, for undertaking this inquiry. Anyone who is 
familiar with the history of the Anglo-Catholic movement within 
the Church of England will know that the argument about 
‘late-mediaeval errors’ in Mass theology, which is now being 
used to promote ecumenical understanding, has long been a 
prominent feature of controversy in a rather different context. 
Since the first days of the Oxford Movement it has been used in 
support of a Catholic interpretation of the Anghcan Reformation 
formularies: first, to explain that when the 31st Article of Religion 
condemned ‘the sacrifices of Masses’ as ‘blasphemous fables and 
dangerous deceits’ it did not condemn the traditional doctrine of 
the sacrifice of the Mass; secondly, to defend the orthodoxy and 
adequacy of the communion office of the Book of Common 
Prayer as a sacrificial liturgy in the Catholic sense; thirdly, to 
rebut Roman Cathohc objections against the sufficiency of the 
ordination rites contained in the Edwardine Ordinal, and so to 
vindicate the vahdity of Anglican orders. To understand what is 
now being said about the errors in pre-Reformation teaching on 
the Mass one must trace the argument back to its origins in the 
first half of the nineteenth century, when the Tractarians were 
crusading to restore Cathohc principles in the Church of England. 
The very argument that is now presented as an olive branch to 
reconcile rival opinions was a focus of bitter controversy at the 
time it was first elaborated.

The Tractarians and their successors claimed that certain pre
Reformation errors (which they specified) provided the context 
and the motive for the measures taken by the English Reformers 
against the Mass; that Thomas Cranmer and his colleagues, the 
first authors of the Anghcan formularies of faith and worship, 
framed them as they did with the limited and orthodox objective 
of excluding those errors alone, while—unlike the continental 
Reformers—they retained the essentials of the sacrifice of the Mass

12



THE STATE OF THE QUESTION

and of the sacerdotal order. (It will be seen that this presentation 
of the case has been significantly modified by certain Anglo- 
Catholic authors who now explain the sixteenth-century con
troversies as ‘battles in a fog’, and who have abandoned the 
attempt to represent Cranmer as a champion of Catholic ortho
doxy).

This claim of the Tractarians that the Anglican formularies 
were so drawn up as to retain the sacerdotal and sacrificial concept 
of Christian worship was indignantly repudiated as unhistorical by 
the majority of their fellow churchmen, who insisted that 
Cranmer and his associates, not one whit less opposed to the Mass 
than the continental Reformers, set out to extirpate not merely ' 
individual abuses and errors connected with the altar but the altar 
itself and all that it meant. What the Tractarians regarded as the 
true Catholic doctrine of priesthood and sacrifice their opponents 
classed with the errors rightly swept away by the founding 
fathers of the Church of England.

Nevertheless the Anglo-Catholic interpretation of the facts 
continued to gain ground throughout the nineteenth century. 
The story of this development is related in the next chapter, and in 
Chapter III it will be seen that the list of accusations brought 
against the late-mediaeval theology of the Mass has grown ever 
longer and more varied with the passing of the years. It came to be 
generally accepted in High Church circles that the background of 
pre-Reformation error about the Mass was the key to the true 
interpretation of the Anglican formularies; seen in that context 
they lost the anti-Catholic character they seemed at first sight to 
possess. One has only to read the standard commentaries on the 
Thirty-nine Articles to see how widely this has become estab
lished as the explanation of Article XXXI. Similarly Cranmer’s 
liturgy, though its ambiguities and silences on the subject of the 
Eucharistic offering are regretted, is interpreted by many as 
essentially a sacrificial rite in the Catholic sense. The same reason
ing is brought into the controversy over Anglican orders, to 
explain the character of the Edwardine Ordinal of 1550-2.

The interpretation of these three formularies—the 31st Article, 
the communion office of the Book of Common Prayer, and the

13



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

Ordinal—still presents today problems of no little importance. 
The Thirty-nine Articles, however broadly and tolerantly re
garded, remain the official doctrinal standard of the Church of 
England, to which each incumbent has to make a declaration of 
assent on being promoted to a benefice. Although Article XXXI 
no longer provokes crises of conscience as it did in the days of the 
Oxford Movement, many clergymen still give serious thought to 
the construction they are to place upon its stem wording.

The interpretation of the Prayer Book is comphcated by the 
dual hturgical tradition in the Anglican communion, reflecting 
the difference between the First Prayer Book of Edward VI, 
issued in 1549, and the Second Prayer Book of 1552. From the 
latter is derived the statutory hturgy of the Church of England 
and the Prayer Books in use in Wales, Ireland, Canada, Austraha, 
New Zealand, and in most of the dioceses in East and North 
Africa. The influence of the First Prayer Book is seen in the 
Anglican hturgies used in Scotland, in America, in South and 
Central Africa, in the West Indies, in India, Pakistan, Burma and 
Ceylon, and in Japan. About the comparison between the Prayer 
Books of 1549 and 1552 and about their reference to the Eucha
ristic sacrifice, there are three opinions among Anghcans: some 
say that both books admit the Cathohc doctrine of the sacrifice; 
some say that neither does so; and some say that the sacrificial 
concept is sufficiently expressed in the first but not in the second. 
Here again is a question which calls for a closer scrutiny of the 
historical and theological context in which each book appeared. 
That it is not a question of merely antiquarian interest appears 
from these words of Dr Massey Shepherd, addressing the Anglican 
Congress at Minneapolis in 1954, which were quoted in the 
Lambeth Conference Report of 1958: ‘Our Communion, with 
its two types of hturgy, expressive of two approaches to the 
problem [of Eucharistic sacrifice] may be able to hold its various 
facets in tension. Sooner or later, however, it must be resolved.’15 
In the Anglican communion there is a deep attachment to the lex

16 Anglican Congress 1954, p. 82; quoted in the report of the Lambeth sub
committee on the Book of Common Prayer {The Lambeth Conference 1958, 
part 2, p. 83).
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orandi, as enshrining the lex credendi. In practice ‘the doctrine of 
the Prayer Book’ has come to supplant the Thirty-nine Articles, 
in the esteem of many, as a regulating norm of belief. In de
termining what ‘the doctrine of the Prayer Book’ is, it cannot be 
irrelevant to study the process of its first composition.

Of considerable practical consequence, too, is the unending 
controversy about the validity of Anglican orders. Distressing 
though it is, this discussion becomes of more rather than less 
importance with the passing of time, and its repercussions are felt 
in every continent. Roman Catholic apologists do not cease to 
point out that no matter how nearly Anglicans may advance 
towards acceptance of the full Catholic doctrine of priesthood and 
of the Eucharist, no matter how earnestly they may desire to 
attribute to their clergy the Catholic sacerdotal power, that cannot 
restore the loss if, as a consequence of the events of the mid
sixteenth century, the apostolic succession of order was ex
tinguished in the Church of England. Anglo-Catholics, on the 
other hand, have continually to defend their position on two 
fronts. Although their reverent appreciation of the doctrine of the 
Mass and the Eucharistic priesthood has grown steadily with the 
years, they are faced with a painful situation in which their 
position is disallowed by both Protestant and Catholic. On the 
one hand their claim that the Anglican ministry possesses priestly 
orders in the Catholic sense is disavowed by a large number of 
their co-religionists; on the other they find their possession of 
such orders denied by Catholics throughout the world, after a 
solemn adverse judgment by Rome. This fact, however dis
tasteful, cannot be ignored, for it has many practical consequences. 
Despite the new spirit of sympathy and co-operation between 
Anglicans and Catholics, the Roman judgment on Anglican 
orders is naturally enough a constant source of vexation. It seems 
to impugn the sacramental reality in the spiritual life of many 
sincere Christians—a spiritual Efe often nourished by a tender 
Eucharistic devotion and rising at times to heights of holiness. 
That judgment is also an underlying obstacle to projects for the 
reunion of corporate groups; and it is a perennial source of 
anxiety of conscience for individuals, unsettling some of the
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most fervent among the Anglo-Catholics and leading to notable 
secessions from their ranks.

On die Catholic side it has often been said, and rightly, that the 
problem of orders is only a subsidiary one, and the really vital 
issues are those of faith and unity in the one Church of Christ. 
But it is understandable that for many people it should seem a 
graver matter to question the reality of their Eucharist and of the 
priestly power on which it depends, than to call in doubt the 
nature of their relation to the Church. For these reasons the 
question of Anglican orders will inevitably continue to be one of 
first importance. This book, though concerned with wider issues, 
will necessarily have reference to the ordination controversy as 
well, since here too the discussion now hinges on ‘late-mediaeval 
errors’ about priesthood and sacrifice. In the Bull Apostolicae 
Curae of 1896 pronouncing Anglican orders invalid, Pope 
Leo XIII singled out one factor as vital; on it his central argument 
depends. It is ‘the native character and spirit’ of the Ordinal, the 
anti-sacerdotal and anti-sacrificial connotation, which, he de
clared, the new rite acquired from the circumstances of its origin 
and which rendered its wording incapable of serving as a sacra
mental form for ordination. I have shown in another work16 why 
this factor is theologically decisive, and the reader who is inclined 
to explore this question is invited to refer to that work for a fuller 
explanation of the principles involved.

The meaning of Apostolicae Curae has been widely misunder
stood (even by some of its defenders) and almost all the objections 
brought against it by controversial writers have accordingly been 
misdirected. However, the more discerning critics of Apostolicae 
Curae understand the force of the Pope’s reasoning and their 
answer is now accurately applied to the historical and theological 
premises on which it depends.17 To vindicate the Catholic sense of 
the Ordinal these critics return to the same argument (with 
appropriate adaptation) used by their nineteenth-century pre
decessors to defend the Catholic sense of the 31st Article: namely

16 Anglican Orders and Defect of Intention, London 1956, chapter IX.
17 Dr E. L. Mascall gives a clear statement of the principle of ‘determination 

ex adiunctis’, which is the key to the understanding of Apostolicae Curae, in his 
article ‘Intention and Form in Anglican Orders’, C.Q.R. 1957, p. 16.
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that the Edwardine formularies were directed not against the 
fundamental Catholic doctrine of the Eucharistic priesthood and 
sacrifice as such, but only against erroneous scholastic elaborations 
and popular corruptions of that doctrine. The connotation of the 
Ordinal, therefore, which Leo XIII judged to have vitiated the 
Anglican ordination forms, was not after all unorthodox, and so 
his central argument falls to the ground. Dr A. R. Vidler writes: 
‘If there be scope for much further discussion of the papal attitude 
to Anglican orders one may hazard the guess that it will be 
centred on the question whether notions about the Eucharistic 
sacrifice and a sacrificing priesthood that were prevalent in the late 
mediaeval Church did or did not warrant a somewhat drastic 
pruning of current rites and ceremonies.’18 This prediction seems 
well founded. As the trenchant theological reasoning of Leo XIII’s 
Bull is freed from the misunderstandings which have for so long 
obscured it, the only reply that remains relevant is that of those 
who dispute the historical premise of the Pope’s argument, who 
appeal, that is, to the ‘late-mediaeval errors’ to argue that ‘the 
native character and spirit’ of the Edwardine Ordinal was other 
than he supposed. Their logic is well applied; it remains to be seen 
whether the facts support their thesis.

18 Journal of Ecclesiastical History, April 1957, p. 123. Dr Vidler says that in my 
earlier work on Anglican orders I dismissed this argument ‘rather airily’; the 
present study should at least meet the complaint that it has not been given 
sufficient attention.

In view of the long-estabhshed consensus of opinion among 
historians, both Protestant and Cathohc, concerning the nature of 
the Edwardine reforms, many Anglicans are impatient of what 
they consider the forlorn attempt of their Anglo-Catholic 
brethren to claim a Cathohc character for Cranmer’s formularies. 
The Rev. T. H. L. Parker makes this forthright comment on 
recent developments in the ordination controversy:

The Papal objection to the Edwardine Ordinal was that it was a Protestant 
rite, aimed at ordaining ‘ministers of the Word and Sacraments’ and not 
priests with power ‘to consecrate and offer the true Body and Blood of the Lord in 
that sacrifice which is no mere commemoration of the sacrifice performed on the 
Cross’. Ever since then Anglo-Catholics have sweated to prove that the Bull 
was mistaken; that in fact the Edwardine Ordinal was sound by ‘catholic’ 
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standards and that the intention to ordain in the ‘catholic’ sense was also 
present.. .. But the plain fact about the Edwardine Ordinal was its Protestant 
character. It was a Reformation rite, springing out of and expressing a 
Protestant concept of Church and ministry. . . . No doubt tire debate will 
continue. Loop-holes will still be found, new variations of old arguments 
brought forward; but all this cannot really hide the fact that Anglo-Catholics 
are in a most unenviable dilemma.19

While the Anglo-Catholic case meets such unfavourable criti
cism at home it has gained a hearing from some Catholic ob
servers abroad, who have been impressed by the plea that the 
English Reformers’ designs must be reappraised in the light of 
what is now known about late-mediaeval errors. Present-day 
Catholic theology has developed a sensitive methodology which 
involves critical re-examination of many traditional assumptions. 
Documents of the Church’s history, teachings of Fathers and 
schoolmen, decrees of Popes and councils are being submitted to 
new scrutiny in the light of their historical setting, and careful 
regard is paid to re-constructing the data of ancient theological 
controversies in the context which the contemporary authors 
themselves had in mind, in order to discover the precise force of 
the words used. Too often hitherto, theologians have been prone 
to read their own categories and solutions into periods or situa
tions in which these were as yet unknown. In some cases in which 
the interpretation of a text has long been unquestioned, modem 
research has found that the special problems or presuppositions of ‘ 
the men of the age or region concerned gave their words a 
particular meaning or nuance, hitherto overlooked by commenta
tors but theologically significant. This trend of critical study 
continues to yield useful results, and several previously accepted 
judgments have been revised or even reversed. (As examples of 
this kind of research can be cited the studies—some more con
vincing than others—which have proposed revised interpretations 
of the following questions: the Christological controversies pre
ceding the Council of Chalcedon; the decree of the Council of 
Trent regarding the sources of revealed doctrine; the position of 
Photius; the earher theology of grace; the traditional teaching 

18
18 Scottish Journal of Theology, March 1957, pp. 109-11.
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concerning the fate of unbaptised infants ; and many problems of 
scriptural exegesis.)

In these circumstances it is natural that the Anglo-Catholic 
claim—that Cranmer’s measures against the Mass must be 
reinterpreted in the hght of his special situation—should appear to 
be apt material for the apphcation of this critical methodology 
now being perfected by Catholic scholars. That claim has accord
ingly received a sympathetic hearing from observers who, though 
less familiar with the doctrinal intricacies of the English Reforma
tion, are therefore all the better qualified to hsten without 
preconceptions to the case proposed to them. Some remarks of a 
Belgian theologian, Fr Léon Renwart, well illustrate this attitude. 
He is impressed by the suggestion that the English Reformers’ 
protests were conditioned by the errors with which they were 
confronted, and he considers that this ‘raises a serious historical 
problem’ :

What was the position of the Anglican Reformers of the first period on the 
question of the priesthood and of the sacrifice of the Mass ’ Was it consciously 
and purposely opposed to the Catholic position such as was to be defined by 
the Council of Trent, as Fr Clark and also a certain number of Anglican 
authors consider to be beyond doubt ? Recent works in this field, which is 
still insufficiently studied, raise a serious doubt upon this point. We hope 
this research will "be carried further: it may prove of great assistance for a 
better appreciation of the historical data of our present problem. . . . These 
researches taken as a whole, we can already foretell, will give us a picture 
which is more nuancé, more complex, and, in a word, more human, of that 
great current which was the Anglican Reformation.20

20 ‘Ordinations anglicanes et intention du ministre’, in Nouvelle Revue Théolo
gique, December 1957, pp. 1048-9.

A contributor to the theological journal of the University of 
Louvain likewise considered it ‘not at all certain’ that the English 
Reformers’ doctrine about the Mass and priesthood, ‘disengaged 
from the setting of controversy and of reaction against the errors 
they believed to be held by their adversaries’, was so evidently 
incompatible with Cathohc teaching, ‘especially if that teaching 
is to be understood as it is by the theologians of today’. The 
writer added, ‘This aspect of the question demands a serious and 
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detailed study which has not yet been devoted to it’.21 Such 
comments by two Catholic writers give added interest to our 
present inquiry and suggest that it is not inopportune or un
necessary.

Many in England will doubtless feel that the facts of the 
Edwardine Reformation have already been treated so exhaustively 
by authors of all schools of thought, and made so plain, that it is a 
matter for astonishment that anyone should again call in doubt 
the attitude of Cranmer and his associates towards the Mass and 
the Catholic priestly office. Those who feel that the history of 
their opinions and deeds needs no retelling will at least allow that 
even the most firmly established facts can become obscured with 
the passing of time—especially when men’s loyalties are engaged 
—and may need to be estabhshed once more. ‘If ye would have 
the horse of old, scour ye the horse anew’, was King Alfred’s 
advice, in Chesterton’s ballad, to those who wish to keep historic 
landmarks clearly defined and remembered.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

There seem then to be many positive advantages in renewing 
this investigation. There is still need for more light and less heat in 
the perennial controversies about the legitimate construction to be 
placed on the Anglican hturgical and credal formularies. For the 
student of Eucharistic theology these questions are evidently of 
wider interest for their own sake. If there were widespread and 
significant errors in teaching and behef about the Mass in the 
later middle ages, errors hitherto overlooked by Catholic theo
logians, it is important that they should be exposed and examined, 
and their influence on the theology of the Tridentine century 
accurately assessed. In what manner, we must inquire, did the 
doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice develop during the ‘autumn’ 
period of mediaeval scholasticism? Did the definitions of the 
Council of Trent mean a continuation or a repudiation of 
previous trends of thought?

The subject matter of this book is divided into two parts. In the

21 The Rev. C. J. L. Napier, in Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses, No. 3 1957, 
pp.381-2.
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first, the case against the pre-Reformation Church is set out as 
circumstantially as possible, and is followed by a positive expo
sition of what was at issue in the conflict which surged around the 
altar in the sixteenth century—what was actually taught and 
believed about the sacrifice on the Catholic side; what were the 
fundamental reasons that first led the continental Reformers to 
reject the Mass; what were the opinions, designs and achievements 
of the men who were the leaders of the Reformation in England; 
and what was the objective character of the Anglican formularies 
which had their origin in those momentous years. In the second 
part of the book the errors about the Mass said to have been 
current in the late middle ages are examined individually, to see 
what light they throw upon the Reformation controversy and to 
ask in each case what is true in the allegations and what is not.

To pass a verdict on the pre-Reformation theology of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice there must be a norm of orthodoxy from 
which to judge. Some account must accordingly be given of 
Cathode doctrine about the sacrifice, not only in the later middle 
ages but in other ages before and since. The present century in 
particular has been a time of intense theological speculation on the 
riches contained in this doctrine. The critics usually allow that 
modern Roman Catholic theology is free from the gross aberra
tions supposedly current on the eve of the Reformation. I take the 
opportunity in the course of the second part of the book to give an 
outline of the present state of Catholic teaching about the Mass, in 
order to compare with it the teaching of the late-mediaeval 
period. In these chapters, in fact, there is occasion to discuss all the 
main themes of the theology of the Eucharistic sacrifice: its part in 
the divine economy of grace; its relation to Christ’s redemptive 
act and how it can be said to be one with the sacrifice of the 
cross; its essential constituents and the manner of its operation; in 
what sense it is called propitiatory and how it is a means for the 
remission of sins; who is its offerer and what it is that is offered; 
whether its efficacy is limited or unlimited, and how it is applied 
for the benefit of individuals; what is its relation to the resurrec
tion and ‘heavenly sacrifice’ of Christ; what is the meaning of 
immolation, whether an immolatory action is essential to all 
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sacrifice, and if so how this is realized in the Mass. In touching on 
each of these questions in turn I try to sum up, in terms not 
unduly technical, the answers commonly accepted in Catholic 
theology today, so that the reader to whom this is unfamiliar 
ground may have before him a general survey of the whole field.22 
The theme of this book is not merely the controversies about the 
Eucharistic sacrifice but the doctrine that is controverted, not 
merely past errors but the enduring truth.

22 It should be made clear that since the purpose of this work is to deal with the 
sacrificial aspect of the Eucharist, other questions of Eucharistic theology, such as 
the nature of the sacramental presence or of the grace conferred in communion, 
are treated of here only in so far as they have direct bearing upon that main theme.
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Chapter Two

ORIGINS OF THE CONTROVERSY 
ABOUT THE INTERPRETATION OF THE

ANGLICAN FORMULARIES

f I V what extent errors about the Mass were rife in late 
I mediaeval theology, what was their nature, their gravity 
X and their influence on the English Reformation, are 

questions that can be decided only by examining the writings of 
the theologians and the records of those times. Before we turn to 
that task, however, it will throw much light on the whole subject 
first to trace the origins and development of the Anglo-Cathohc 
case, and to see when and how the argument about late-mediaeval 
errors acquired its present importance. What Anglican authors are 
saying about these matters in the second half of the twentieth century 
is only fully intelligible in the light of what Newman, Pusey, Ward 
and other Tractarians were saying in the first half of the nineteenth.

The pioneer of the claim that the Enghsh Reformers, in their 
protest against Rome, did not reject any essentials of the Cathohc 
behef about the Mass as held by the Roman Church, but only 
popular and scholastic corruptions of that behef, was a seventeenth
century Franciscan priest. Christopher Davenport, better known 
by his name in religion, Franciscus a Sancta Clara, pubhshed in 
1634 his commentary on the Thirty-nine Articles, a conciliatory 
attempt to suggest that an interpretation acceptable from the 
Cathohc point of view could be put on the Anglican confession of 
faith. In presenting his case, with an advocate’s adroitness, he made 
use of the plea that the wording of some of the Articles could be 
taken as merely a protest against excesses rather than as rejection 
of Cathohc doctrine as such. With some diffidence, he proposed 
that even Article XXXI might be extenuated in this way. That 
celebrated Article, in the form finally approved, reads as follows:
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Of the one oblation of Christ finished upon the Cross. The offering of Christ 
once made is the perfect redemption, propitiation, and satisfaction for all the 
sins of the whole world, both original and actual; and there is none other 
satisfaction for sin, but that alone. Wherefore the sacrifices of masses, in the 
which it was commonly said that the priests did offer Christ for the quick 
and the dead, to have remission of pain or guilt, were blasphemous fables and 
dangerous deceits.

Even Sancta Clara’s eirenic resolve was somewhat daunted by 
this forthright declaration. ‘The whole of this article seems most 
difficult’, he admitted. Nevertheless, faithful to his purpose of 
finding glosses which might reconcile the Anglican formularies 
with those of his own Church, he suggested that in the Article,

if it be understood fitly, nothing is said against the sacrifice of the Mass in 
itself, but against a vulgar and commonly received opinion about it, namely 
that priests in this sacrifice offer Christ for the living and the dead, for remis
sion of pain and guilt, so that by virtue of this sacrifice offered for them, 
independently of the sacrifice of the cross, they gain remission for the people, 
etc. This is the popular opinion which the article here condemns.1

1 Sancta Clara’s Paraphrastica expositio articulorum confessionis anglicanae was an 
appendix to his Deus, natura, gratia, published at Lyons and Paris in 1634. An 
edition with translation and commentary by F. G. Lee was published in London in 
1865; this passage is on p. 74.

Sancta Clara did not attempt to represent his theory as a 
historical study of the origins of the Articles, nor to claim that the 
Edwardine Reformers had put upon their words the construction 
that he now proposed. His purpose was simply to suggest to his 
contemporaries a possible interpretation which could be accepted 
by both sides, and thus to open an avenue of hope for a doctrinal 
reconcihation of Canterbury with Rome. An Anglican con
temporary, Joseph Mede, whose work The Christian Sacrifice 
marked the tentative beginnings of the movement to reintroduce 
a doctrine of Eucharistic oblation into the Church of England, 
claimed that the Reformers’ reaction had indeed been provoked by 
an erroneous notion of the sacrifice. He differed from Sancta 
Clara, however, when identifying the error in question. Accord
ing to him it lay in holding that what is offered in the Eucharist is 
the person of Christ himself, instead of the bread and wine 
representing the communicants received into divine fellowship:
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All the Churches of the West, of the Roman Communion, ... as in other 
things they have depraved this mystery, and swerved from the primitive 
pattern thereof, so have they, for many ages, disused this oblation of bread 
and wine, and brought in, in lieu thereof, a real and hypostatical oblation of 
Christ himself. This blasphemous oblation we have taken away, and justly; 
but not reduced again that express and formal use of the other.2

2 The Christian Sacrifice, chap. 8; Mede’s Works, London 1677, pp. 375-6.
3 cf. Chapter VIII below, p. 170.
4 Supplément aux deux ouvrages faits pour la défense de la validité des ordinations 

anglicanes (Amsterdam 1732), chapter xvii, p. 469. Similarly, pp. 471-9.
5 cf. W. Goode, Tract XC historically refuted, London 1845, pp. 120-1.

Mede’s plea was to have a lasting influence—although nine
teenth and twentieth-century Anglo-Catholics were to prefer 
different explanations of how Rome had swerved from the 
primitive path. What to Mede had been the cardinal error was to 
many of them the essential truth; for they had come to admit that 
the offering of Christ is the essence of the Eucharistic sacrifice, 
without which any other offerings whatsoever, whether of our 
gifts or of ‘ourselves, our souls and bodies,’ are ineffectual and 
‘Pelagian’.3

In the eighteenth century Sancta Clara’s suggestion was taken 
up and modified to a sharper tone by Le Courayer, the Anglicans’ 
French sympathizer, who changed it from a verbal gloss into a 
historical allegation.4 He declared, although without offering 
corroborating evidence, that by the time of the Reformation a 
heresy which would make the Mass a sacrifice independent of 
Christ’s passion was current not merely among the people but 
even among the theologians :

It is true, and impossible to deny, that many theologians of the Romish 
Church took occasion of the name of sacrifice given to the Eucharist to tell 
us of a fresh immolation and death ; to attach to it an efficacy of its own and an 
independent merit ; to make us place therein a confidence which cannot but 
be superstitious whenever it refers not to the Sacrifice of the Cross.

Sancta Clara’s eirenic efforts had met with scant favour from 
either side in his own time, and Le Courayer’s accusation made no 
impression when published.5 The suggestions of both authors bore 
fruit, however, in nineteenth-century England, for they were 
rediscovered and made use of by the Tractarians when they too 
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set out to vindicate the Catholic orthodoxy of the Thirty-nine 
Articles. The passage from Le Courayer was quoted by Pusey in 
Tract 81, and in 1841 Newman, borrowing the same argument, 
made famous in Tract 90 the gloss on Article XXXI that has ever 
since aroused so much controversy. On the paragraph con
demning ‘the sacrifices of Masses’ he commented:

‘Nothing can show more clearly than this passage that the Articles are not 
written against the creed of the Roman Church, but against actual errors in 
it, whether taken into its system or not.’ What was envisaged by the article, 
he claimed, was not the Catholic doctrine of the Mass, but ‘certain observ
ances, for the most part private and solitary, which the writers of the Articles 
knew to have been in force in time past, and saw before their eyes, and which 
involved certain opinions and a certain teaching’.6

6 Tract 90: Remarks on certain Passages in the Thirty-nine Articles, 2nd edition, 
London 1841, p. 59.

In Tractarian circles it soon became normal to agree that the 
31st Article was to be understood as attacking not ‘the sacrifice of 
the Mass’ but only ‘the sacrifices of Masses’, that is, only a 
distorted notion of the true Catholic doctrine. An important 
ambiguity, however, was apparent from the beginning. When 
the author of Tract 90 (like Sancta Clara) interpreted the Articles 
as aimed only against errors and abuses and not against any 
doctrine of the Catholic Church, did he mean that the Articles 
were originally composed on that selective principle, or did he 
mean that the post-Reformation Anglican was free to adopt such a 
gloss in order to disregard the Protestant bearing which the 
authors of the Articles designed to give them? That Newman 
himself favoured the second alternative seemed clear from certain 
passages of Tract 90, such as the following:

It may be objected that the tenor of the above explanations is anti-Protestant, 
whereas it is notorious that the Articles were drawn up by Protestants, and 
intended for the establishment of Protestantism; accordingly it is an evasion 
of their meaning to give them any other than a Protestant drift, possible as it 
may be to do so grammatically, or in each separate part.

But the answer is simple. In the first place, it is a duty which we owe both 
to the Catholic Church and to our own, to take our reformed confessions in 
the most Catholic sense they will admit; we have no duties toward their 
framers. Nor do we receive the articles from their original framers, but from 
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several successive convocations after their time; in the last instance, from 
that of 1662.7

7 ibid. p. 80. The concluding sentence of this passage was added in the second 
edition.

8 The Royal Declaration joined to the Thirty-nine Articles in the reign of 
Charles I (probably penned by Laud) required this sense to be observed. The 
author of Tract 90 commented: ‘Whatever be the authority of the Declaration 
prefixed to the Articles, so far as it has any weight at all, it sanctions the mode of 
interpreting them above given. For its enjoining the “literal and grammatical 
sense” relieves us from the necessity of making the known opinions of their 
framers, a comment upon their text.’ (2nd edition, p. 80.)

Tract 90 had cross-currents of meaning, however, and in the 
section discussing the 31st Article the author seemed to suggest 
more than once that his glosses corresponded to historical reality; 
that in actual fact the framers of the Article had as their aim only 
to exclude certain corrupt observances which they ‘knew to have 
been in force in time past and saw before their eyes’; and that it 
was this orthodox aim which determined the original meaning of 
the phrases they chose.

This apparent inconsistency in Tract 90 whereby the author, 
while elsewhere dismissing the motives of the originators of the 
Articles as irrelevant, in this section based his argument on those 
very motives, reflects and explains the double tradition in Anglo- 
Catholic apologetic concerning Article XXXI. Two currents of 
opinion on this matter had already appeared among the Oxford 
men, and Tract 90 takes account of both. The more conservative, 
including Pusey and Palmer, were reluctant to impugn the 
orthodoxy of the Anghcan founding fathers and wished to 
interpret their views and acts in the most Catholic sense possible. 
Other, bolder spirits were impatient of a fihal piety which seemed 
to shut its eyes to historical reality, and while freely admitting 
that the Articles were first framed in 1550-2 in pursuit of a 
determined anti-Catholic policy they vindicated their own right 
to place on the wording a construction different from the ‘natural’ 
one. They claimed that the ‘literal and grammatical sense’ of the 
Articles8 had been left elastic enough to allow them to supply the 
Catholic interpretation which they favoured, the intentions of the 
original authors notwithstanding. Hurrell Froude, before his 
untimely death in 1836, had been a pioneer of this way of thinking.
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It was the publication of Inis Remains, edited by Newman and 
Keble, with his scornful criticism of the Protestantism of the 
English Reformers, that first aroused widespread indignation 
against the new movement at Oxford and against what Dr Arnold 
called ‘the extraordinary impudence’ which ‘reviled all those 
persons whom the accordant voice of the Church of England, 
without distinction of party, has agreed to honour’.9

9 C. P. S. Clarke, The Oxford Movement and After (London, 1932) pp. 77-81.
10 H. P. Liddon, Life of Edward Bouverie Pusey, London 1894, vol. II, p. 72.
11 Letter of March 1841; Liddon, vol. II, p. 181. Among others who rallied to 

Pusey’s viewpoint in opposition to the radicalism of the ‘new school’ were Isaac 
Williams, Charles Marriott, J. B. Mozley, W. J. Copeland, H. A. Woodgate 
and Arthur Haddam

A band of young men at Oxford, among whom the leading 
spirits were Frederick Oakeley and W. G. Ward, became more 
and more hostile to the memory of the Reformers, and urged that 
the new movement should openly disown the founding fathers of 
the Church of England as heretics. The radical outlook of this 
‘new school’ was not at all to the taste of Pusey, who was con
stantly exhorted by Dr Bagot, the kindly but anxious Bishop 
of Oxford, to persuade his friends to show more respect for the 
Reformers, ‘to take some opportunity of showing to the world’, 
as he put it, ‘that they are not hostile to the Reformation.’ 10 
Pusey and the other moderates wished to vindicate the Catholic 
sense of the Anglican formularies not by repudiating the original 
sense of the authors but by maintaining that, despite some vacil
lations and defects in the Church of England, the Catholic sense 
was the original sense. Just as Isaiah stammered, wrote Pusey, 
because the people were unfit to receive his teaching, ‘so there is 
something providential and suited to our state in the diminished 
distinctness, or the indistinctness, with which certain doctrines (as 
the Eucharistic Sacrifice) are retained in our formularies’.11 At 
least, Pusey pleaded, let the question of the Catholic orthodoxy of 
Cranmer and his associates be left an open one. ‘Why may not 
such as I, if we can, think the English Reformers meant to be 
Catholic ? . . . Why should one not think them (if one can) im
plicitly Catholic while their language is perhaps Zwinglian?’ ‘My 
own impression’, he explained later to Newman, ‘has been that 
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they wished to be Catholic. ... I [have been] sympathizing with 
their difficulties, I mean the real practical difficulty of separating 
what was Catholic in the existing system from what was modern 
and un-Catholic.’ The ‘original ethos’ of the English Reformation, 
he said, was ‘intrinsically Catholic, though with something un
Catholic cleaving to the agents of it’.12 Pusey judged that the un- 
fihal criticisms of Oakeley, Ward and other young hot-heads were 
arousing a dangerous storm of indignation against the Anglo- 
Catholic movement, were perplexing souls within the movement, 
and were giving the Romanists a chance to fish in troubled waters.

12 Letters to Newman, July and August 1841; ibid. pp. 218-9 and pp. 224-5.
13 Apologia pro vita sua (edit. C. F. Harrold, New York 1947), P> 118.

This was the situation that faced Newman when he came to 
write Tract 90. Oakeley, Ward, Pattison, J. B. Morris, Faber, 
Dalgairns and their friends, for whom Newman’s authority was 
paramount, were straining and chafing against the curb of the 
Thirty-nine Articles, which some of them thought an irredeem
ably Protestant formulary. Newman explained afterwards in his 
Apologia: ‘I had been enjoined, I think by my Bishop, to keep 
these men straight, and I wished to do so. But their tangible 
difficulty was subscription to the Articles, and thus the question of 
the Articles came before me’. He thought he could so construe 
that formulary that it could be subscribed to with a good con
science by Catholic-minded Anglicans. ‘I did nevertheless realize 
that I was engaged in an experimentum cruds’.15 To establish this 
position, he said, was ‘a matter of life and death’. Newman 
himself shared the opinions of Oakeley and Ward about the 
anti-Catholic animus of the Enghsh Reformers, but his affection 
and respect for Pusey, and his desire not to precipitate a crisis, 
inclined him to make allowance in Tract 90 for the views of both 
wings of the Tractarian movement. This led to an appearance of 
inconsistency in the Tract, which hostile critics put in the worst 
light. Newman describes his trouble of mind at that time:

When the new school came on in force, and into collision with the old, I 
had not the heart, any more than the power, to repel them; I was in great 
perplexity and hardly knew where I stood; I took their part; and, when I 
wanted to be in peace and silence, I had to speak out, and I incurred the charge 
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of weakness from some men, and of mysteriousness, shuffling, and underhand 
dealing from the majority.14

Of the two positions among the Oxford men, that of Oakeley 
and Ward was the clearer and more defensible. It was reasonable 
to argue (as Newman did in some passages of Tract 90) that the 
Church of England was not permanently bound to follow the 
designs of a group of sixteenth-century Protestant innovators, and 
that Anghcans were free to repudiate what was unorthodox in 
their tradition, especially since their confession of faith had, for 
politic reasons, been purposely couched in comprehensive terms. 
But the reasoning of the Tract became unintentionally tortuous 
(as its author later realized) when, in order to interpret the 31st 
Article in a Catholic sense, he argued that its meaning must be 
determined in the light of the errors that the Reformers sought to 
exclude. This was trying to have it both ways. If the motives and 
aims of the framers of the Articles were irrelevant, then it was 
inconsistent to argue that this Article really allowed the Catholic 
doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice because pre-Reformation 
errors supplied the motive for its original wording. In finding a 
gloss for Article XXXI Newman, like Sancta Clara before him, 
was confronted with a peculiarly difficult problem. Other 
Articles he could construe in a Cathohc sense by claiming that ‘the 
literal and grammatical sense’ had been left vague and wide 
enough to include his interpretation; but there was nothing vague 
in the condemnation of ‘the sacrifices of Masses’ as ‘blasphemous 
fables and dangerous deceits’. Consequently he had to depart from 
his normal principle of exegesis in this case. Adopting the argu
ment that Pusey had already used in Tract 81, he judged that the 
only way to justify the uncompromising words of Article XXXI 
was to appeal beyond the ‘literal and grammatical sense’ to the 
historical sense, to interpret the Article by reference to the errors 
that provoked it.

When, many years later, Cardinal Newman made a critical
14 ibid. pp. 149-50. In his Letter to Drjelfin. March 1841 Newman still made 

allowance for the position of Pusey and his friends. In Tract 90, he explained, he 
did not mean to imply ‘that there are not many persons of Cathohc views in 
our Church, and those more worthy of consideration than myself, who deny that 
the Reformers were uncatholic. I consider the question quite an open one’ (p. 31). 
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revision of Tract 90, adding comments and corrections, he was 
able to approve of much of what he had written there, but he 
rejected as unsound the section dealing with the 31st Article. ‘The 
reasoning in this Section is not satisfactory’, he wrote. ‘The Tract, 
as a whole, I have been able to defend, but not this portion of it’. 
The attempt to see in certain expressions in the Article a dis
tinction between popular errors and official Roman doctrine he 
described as a ‘suggestion in aid, as unfounded as the original 
thesis. . . . What the 31st Article repudiates is undoubtedly the 
central and most sacred doctrine of the Cathode Religion’. His 
allegation in Tract 90 that pre-Reformation teaching had set up 
the Mass as a rival to the Crucifixion was not, he declared, based 
on facts, but was ‘a mere hypothesis of the author of the Tract to 
serve as an escape from a difficulty’.15

The pubheation of Tract 90 in January 1841 was followed by a 
storm which threatened to engulf the Oxford movement, and it 
was above ad tde autdor’s defence of tde sacrifice of tde Mass tdat 
aroused tde indignation of his co-rehgionists. The obscurities and 
apparent inconsistencies of reasoning in the Tract, which reflected 
Newman’s own perplexities when making his ‘experimentum 
cruds’, were singled out by the critics as evidence of intedectual 
dishonesty. ‘If his object’, commented a writer in the Edinburgh 
Review in April 1841, ‘has been to show how an ingenious and 
subtle advocate may put any meaning he pleases upon words; if he 
has wished to display how cleverly he could play the part of a 
pleader who cares not what quibbles he utters, what perversions 
of language he offers to a jury, so that he but gets his chent off, he 
must be owned to have been successful’. W. G. Ward was 
distressed at the accusations of disingenuousness levelled against 
his leader and entered the lists in an attempt to put an end to the 
ambiguity. In three pamphlets published between April and June 
1841 and in later writings, he stated that acknowledgement of the 
anti-Catholic errors of Cranmer and his associates was essential to 
the understanding of Tract 90, that Anglo-Catholics should

16 These comments are quoted from The Via Media of the Anglican Church, 
vol. II; partly from the 1877 edition, p. 316, partly from the 1883 edition (1901 
impression) pp. 351-2. In 1883 the Cardinal considerably expanded his earlier 
criticisms.
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frankly admit that they were constrained to put a forced con
struction on the wording of the Articles, and moreover that 
the latter should be interpreted in a ‘non-natural sense’.16

16 In the second of these pamphlets Ward declared: ‘The answers Mr Newman 
gives imply no denial whatever that their [the Articles’] natural drift is Protestant.’ 
. . . He would acknowledge, I apprehend, that [the formulary], while it is patient 
of a Catholic, it is ambitious of a Protestant, sense.’ (A Few More Words in Support 
of No. go, Oxford 1841, pp. 28-9; also p. 40, etc.) For the development of 
Ward’s opinions, see Wilfred Ward, William George Ward and the Oxford Move
ment, London 1890, pp. 158 seq.

17 Liddon, Life of Pusey, vol. II, p. 225.
18 The Articles treated on in Tract go: a Letter to the Rev. R. W.Jelf D.D., Oxford 

1841, pp. 67-8.

Ward believed that he was explaining Newman’s own opinion 
and the true meaning of Tract 90. Pusey, on the other hand, had 
also written a defence of Tract 90 from a different standpoint, a 
227-page Letter to Dr Jelf in which he tried to remove or soften 
the impression that Tract 90 attacked the Reformers’ orthodoxy. 
(‘You thought I had clogged my view with matter which gave 
offence, and which you were wishing to remove’, was Newman’s 
judgment of his friend’s intervention17). Pusey developed more 
explicitly and at greater length the argument that the sense of 
Article XXXI was determined by contemporary errors about ‘the 
sacrifices of Masses’ at the time of the Reformation. He attached 
special importance to this reasoning, since it gave opportunity of 
justifying rather than condemning Cranmer. ‘That solemn 
doctrine [of the Eucharistic Sacrifice] has’, he declared, ‘been 
maintained by the chief Divines and Bishops of our Church ever 
since the Reformation as before it, only separate from the errors 
formerly blended with it. . . . It is clear, from the first, that what 
Cranmer and Ridley meant to object to were the Roman errors, 
not the truth’.18 From the experience of the previous five years 
Pusey saw clearly that disrespect to the memory of the Anghcan 
martyrs and founders, which had already provoked such vehement 
indignation, might easily be the rock on which the Catholic 
movement in the Church of England would be wrecked. It 
would be disastrous, he felt, if the great good being done by the 
movement were cast away merely because of imprudence and 
needless contentiousness about a point of secondary importance.
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The irreconcilability of the views of Pusey with those of Ward 
and Oakeley became more and more evident. Newman, after 
trying for some time longer to hold a balance between them, had 
to admit that he too was in basic disagreement with Pusey about 
the manner in which the Catholicity of the Anglican formularies 
should be defended.19 Ward’s outspokenness soon made bis own 
position in the Church of England untenable, and it was not long 
before he and several of his friends made their submission to 
Rome. His assertion that the Articles were to be taken in a 
‘non-natural sense’ had become the rock of offence, and at the 
time of his impeachment in 1845 some militant Protestant 
champions at the University even tried to introduce a test 
enforcing ex animo subscription to the Articles in the sense in 
which they were first drawn up.20 It is understandable, after the 
passions and perils of those years, that the viewpoint of the 
Puseyites about the manner of interpreting the Reformation 
formularies should have been conditioned by what had passed. In 
the years that followed most High Churchmen, in reaction from 
the ‘non-natural sense’ of Ward, preferred the prudent approach 
of Pusey. With a less accurate picture of the events of the mid
sixteenth century but with more filial piety for the Anghcan 
founding fathers, they came to assume that the gloss on Article 
XXXI suggested in Tracts 81 and 90 did correspond to the 
historical realities of the Edwardine Reformation. From the 
circumstances of its origin, it was claimed, the Article must be 
seen as aimed only against aberrations and abuses, not against any 
authentic Catholic doctrine about the Mass as taught by the 
Roman Church at that time. It is this school of High Church 
apologists that Dom Gregory Dix describes as ‘sincere and 
consistent but also a little deficient not only in plausibility but in 
candour, in its treatment of the Reformation in the time of 
Edward VI. It was always tempted to represent Archbishop 
Cranmer and his colleagues as premature Tractarians, or at all 
events as forerunners of the Carolines’.21

19 Liddon, pp. 218-29. 20 ibid. pp. 416-24.
21 The Question of Anglican Orders, 1956 edition, p. 28.

Once established, this theory of the nature of Cranmer’s
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reforms proved durable enough to survive all vicissitudes. Even 
after their Evangelical opponents had published a formidable 
library, the Parker Society volumes, to demonstrate from the 
original works the English Reformers’ whole-hearted Pro
testantism and hatred of the Mass, the Anglo-Catholics con
tinued undismayed to maintain Pusey’s thesis. Even today that 
thesis is far from abandoned, and its influence can be seen in 
Dr C. W. Dugmore’s work, The Mass and the English Reformers. 
He is the heir to a century-old apologetic in his ingenious attempts 
to separate the English from the continental Reformers and to repre
sent Cranmer, Ridley and their friends as ‘Reformed Catholics’.

Nevertheless, the radical and realistic view about the origins of 
the Anglican formularies did not wholly lack defenders in the 
ranks of the later Anglo-Catholics. Men like Keble (who had 
written the controversial preface to the second part of Froude’s 
Remains22), were under no illusions about the Reformers’ true 
colours. Even after the departure of Ward, Oakeley and Newman, 
a few bold spirits still favoured openly disowning the English 
Reformation. Nicholas Pocock’s criticism went even further than 
Ward’s. Instead of being constrained to put a forced construction 
on the Thirty-nine Articles, those ‘forty stripes save one’, why 
should not Anglicans work for their abolition, in order to restore 
their Church to purity of doctrine ?23 The current Anglo-Catholic 
appeal to pre-Reformation popular errors to provide an orthodox 
gloss for Article XXXI, he said, was unsatisfactory because it did 
not accord with the known views of those who composed the 
article. Some later Anglo-Catholics, such as Leighton Pullan, 
Darwell Stone, Cirlot, FIrauda and especially Gregory Dix, 
showed a similar freedom from illusions and readiness to face the 
hard facts of the English Reformation.

22 To impugn the orthodoxy of Cranmer and his associates, he admitted, was 
‘in some measure like impeaching the probity of a personal benefactor, or even a 
parent. Still the facts remain as they were; they cannot be altered by our feelings.’ 
(Preface to Remains of Richard Hurrell Fronde, part II, vol. i, Derby 1839, P- xx.)

23 Abolition of the Thirty-nine Articles, in Studies in Modern Problems, edited by 
O. Shipley, London 1874.

So it came about that while Cathohc ideas and practices were 
spread more and more widely within the Church of England, the
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two rival estimates of the original scope of Article XXXI were 
perpetuated, with Pusey’s explanation always the more favoured 
of the two. The two inconsistent lines of argument suggested in 
Tract 90 still leave their impress on Anglo-Catholic thought 
today. The defenders of the minority opinion, which is now 
especially linked with the name of Dix, are the successors of 
Hurrell Fronde, Ward, Oakeley and Pocock in frankly admitting 
that the pohcies of the Edwardine Reformers were inspired by a 
manifestly heretical animus against the Mass. They maintain, 
however, that Cranmer and his colleagues were merely the 
literary authors of the Anglican doctrinal and liturgical formu
laries, and that their attempt to impose those formularies in an 
anti-Catholic sense was never ratified by the spiritual authority of 
the Church of England, which has progressively dissociated her
self from Cranmer’s ultra-Protestantism. It was this lack of 
binding spiritual authority in the Reformation settlement of 
rehgion that left Anglicans free to interpret their Articles and 
Eucharistic liturgy in a Catholic sense, a freedom of which some 
availed themselves in the seventeenth century, and which was 
most successfully vindicated in the Anglo-Catholic movement of 
the nineteenth century.

‘The Church of England’, wrote Dix, ‘is committed only to what it has 
itself authoritatively and officially said, and the Church of England has never 
committed herself in any way whatever to his [Cranmer's} personal inter
pretation of the rites he had compiled, which the State compelled the Church 
to use.’24

‘The Church of England has officially rejected the most characteristic of 
Cranmer’s doctrinal notions on the eucharist ever since 1559. But it has con
tinuously had to use a liturgy which was quite brilliantly designed to express 
those particular notions.... But it is true to say that since 1559 tire church has 
put her own glosses upon it, and I should not be where I am if I did not 
believe that it is patient, however awkwardly, of a different interpretation 
from its author’s.’25

By a transference of ideas which seemed natural, but which was 
in reality too facile, these authors applied parallel reasoning to the 
defence of Anglican orders. Here too they admitted that the

24 Question of Anglican Orders, p. 31.
26 The Shape of the Liturgy, 2nd edition, pp. 715-6.
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original design of the authors of the Ordinal was to frame it as a 
Protestant and anti-sacerdotal instrument, and once again they 
argued that this factor was irrelevant.26 Incautiously basing 
themselves on the principle that the validity of Anglican ordina
tions was regulated by the ‘intention of the Church of England’, 
that is, by her officially established policy, they reasoned that, 
since the Church never corporately committed herself by any 
synodical act to the unorthodoxy of Cranmer and his party, this 
impersonal ‘intention’ always remained sufficient. This argument, 
through an ignoratio elenchi, failed to meet the central indictment 
in the Roman judgment against Anglican orders; which was that 
the original anti-sacerdotal connotation of the ordination rite, 
objectively supplied from the circumstances of its compilation, 
gave it from the outset a decisive significance which rendered it 
incapable of serving as a sacramental sign to confer the Catholic 
priesthood.27 It is not the ‘intention of the Church of England’ 
that is the determining factor but the facts of the religious history 
of the mid-sixteenth century. In their defence of the Catholicity 
of Anglican beliefs and worship the divines who agree with the 
ideas of Dix have a consistent position. They maintain that the 
Church of England was free to repudiate the Protestant origins of 
her liturgy and confession of faith; but in so reasoning they have 
unwittingly surrendered the case for Anglican orders. All that 
Dom Gregory conceded so candidly and so forcefully—especially 
in the celebrated sixteenth chapter of The Shape oj the Liturgy— 
concerning Cranmer’s manifest aims, served to substantiate Pope 
Leo’s central argument about the ‘native character and spirit of 
the Ordinal’.

26 Dix, Question of Anglican Orders, pp. 30-1.
27 See A.O.D.I. pp. 42-56, 174-84, etc. Is it too much to hope that the old 

confusion between ‘defect of form’ and ‘defect of intention’ may now be put 
aside? Many of those who refer to the ordination controversy still continue to 
repeat the inherited misunderstanding of the argument of Apostolicae Curae. It is 
not ‘all a question of intention’. The central argument of Pope Leo’s Bull, which 
takes into consideration the key principle of ‘determinatio ex adjunctis’ of a sacra
mental form, has no reference to ‘intention’ in the theological sense. The defect of 
ministerial intention indicated by the Pope as another reason for the invalidity of 
Anglican ordinations is a further defect quite distinct from the primary defect of 
form (A.O.D.I. chap. 4, and pp. 190-1, 198-201). Even today hardly any of the 
objections brought against Apostolicae Curae are relevant.
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The second opinion, which is still that of the majority of 
Anglo-Catholic authors, carries on the tradition of Pusey and 
Palmer, of Puller, Kidd, Gore and Bicknell, in attributing a basic 
Catholic orthodoxy to Cranmer and his fellow-Reformers and in 
assigning, as the real objective of their doctrinal and liturgical 
reforms, only the exclusion of certain late-mediaeval abuses and 
errors concerning the Mass. Each of these two schools of thought 
among Anglo-Cathohcs has escaped one horn of the dilemma in 
the ordination controversy; each has an advantage that the other 
has surrendered; and each is vulnerable where the other is strong. 
The first is reahstic in its history but weak in its reahzation of the 
theological principles at issue; the second appreciates more 
accurately that it is the ‘native character and spirit’ of the Edwardine 
Ordinal that must be defended, but has difficulty in passing the 
test of history. Since the first opinion, that of Dix, Cirlot and 
Hrauda, has conceded the crucial point at issue, the only argument 
still in the field is the second, whose defenders seek to vindicate an 
essentially Cathohc significance for Cranmer’s ordination rite by 
explaining it as a justifiable reaction against corrupt pre
Reformation teaching on Eucharistic priesthood and sacrifice.

After this survey of the antecedents of the present-day positions, 
we must now ask what is the gravamen of the charge against the 
later middle ages. What were the errors in behef and practice 
which, we are told, were so influential by the time of the Reforma
tion that they seriously distorted the true doctrine of the Eucha
ristic sacrifice, and the correction of which was the underlying 
motive for Cranmer’s reforms ?
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Chapter Three

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 
CASE AGAINST

LATE-MEDIAEVAL MASS THEOLOGY

The Tractarians, and their successors in the last century and 
this, were generally agreed that the English Reformers’ 
campaign against ‘the sacrifices of Masses’ was not directed 
against the authentic CathoEc doctrine of the sacrifice of the Mass 

but only against distortions and abuses of that doctrine. But when 
those authors came to name the particular errors that they 
considered to be the real object of the Reformers’ protests, there 
was a surprising lack of agreement, which did not go unmarked by 
their Evangelical critics. The original explanation given in 
Tract 90 was that the 31st Article should be seen as directed only 
against a corrupt teaching which represented Masses as absolute 
sacrifices in their own right, independent of the sacrifice of 
Christ’s death on Calvary, and against the base trafficking that had 
ensued from this error:

The ‘blasphemous fable’ is the teaching that there is a sacrifice for sin other 
than Christ’s death, and that masses are that sacrifice. And the ‘pernicious 
imposture’ is the turning this belief into a means of filthy lucre. . . . On the 
whole, then, it is conceived that the Article before us neither speaks against 
the Mass in itself, nor against its being an offering [though commemorative] 
for the quick and the dead for the remission of sin . . . but against its being 
viewed, on the one hand, as independent of or distinct from the Sacrifice 
on the Cross, which is blasphemy, and, on the other, its being directed to the 
emolument of those to whom it pertains to celebrate it, which is imposture 
in addition.1

1 Tract 90, pp. 59-63. The words in brackets were added in the 2nd edition.

Newman had at his elbow the earlier Tractarian essay on the 
Eucharistic sacrifice—Pusey’s introduction to Tract 81, a 400-page 
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catena of testimonies from the Anglican divines.2 Although less 
well known than Tract 90, this earlier work had a lasting in
fluence in persuading the more conservative wing of the Anglo- 
Catholic movement that the first English Reformers held a 
basically Catholic doctrine about the Mass. Pusey gave a long 
apology for the revision of the liturgy under Edward VI, putting 
the blame for the Protestant excesses of the time almost entirely on 
the visiting foreign divines ‘who had themselves lost the true 
doctrine’, and representing Cranmer and his English collaborators 
as rather vacillating men who in their reaction against abuses 
approached dangerously near the position of their Protestant 
guests, but who nevertheless contrived to retain the essentials of 
the sacrificial doctrine:

There is evidence, as will appear hereafter, that those of the revisers [of the 
liturgy], who were most yielding, themselves held, and were prepared to 
maintain, the Catholic doctrine of the Eucharistic Sacrifice; one cannot 
indeed suppose that they felt altogether, even as men might, its great value 
and privilege. . . . Still the revisers in question had the doctrine, and wished, 
in their way, to keep it, and so would be grieved to find that their mode of 
acting had nearly forfeited it to the Church.3

Pusey declares that even in Cranmer’s book on the Eucharist, 
‘which betrays much Zwinglian language and illustration’,

on the doctrine of the Sacrifice, he directs himself against statements either 
wholly Romish and erroneous, or which could most obviously be under
stood in a Romish sense, as though the priest sacrificed Christ, or the sacrifice 
benefited those who partook not of it, or as if there could be priest or sacri
fice distinct from the priesthood or sacrifice of Christ, or (and that mainly) 
as if the sacrifice could be applied by the priest to whom he willed; on the 
other hand, there occur passages, which express so far at least the true doc
trine, that the author could hardly have needed any further alteration of the 
Liturgy for his own sake.4

The chief roots of Romish error, explained Pusey, were the 
doctrine of transubstantiation (whereby ‘the laity were persuaded 
that not only a commemorative sacrifice, but that Christ himself 
was again offered’), and the doctrine that the Mass relieved the

2 Pusey’s introductory essay was of 56 pages; the catena was compiled by 
B. Harrison.

3 Tract 81, p. 3. 4 ibid. p. 28; cf. p. 48. 
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souls in purgatory. ‘These false notions, in themselves, aggran
dized the character of the priesthood’, and ‘the corruptions, 
occasions of avarice, superstition, and profaneness thence ensuing, 
exceeded all bounds’.5 In his later writings Pusey softened or 
omitted some of these accusations. He no longer held up as an 
error, for example, the belief ‘that the sacrifice benefited those 
that partook not of it’. With the development of the Oxford 
movement many Anglo-Catholics had come to acknowledge 
that the efficacy of the Eucharistic offering was not limited to the 
communicants but could profit the whole Church, including the 
faithful departed. When he wrote his Eirenicon in 1865 he judged 
the abuses that had called forth the 31st Article to have been 
mainly in the sphere of pastoral discipline rather than of doctrine; 
a remedy was needed for a popular attitude which had led to 
presumption and laxity of life. ‘What the article speaks of’, he 
explained, ‘is not the “sacrifice of the Mass”, but the habit... of 
trusting to the purchase of Masses when dying, to the neglect of a 
holy life, or repentance, and the grace of God and His mercy in 
Christ Jesus, while in health’.6

A seemingly opposite charge to that of Tracts 81 and 90 was 
made by William Palmer, author of a celebrated Treatise on the 
Church, first published in 1838. He found the root of error in 
the opinions of sixteenth-century theologians who asserted, not 
the distinction of the sacrifice of the Mass from that of Calvary, 
but its identity with it. The 31st Article, he said, was aimed 
‘against the errors maintained and countenanced’ by Roman 
Catholic theologians who, ‘by rejecting the doctrine of a sacrifice 
by way of commemoration and consecration and not literally 
identical with that of the Cross, and by their crude and objection
able mode of expression’, gave a handle to vulgar errors.7 Bishop 
Forbes of Brechin repeated Palmer’s complaint in his Explanation 
of the Thirty-nine Articles, which appeared in 1868.8 P. G. Medd 

8 ibid. pp. 7-9. 6 Eirenicon, London 1865, pp. 25-6.
7 Treatise on the Church (London 1842 edition), vol. II, p. 347. The author, 

(later Sir) William Palmer of Worcester College, Oxford, is not to be confused 
with his namesake William Palmer of Magdalen College, who was also of 
Tractarian sympathies, also a writer on Church history, and who made his 
submission to Rome in 1855. 8 vol. II, pp. 603-4.
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adopted the charge made in Tract 90 but went even further: he 
asserted that the error envisaged by the Reformers was a crude 
popular belief that Christ was actually slain afresh, with real 
‘mactation’ and shedding of blood, hr every Mass.9

9 ‘The Eucharistic Sacrifice’ in The Church and the World, edited by O. Shipley 
(London 1866), pp. 343-4.

The argument about the late-mediaeval errors was put on a 
scholarly basis by A. W. Haddan in his Apostolical Succession in the 
Church oj England, pubhshed in 1869. He brought forward an 
allegation—serious enough in all conscience—which already had 
deep roots and which was to enjoy many more years of vigorous 
life. Haddan’s reasoning is of special interest, for he applied the 
Tractarians’ plea about the ‘mediaeval errors’ directly to the 
question of Anglican orders, as an explanation of the changes made 
to the ordination rite in Edward’s reign. He saw clearly the 
importance of what was later to be Pope Leo’s central argument 
in Apostolicae Curae:

The trenchant objection made to our orders on the Roman side, and to some 
extent on the Eastern side also, is that we have essentially altered the character 
of the ministerial office, and even if we retain its form have evacuated 
it of its spirit; because we have substituted preaching ministers for sacrificing 
priests.

To answer this objection, Haddan drew attention to the 
parallel between the reformed Ordinal and the Edwardine 
Article against ‘the sacrifices of Masses’. Since the latter, he 
maintained, was drafted against a certain ‘monstrous doctrine’, 
the same must be understood of the former:

If we look outside the Ordinal for the ground and the limit of the change, 
we find it embodied in what is now our 31st article: i.e. we find it, not in a 
denial of the Eucharistic Sacrifice, but in a denial of the Sacrifices of Masses, 
i.e. of a particular view of that Sacrifice which trenches upon a fundamental 
doctrine of the faith.... The motive of the change in the Ordination Service, 
and therefore the meaning of that change, must necessarily be measured 
by the 31st article; and the 31st article expressly alleges the perfectness of the 
one past Sacrifice as the ground, and therefore the limit, of the withdrawal 
of the power of sacrificing from the priest. Assuredly, at a period when the 
doctrine of a sacrifice in the Holy Eucharist had been carried to so monstrous 
an extreme, that doctors were found who taught that our Blessed Lord had
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died upon, the cross only to atone for original sin, and that it was the Church 
that offered the sacrifice of Christ hi the Eucharist for the actual sins of men— 
the tenet against which the clause in our 2nd Article also is directed—it was 
high time, not only to protest against, but so to word our services as to shut 
out such an utter perversion of the most fundamental truth of the Gospel.10 

F. G. Lee, who published The Validity of the Holy Orders of the 
Church of England in the same year that Haddan’s book appeared, 
proposed a different and less drastic reason for the alteration in the 
ordination rite—a desire for greater hturgical simplicity. The 
scholastics had got into a muddle about the essential matter and 
form of the sacrament of order, and Cranmer was, as it were, a 
Morinus ahead of his time, who set himself the task of clearing up 
the confusion and simplifying what had become over-complicated. 
‘Much was gained by getting rid of rites which do not really 
belong to the essence of ordination, but were mistakenly supposed 
to do so’.11

10 Apostolical Succession in the Church of England (London 1869), pp. 273-5.
11 PP- 53-4- 12 Arras 1894; pp. 17 and 29.

Lee’s explanation could not compete with Haddan’s allegation 
about the ‘monstrous doctrine’, and it was the latter that won 
pride of place in the subsequent controversies. Said to have been 
contained in a sermon attributed either to Thomas Aquinas or to 
Albertus Magnus and to have been defended by noted theologians 
such as Ambrose Catharinus, Tridentine doctor and Cardinal 
designate, this heresy was supposed to have had such general 
diffusion, especially in England, that it provoked Cranmer to 
drastic corrective measures. With the coming of the international 
debate on Anglican orders in the last decade of the nineteenth 
century much was made of this ‘monstrous doctrine’ by the 
champions of the Anglican case.

‘Dalbus’ (the Abbé Portal), in his influential booklet, Les 
ordinations anglicanes,12 which opened the debate in 1894, took a 
criticism of Catharinus by Vasquez as proof that in the sixteenth 
century it was held that ‘the sacrifice of the Eucharist was an 
absolute sacrifice, complete in itself, providing an expiation 
independent of the expiation accomphshed by Our Lord on the 
cross’. He claimed that it was only such unsound opinions on the 
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sacrifice, propounded by Catharinus and others, that the Church 
of England had condemned at the Reformation. Bishop Words
worth of Sahsbury, in his letter to the Dutch Old Catholics in 
1894, assured them that it was ‘abundantly evident’ that the error 
exposed by Haddan—that is, the heresy that the sacrifice of 
Calvary availed only to expiate original sin while the sacrifice of 
the Mass was needed to expiate actual sins—had ‘flourished 
among our people in the first half of the sixteenth century’. 
E. Denny and T. A. Lacey, in their De hierarchia anglicana, 
published in 1895 to enlighten the Roman theologians on the case 
for Anghcan orders, were equally emphatic: ‘A strange and 
dangerous opinion about the Sacrifice of the Eucharist was current 
in the sixteenth century, and it was commonly defended and 
widely diffused in England. We shall prove that the article under 
consideration was framed with the object of completely rooting 
out this error’.13 For their proof they cited Albertus Magnus, 
certain Lutheran accusations, the writings of Catharinus, a 
sermon by Bishop Hugh Latimer in 1536 and another by Bishop 
Stephen Gardiner in 1548. Denny and Lacey explained that 
reaction against the same grievous error was the reason why the 
very word ‘Mass’ was left out of the 1552 Prayer Book—because 
the word had become so commonly associated with the error. 
Bishop E. C. S. Gibson, in his commentary on the Articles, 
declared there was good evidence that this ‘dreadful perversion of 
the truth’ was ‘sufficiently widely spread to demand notice’.14

13 De hierarchia anglicana: dissertatio apologetica (London 1895), p. 127.
14 The Thirty-nine Articles of the Church o f Eng land (5th edition, London 1906), 

p. 692.

F. W. Puller, in articles published in the Revue Anglo-Romaine 
in 1895, named two ‘infamous errors’ against which the 31st 
Article was aimed. One was the teaching that the sins of a man 
who had merely ‘attrition’ (i.e. sorrow for offending God pro
ceeding from a less perfect motive, such as fear or shame) could be 
forgiven by the sacrifice of the Mass. The other was the now 
notorious ‘monstrous doctrine’ about original and actual sin, the 
author of which, thought to be St Thomas Aquinas, ‘could not 
have failed to have a great influence in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
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centuries’. Puller, like his fellow apologists, named Ambrose 
Catharinus as guilty of propagating this heresy and he cited Catho
lic authors, Melchior Cano, Suarez and Vasquez, as witnesses 
to the guilt of the Tridentine theologian. In several publications 
Puller repeated his conviction that the radical zeal of the English 
Reformers was justified when it was seen to have been directed 
against this strange and widespread travesty of Cathohc doctrine:

In order to interpret accurately the language and acts of Cranmer and his 
followers, it is absolutely necessary to take into consideration that at that 
period erroneous and exaggerated opinions on the question of the sacrifice 
were current, everywhere in Europe to some extent, and particularly in 
England. ... A monstrous doctrine had been spread among the people of 
England during the first half of the sixteenth century. The 31st article, 
De unica Christi oblatione in mice perfecta, was expressly framed to repudiate 
this doctrine . . . The bishops of England were under the necessity of taking 
exceptional measures to extirpate this theory. Whether the measures used 
were good and prudent is another question: but no one will condemn them 
for opposing with all their might a teaching which corrupted the Cathohc 
faith on a point which is perhaps the most essential of all. ... I say the 
existence of these errors must be taken into account if one wishes to judge 
with fairness the acts and words of Cranmer and his colleagues, and to give 
a just appraisal of the liturgical and dogmatic formularies which were 
published by the authority of the Church of England at the time of the 
Reformation.15

15 Translated from Revue Anglo-Romaine, vol. I, 1895, pp. 399-408. Puller 
repeated the same allegations in The Bull Apostolicae Curae and the Edwardme 
Ordinal (London 1896), a revision of his articles in The Guardian that same year; 
and in Essays andLetters on Orders and Jurisdiction (London 1925), pp. 127-9.

All these pleas, however, failed to carry conviction in Rome, 
and in 1896 the Bull Apostolicae Curae was issued, passing an 
opposite judgment on the meaning of Cranmer’s innovations. 
The Anglican Archbishops in their Respousio to Pope Leo XIII in 
1897 did not exphcitly mention the ‘monstrous doctrine’, despite 
the importance attached to it in the preceding years. They con
tented themselves with saying that even the Council of Trent 
showed traces of a ‘dangerous popular theology on the subject of 
Eucharistic propitiation’, that there had arisen in the period before 
the Reformation a ‘doctrine of the repetition (as was believed) of 
the sacrifice of the cross in the Mass’, and that the changes in the
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ordination rite were made for the sake of ‘greater solidity and 
purity’.16

It was at this stage that the little book of Dr B. J. Kidd appeared, 
The Later Mediaeval Doctrine of the Eucharistic Sacrifice.17 Looking 
back on the controversies of the previous sixty years and seeing 
the variety of allegations which, since the first appearance of 
Tract 90, had been put forward concerning the late-mediaeval 
errors and abuses which were held to govern the interpretation of 
the English Reformation formularies, Kidd decided to bring all 
the charges together, to reconcile one with another and to add 
what further evidence he could. It had been a weakness of the 
earlier High Church apologetic that different authors assigned 
different errors as the real object of the Reformers’ protests. There 
was need, he felt, for one unified charge-sheet.

Beresford Kidd was a man justly respected by his contempor
aries, the author of well-known works on Church history and the 
editor of a useful compilation of Reformation documents, an 
ardent defender of Catholic ideas within the Church of England, 
and later one of the Anglican participants in the Malines con
versations. It is no disparagement to his later achievements and 
well-merited renown to say that his early essay on the later 
mediaeval doctrine of the Mass was an unfortunate pubheation, as 
will be seen when its main contentions are critically examined. 
Its importance lies not in its value as a work of learned research but 
in the use made of it by other writers ever since its publication as a 
source of information about pre-Reformation Eucharistic the
ology. This essay has had a surprising influence upon eminent 
Anglican scholars, notably Gore, Darwell Stone, Bicknell, 
Srawley, Hicks, Mascall and Dugmore, all of whom acknowledge 
their debt to it. It is to a great extent due to the emphatic assertions 
in Kidd’s little book, gathering and reinforcing the allegations of 
his predecessors, that it has become normal in Anglican circles to 
assume that a whole rank crop of gross errors about the Eucha
ristic offering was everywhere thriving in the late-mediaeval

16 Answer of the Archbishops of England to the Apostolic Letter of Pope Leo XIII on 
English Ordinations, London 1897, sections XI and XIX. (S.P.C.K. edition 1954, 
pp. 36 and 54.)

17 London 1898 (Church Historical Society Tract No. XLVI).
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Church; that it was those weeds alone, hiding and choking the 
authentic doctrine of the sacrifice of the Mass, that the Reformers 
set themselves to uproot, while they were careful to spare the 
underlying truth. Kidd summed up and repeated the main 
allegations of his earlier study in the second volume of his com
mentary on the Thirty-nine Articles.18 After sixty years of 
unobtrusive but steady influence The Later Mediaeval Doctrine of 
the Eucharistic Sacrifice has now been reissued. Introducing the new 
edition is the following explanatory note:

In order to understand the Eucharistic doctrine of the Reformers it is neces
sary to appreciate the background against which their thought was formed 
and the accepted teachings against which they reacted. Dr Kidd’s masterly 
examination of the doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice in the form it had 
reached by the end of the Middle Ages is here offered once more to the 
student and the general reader as a classic study of the subject, and one which 
remains as valid as when it first appeared.19

Kidd’s direct aim was to establish the Catholic orthodoxy of the 
31st Article. (In so doing he also intended to vindicate the official 
‘intention of the Church of England’, which the Anglican 
Archbishops in 1897 had supposed to be the cardinal point at 
issue in the ordination controversy.20) He begins with some 
general considerations, before descending to particular charges.21 
By the use of the plural hi the phrase condemning ‘the sacrifices of 
Masses’ it is clear, he says, that Article XXXI does not condemn 
‘the sacrifice of the Mass’. Because Cranmer ‘unquestionably 
intended to follow the guidance of primitive models’, it is not to 
be supposed that his protests against corruptions were so radical as 
to leave no room for ‘a basis of older and sounder doctrine’ such 
as the mediaeval Catholic Church had possessed. Hence Article 
XXXI does not simply deny ‘the offering of Christ for the quick 
and the dead’ as it seems to; and it ‘does not condemn any 
authoritative doctrine of the mediaeval Church, but only certain 
widespread misconceptions about the Sacrifice of the Eucharist, 
whether embodied in popular belief and practice or in the current

18 The Thirty-nine Articles (London 1901), pp. 245-6.
19 S.P.C.K. 1958. Dr T. M. Parker gives the work similar praise in C.Q.R. 

April-June 1959, pp. 260-1.
20 See A.O.D.I. pp. 47-9. 21 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, 1st edit. pp. 15-24. 
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theology’. The author makes a constant distinction between the 
teaching of the mediaeval theologians, which he admits was 
usually sound, and the ‘later mediaeval teaching and popular 
notions’ which he considers notoriously corrupt.

In his description of these corruptions, Kidd begins by re
suming and developing the case made by the Tractarians. What 
the 31st Article envisaged was the abuse of Mass stipends, leading 
to a mercenary spirit in the clergy, and superstitious rehance by 
the laity upon the procuring of Masses for their souls’ welfare. 
There was, too, over-emphasis on the part of the priest in the 
Eucharistic hturgy, and neglect of holy communion by the 
people. ‘We must’, says Kidd, ‘look to the system of private 
Masses, chantries, and obits as affording the best clue to the later 
mediaeval doctrine of the Eucharist’.22 He proceeds to give a 
detailed description of this system, seeing hi it evidence of a 
‘quantitative’ notion of the worth of the Mass, so leading to an 
‘endless multiplication of Masses’. From a recent Anglican text
book by Maclear and Williams he takes this objection: ‘It was 
assumed that each Mass was in itself a distinct act of sacrifice; and 
that the more Masses the faithful got applied for them, the more 
fruit they obtained’.23 Kidd also complains that certain obiter dicta 
of St Thomas Aquinas led to a sixteenth-century popular notion 
that ‘the Eucharist was a sacrifice satisfactory, which, on being 
offered and apphed by the priest, took effect mechanically for 
whom he would’.24

22 ibid. p. 31.
23 ibid. p. 36; cf. Maclear and Williams, Introduction to the Articles of the Church 0

England (London 1895), p. 367. 24 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 56.

His next charge, an extension of the previous one, is even 
graver. Now he alleges not only that the people had a credulous 
rehance on the fruitful effects of repeated Masses, but that there 
was a belief current on the eve of the Reformation that the Mass 
procured forgiveness of sins in a magical manner—sine bono motu 
utentis, that is, without any repentance or conversion on the part 
of the sinner. ‘If we may conclude anything at all from the 
writings of the Reformers,’ he says, ‘this was the sense in which 
the phrase [ex opere operato] was perverted by the popular theology 
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of the later Middle Age’.25 So we are to understand that it was 
against this doctrine too that Cranmer’s party campaigned, in 
their crusade to rescue the sacrifice of the Mass from the bonds of a 
perverse popular theology. The chief Catholic witness whom 
Kidd summons to testify that a crassly mechanical notion of the 
operation of the Mass was current on the eve of the Reformation 
is Thomas de Vio Cardinal Cajetan (1469-1534), sometime 
Master General of the Dominicans, papal legate in Germany and 
the most renowned theologian in the Church at the time of the 
Lutheran revolt. Kidd enlarges on an apparently damning 
admission by Cajetan already quoted by Puller:26

We see the common, error of many in this, that they think this sacrifice has 
a certain definite amount of merit or makes a certain definite amount of 
satisfaction merely ex opere operate, which is applied to this person or to that. 

‘There is evidence’, Kidd continues, ‘to show that these 
tendencies were assisted by a yet more extravagant error’. This is 
the now familiar ‘monstrous doctrine’ about original and actual 
sin—namely that the sacrifice of Calvary availed only as a 
remedy for the former, while the Mass is necessary to expiate the 
latter. The author repeats and expands the evidence offered by 
earlier writers in support of the charge. Next he sketches a line of 
argument which harks back to the conjecture of Medd, and 
which we shall see developed by later writers, especially Drs 
Bicknell, Hicks, Mascall and Dugmore. With some quotations 
from St Thomas Aquinas, he suggests that late-mediaeval 
theology had come to assume that in every sacrifice a victim must 
suffer a new ‘destruction, or quasi-destruction or physical 
modification’, and consequently that Christ must suffer such a 
fate in every Mass. ‘So far from having been given up’, he avers, 
‘this is still the dominating conception of the Roman theology of 
sacrifice, and especially of the Sacrifice of the Eucharist. So long as 
this account of sacrifice remains, the protest of Article XXXI 
remains unexhausted as well’.27

26 ibid. p. 60.
26 Revue Anglo-Romaine, vol. I, 1895, p. 408, note. In his later writings on 

Anglican orders Puller again drew attention to the phrase of Cajetan (e.g. 
Essays and Letters, p. 127). Kidd discusses it on pp. 71-2.

27 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 98 seq.

48



THE CHARGES AGAINST LATE-MEDIAEVAL THEOLOGY

There follow diverse complaints against the theologians of the 
Scotist school. Not only did they give a handle to a popular belief 
that the Mass was independent of the redemptive oblation, by 
teaching that the offerer of the Mass-sacrifice was the Church 
rather than Christ; but also, by attributing only a limited and 
inferior value to the Eucharistic offering, they ‘prepared men’s 
minds for the merely negative teaching of Protestantism’, which 
‘wrongly but naturally threw itself for support upon Scotism and 
denied hi the Eucharist the existence of any sacrifice at all, and in 
the Church the very name or need of Priest.’28 Finally, Kidd took 
account of the view, which was gaining favour among Anglican 
divines at the time, that in explaining the nature of the Eucha
ristic sacrifice it was essential to connect it with the ‘heavenly 
sacrifice’ perpetually offered by Christ after his ascension. The 
fault of the mediaevals was that they concentrated on the re
lationship of the Eucharist to the passion sacrifice, and thus their 
concept of the Mass was defective.29

28 ibid. pp. 102-5. 28 ibid. pp. 105-113.
30 4th edition (London 1907), p. 178; cf. p. 236.

Bishop Charles Gore, in his book, The Body of Christ, singled 
out the ‘monstrous doctrine’ for special mention:

At the end of the middle ages... the idea was widely current that the sacrifice 
of the altar was a distinct addition to the sacrifice of the cross; for while the 
sacrifice of the cross had been offered once for original sin, the sacrifice of 
the altar was daily offered for actual sins. This doctrine is unhesitatingly 
asserted in sermons ascribed in one form to Albertus Magnus, and in the 
other to St Thomas Aquinas, but really representing a later and lower 
opinion; and its currency is attested by the way in which the early Reformers 
speak of it, and by the repudiation of it in the Confession of Augsburg, and 
in our Thirty-first Article.30

‘On the subject of the Eucharistic sacrifice’, Gore explained, 
‘our 31st Article only excludes any treatment of it which in any 
way suggests the insufficiency of the one offering of Christ’. At 
the end of his book he added an appendix, ‘Errors current in the 
later middle ages about the sacrifices of masses’, in which he relied 
on the findings of Puller and Kidd.

Darwell Stone, in his valuable History of the Doctrine of the
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Holy Eucharist, brings forward evidence which has the effect of 
discrediting some of Kidd’s assertions, and he passes a different 
judgment on the bearing of the Edwardine Reformers’ policies; 
yet he can still refer with approval to ‘Dr Kidd’s learned and 
accurate work, The Later Mediaeval Doctrine of the Eucharistic 
Sacrifice’. He mentions the charge about the ‘monstrous doctrine’ 
in a guarded fashion.31

E . J. Bicknell, in his commentary on the Thirty-nine Articles, 
which is today a standard text-book for Anglican students, gives 
what comparison shows to be a faithful summary of Kidd’s chief 
accusations, with the same supporting references.32 Once again we 
find the claim that in Article XXXI,

the doctrine attacked is not the official Roman teaching but popular mediae
val ideas.. .. The language is most carefully chosen. There is no denial of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice but of current popular perversions of it, as embodied 
in the practical system of worship of the Middle Ages.

Bicknell takes it as estabhshed that, owing to the unfortunate 
influence of some remarks in the Summa theologica of St Thomas 
Aquinas, it was currently taught by the end of the middle ages 
that some form of destructive change was caused in Christ by the 
sacrifice of the Mass, and that ‘this was the corruption of doctrine 
attacked in our article’. On the question of the Anglican ordina
tion rite he admits that the expunging of all reference to sacrificing 
priesthood does call for explanation, but replies that it was done 
merely for the purpose of restoring a due balance of esteem for the 
various functions of the Christian ministry. The middle ages had 
concentrated too much on the sacrificial office of the priest. 
Cranmer, while not repudiating that function, was concerned to 
ensure that the other functions should have their rightful place too:

It is not at all the same tiling never to have had any explicit mention of the 
sacrificing power of the priesthood as it is to have cut it out after such 
mention has once been inserted. In order to defend the action of the Church 
of England we must go back to first principles. Here, as elsewhere, the 
Church of England desired to return to antiquity. She appealed against one-

81 History of Doctrine of the Eucharist, London 1909, vol. II, p. 75.
32 A Theological Introduction to the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England 

(3rd edition, revised byH.J. Carpenter, London 1955), pp. 410-18.
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sided and perverted mediaeval ideas to Scripture and primitive tradition. In 
the later Middle Ages the function of offering the Eucharistic sacrifice had 
assumed such undue prominence in the popular idea of the priesthood, that 
there was serious danger of forgetting the ministry of the Word and the pas
toral work that belong essentially to the office. The Reformers rightly desired 
to recall men to a truer, fuller and better-proportioned view of the ministry. 
Accordingly, in the Ordinal the comparatively late addition of the porrectio 
instnunentortun and the singling out of the sacrificial function of the priest
hood were omitted.33

The assertion that in their doctrine of the Mass the pre
Reformation theologians made a crudely realistic identification of 
sacrifice with death was made with emphatic assurance by 
Dr F. C. N. Hicks, later Bishop of Lincoln, in his work The 
Fullness of Sacrifice, first published in 1930, which has had so great 
an influence on recent Anglican thinking about the Eucharistic 
offering. Dr Hicks did not set out a proof of his assertion, but 
assumed that his predecessors had done so. He phrased it, in fact, 
more positively than Kidd: ‘In the later mediaeval period ... the 
equation “sacrifice=death” is universally accepted. The error is 
fundamental’ ,34

Developing the ideas of F. E. Brightman and S. C. Gayford, 
Bishop Hicks thought it a mistake to concentrate on the con
nection of the Eucharistic sacrifice with Christ’s passion, and 
wished to stress its connection with the resurrection, ascension and 
heavenly intercession of the Redeemer. Like Bishops Wordsworth 
and Gore before him, he considered mediaeval theology seriously 
unbalanced in this respect. (The same defect was deplored, 
although less severely, by Dom Gregory Dix.35)

Finally we come to Drs Mascall and Dugmore and the other 
present-day authors who share their opinions about pre
Reformation errors. They are seen to be the heirs to a long 
tradition of Anglo-Catholic apologetic, and from the foregoing 
survey of th’at tradition the antecedents of their arguments can be 
recognised. In different places in Dr Mascall’s writings, and in 
Dr Dugmore’s book, The Mass and the English Reformers, can be 
found mention of most of the main charges made by the earlier

33 ibid. pp. 339-40. 34 3rd edit. London 1946, p. 311.
35 The Shape of the Liturgy, pp. 621-5.
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writers against the late-mediaeval theology of the Mass. Dr 
Mascall (who refers to Puller and Kidd as his authorities for the 
individual allegations36) brings forward once more the familiar 
exhibits. There is the ‘monstrous doctrine’ about original and 
actual sin, and a remark by Melchior Cano about the ‘insane 
opinion’ of Catharinus.37 There is the comment of Cardinal 
Cajetan quoted from Puller and Kidd, about ‘the common error 
of many’. There is the admission of Bishop Gardiner in his 
sermon on St Peter’s day 1548, given in the form quoted by 
Puller and Gore: ‘When men added to the Mass an opinion of 
satisfaction or of a new redemption, they put it to another use 
than it was ordained for’.38

Dr Mascall’s chief indictment against the pre-Reformation 
theologians, however, lies in a development of Bishop Hicks’s 
thesis: that is, that their Mass doctrine was dominated by their 
equation of sacrifice with death, which led them to teach that 
Christ was somehow slain anew in the Mass. Again and again in 
Dr Mascall’s writings we meet this assertion, most fully in 
chapter IV of his Corpus Christi. That grotesque error of the 
schoolmen, he thinks, led to the Reformation deadlock in 
sacrificial doctrine. Not only the Catholics but the Protestants 
likewise took over the crude equation, sacrifice=death, as ‘a 
common assumption which both parties had inherited from the 
Middle Ages’, and thus the whole controversy was vitiated from 
its origin by a false premise, undetected by either side. The 
Protestants objected that the Eucharist could not be a sacrifice, 
because sacrifice entailed death, and the Catholics constantly 
replied, says Dr Mascall, ‘But the Eucharist is a sacrifice, and 
therefore Christ must be in some sense put to death in it’.39 So 
there was no hope, he argues, of any sound theology of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice in the sixteenth century, and (at least on the 
Continent) all erred, either by excess or defect. But what of the 
Anglican Reformers? Did they see through this theological

36 C.Q.R. January-March 1957, p. 20, footnote 33.
37 ibid. p. 17; cf. also The Month, February 1956, p. 91.
38 C.Q.R. loc. cit. pp. 17-18.
39 Corpus Christi, London 1953, p. 83; other references are given in Chapter 

XVIII below, pp. 384-6.
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muddle and frame their formularies in order to clear it up? 
Hardly; Dr Mascall recognizes them as men of their age, and that 
age was benighted. Nevertheless he suggests that, by a kind of 
sure theological instinct, they and their successors realized that the 
scholastic teaching was very wrong somewhere and accordingly 
reacted vigorously against it, but at the same time managed to 
avoid repudiating the Eucharistic sacrifice altogether:

Although they failed to locate the root weakness of late mediaeval Eucharistic 
theology in its exclusive identification of sacrifice with death, they seem to 
have realised fairly clearly that the error had lain not in the view that the 
Eucharist was a sacrifice but in an inadequate and restricted view of sacrifice 
itself 40

40 ibid. p. 84.
41 ‘The Hunting of the Hobbit’, in The Month, February 1956, pp. 92-3. This 

article was later republished by Fr A. A. Stephenson, S.J., together with his own 
articles from The Month, in his book Anglican Orders (London 1956), in which this 
passage is on pp. 55-6.

The great merit of Cranmer, it would seem, was a far-sighted 
and scholarly prudence. When Dr Mascall entered the lists in the 
ordination controversy he suggested more than once that the 
framers of the Anglican Ordinal sensed that speculation about 
sacrificing priesthood was at an unprofitable stage, and their 
silence on that subject was the reticence of cautious scholars who, 
while retaining essentials, purposely reserved judgment on 
obscure and controversial points:

At a time when the essential nature of the priestly character was still not 
conclusively defined and when many of the concepts of sacrificial priesthood 
which were prevalent were such as Roman Catholic theologians themselves 
would later come to agree in rejecting as erroneous and superstitious, there 
was a lot to be said for avoiding theoretical statements which might well turn 
out to need revision and for pointing instead to the concrete reality which it 
was intended to perpetuate.41

Dr Mascall considers that it is only in our own day that the 
mists have begun to clear and theologians have at last begun to put 
forward sound notions of the nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice. 
‘Many of the Reformers’, he writes, ‘were prepared to admit 
sacrificial priesthood, if only it was carefully defined; and the need 
for such definition is clear when one considers some of the views
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about priesthood and sacrifice which were current at the end of 
the Middle Ages. We have had to wait for the present century for 
writers like de la Taille, Vonier and Masure to do something to 
restore the balance’.42 Although he seems at times to favour the 
traditional Anglo-Catholic thesis—that the English Reformers 
framed their formularies with the clear and limited aim of 
excluding certain specific errors about the Mass, while taking care 
to retain the basic Catholic doctrine of priesthood and sacrifice— 
elsewhere Dr Mascall adopts the more radical explanation that 
Cranmer and his associates were themselves the victims of the 
late-mediaeval errors, and fought ‘battles in a fog’ because they, 
like their opponents, were engulfed in a common confusion. 
Whatever may have been omitted in the Anglican formularies, he 
urges, it is impossible to conclude that they were directed against 
the true Catholic doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice, since 
nowhere in the Church was that doctrine then discernible:

It seems to me to be quite inconclusive to base anything at all on the omission 
in the Anglican Ordinal of any direct reference to priesthood as sacrificial. 
As I have argued in my book, Corpus Christi, by the end of the Middle Ages 
the whole conception of sacrifice had got so distorted that it was impossible 
to discuss with profit whether the Eucharist is a sacrifice, and whether the 
Christian minister is a sacrificing priest.43

Dr C. W. Dugmore, while admitting that Cranmer and his 
associates had ‘a theological blind spot’ regarding one aspect of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice, is in the main satisfied with the clear-sighted 
orthodoxy of those ‘Reformed Catholics’. He too brings forward 
the time-honoured list of late-mediaeval errors to explain the 
vehemence of the Reformers’ reaction. He is persuaded, for 
example (on the strength of Kidd’s quotation from Cajetan) that 
‘in some circles in the later Middle Ages’ the Mass was currently 
understood to remit sins mechanically, regardless of the moral 
dispositions of the sinner.44 He elaborates the charge that the 
mediaevals believed in a fresh slaying of Christ in every Mass.45

This survey may serve as an introduction to the strange welter
42 The Month, art. cit. p. 89; apud Stephenson, p. 52.
43 Letter to the Church Times, 28 October 1955, p. 11. The same radical sup

position can be seen in The Recovery of Unity, London 1958.
44 The Mass and the English Reformers, pp. 63-4. 45 ibid. pp. 22, 62-4, 77. 
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of errors and abuses, heresies and superstitions about the Eucha
ristic sacrifice, which according to Anglo-Catholic authors 
abounded in the pre-Reformation period and were the real 
objective of the English Reformers’ measures against the Mass. It 
is instructive to trace the development of this argument over the 
past 120 years and to observe the diversity of the charges with 
which it has been built up during that period. It has now won so 
assured a position that in pubheations both scholarly and popular 
one finds confidently repeated these assertions about late- 
mediaeval theological errors and about their bearing on the 
Anghcan Reformation formularies.46 The case is assumed to have 
been long since proved; but it is time to question that assumption.

48 To the names of the authors noted in this chapter can be added those of a 
great many others who have repeated the same charges in books, pamphlets and 
articles. Some of these authors will be referred to in later chapters, when the 
‘late-mediaeval errors’ are examined individually. They include: R. F. Littledale, 
J. B. Mozley, W. B. Heathcote, F. Procter, E. Tyrrell Green, F. E. Brightman, 
R. W. Church, J. H. Blunt, R. W. Dixon, C. Hardwick, A. Barclay, H. Green, 
A. G. Mortimer, W. C. Newbolt, W. H. Frere, J. H. Srawley, H. E. Symonds, 
G. B. Timms, A. G. Hebert, W. K. Firminger, J. G. Morton Howard, K. N. Ross, 
R. R. Osborn, H. Whistler.
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Chapter Four

PRACTICAL ABUSES
AND SUPERSTITIOUS OBSERVANCES 

CONNECTED WITH THE ALTAR
IN THE PRE-REFORMATION PERIOD

f I Mie defects attributed to late-mediaeval Catholicism fall 
I into two categories: in the first are practical abuses and 
A superstitious observances connected with the altar; in the 

second, errors in doctrine and belief about the nature of the Mass. 
It is the latter class that is the main concern of this book. Before 
examining the doctrinal issue, however, there is need for a 
critical survey of the practical abuses which tarnished the record of 
Christian life in that age, and which undoubtedly provided fuel 
for the fire of the Reformers’ indignation. What were those 
scandals connected with the altar, and to what extent do they throw 
light on the meaning of the Anglican Reformation formularies ?

According to Pusey’s Eirenicon the abuse against which Article 
XXXI was mainly directed was the presumptuous habit of 
trusting to the purchase of Masses while dying, to the neglect of a 
holy life and repentance while hi health. Newman, on the other 
hand, said in Tract 90 that the abuse envisaged was clerical ex
ploitation of the Mass ‘as a means of filthy lucre’. Kidd, Gibson and 
Srawley1 agreed that the Anghcan reforming measures were framed 
in reaction against the system of chantry foundations, and against 
trafficking in requiem and votive Masses. Superstitious reliance on 
temporal benefits promised for Mass-going was another abuse, 
says Dr Dugmore, which formed part of the grounds for the attacks 
on the Mass launched by the English Reformers.2

1J. H. Srawley, ‘The Holy Communion Service’, in Liturgy and Worship, 
edited by W. K. L. Clarke and C. Harris (London 1954 edit.), p. 369.

2 The Mass and the English Reformers, pp. 65, 70.
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About the existence in the pre-Reformation period of objec
tionable observances there can be no doubt. The system of Mass 
stipends, like other perfectly legitimate usages, can be—and in 
that period of spiritual decline too often was—the occasion of 
abuse by covetous men. There were many idle and unworthy 
massing priests and holders of chantry benefices, and we find 
Catholic bishops and spiritual writers both before and at the time 
of the Reformation denouncing in very severe terms their 
mercenary and perfunctory attitude towards the great Eucha
ristic action, calling them ‘priests not of Christ but of Mammon’.3 
Greed for Mass fees, excessive multiplication of votive and 
requiem Masses for the sake of gain, and other forms of cupidity 
connected with the priestly office were real and grievous evils.4 At 
its 22nd session in 1562 the Council of Trent singled them out for 
condemnation. ‘Let the bishops altogether forbid mercenary 
deals or bargains of whatever kind [concerning the Mass], and 
fees given [by priests] for celebrating first Masses. Let them forbid 
importunate and mean demands (which are extortions rather than 
requests) for stipends, and similar practices which smack of 
simoniacal sin or certainly of base pursuit of gain’.5

3 cf. T. Ortolan, art. ‘Honoraires de Messes’ in D.T.C. vol. VII, col. 75. A 
scathing denunciation often quoted was that of a fourteenth-century bishop, 
Alvarus Pelagius, in his De planctu Ecclesiae, II. 5.

4 A detailed description of these scandals hr German-speaking lands is given by 
Adolph Franz in Die Messe im deutschen Mittelalter (Freiburg-im-Breisgau 1902), 
pp. 73 seq.

5 S. Ehses (editor), Acta Concilii Tridentini, (Freiburg-im-Breisgau 1919), p. 963.
6 John Bromyard (f 1380) repeats these stories in his much-used handbook for 

preachers, Summa praedicantium, Venice edit. 1586, vol. I, pp. 240-1.
7 Dialogues, IV. 55; P.L. LXXVII, col. 416-21.

The Dialogues usually attributed to St Gregory the Great, one of 
the most popular writings throughout the middle ages, had given 
wide currency to accounts of the liberation of souls from purga
tory as a consequence of the celebration of a fixed number of 
Masses—in one case seven, in another thirty.6 From the latter 
developed the so-called ‘Gregorian trental’. In the original 
account in the Dialogues it is merely recorded that St Gregory 
ordered thirty Masses to be said for the soul of a deceased monk 
who had violated the monastic obligation of poverty.7 No
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assurance was given beforehand about the outcome of this 
‘trental’, but at the end of it the monk appeared in a vision to 
reveal that he had been liberated from his pains. This story, and 
others patterned on it, were freely recounted by pious church
men, for purposes not of superstition but of edification. There 
were undoubtedly some people, however, who gave them a 
superstitious colouring. They began to specify particular cir
cumstances which must accompany the Masses of the Gregorian 
trental in order to ensure their effect. The order of the Masses, the 
dates they were to be said, the kind of Masses to be chosen, some
times even the number of hghts on the altar—to the meticulous 
observance of these circumstances special importance was 
attached.8 By the end of the middle ages these exaggerations had 
gained a foothold in several places, and were even copied by 
clerics into their Mass-books. (In 1455 Cardinal Nicholas of Cusa 
took energetic steps in his diocese of Brixen to expunge 
undesirable and unauthorized additions to the missals.9) In some 
manuscripts of the York missal, for example, there is even found 
inserted the legend about the mother of a Pope who during her 
earthly life had been a secret sinner. She appeared to her son 
after her death and disclosed to him that she could be delivered 
from torment if thirty Masses, which she specified, were offered 
for her soul. When this had been done she appeared again and was 
seen in her state of glory.10

8 J. B. Thiers, Traité des superstitions qui regardent les sacremens, Avignon 1777, 
vol. II, pp. 350-8.

8 Franz, Die Messe, p. 297.
10 The York Missal, edited by W. G. Henderson (Surtees Society no. 60), 

vol. II, Durham 1874, p. 189. The tale of the Pope’s mother is related metrically in 
Middle English in ‘Trentalle Sancti Gregorii’; in Political, Religious and Love 
Poems, edited by F. J. Furnivall, E.E.T.S. London 1866, pp. 83-92. Another story 
of the liberation of a soul through a trental is told in The Mirror of Our Lady, 
edited by J. H. Blunt, E.E.T.S. London 1873, p. 29.

The instance just cited illustrates another dubious feature of 
popular religion in the middle ages—the fabulous and sometimes 
ludicrous exempla, or illustrative tales, often introduced into 
sermons. Several of these legends related to the relief of souls in 
purgatory by means of Masses obtained for them by their well- 
wishers on earth. The strangest I have come across concerns a

58



ABUSES AND SUPERSTITIONS CONNECTED WITH THE ALTAR 

bishop who, suffering from the gout, was presented with a block 
of ice which some fishermen had hauled out of the sea in their net, 
thinkmg it to be a fish. About to rest his foot upon it, he was 
alarmed to hear a shrill voice within, which informed him that a 
departed soul was being punished for its sins by being incarcerated 
in the ice. The bishop celebrated a trental of Masses (despite 
diabolical interference) and so obtained the release of the soul to 
heaven.11

While piety prompted mediaeval Christians to be diligent in 
procuring spiritual succour for their deceased kinsfolk and friends, 
the arithmetic of requiem Masses was worked out by some men 
in a way that furthered the financial advantage of those who 
received the Mass-fees. Special value was attributed to the 
procuring of a succession of 5, 7, 9, 30 or 33 Masses, and even of 
41, 44, 45 and so forth.12 Sometimes an assured result was ex
pected for a trental of Masses offered even for a worldly need.

Evidently such exaggerations, however piously intended in the 
beginning, could lead, and did lead in some instances, to serious 
evils—the debasement of the spiritual life of ill-instructed folk and 
the commercialization of the holy sacrifice, growing worse with 
the swelling of the number of ignorant and too often dissolute 
‘Gratian priests’ (i.e. whose sole occupation was saying stipend 
Masses). When, with the outbreak of the Reformation, the old 
order was challenged there was a withering away of these 
unhealthy outgrowths, also in regions which remained loyal to 
the old faith.13 Catholic reformers inveighed against ‘numerical’ 
observances connected with the Mass, and here too the Council of 
Trent devoted its attention to rooting out scandal.11 ‘Let the 
bishops’, ran the Council’s reforming decree, ‘altogether re
move from the Church the observance of a set number of 
certain Masses and candles, which has proceeded rather from

11 This story is to be found in Speculum Sacerdotale, a fifteenth-century collection 
of sermons in English; edition of E. H. Weatherley, E.E.T.S. London 1936, 
p. 226. For other exempla see J. T. Welter, Le Speculum Laicorum, Paris 1914, p. 36.

12 Thiers, op. cit. vol. Ill, pp. 71-111; Franz, pp. 246 seq.; Jungmann, The 
Mass of the Roman Rite, English trans. New York 1951, vol. I, pp. 129-30.

13 Franz, p. 324.
14 Ehses, Acta, pp. 916-24. Superstitions connected with numbers of Masses are 

referred to on p. 917.
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superstitious devotion than from true religion. And let them teach 
the people what is the so precious and heavenly fruit of this most 
holy sacrifice, and above all whence it comes’.15

Pusey’s allegation of laxity and formalism in the practice of 
popular religion finds support in the laments and reproaches of 
preachers and spiritual writers, and even the extreme kind of 
presumption he describes was doubtless not unknown. (This 
accusation is found in Calvin’s Institutes.16) It would be too much 
to conclude, however, that whenever a dying sinner bequeathed 
money for requiem Masses in the hope of easing and shortening 
his pains in purgatory it meant that he had during life deliberately 
continued in a sinful course out of rebanee on such deathbed 
provision for his soul.

16 ibid. p. 963. There had been several similar denunciations; e.g. at the Council 
of Seville in 1512, cap. 28 (Mansi, vol. XXXII, col. 646-7.)

10 Book IV, chap. 18. 17 Franz, pp. 37-43.

There is ample evidence to corroborate the charge that in the 
pre-Reformation period there was a tendency to place over- 
credulous confidence in the temporal effects of Mass-going. The 
traditional and orthodox concept of the Mass as a potent means to 
supplicate God’s blessings, both spiritual and temporal, was 
presented in exaggerated forms in the period we are considering, 
which in this respect compares unfavourably with the high 
middle ages.17 During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the 
people, encouraged by popular preachers, repeated bizarre 
assurances about the rewards or ‘meeds’ of Mass-going. To devout 
attendance at Mass was attached not only the sure hope of 
spiritual blessings (which were always given chief emphasis) but 
also of temporal advantage. The objectionable feature of these 
assurances was that in many cases they seemed to promise their 
effect with infallible efficacy. Thus it was said that those who 
attended Mass piously would, during that day, obtain all necessary 
food, would not die a sudden death, would not go blind, would 
be protected from harm, would avoid light oaths, and would 
prosper in their worldly affairs. High authority was alleged for 
some of these assurances. St John and St Gregory were quoted as 
saying that after hearing Mass a man’s digestion would be better
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than before, St Luke and St Paul that a woman in childbirth 
would suffer little pain if she had been at Mass that morning. 
St Ambrose and St Augustine were credited with the opinion that 
while hearing Mass one did not grow older or weaker. Among 
the effects concerning the departed souls, it was said that a man’s 
kinsfolk in purgatory did not suffer while he was at Mass, and 
that for every Mass said one soul would be freed from purgatory 
as well as one sinner converted.18

These extravagances did not escape the notice and stern 
censure of reforming churchmen like Cardinal Nicholas of Cusa 
(11464) and John Gerson (11429). Similar condemnations appear 
in the writings and sermons of Tauler (11361), Nicholas Jauer 
(I1437), Denis the Carthusian (I1471), John Busch (tc.1480) and 
Gabriel Biel (I1495).19 Gerson, chancellor of the University of 
Paris, warned preachers who repeated the promises of assured 
temporal advantages that they would thereby lead the people into 
superstition20. Moreover by preaching the advantage of devout 
hearing of Mass as a sure protection against bodily misfortunes 
during the day, he said, they

give occasion, to men to scoff at the Sacrament and make a scandal of the 
word of God. For if someone who has heard Mass should happen on that day 
to fall into one of the misfortunes described, at once all who see it will cry 
out that what was preached to them was false; or else they will judge their 
brother, saying that he had not heard Mass devoutly. In either case the result 
will be unseemly and evil.

John Altenstaig of Mindelheim, whose widely circulated 
theological dictionary, compiled just before the onset of the 
Reformation, was a ready reference book of the lore of the 
schools, quotes Gerson’s severe comment: ‘It is superstitious, 
frivolous, rash, vain and indeed harmful to assert that by hearing 
Mass a person will get this or that particular temporal boon.’ He

18 Franz, p. 43 seq. I have added other ‘meeds’ occasionally found in other 
sources.

19 For details of these and other authors and of their reforming measures, see 
Franz, pp. 297-308.

20 ‘Quaedam argumentatio adversus eos qui publice volunt dogmatizare seu 
praedicare populo quod, si quis audit Missam, in illo die non erit caecus, nec 
morietur morte subitanea, et talia multa’; in Gerson’s Opera Omnia, Antwerp 
edit. 1706, vol. II, col. 521-3.
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points out that temporal success may be detrimental to spiritual 
welfare; hence ‘to say that the Mass confers these boons in all 
cases is to say that a Mass, devoutly heard, can work to the 
prejudice of one’s eternal salvation’.21 The assurances about the 
benefits attendant upon hearing Mass were also repeated in 
England, and are to be found in several popular devotional 
pieces.22 They were certainly known to Cranmer, who like 
Luther made scornful reference to them in his writings.23

21 Lexicon theologicum, first printed at Hagenau in 1517; Lyons edit. 1582, 
p. 374. The words cited by Altenstaig are in Gerson’s op. cit. col. 521.

22 e.g. ‘A Treatise of the Manner and Meed of the Mass’, and John Lydgate’s 
‘Virtues of the Mass’, both edited by T. F. Simmons in the same volume as 
The Lay-Folks Mass-Book, E.E.T.S. London 1879, pp. 131-3, 367-72. The 
Lay-Folks Mass-Book itself does not describe the ‘meeds’. They are given in 
John Mirk’s Instructions for Parish Priests, edited by F. Peacock, E.E.T.S. 1868, 
p. 10; also in Minor Poems of the Vernon MS, E.E.T.S. London 1901, pp. 496-8.

23 Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 354. cf. Luther’s Werke, Weimar edit, 
vol. VI, p. 375. Becon and other English Reformers also refer to the ‘meeds’.

2i See Peter Browe, S.J., Die haifige Kommunion im Mittelalter, Munster 1938, 
PP-133-<53.

Other defects alleged against the practice of the mediaeval 
Church were the over-emphasizing and isolating of the part of the 
priest in the hturgy, and the infrequency of holy communion by 
the laity. There is substance in these charges too. The withdrawal 
of the people from an active part in Eucharistic worship, so that 
they were too often passive spectators, no longer joining in or 
even understanding the course of the great action, was a failing in 
the Christian life of the West which was already many centuries 
old, which liturgists today are still deploring and making vahant 
efforts to remedy. The multiplication of low Masses for stipends, 
the ‘private Masses’, as Luther called them, which were said in 
great numbers at side altars, doubtless contributed to a loss of the 
sense of the liturgy as the corporate action of the people of God. So 
too the neglect of holy communion was an inveterate defect 
(originating long before the middle ages and common in the East 
as well as in the West) which has been successfully remedied only 
in modem times. Mediaeval ascetical teaching did not usually 
promote frequent reception of the sacrament, and in some places 
unedifying pastoral arrangements and financial difficulties had 
their part in making it more infrequent.24
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Due allowance must of course be made for polemical propa
ganda at the time of the Reformation, which exaggerated both 
the gravity and the prevalence of the scandals mentioned above, 
and coloured the judgment of historians for centuries afterwards. 
Nevertheless those abuses and defects in the practice of pre
Reformation Christians, especially the tainting of the altar with 
the stam of mammon and the formalism of religious observance, 
were undoubtedly contributory factors in preparing the way for 
the revolt against the old faith. They were singled out for the 
fierce denunciation of the Reformers. Luther, Zwingli and the 
other leaders referred to them when justifying their rejection of 
the old order and of the sacrificial conception of the Lord’s 
Supper. It is clear that England had her share of them, and they 
were doubtless known to the Edwardine Reformers from 
personal experience in youth as well as from the writings of the 
continental Protestants. In his treatise on the Eucharist in 1550 
Cranmer, discussing the origin of the ‘private Masses that sprang 
up of late years’, says that they arose partly through monkish 
ignorance of what sacrifice truly is, but that ‘chiefly they sprang of 
lucre and gain, when priests found the means to sell Masses to the 
people, which caused Masses so much to increase that every day 
was said an infinite number.’25

In studying the history of the Mass in the later middle ages, 
then, due attention must be given to these dark smears which 
blemished the picture; but now it is time to present the facts in 
their wider setting, and so to gain a fairer view of the whole.

* * * * ★

Let us face squarely the most lamentable aspects of the pre
Reformation situation and admit the worst that can with any 
plausibility be said (and the extent of the evils has been much 
exaggerated) about the abuses of the chantry and stipend system, 
about the cupidity of massing priests, about the presumption and 
superstitious credulity of Mass-going laity, about the lack of 
active participation by the people in the hturgy, about the rarity 
of holy communion. All this illustrates the pressing need for

as Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 353. 
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reform in. the late-mediaeval Church (a need that could have been 
met, and in the counter-Reformation was met, without jettisoning 
the essentials of Catholic faith) but it cannot be of decisive 
significance in our present inquiry. No doubt Cranmer and his 
associates, when they altered the forms of Eucharistic worship and 
behef in England, had in mind those abuses and superstitions and 
wanted to ensure that they should not arise again. But such a 
righteous aim could not serve to undo what they did if, in their 
Protestant zeal, they not only purged out and guarded against the 
evils in pre-Reformation practice, but at the same time repudiated 
the basic Catholic doctrine and swept away the reality of which 
those things were the abuse. (The same point was made by 
John Cochlaeus against the continental Protestants who had put 
down the Mass in their cities: ‘They are justly deemed guilty of 
heresy who, instead of seeking remedies for what is amiss, set 
themselves to abolish the very substance on account of the abuse’.26)

In subsequent chapters it will be seen from the statements of 
the Reformers themselves, both on the Continent and in England, 
that in their campaign against the Mass it was not only defects in 
clerical conduct, in popular devotion and in pastoral discipline 
that they were resolved to reform, but above all the very theology 
of the Mass, as hitherto authorized and taught in the pre
Reformation Church. In the Lutheran Schmalkaldic Articles of 
1536 abuses connected with the altar are enumerated and de
scribed as ‘the spawn of the dragon’s tail’; but the dragon itself, 
the first enemy, is the Romish doctrine of the Mass.27 For Cranmer 
likewise, it is that doctrine which is paramount, and the abuses 
which are but its natural consequences will disappear when their 
root and trunk is destroyed. He declares:

The rest is but branches and leaves, the cutting away whereof is but like 
topping and lopping of a tree, or cutting down of weeds, leaving the body 
standing and the roots in the ground: but the very body of the tree, or rather 
the roots of the weeds, is the popish doctrine of transubstantiation, of the 
real presence of Christ’s flesh and blood in the sacrament of the altar (as 
they call it), and of the sacrifice and oblation of Christ made by the priest

26 Aequitatis discussio (1538), edited by H. Walter in Corpus Catholicorum, 
Münster 1931, p. 27.

27 J. T. Muller, Die symbolischen Bücher, pp. 300-5.
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for the salvation of the quick and the dead; which roots, if they be suffered 
to grow in the Lord’s vineyard, they will overspread all the ground again 
with the old errors and superstitions.28

28 Preface to A Defence of the True and Catholic Doctrine of the Sacrament of the 
Body and Blood of Our Saviour Christ (edited by C. H. Wright, London 1907), 
p. XXIV.

28 F. Procter and W. FI. Frere, A new History of the Book of Common Prayer, 
London 1902, p. 661.

30 See his King Edward the Sixth, Supreme Head, London 1899, pp. 87-8.

The suggestion that the English Reformers were concerned 
only with remedying pastoral abuses and popular superstitions 
and not with the authorized theological doctrine of the Mass 
will be found to be contradicted by their own words and deeds. In 
the light of Cranmer’s own profession of his purpose, it is likewise 
unreal to suggest, as did F. G. Lee in his earlier writings, as well as 
Procter and Frere among others, that the reforms in the Anglican 
liturgy and in the ordmation rite had no doctrinal significance, but 
were made with a solely practical purpose, ‘to shorten, simplify 
and compress’29 rites and formularies which had become un
balanced, over-complicated and cluttered up with superfluous 
scholastic additions. Against these authors is the whole phalanx of 
other commentators, who agree that Cranmer had a theological 
motive in making his emendations even though they disagree as 
to what it was. (In time Lee himself came to recognize that the 
purpose of the changes was theological—to exclude the Catholic 
concept of the Eucharist and the priesthood.30) No doubt Cranmer, 
with his mastery of the English language and his eye for literary 
form, gave to the Prayer Book and to the Ordinal the dignity of 
simplicity and harmony. But it would be naive to imagine that 
his sole object was simplicity, and to represent him as no more 
than an enlightened liturgical scholar seeking only to restore the 
primitive shape and beauty of the liturgy or to rediscover the 
proper matter and form of the sacrament of order.

It may reasonably be objected that even if the practical abuses 
cannot adequately account for the proceedings of the Reformers, 
at least they may testify indirectly to the prevalence of false 
doctrines, since wrong practice often springs from wrong theory. 
We must ask whether any of the abuses described above was the
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practical expression of an underlying theological error counte
nanced by the pre-Reformation Church.

Archbishop Brilioth singles out for special condemnation 
‘masses for the dead and votive masses, which make perhaps the 
ugliest crop of weeds in mediaeval church life’.31 Did a false 
doctrine underlie the system of obits and votive Masses? A 
critic’s judgment here will naturally depend on his theology. One 
who rejects the doctrine of purgatory and who denies that the 
fruits of the Mass can be apphed for individual needs will see the 
system in question as based on a false doctrine. But in Catholic 
behef (already witnessed to long before the middle ages, both in 
East and West) the Mass does avail to succour the souls of the 
faithful departed, and votive Masses are a form of impetration 
specially pleasing to God, to call down his spiritual and temporal 
blessings. The exaggerated multiplication of requiem and votive 
Masses, and the mercenary abuse of them by unworthy men, 
evidently presupposed and exploited this orthodox behef but 
could not affect its truth. ‘The Church certainly did not invent 
purgatory in order to extort money’, is Dr Maynard Smith’s 
comment on Bishop Latimer’s gibe about ‘Purgatory Pick
purse’.32 J. H. Srawley, although a strong advocate of Kidd’s 
general thesis, admits: ‘Many of these developments arose out of a 
deep and living devotion and had a high religious value, in so far 
as they expressed the conviction that the Eucharist is the supreme 
act of Christian prayer and intercession offered by the members of 
the Body hi and through the Head’.33 Although Srawley thinks 
popular devotion led to an unhealthy extension of the use of 
votive Masses in the middle ages, he regrets their total abolition at 
the Reformation: ‘The loss of provision for voicing explicitly 
special needs and special grounds for thanksgiving was a serious 
one’. And he notes with approval recent moves to reintroduce 
such provision into the Anglican hturgy.

Compared with the mercenary profanation of holy things, the 
quaint assurances about the temporal advantages of Mass-going

31 Eucharistic Faith and Practice, Evangelical and Catholic, English trans. London 
1930, p. 84. 32 Pre-Reformation England, p. 203. The doctrinal aspect of Mass
stipends is further discussed in Chapter XVII below.

33 ‘The Holy Communion Service’, in Liturgy and Worship, 1954 edit., p. 372.
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were lesser evils. At the worst they point to an over-credulous and 
at times superstitious current in popular piety. It is easy to 
recognize in them parasitical outgrowths from the deep devotion 
of mediaeval Christians to Christ in the sacrament of the altar, and 
from their awe and esteem for the mystery of the Mass. Just as 
undue credulity regarding prodigious apparitions in the host and 
chalice presupposed a perfectly orthodox belief—in the real 
objective presence of Christ in the sacrament34—so also these 
naïve assurances about the ‘meeds’ of Mass-going were an 
outgrowth from the traditional Christian belief that the Eucha
ristic pleading and offering of Christ to his Father is the most 
acceptable of all forms of intercession for man’s needs, temporal 
as well as spiritual. As Fr Thurston remarks, ‘There is a side to 
such pious trustfulness in the power of the Saving Victim offered 
for us in the Mass which is far from ignoble’.35 Those who 
preached or wrote of the rewards of Mass-going were careful to 
insist that in order to gain them mere bodily attendance in church 
was not enough, but devout spiritual dispositions were required, a 
proviso which excludes ‘magical’ notions. (In the English rhymes 
about the meeds of the Mass this condition is constantly repeated 
in many equivalent phrases: ‘To hear a Mass with clean heart and 
good devotion . . . ’ ; ‘If thou be steadfast in thy thought on 
God . . . ’ ; ‘And hear a Mass with good will, . . ’ ; ‘What man be 
clean out of sin, and hear a Mass when it begin . . . ’ ; ‘What 
woman with child hear a Mass with heart mild . . . ’ ; ‘A Mass 
devoutly heard by any man . . . ’etc.36)

34 This matter is discussed in Chapter XIX.
35 Quoted by L. McGarry, The Holy Eucharist in Middle English Floiniletic and 

Devotional Verse (Washington 1936) ; the meeds of the Mass are referred to in this 
work on pp. 123-4 and 143-6.

36 Examples in Ratis Raving and Other Pieces, edit. J. R. Lumby, E.E.T.S. 
London 1870, p. 113; Simmons, op. cit. pp. 131, 367, 368, 369.

The references to the meeds of the Mass found here and there in 
the texts of mediaeval sermons do not bear out the suggestion that 
they were dangerous superstitions, undermining all true religion. An 
example maybe studied in the sermon of a fourteenth-century Eng
lish bishop, cited in Appendix B below, no. vii. He mentions them 
as privileges of divine protection which, it maybe piously believed,
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God grants to those who are faithful to their religious duties. Dr 
Maynard Smith makes a characteristically sympathetic comment :

Many, we are told, believed that by assisting at Mass they were insured 
against accidents and sudden death that day. A Protestant pastor may murmur 
‘magic’ ; but the same pastor has quite rightly told Iris son that unless he says 
lais prayers in the morning he cannot expect God’s protection during the 
day; and the boy may have said his prayers with a like ‘magical’ intent. 
We then ask the further question: is magic in either case the right word ?37

The popular fancies about the temporal advantages of Mass
going concerned accidentals rather than essentials, and bore no 
resemblance to the fundamental heresies about the nature of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice which controversialists allege to have been 
endemic in pre-Reformation Christendom. Nevertheless, inas
much as they were symptoms of a debased current in late- 
mediaeval piety, it is not surprising that they were sharply 
denounced by the reforming churchmen referred to above. Here 
at any rate the late-mediaeval theologians must be acquitted of 
error or of connivance at error, as Jungmann and Lortz observe.38 
Dom Gregory Dix, while deploring the existence in the pre
Reformation Church of‘a multitude of real superstitions’, admits: 
‘They were certainly not the product of, or in most cases even 
connected with, the mediaeval doctrine of the Eucharist’.39 (To 
what extent there did exist a ‘popular theology’ of the Eucha
ristic sacrifice, distinguishable from the ‘official theology’, and 
what bearing this question has upon the interpretation of the 
Anghcan Reformation, must be further discussed in later pages.)

So too the far-fetched and at times unseemly sermon exempla 
must be seen in their context; they were the cheap and garish 
decorations draped around the sohd structure of the late-mediaeval 
pulpit, to catch the eye and to hold the attention of a people with 
childlike imagination and childlike piety. There were not lacking 
churchmen to censure those tales. ‘Do not imitate those who 
entertain the people with fables’, wrote John Trithemius to a 
friend in i486, ‘thus exciting admiration for themselves. Wonder

37 Pre-Reformation England, p. 93.
38 Jungmann, Mass of Roman Rite, vol. I, p. 129; J. Lortz, Die Reformation in 

Deutschland, vol. II, p. 113.
3’ The Shape of the Liturgy, p. 627. See also Darwell Stone, History, vol. I, p. 397. 
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not that the people prefer such to the Gospel’.40 It need not be 
assumed, however, that rustic minds were always unable to 
distinguish between the legendary colouring and the religious 
truth it was meant to illustrate. ‘There is no need to beheve all the 
wonders we read of in pious books’, said the Seelenführer (1498), 
one of the most popular of all the vernacular devotional hand
books in use in German-speaking lands on the eve of the Reforma
tion.41 Professor G. R. Owst, the leading authority on English 
preaching in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, passes this 
judgment upon it:

Whether for Saints’ Days or for the ordinary Sunday, these English homilies 
have all of them one marked feature in common. They set out to give the 
common people that simple instruction in points of ritual and religious duties 
—the coming to Easter Communion or Lentenshrift well prepared in mind and 
conscience, the proper observance of the Sunday, the meaning of the Mass, 
the tasks of parents and servants, the avoidance of witchcraft and superstition 
•—in short everything that the Church deemed needful for the ordinary 
man and woman to know. When their worst crudities and most extravagant 
‘examples’ have been duly noted, the general verdict upon them must be 
one of generous approval.42

Despite the specialist studies that have now thrown a flood of 
new hght on the state of rehgion in the pre-Reformation period, 
the old assumption that it was a time of general religious ignor
ance and moral corruption is slow a-dying.43 (One factor that

40 Cited by J. Janssen, History of the German People at the Close of the Middle Ages, 
English trans., vol. I, London 1896, p. 42, note.

41 ibid. p. 56. These fables are further discussed in Chapter X below.
42 Preaching in Medieval England: an Introduction to Sermon Manuscripts of the 

Period c. 1350-1450, Cambridge 1926, pp. 241-3.
43 In Germany the process of undermining the old prejudice was begun long 

ago by studies such as those of V. Hasak, Her christliche Glaube des deutschen Volkes 
beim Schlusse des Mittelalters (Regensburg 1868), and Janssen’s monumental 
History of the same period, referred to above. In England pioneer work was done 
by Cardinal Gasquet, but some unfortunate flaws in his research and a tendency to 
too-uncritical panegyric of things mediaeval lost him a hearing in many quarters. 
On the subject of religious instruction in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 
see his Eve of the Reformation (London 1900), chap. IX, and The Old English Bible 
and Other Essays (London 1897), essay VI. Nowadays we are well served by the 
scholarly labours of Professor G. R. Owst, Professor David Knowles and other 
experts, by special studies such as Mr W. A. Pantin’s English Church in the Four
teenth Century (Cambridge 1955), esp. part III, ‘Religious Literature’; and by 
general works like Dr H. Maynard Smith’s Pre-Reformation England (London 
1938), esp. chap. II-IV.
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made the unbalanced judgments of the past seem plausible in the 
latter respect is that scandals always loom disproportionately 
large in documentary records. ‘One scandalous priest in a hun
dred is news; the ninety and nine who faithfully and quietly do 
their duty remain unrecorded and unnoticed’, observes Bishop 
Stephen Neill when writing on this period.44) In what concerns 
teachins: and belief about the Mass the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries in England were by no means a time of ignorance and 
decay. At the end of the period the wide diffusion of popular 
devotional writings about the Mass, especially after the coming of 
the printing press, testifies to a piety both instructed and ortho
dox.45 A. Franz, in his history of the Mass in mediaeval Germany, 
writes of those regions: ‘The abundant mediaeval literature on the 
Mass is a proof both of the needs of the clergy, and of the care 
displayed by the learned and by those in authority to instruct 
them. In this matter the fifteenth century excels the earlier middle 
ages’.46 Many explanatory commentaries on the prayers and 
ceremonies of the Mass were published during this period, both in 
Latin and in the vernacular, for the use of pastors and their flock.47 
In Appendix B some extracts are cited from such handbooks, to 
illustrate what was commonly taught to the people about the 
nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice.

A just estimate of the scandals and vain observances connected 
with the altar must put them in their place—a relatively minor 
place—beside the good fruit that the Eucharistic belief and 
practice of the late middle ages constantly brought forth. J. H. 
Srawley, after enlarging on the errors and abuses which he 
thinks were prevalent, passes this judgment: ‘Worship and 
adoration found a striking and noble expression in the mediaeval 
Mass, and in the prayers contained in some of the popular books

44 Anglicanism, London 1958, p. 23.
48 See P. Janelle, L’Angleterre catholique a la veille du schisme, Paris 1935, chapter I. 
48 P-737-
47 Details of the German Mass-explanations current in the seventy years before 

the beginning of the Reformation are given by F. Falk, Die deutschen Mess- 
Auslegungen von der Mitte desfimfzehnten Jahrhunderts bis zum Jahre 1525, Cologne 
1889. On p. 49 he also gives a list of Latin handbooks of the same type used at the 
time. Those writings are also reviewed favourably by V. Hasak in Dr Martin 
Luther und die religiose Literatur seiner Zeit bis zum Jahre 1520, Regensburg 1881, 
pp. 92 seq., 227-9.
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of instruction.... There is little doubt that to multitudes the Mass 
provided a real incentive to devotion and to spiritual worship’.48

48 E.R.E. vol. V, p. 563.
49 Christ, the Christian and the Church, p. 197. In the Encyclical Mediator Dei 

Pope Pius XII wrote: ‘Every time the priest re-enacts what the divine Redeemer 
did at the Last Supper, the Sacrifice is really accomplished; and this Sacrifice, 
always and everywhere, necessarily and of its very nature, has a public and social 
character’ (C.T.S. translation, Christian Worship, no. 101).

60 Pre-Reformation England, p. 98. See also B. L. Manning, The People’s Faith in 
the Time of Wyclif (Cambridge 1919), pp. 12-16.

The other questionable usages described earlier hi this chapter 
were evidence not of contemporary doctrinal aberrations but of 
the need for pastoral reform. The development of the rite of low 
Mass celebrated by a priest at a side altar assisted by one clerk was 
not in itself an abuse, nor were these so-called ‘private Masses’ a 
denial of the corporate nature of the Eucharistic action. In the 
words of Dr Mascall,

It is indeed good that, at the celebration of the Divine Liturgy, the faithful 
should be present in number, each one taking Inis or her part intelligently 
in the great Eucharistic action. . . . But it must not be forgotten—as I am 
afraid in certain ‘liturgical’ circles it has been—that the Liturgy is corporate 
not because of the numbers or enthusiasm of a congregation in a particular 
building at a particular time, but because, whether the faithful who are 
physically present be many or few, it is the act of the great High Priest, acting 
through and in and for his Mystical Body.49

The lack of liturgical participation by the laity in the Mass did 
not mean that they were always uncomprehending spectators 
unconcerned with what passed at the altar. The popular explana
tions of the Mass, in prose and in verse, were used by many in 
England. Dr Maynard Smith has remarked how many simple 
folk, even if illiterate, could join in this attentive and devoted 
worship.50 The same author considers that the neglect of holy 
communion, another inveterate weakness, could not be blamed on 
the theological teaching of the middle ages, which maintained 
sound principles. (In the same way, the rarity of communion in 
the post-Reformation Church of England, leading in many 
places to omission of the Eucharistic celebration for very long 
periods, was not due to lack of authoritative encouragement to 
approach the Lord’s table.)
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The tares and cockle in Catholic discipline and pastoral practice 
in the late middle ages help to explain the setting and the success of 
the Reformation, but the English Reformers’ campaign against 
the Mass cannot be adequately accounted for as merely a reaction 
against those abuses. It was to the tree they applied their axe, and 
not merely to the parasitical growths upon it. The primary 
object of their attack was a certain theological doctrine about the 
Mass, predominant in the Catholic and Roman Church. The 
following chapters are devoted to discussing what that theo
logical doctrine was, for on the answer to that question depends 
any judgment on what the Reformers did. Practical abuses and 
vulgar superstitious observances relating to the Mass were not 
what was ultimately at issue between the two sides in the Reforma
tion conflict, for they were condemned by Protestant and 
Catholic reformers alike. The relevant question to ask about them 
is whether they were the abuse of what was good and true or the 
exploitation of what was false and evil. If it was a false doctrine of 
the Eucharistic sacrifice that was prevalent, corrupting the 
teaching of the pre-Reformation Church, it may be argued that 
what was rejected in the Anglican formularies was not the norm 
of Catholic orthodoxy such as was to be affirmed in the Tri
dentine decrees on the Mass. If on the other hand what was 
repudiated by the Edwardine Reformers was the traditional and 
orthodox belief concerning the Mass (such as Anglo-Catholics 
today would themselves approve) then the ordinary interpreta
tion of what happened in the English Reformation is right after 
all.
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Chapter Five

A SURVEY OF THE
THEOLOGY OF EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE 

AT THE TIME OF THE REFORMATION:
Was there a common norm of Catholic 
orthodoxy, or had the whole subject 
become so confused in the schools that 
no such norm was recognizable?

Before examining the opinions and proceedings of the 
English Reformers, and the particular doctrinal errors said 
to have provoked their reforming measures against the 
Roman Mass, a more general objection must first be considered. 

Although some of the Anghcan critics have acknowledged as 
essentially sound the official theology of the Mass in the pre
Reformation period, and have ascribed the corruption of doctrine 
not to the schoolmen but to a ‘dangerous popular theology’, a 
kind of underworld of error which flourished despite the ad
mitted orthodoxy of the schools, not many are prepared to 
exonerate in this way the late-mediaeval authorities. It is now 
frequently asserted that by the time of the Reformation such 
confusion and error prevailed, even in the schools of theology, 
that nowhere in the Church was a sound and coherent doctrine of 
the Eucharistic sacrifice being taught; or at least the truth was so 
overlaid by error that it was practically impossible to discern it. 
Dr Hicks supposed, as we have seen, that a radically false premise 
was universal, common to learned and simple alike. Dr Mascall 
agrees that ‘by the end of the Middle Ages the whole conception 
of sacrifice had got distorted’1, and this is a supposition which

1 cf. Chapter III, note 43.
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many now take for granted. It seems all the more plausible since 
it is commonly recognized that in certain other questions of 
dogmatic theology some schoolmen of the pre-Reformation 
period lost sight of the wholeness and the richness of Catholic 
doctrine. Nominalists like Ockham and Biel, for example, by 
their theories on grace and on the divine will, are said to have 
paved the way for the radical solutions of Luther. Is it not hkely 
that such men distorted the doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice ’ 
‘The one thing’, writes Dr Mascall again, ‘which it was quite 
impossible for anyone to achieve, except by a sheer miracle, in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was a balanced and primitive 
view of any theological question. Passions were too high and the 
legacy of the Middle Ages was too oppressive for that.’2

If this estimate of the state of opinion in the schools of that 
time is accurate, it is idle to accuse the English Reformers of 
rejecting any general and authorized Catholic teaching about the 
Mass-sacrifice. If no such teaching could be discerned at the time, 
it could not have been made the object of the Reformers’ denials; 
if the whole of the current theology about the sacrifice was 
corrupt, Cranmer had no alternative but to reject the whole. 
Although as a consequence of his clean sweep the formularies he 
gave to the Church of England may have been imperfect, it is 
argued, they cannot be said to imply the denial of the orthodox 
doctrine, for he was not confronted with that. Since this ob
jection is more fundamental than the more usual plea that the 
Edwardine Reformers set out to exclude only certain specific theo
logical errors, or popular excesses, it demands prior attention.

The period under review may conveniently be divided into 
two, taking the start of Luther’s attack on the old Church as the 
point of division. The first period comprises the teaching of the 
later mediaeval schoolmen up to the eve of the Reformation; the 
second, that of the theologians who defended the Cathohc cause 
from the beginning of the Protestant revolt up to the middle 
years of the sixteenth century—the thirty years that provide the 
immediate context for Cranmer’s reaction against the doctrines 
and rites of his Romish opponents.

2 The Recovery of Unity, p. 122.
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A starting point and a standard of comparison for our inquiry 
is the doctrine of the Fathers and of the great scholastics of the 
earlier middle ages, which is generally admitted by Anglo- 
Catholic scholars to have been sane and sound. The earlier 
teaching about the Eucharistic sacrifice is conveniently summed 
up in the Sentences of Peter Lombard (fc. 1160), that systematic 
compilation of patristic texts and judicious comments which 
became the standard text-book of mediaeval theology, and which 
all the schoolmen of the following centuries used as a framework 
for their own lectures and speculations. In the twelfth distinction 
of his fourth book the Master of the Sentences proposes this 
question: ‘Whether what the priest does is properly called a 
sacrifice or immolation; and whether Christ is daily immolated or 
was only once immolated’. He proceeds:

To this we may briefly reply that what is offered and consecrated by the 
priest is called a sacrifice and an immolation because it is a memorial and a 
representation of the true sacrifice and holy immolation made upon the altar 
of the cross. Christ died once, upon the cross, and there he was immolated in 
his own self (immolatus est in semetipso); and yet every day he is immolated 
sacramentally (in sacramento), because in the sacrament there is a recalling of 
what was done once.

Peter Lombard illustrates this traditional doctrine with three 
patristic quotations, of which the first two are from St Augustine. 
In the second of these (often attributed in the middle ages to 
Prosper of Aquitaine) occur the words which Lombard had made 
his own in the opening paragraph above: ‘Semel immolatus est 
Christas in semetipso, et tamen quotidie immolatur in sacramento’. The 
third excerpt is said to be taken from ‘Ambrose’, but is really a 
shortened quotation from St John Chrysostom. This passage is of 
great interest, for no text was more constantly quoted by the 
Catholic theologians, both before and during the Reformation, to 
explain the doctrine of the Mass. The text, in the form given by 
Lombard, is as follows:

In Christ the saving victim was offered once. Then what of ourselves ? Do we 
not offer every day? Although we do offer daily, that is done for the recalling 
of Iris death, and the victim is one, not many. But how can that be — one and 
not many? Because Christ was immolated once. For this sacrifice is what 
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corresponds to that sacrifice of his: the same reality, remaining always the 
same, is offered and so this is the same sacrifice. Otherwise, would you say 
that because the sacrifice is offered in many places, therefore there are many 
Christs ? No, but there is one Christ in all those places, fully present here and 
fully present there. And just as what is offered in all places is one and the same 
body, so there is one and the same sacrifice. Christ offered a victim and we 
offer the selfsame now; but what we do is a recalling of his sacrifice.

Nor is the sacrifice repeated by reason of its weakness (since it is what 
perfects mankind), but by reason of our own, because we sin daily.3

The Master of the Sentences comments: ‘From these passages 
we gather that what is done at the altar both is called and is a 
sacrifice, and that Christ was offered once and is offered daily, but 
in different manner then and now’. Another reason why the 
passage from ‘Ambrose’ became the most celebrated of all the 
texts relating to the Mass was its inclusion, as well as in the 
Sentences of Lombard, in the collections of the decretalists, 
notably in those of Ivo of Chartres (f 1116) and of Gratian 
(f c. 1158).4 Their works were, with the Sentences, the common
place-books of the mediaeval scholastics, most of whom took 
their citations from the Fathers not from the original sources but 
from these convenient stores.

It is sometimes said, but not correctly, that the sacrificial 
nature of the Eucharist had never been affirmed in any of the acts 
of the Church’s teaching authority before the decree of Trent in 
1562. Certainly there had been no denial of the doctrine to be 
compared with the Protestant revolt of the sixteenth century 
which called forth the Tridentine definition, but denials had not 
been altogether lacking. Here and there in what has been called 
‘the theological underworld of the middle ages’ there were some 
who refused to allow that the Mass was a sacrifice, and their 
denials were sufficiently audible to draw forth reaffirmations of 
the orthodox belief. In the first half of the twelfth century the 
followers of Peter de Bruys maintained that ‘the Mass is nothing 
and ought not to be celebrated’ and that it could not benefit the

3 Petri Lombardi Libri IV Sententiarum, lib. IV, dist. 12, cap. 5 (Quaracchi 
edition 1916, p. 813). The original passage, with the exception of the last sentence, 
is in the works of St John Chrysostom, P.G. LXIII, col. 131.

4 Ivo of Chartres, Decretum, II.6 and Panormia, 1.144; P.L. CLXI, col. 143, 1077. 
Gratian, Decretum, III.2.53; edit. Friedberg, col. 1333.
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dead.5 They were followed, later in the same century, by the 
Waldensians, whose protest seems to have been directed chiefly 
against the system of a privileged priestly order who alone could 
consecrate and sacrifice. Accordingly, the profession of faith 
prescribed by Pope Innocent III to be tendered to them required 
them to acknowledge the priest’s function ‘to consecrate the 
Eucharist and to perform the sacrifice of the altar’.6 In the thir
teenth century Durandus of Mende refers to some heretics who, 
invoking the Old Testament texts in which God was said to take 
no pleasure in the sacrifices of his people, considered the offering 
of sacrifice in the Church reprehensible, and who called the Mass 
‘the Supper’.7 The fourth Lateran Council in 1215 defined that 
there is one Church in which ‘Jesus Christ himself is both priest 
and sacrifice’. We find in a number of other documents of the 
mediaeval Church incidental affirmation of the sacrificial character 
of the Eucharist: in a brief of Honorius III and in the profession of 
faith first proposed to the Emperor Michael Palaeologus by 
Pope Clement IV in 1267, then pronounced by the Emperor at 
the second Council of Lyons in 1274.8 (In this document ‘the 
sacrifices of Masses’ were declared to be beneficial to the souls in 
purgatory.)

The great theologians of the thirteenth century, Alexander of 
Hales, St Bonaventure, St Albert the Great, St Thomas Aquinas 
and many others repeated the standard patristic texts from 
Lombard and from Gratian, and cast the traditional doctrine of 
the Mass into systematic form. The Eucharist, St Thomas ex
plains, is the representative image of the bloody immolation of 
Christ on Calvary; it is itself a sacrifice and an oblation containing 
the same victim really present; it is not a different sacrifice from 
Calvary; in it Christ, now glorious and impassible, can suffer no 
more; he offers himself at the altar through the instrumentality of

s They were answered by Peter the Venerable in his Tractatus contra Petro- 
brusianos, P.L. CLXXXDi, col. 787-847. A similar rejection of the sacramental 
system and of the sacrifice of the altar on the part of ‘a new sect of heresy’ (i.e. 
Catharism) had been condemned in the previous century at a synod of Arras in 
1025, presided over by Gerard of Cambrai. (P.L. CXLII, col. 1271-1312).

8 Denz. 424.
7 Rationale divinorum officiorum, lib. IV, cap. 1, nos. 8-9, cap. 30, no. 10; 

Lyons edit. 1612, fol. 88-9, 141. 8 Denz. 430, 441, 464.
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the priests of his Church; the propitiatory effects of his passion 
flow to men through the Mass, for the remission of sins and. for 
the welfare of the living and the dead.9

Since it is allowed that the common teaching about the Mass at 
the end of the thirteenth century was still traditional and sound, 
what then happened in the schools during the two and a half 
centuries which separated that time from the age of the Reforma
tion? Is it true, as Dr Dugmore supposes,10 that this was a time of 
‘great developments’, by the end of which ‘a new theology of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice had emerged’ ? Do the records of the period 
support Dr Mascall’s theory that a serious degeneration of 
doctrine set in, so that at length all was confusion and error, and no 
solid and stable body of doctrine remained recognizable ?

If one thing seems clear it is that there was no original specula
tion about the Eucharistic sacrifice in the ‘autumn’ period of 
mediaeval scholasticism, that is, from the end of the thirteenth to 
the beginning of the sixteenth centuries. The schoolmen of that 
time were content to take over without chano-e and without 
elaboration the traditional concepts passed on to them by their 
predecessors. In all essentials there was nothing taught in the 
late-mediaeval schools about the sacrifice of the altar that had not 
been taught by the great theologians of the earlier middle ages and 
by the Fathers. None of the standard histories of dogma supports 
the suggestion that the late middle ages saw innovations in the 
theology of the Eucharistic sacrifice. The Protestant authorities 
Harnack and Seeberg, as well as the Anglo-Catholic historian of 
the Eucharist, Darwell Stone, pass over the period as offering 
nothing new or notable in that respect. And those authors, 
notably Renz, Lepin, Iserloh and Gaudel, who have given 
detailed attention to the theology of this period have shown how 
conservative it was in its treatment of the sacrifice of the altar, and 
how innocent of all originality.

One evident reason why those schoolmen gave the sacrificial 
aspect of the Eucharist only brief treatment was that no significant

9 Summa theologica, pars III, qu. 83, etc. A great deal has been written about 
St Thomas’s teaching on the Mass, which of course is much fuller and richer than 
the brief summary given here.

10 The Mass and the English Reformers, p. 55.
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controversies had arisen on that question, whereas the contro
versies about the real presence had provided a fertile field for 
discussion. Eucharistic speculation, both hi the ‘summer’ of the 
middle ages and in the succeeding centuries, concentrated on the 
dogma of Christ’s presence under the ‘accidents’ of bread and 
wine, and on related questions such as the nature of the Eucha
ristic conversion, the mode in which the dimensive quantity of 
Christ’s body is contained in the sacrament, the state of the 
accidents after transubstantiation, and so forth. These speculations 
had been first stimulated by the controversies about the errors of 
Berengarius, and by the subsequent definitions of doctrine. There 
had been no similar ferment of speculation about the sacrificial 
character of the Eucharist.

The theologians of the later centuries merely echoed the 
patristic doctrine that the Eucharist is a true sacrifice, repeating the 
words of their predecessors about the mysterious manner in 
which the divine victim is offered in the Mass to apply the virtue 
of the sacrifice of Calvary for the welfare of the living and the 
dead. When they came to comment on the Sentences of Peter 
Lombard they took over, without either objection or innovation, 
the explanations given in the celebrated chapter that the Master 
had devoted to the sacrificial aspect of the Eucharist. In his work, 
L’Idee du sacrifice de la messe (1926), M. Lepin made a careful 
examination of the work of eighteen influential theologians who, 
between the end of the thirteenth and the beginning of the 
sixteenth century, wrote commentaries on the Sentences. He 
finds that all the doctors in question simply repeat and accept the 
paragraphs devoted by Lombard to the Eucharistic offering, and 
pass on with either no comment or only the briefest explanations 
which do not differ in any essentials from the text. ‘Doubtless 
they thought that there was nothing more and nothing better to 
say on the subject than what the Master had already said. The 
very simple teaching of the 12th Distinction did not seem to need 
either completion or clarification’.11 Lepin shows that in the 
other theological works of the period there was the same placid 
acceptance of the doctrine, and absence of either controversy or

11 Lepin, pp. 213-20. 
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speculation. Similarly E. Iserloh has examined 46 of the com
mentaries on the Sentences, printed or manuscript, which have 
survived from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and he 
is somewhat surprised and disappointed to find that in none of 
them is there any detailed discussion of the theology of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice.12 I myself, after searching in vain in a con
siderable number of these works for any attempts to enlarge upon 
the Lombard’s classic text about the Eucharistic offering, can 
corroborate these findings.

12 Iserloh, Der Kampf um die Messe, Munster 1952, pp. 12, 58.
13 These questions are discussed more fully later, in Chapters XII, XVI andXVII.

As on the fundamentals of the Mass doctrine, so on more 
speculative questions the later mediaeval schoolmen followed 
faithfully and unadventurously in the footsteps of their great 
predecessors. Among those questions which had been discussed in 
the preceding centuries it had been asked in what hturgical 
elements of the rite the passion of Christ was represented, how 
the unbloody offering gained for sinners the grace of forgiveness, 
and to whom its effects were applied. In the thirteenth century 
some progress had been made in the investigation of these 
questions, but it was a progress which was not carried any further 
in the later period with which we are here concerned. On these 
points we find once again that the fourteenth and fifteenth
century schoolmen made no new contribution, but when they 
mentioned those matters at all they simply reproduced the 
explanations of the earlier doctors.13 Some passages from their 
works, illustrating their general teaching on the Eucharistic 
sacrifice, are reproduced in Appendix A, nos. 1-8.

Far from being a time of perverse and monstrous development 
of the theology of the Mass, therefore, the pre-Reformation 
period was one of rather apathetic conservatism. Lepin’s summing 
up is representative of the conclusions of all the scholars who 
have devoted special study to this field:

The long period of theology which we have just reviewed [from the end of 
the thirteenth century to the start of the sixteenth] does not present any 
noticeably original outlook on the subject with which we are concerned. 
Commentators on the Sentences and other theologians consistently adhere to 
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the ideas which we have found to have been commonly accepted from the 
time of the Fathers and which had been systematized in recent centuries by 
Peter Lombard and St Thomas. The legacy of the past is faithfully handed on, 
without any appreciable completion, and without being made use of for 
anything in the way of a new development.14

Several Anglican scholars have acknowledged the justice of 
these conclusions. Bishop Gore observed: ‘On the subject of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice there was almost no intellectual inquiry in the 
middle ages or up to the time of the Reformation’. F. E. Bright
man, followed by Bishop Gibson, said it was remarkable how 
little attempt there was to formulate the doctrine and ‘how little 
theological interest was spent upon it’.15 ‘The writers of the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries’, agreed A. G. Mortimer, 
‘contributed nothing new to the sacrificial conception of the 
Mass’.16 Even Kidd conceded that the teaching of the later 
mediaeval theologians about the Mass-sacrifice was as correct and 
cautious as that of the earlier ones. ‘One after another, from the 
twelfth to the fifteenth century, they are content to describe it in 
language that implies not a new or distinct, but a commemora
tive and representative sacrifice’. Although he is persuaded that ‘a 
popular view which was in the main pernicious and super
stitious’ was rife, he concedes that ‘the Schoolmen as a body are 
not guilty of even approximation to it’.17

For reliable testimony of what was the current teaching about 
the Mass at the beginning of the sixteenth century, there are two 
theologians who can safely be taken as representative: Gabriel 
Biel and Cardinal Cajetan. Gabriel Biel, who died in 1495, has 
been called the last of the mediaeval doctors. He was not a great 
thinker—indeed on some questions, such as those of grace and 
justification, his theological insight was impoverished by his arid 
Nominalist metaphysics; but he had an encyclopaedic mind, the 
thoroughness of German scholarship, and a loyal respect for the 
thought of his predecessors of all schools. His great work on the

14 op. cit. p. 238. Similarly, Gaudel, ‘Le sacrifice de la Messe dans 1’Eglise 
latine’, D.T.C. vol. X, col. 1068.

15 Gore, The Body of Christ, p. 218. Brightman, Church Historical Society 
Lectures, Series I, p. 194; cited by Gibson, Thirty-nine Articles, p. 694.

18 Mortimer, The Eucharistic Sacrifice, London 1901, p. 205.
17 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 44,49.
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Eucharist was his Exposition of the Sacred Canon of the Mass, of 
which seven editions were printed between 1488 and 1547. It 
comprised the matter of his lectures at Tübingen, which, he 
protested, were merely a faithful transmission of what he had 
received in his turn from Iris own master, Egeling of Brunswick. 
Biel’s Exposition was a comprehensive if rather rambling study, 
including all the aspects under which Cathohc theologians had 
treated of the Mass—doctrinal, canonical, casuistic, hturgical and 
ascetical. He was the most widely read authority on the Mass at 
the time of the Reformation, and Luther, who had made a 
thorough study of his book, said it was the best the Cathohcs 
possessed on the subject.18 A copy of the Exposition with Luther’s 
own annotations on the pages is still extant. When as a young 
monk the future reformer was preparing with great fervour to 
celebrate his first Mass, he read Biel’s book, as he afterwards 
confessed, ‘with a bleeding heart’.19 ‘Because Biel is a shrewd 
eclectic’, writes Mgr Ruch, ‘because he sets forth so well the 
ideas of others, we can say that in him we hear the voice of almost 
the whole of scholasticism. . . . The writings of the Tübingen 
theologian enable us to judge whether the Cathohc teaching of 
the time merited the attacks of which it was made the object’.20

Biel’s teaching about the sacrifice of the Mass, about its reality, 
nature and effects, is easy to summarize. The essential principles he 
states are few and clear; they are several times repeated in the 
course of the work, in different contexts but in similar terms. He 
accompanies them by a wealth of supporting quotations from the 
Fathers and theologians, and he gives them as the ordinary, 
traditional belief, as a doctrine peacefully in possession. His 
thought shares certain weaknesses of the Scotist school to which 
he gave a general allegiance in questions concerning the Mass. As 
will be seen in Chapter XV, that school tended to undervalue the 
scope of the Mass-sacrifice and to over-emphasize its repre
sentative and memorial character. Needless to point out, such 
minimizing trends would not be regarded by the Protestants as

18 Luther, Tischreden, Weimar 1914, vol. Ill, p. 192, no. 3146.
19 ibid, pp. 564-5, no. 3722. See O. Scheel, Luther, vol. II, Tübingen 1917, 

P- 34-
20 Article ‘Biel’, D.T.C. vol. II, col. 817.
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tendencies towards error, but rather towards the truth. The 
Scotists and Nominalists always firmly retained, however, the 
orthodox belief that the Eucharist is not a mere commemoration 
of a sacrifice, but a commemorative yet true sacrifice. And 
although Biel allowed a special audiority to Scotus, his familiarity 
with the whole of Catholic tradition ensured that in all essentials 
his teaching was a faithful echo of that tradition. The same 
Eucharistic doctrine as given in the Exposition is found more 
briefly in Biel’s commentary on the Sentences, of which five 
editions were printed between 1501 and 1521, and also in his 
published sermons, which had a great vogue.21

The second of the two authoritative witnesses to Catholic 
teaching about the Eucharistic offering at the end of the middle 
ages is the Dominican doctor, Thomas de Vio, better known as 
Cardinal Cajetan (1469-1534). His testimony complements that of 
Biel, for whereas the latter was the chief spokesman for the 
doctrine of the Mass taught in the Scotist and Nominalist schools 
on the eve of the Reformation, Cajetan was the leading Thomist 
theologian of the day. His philosophical and theological writings 
were of great range and renown. Pallavicino called him facile 
princeps among the doctors of the age, and Pastor even con
sidered him ‘the greatest theologian after St Thomas’. General of 
his order for nine years, Cajetan took a prominent part in the 
fifth Lateran Council, and in 1520 drafted the Bull Exsurge 
Domine against Luther. Twice appointed papal legate, he was 
active in the Cathode cause in Germany, Bohemia, Poland and 
Hungary. He came into personal contact with Luther, whom he 
attempted to disabuse of his disturbing opinions at a famous 
meeting at Augsburg in 1518. Cajetan’s life spanned the old and 
the new. His main systematic works were written before the 
break-up of the unity of Christendom. When the Protestant 
storm burst, he played a leading part in the defence of Catholic 
beliefs and practices, and wrote works specifically to counter the 
attack on the doctrine of the Mass-sacrifice. On the fundamental

21 hi addition to the extracts from Biel’s Expositio canonis quoted in this chapter, 
parallel passages from his commentary on the Sentences (Collectorium) are cited in 
Chapter XIV below, pp. 313, 315; and others from his sermons are cited on 
p. 317 and in Appendix B, nos. xxv-xxvii.
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points of that doctrine we find him stating the same traditional 
position that Biel the Nominalist had stated a generation before, 
while Catholic theology was still reigning peacefully and un
challenged.

This substantial agreement between Biel and Cajetan is 
striking. On many points in free dispute between Scotists and 
Thomists their theories were in opposition; their unanimity here 
testifies to the existence of a body of doctrine about the essentials 
of Eucharistic sacrifice generally accepted and taught in all 
schools of Catholic theology. Luther, who knew Biel’s book well 
and who had Cajetan as a contemporary opponent, launched his 
campaign against the Mass with adequate knowledge of what was 
the ordinary teaching about it in the schools. The following 
extracts from the writings of Biel and Cajetan are a fair illustra
tion of that teaching. All the quotations from Biel are from his 
Expositio sacri canonis missae, which is divided into ‘lectiones’ 
subdivided alphabetically into paragraphs. The passages from 
Cajetan are from the following works: Commentary on the Summa 
theologica of St Thomas (1507-1520); De celebratione missae 
(1509-1510); Commentary on Hebrews (1519); De erroribus con
tingentibus in eucharistiae sacramento (1525); De missae sacrificio et 
ritu adversus Lutheranos (1531).

I. The Mass-sacrifice is a memorial of Calvary, but not a mere 
memorial

Biel
All those sacrifices of the Old Testament were abolished by the unique 
sacrifice of Christ on the cross, of which we daily perform the memor
ial, offering the selfsame victim on the altar. (Expositio sacri canonis 
missae, Lectio XXI, lit. E.)22

22 These passages from Biel’s Expositio sacri canonis missae are cited from the 
Brescia edition of 1576. The six passages in this section are to be found respectively 
on pp. 126, 22, 130, 480, 866, and 521-2.

He instituted a Christian order of priests, to offer daily that same sacri
fice of his most precious body and blood, under the appearance of bread 
and wine, whereby to cleanse our consciences from dead works, that 
we might serve the living God. (Lectio IV, lit. E.)
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Because this sacrifice is the most perfect memorial of the Lord’s passion, 
in order that nothing should be lacking by means of which either sight 
or hearing may assist this salutary memorial, everything that accom
panies the consecration and administration of this sacrament has refer
ence to the representation of the Lord’s passion: everything, that is, 
whether perceptible by sight or by hearing, vestments and vessels, altar 
cloths and images, ceremonies and words. (Lectio XXI, lit. K.)

To represent the passion of Christ more distinctly in the immolation 
of this sacrifice, the blood is consecrated separately in the chalice, 
because in Christ’s passion his blood was separated from his body. 
(Lectio LIII, fit. X.)

Behold how great is our sacrifice: not merely the memorial of that 
great, unique and perfect sacrifice offered once on the cross, but the 
very same sacrifice, always the selfsame. (Lectio LXXXV, kt. F.)

In this sacrifice there is the commemoration of and calling on that 
unique and perfect sacrifice by which heaven was opened, grace is 
given, through which alone our works can be meritorious, through 
which alone all the sins of men are remitted, and heavenly glory, lost 
by our sin, is restored. . . . This sacrament is called both sacrifice and 
Eucharist: sacrifice, on account of the remission of sins, Eucharist, on 
account of the bestowal of grace. It is meritorious, not according to the 
merit of the minister who acts, but according to the work that is 
wrought; it has the effect of expiating sins not from the mere devotion 
of the celebrant but much more from the very offering of Christ — 
Christ offered again in memory of his blessed passion. This effect can be 
in no way lessened by any unworthiness of the priest, provided he 
observes the form and intention of the Church. (Lectio LVII, kt. D.)

Cajetan
The sacrifice of Christ can be considered under two aspects: first, in 
itself, as it was offered by Christ himself on the altar of the cross . . . ; 
secondly, under the aspect of the commemorative sacrifice which 
Christ instituted in his Church for the offering of a memorial of his 
death, which is performed every day in the sacrifice of the Eucharist. 
(Commentary on Summa theologica, III, q. 22, art. 6.)23

23 In Opera Omnia of St Thomas, Leonine edition, vol. XI (Rome 1903), p. 263,

This spiritual offering is not made because the sacrifice of Christ 
was insufficient, but in order that Christ and his sacrifice should be 
perpetually commemorated in sacred mysteries, according to his 
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commandment, ‘Do tins in commemoration of me.’ (De erroribus 
contingentibus in eucharistiae sacramento, cap. 9)24

The death of Christ is signified by this sacrifice not only because of 
what is expressed in the words of consecration (‘to be poured out for 
you and for many’), but also because the blood is consecrated separately 
from the body. That sacramental separation is a sign of the real separa
tion of Christ’s blood from lais body which occurred at his death. (De 
erroribus, cap. 9)

Note well that we do not say that a spiritual body of Christ is offered in 
the sacrifice of the altar; but we say that by a spiritual oblation the 
natural body of Christ is offered in the sacrifice of the altar. (De 
erroribus, cap. 9)

(Christ’s) command, ‘Do this . . .’, is fraught with deep meaning. For 
he does not bid us ‘Say this . . .’ but ‘Do this . . .’, in order to indicate 
that what he commands is not merely a saying but a doing, and that 
what is to be said is important not merely as spoken words but for 
what is done thereby. He means us to understand that the words of 
consecration are words which effect what they signify. And when he 
says ‘in commemoration of me’, he distinguishes between doing and 
commemorating. Very significantly, he does not say ‘cominemorate this’, 
but ‘do this in commemoration of me’. (De missae sacrificio et ritu contra 
Lutheranos, cap. 3)25

The sacrifice of the altar ... is not a new sacrifice, but the same that 
Christ offered is there commemorated. . . . There is a clear distinction 
between these two notions: to repeat the passion of Christ, and to 
repeat the commemoration and application of the passion of Christ. 
(Commentary on Hebrews, x. 18)26

II. Although the Mass is in a true sense one with the all-sufficient 
sacrifice ofi the cross, the manner ofi offering is different, fior 
Christ does not die or suffer anew at the altar

Biel
On the cross Christ offered himself directly, becoming a true sacrifice. 
By dying he efficaciously redeemed all the predestined, according to the 
text (Hebrews ix): ‘Christ being come a high priest of the good tilings 
to come, by lais own blood entered once into the Holies, having

24 In Opuscula Omnia of Cajetan (Lyons edition, 1631), tom. II, tract. 2. This and 
the two following passages are on p. 145.

25 Opuscula, torn. Ill, tract. 10, p. 286.
26 A. Giordano, Il sacrificio della Messa nelpensiero del Gaetano (Rome 1953), p. 27. 
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obtained eternal redemption’. And ‘Christ also died once for our sins, 
the just for the unjust’ (I Peter 3). In the celebration of Mass, however, 
there is the same sacrifice and oblation, not through a reiterated death, 
but through the commemorative representation of the death once 
suffered. (Lectio XXVII, lit. K.)27

This sacrament was instituted in the Church militant that it should be a 
memorial and representative sign of the supreme sacrifice that Christ 
offered on the cross, in which he suffered death in his body and poured 
out his blood as the price of our redemption. ... As Ambrose says, 
what Christ offered and what we offer is one sacrifice, although it is 
not offered in the same way. For his offering entailed his death, ours not 
so—for ‘Christ rising again from the dead dieth now no more’ (Rom. vi). 
But we offer sacrifice by the recalling of his death. Hence our oblation 
is not a reiteration of his but its representation. (Lectio LIII, lit. V.)

Although Christ was offered but once in the natural appearance of his 
flesh, nevertheless he is offered daily on the altar, veiled under the 
appearances of bread and wine. This offering of him does not, of 
course, entail any suffering, for Christ is not wounded, does not suffer 
and die each day. But this consecration and reception of the Eucharist 
is called a sacrifice and an oblation for these two reasons: first, because 
it represents that true sacrifice and holy immolation made once on the 
cross, and is its memorial; secondly, because it is a cause through which 
similar effects are produced. (Lectio LXXXV, lit. F.)

Cajetan
If this sacrifice is considered under the precise aspect of what is done 
ex opere operate, it is the immolation of Jesus Christ, since the reality 
offered is Jesus Christ. (De celebratione missae, q. 2)28

The (Lutherans’) supposition is erroneous, in that they make out the 
sacrifice of the altar to be a different sacrifice from that which Christ 
offered on the cross. For in truth it is the very same (as it is the very 
same body of Christ on the altar, 011 the cross, and now in heaven). But 
the difference is in the manner of offering, because the sacrifice was then 
offered in a material manner, now it is offered in a spiritual manner; 
then it was offered in the reality of death, now it is offered in the 
mystic figure of death (in mysterio mortis). (De erroribus, cap. p)29

They assert, on the grounds that Christ is not offered in sacrifice unless 
he dies, that it is therefore false to say Christ is offered in the Eucharist...

27 The three passages in this section are from Biel’s Expositio, 1576 edition, 
pp. 180, 479, and 866.

28 Opuscula, tom. II, tract. 3 (1631 edition, p. 147). 29 ibid. p. 145.
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But understand that neither the death of Christ nor the state of his being 
dead is brought about here in reality. Christ is living and reigning in 
heaven, and consequently his death is not contained but is signified 
in tliis sacrifice. Understand also these two truths: in this sacrifice 
Christ is both signified and contained; but his death, while it is indeed 
signified, is not contained. Hence it does not follow that as often as this 
sacrifice is offered Christ must die; but it is certainly true that he is both 
contained and offered in it. (ibid.)

The fundamental truth that gives the key for understanding the 
different assertions of holy Scripture about the sacrifice and priesthood 
of the New Testament is that the victim is one and the same, immolated 
in the strict and unqualified sense (simpliciter et absolute) by Christ him
self when he suffered, and immolated daily in a certain sense (secundum 
quid) by the same Christ through his ministers in the Church. Thus 
under the new covenant there is a victim by bloodshed and an unbloody 
victim. That is, we acknowledge Jesus Christ as the victim by blood
shed offered on the altar of the cross for the sins of the whole world; 
and we acknowledge his body and blood under the appearance of 
bread and wine as the unbloody victim according to his own institution, 
as the Scriptures testify. But the victim by bloodshed and the unbloody 
victim are not two, but one victim. (De missae sacrificio et ritu adversus 
Lutheranos, cap. 6)30

The victim is one and the same, but there are two manners in which he 
is immolated. The first, the original, unique and proper manner of 
immolation, was by way of shedding of blood; that is, under natural 
appearances (in propria specie), when his blood was shed and his body 
broken on the cross. The second manner, which recurs every day, a 
manner which is extrinsic and accessory to the first (externus accessorius- 
que), is unbloody — re-presenting in an immolatory manner (im- 
wolatitio tnodo repraesentans), under the appearance of bread and wine, 
Christ offered on the cross, (ibid.)

III. The Eucharistic sacrifice is the means through which the 
efficacy of the one redemptive sacrifice is mediated and 
applied to mankind

Biel
In order that an unfading memory of his most sacred passion should 
always endure among his faithful followers, our Lord instituted this 
ineffable sacrament as a perpetual memorial, so that there should never

30 ibid. p. 287.
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be lacking a sign of the redemption he has wrought — a salutary and 
efficacious sign through which the salvation gained at such great cost 
should flow to the redeemed. . . . Whatsoever Christ our Saviour 
merited for men (liberation from evil and bestowal of good, whether 
on earth, in purgatory or in heaven) when he offered himself on the 
cross as a general redemption for all, is applied to each in particular 
through this sacrifice. (Lectio LXXXV, lit. I and L.)

The priest has the function of offering sacrifice, but in addition he has 
the office of specifying the application of the sacrifice and oblation, so 
that the benefit to be given through this sacrifice of the Church may be 
bestowed on these particular persons in need, or on others. (Lectio 
XXVI, ht. B.)

Since the sacrament of the Eucharist, containing Christ in whom the 
whole Church is united, is the sacrament of the Church’s unity, and 
since it is the fount and hearth of charity, it is evident that all who are 
united by the bond of charity with Christ their head and among them
selves share in the effect of this sacrifice. . . . And so there is no work 
which so helps the departed souls, joined in this union of charity, as 
much as the offering of the Eucharist, which is the sign, source and 
sustainer of that union. (Lectio LVII, ht. C.)31

Cajetan
They reject as false our behef that this sacrament remits sins, alleging as 
their reason, ‘the death of Christ alone remits sins’. But their error is 
easy to detect. . . . Just as, from the fact that a certain craftsman alone 
has made a sphere, it does not follow that his instruments had no part 
in the making; so, from the fact that the death of Christ alone remits 
our sins, it does not follow that the sacraments of the Church (which 
are instrumental causes, by which the death of Christ is applied for our 
benefit) have no part in that remission. (De erroribus, cap. 8 )32

As the mention of his ‘blood poured out for the remission of sins’ 
refers to the victim actually offered with bloodshed for our sins, so 
his precept about ‘the chahce of his blood poured out for the remission 
of sins’ refers to the immolation of that chahce of his blood as being 
a means for the remission of sms. (For ‘to be poured out for the remis
sion of sins’ means ‘to work the remission of sins’). . . . And so ours is 
no invented doctrine, but a true understanding of and obedience to a 
divine command: the command, namely, to offer the body and blood 
of Christ in commemoration of our Lord and to make that offering

31 These three passages are from Biel’s Expositio, 1576 edition, pp. 868-70, 163 
and 521. 32 Opuscula, 1631 edition, p. 145. 

89



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

for the expiation of sins. This is the way ... all Churches since antiquity 
have always consistently interpreted it. (De missae sacrificio, cap. 4)33 

Far from the minds of the faithful be any thought that the Mass is 
celebrated in order to supply an efficacy lacking in the victim offered 
on the cross. For the Mass is celebrated as a channel for that remission 
of sins brought about by Christ on the cross. Just as it does not contain 
another victim, so it does not bring about another remission of sins. . .. 
For since Christ’s continual intercession for us in heaven does not 
derogate from that unique intercession caused by his death, still less 
does this Eucharistic intercession derogate from it: the intercession, 
namely, that is made by the enduring presence of Christ, in an im- 
molatory manner (immolatitio modo), in order that, by means of this 
mystic rite under the species of bread and wine, we may be made par
takers of the remission of sins wrought upon the cross. . . . And so, 
wherever there are Christians who, after baptism, stand in need of 
remission of sins, the Eucharistic victim can avail them for the remission 
of their sins by applying to them the efficacy of his death. (De missae 
sacrificio, cap. 6)

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

When in his Babylonian Captivity Martin Luther denounced as a 
‘most impious abuse’ the universal persuasion that the Mass was a 
sacrifice offered to God, and this denial at once became a spear
head of the Reformation attack, the Catholic theologians rallied in 
a solid phalanx to the defence of the traditional doctrine. What 
they said and wrote on that theme during the thirty years be
tween Luther’s first protest and the pubheation of Cranmer’s 
hturgy affords abundant evidence of what their doctrine was. 
These were the men who were Cranmer’s contemporaries, and 
the current scholastic teaching that confronted him, as set out 
above in the words of Biel and of Cajetan, is also to be found in 
the writings of these apologists. Whereas the theologians of the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries had been content with brief 
repetition of the traditional doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice, 
the controversialists of the early Reformation period wrote more 
eloquently and at greater length on the subject; yet in all essentials 
they were found to say no more and no less than then pre
decessors. Theirs was not an age of exploratory speculation or of 
doctrinal development, but one in which the Catholics closed

33 ibid. p. 286; the following passage is on p. 287.
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their ranks to defend the deposit of faith. Hardly any of the men 
who withstood the first shock of the Protestant attack on the Mass 
were thinkers of the first rank—not a few of them were Nominal
ists and mimmizers—but the urgent duty of the hour was to 
reassert and conserve the belief that had been handed down to 
them, and they were faithful to it. Even their Protestant oppo
nents did not regard them as innovators, but acknowledged their 
continuity with the past and inveighed against their doctrine as an 
inveterate evil present in the Church for many centuries.

The number of these Cathohc apologists who, during the first 
thirty years of the Reformation struggle wielded their pens in 
defence of the sacrifice of the Mass, was formidable. (A nine
teenth-century hst named no fewer than 266 authors from 
German-speaking lands alone who, between 1520 and the close of 
the Council of Trent, wrote works to counter the new doctrines. 
Other names have been added by later scholars.34) Already by 
1531 Melanchthon could write, in his Apology for the Confession of 
Augsburg: ‘During all the last ten years our adversaries have 
poured out an almost infinite number of books on the subject of 
sacrifice’. The hst given below names some of the chief but by no 
means all of the Cathohc theologians who during those thirty 
years published works dealing, in whole or in part, with the 
sacrifice of the altar.35 Many of these men later took part, as 
bishops or theological advisers, in the Council of Trent:

31 This Est was compiled, in three parts, by F. Falk and N. Paulus in articles in 
Der Katholik (Mainz), 1891-3. Falk, in an article ‘Das Corpus CathoEcorum’ 
(1891, vol. 71, part I, pp. 440-63) compiled a Est of 105 CathoEc apologists of the 
Reformation period. Paulus in two articles, ‘KathoEsche Schriftsteller ans der 
Reformationszeit’ (1892, vol. 72, part 1, pp. 544-64, and 1893, vol. 73, part 2, 
pp. 213-23) added 161 more names, with bibliographical details.

35 Particulars of many of their works are given in the course of these pages. 
Other detaEs can be gathered from the articles by Falk and Paulus referred to in 
the previous note, and from: P. Polman, L’élément historique dans la controverse 
religieuse du XVIe siècle (Gembloux, 1932) ; Lepin, L’Idée du sacrifice de la messe, 
pp. 252-280; Rivière, D.T.C. vol. X, 1099-1112; Messenger, R.M.P. vol. I, 
pp. i79-2Oi;F.Lauchert,Dze italienischen literarischen Gegner Luthers (Freiburg-im- 
Breisgau 1912); H. Laemmer, Die vortridentinisch-katholische Théologie (Berlin, 
1858) pp. 259-78; F. S. Renz, Die Geschichte des Messopferbegriffs, Dillingen 1902, 
vol. II; M. Alonso, El sacrificio eucaristico de la última cena del Señor según el Concilio 
Tridentino (Madrid, 1929); Hurter’s Nomenclator literarias, vol. IV (Innsbruck 
1899); K. Werner, Geschichte der apologetischen und polemischen Literatur der 
christlicher Théologie, vol. IV, (Schaffhausen 1865).
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In German-speaking lands: Kaspar Schatzgeyer, Cochlaeus 
(John Dobneck), John Eck, John Dietenberger (Wedewer), 
Bartholomew Arnoldi von Usingen, Jerome Emser, Pelargus 
(Ambrose Storch), John Mensing, Thomas Murner, Martin 
Steinly, Berthold Pürstinger (von Chiemsee), Augustinus Marius, 
Nicholas Ferber or Stagefyr (Herborn), Wolfgang Schindler, 
Wicelius (George Witzel), Tilmann Smeling, Wimpina (Conrad 
Koch), John Faber of Vienna, John Fabri (or Faber) of Heil
bronn, Michael Vehe, Matthias Kretz, John Gropper, Paul 
Bachmann von Altenzelle (Amnicola), John Hoffmeister, 
Frederick Nausea (Grau), Michael Helding (Sidonius), Conrad 
Kling, Jacob Lemp, Nicholas Buchner, Leonard Marstaller.

In the Low Countries: Nicholas Van Zwol, Eustace Van der 
Rivieren (De Zichenis), Francis Titelmans, John Driedo (Neys), 
Cornelius Snecanus, James Latomus (Masson), A. Meerman, 
Herenthalinus, Albert Pighius, Alardus of Amsterdam.

In England: St John Fisher, St Thomas More, Richard Smith, 
Stephen Gardiner.

In France: Clichtovacus (Josse Clichtoue), Peter Dore (Auratus), 
Jerome de Hangest.

In Italy: Cardinal Cajetan, Pandosius (G. Pantusa), Philip 
Archintus, Ambrose Catharinus (Lancelotto Politi), Jerome 
Monopolitanus, Cardinal Contarini, Cyprian Benetus, Thomas 
Illyriens, Giammaria Giaccari.

In Spain: Alphonsus de Castro, Francis de Vitoria, Perez de 
Ayala (Peresius).

In Poland: Cardinal Hosius.
Differences of emphasis there were among these different 

authors; there were defects and weaknesses in their thought, as 
will be noted in subsequent chapters; not a few of them suffered 
from that narrowness of vision and temper which polemical 
controversy almost inevitably produces; but from the vast mass 
of their apologetic writings there emerges a clear and impressive 
pattern of agreement on the fundamental truths concerning the 
Eucharistic sacrifice, the same agreement we have already 
observed between Cajetan and Biel. From all these authors, some 
of whom were very prolific writers, Anglo-Catholic critics have 
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singled out only one, Ambrose Catharinas, to accuse of teaching a 
heretical view about the sacrifice. Whether even this author was 
guilty of the singular error ascribed to him will be discussed in 
Chapter XXI below.

Since a catena of passages from the writings of these theo
logians to illustrate how their Mass doctrine is the same as that of 
Biel and Cajetan, of the thirteenth-century doctors, and of the 
Fathers, would unduly overload the present chapter, it is relegated 
to the end of the book, hr Appendix A (nos. 9-49) is given a 
representative selection of such texts. Many other passages are 
quoted in the course of the following chapters. From these 
abundant sources, from the texts already cited and to be cited, it is 
possible to recognize and to formulate a body of truths about the 
sacrifice of the altar which was generally accepted by all Catholic 
theologians at the time of the Reformation. These truths are 
tabulated in the following summary under ten main heads of 
doctrine. The phrases between inverted commas in these propo
sitions are the words later used by the Council of Trent in its 
decree on the sacrifice of the Mass.36 Trent, by codifying the tradi
tional belief about the Mass, set its seal on what had been the ordin
ary teaching of the theologians throughout the preceding period.

*****

A summary of the current doctrine of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice at the time of the Reformation

(i) ‘In the Mass there is offered to God a true and proper 
sacrifice’, the highest act of Christian worship.

(ii) The sacrifice of Christ’s redemptive passion is all-sufficient 
to atone for all the sins of all men: ‘through the shedding of 
his blood he redeemed us and rescued us from the power of 
darkness and brought us into his kingdom’. The Eucha
ristic oblation in no way implies that anything is wanting in 
the sacrifice of the cross, nor does it ‘in any way detract 
from that sacrifice’.

(iii) Christ, ‘since his priesthood was not to be terminated with 
his death’, established in his Church an order of priests, 

3’ 22nd Session, 1562. Denz. 938-40 and 948-51.
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‘the Apostles and their successors in the priesthood’, 
through whom he would continue his sacrifice for all time.

(iv) The Mass is not an absolute sacrifice, independent of the 
unique sacrifice by which Christ ‘wrought our eternal 
redemption’; but it was instituted at the Last Supper as a 
relative sacrifice, by which that ‘sacrifice in blood, ac
complished but once on the cross, was to be represented, so 
that the memory thereof should remain till the world’s end.’

(v) Nevertheless ‘the sacrifice of the Mass is not a mere com
memoration’, nor ‘only a sacrifice of praise and thanks’; in 
it, really present, ‘Christ himself is contained’, and in very 
truth ‘his body and blood are offered to the Father under the 
appearances of bread and wine.’

(vi) The sacrifice of the altar is in a true sense one with the 
sacrifice of the cross. ‘The victim is one and the same, and he 
who now offers through the ministry of priests is the 
selfsame as he who then offered himself on the cross.’

(vii) The newness of the Mass-sacrifice, and its difference from 
the sacrifice of Calvary, ‘is only in the manner of offering’. 
For the Mass is ‘an unbloody immolation’, a mystical 
sacrifice, in which ‘the Church through her priests immo
lates Christ under visible signs’. Hence Christ, who ‘offered 
himself only once by way of death’, does not in any way 
suffer death, pain, or change in the sacrifice of the altar.

(viii) All the efficacy of the Mass flows from the sacrifice of 
Calvary; ‘the fruits of the bloody oblation are received in 
superabundance by means of the unbloody oblation’. 
Through the latter men are enabled to participate in all the 
graces and benefits won for them by Christ. It ‘applies the 
saving force of the sacrifice of the cross for the remission of 
the sins which we daily commit’; it is ‘offered for the sins, 
penalties, satisfactions and needs of the faithful’. Thus ‘the 
Mass is in truth a propitiatory sacrifice’.

(ix) This propitiatory application of Christ’s sacrifice through 
its liturgical re-enactment is not to be understood in the 
sense that the Mass justifies the wicked without their 
repenting; but rather, ‘appeased by this offering, the Lord, 
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granting grace and the gift of repentance, forgives sins, 
even the greatest crimes’.

(x) The effects of the Mass-sacrifice do not extend to the’ 
welfare of the living alone; ‘but it is also offered for the 
faithful departed in Christ who are not yet fully cleansed’.

* ★ * ★ ★

In the summary just given can be seen a body of doctrine 
about the Eucharistic sacrifice which is neither confused nor 
unorthodox by Cathohc standards. Far from it being the case that 
by the end of the middle ages the whole concept of the sacrifice 
was wrapped in confusion and error, the theologians of the time 
handed on a coherent and traditional teaching. Whatever their 
other defects and domestic disputes may have been, here they 
presented a united front. One cannot read through the pre
Tridentine writings on the Mass without a sense of admiration 
that an age which was in so many respects imperfect, which was 
the heir to much scandal and laxity in Church life and to the sterile 
dialectics of the Nominalists in the schools, should have preserved 
with unerring instinct the purity of this doctrine in all essentials.

It was this corpus of teaching about the Mass that was in 
dispute with the continental Reformers, with Luther, Melanch- 
thon, Oecolampadius, Zwingli, Bullinger, Bucer, Calvin and 
their allies; it was this that the Council of Trent was to reaffirm 
solemnly in its dogmatic decrees; it was this that confronted 
Cranmer and his associates when they set out to reform the behef 
and worship of Enghshmen; and it was this that provides the 
context for their repudiation of the Roman doctrine of ‘the 
sacrifices of Masses’.

Anyone acquainted with the works of Luther and of the other 
Reformation leaders against the Mass will observe that the picture 
they gave of their opponents’ doctrine was not restricted to the 
tenets listed above. While they certainly knew those tenets well 
enough, they usually presented them in a strangely different form, 
and added many damaging allegations against the school theo
logians. How is it that Luther and his allies, despite their demon
strated knowledge of the Mass doctrine of Biel and the other 
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schoolmen, were able to accuse them of enormities not to be 
found in their writings ? The answer, alas, lies in the controversial 
manners of that age. ‘On our side’, admitted Martin Bucer in a 
letter to the Landgrave Philip of Hesse, ‘some of us have come, in 
the heat of the struggle, to make constant imputations against our 
adversaries of which they know themselves not guilty, and of 
which we shall never be able to convict them’.37 Comments by 
two German Protestant scholars of the nineteenth century are 
apposite here. ‘For a knowledge of the theology and church life 
at the end of the middle ages’, wrote the historian Theodore 
Koide, ‘the writings of the Reformers can hardly be used even as 
secondary sources’. W. Maurenbrecher put it even more bluntly:

It is quite indispensable that an adequate inquiry into the condition of 
theology in the period about 1490-1510 should be undertaken. We have to 
get rid of the caricature of it drawn in the writings of the Reformers, and of 
the misrepresentations caused thereby; what the theologians of that time 
really thought and taught must be gathered first and foremost from their 
own writings.38

Since those words were written the process of replacing the 
caricature with the truth has been satisfactorily carried forward, 
but in England it has been hindered by extra-historical con
siderations. The assumption of the degeneracy of late-mediaeval 
Mass theology had become a linchpin of the plea for a Catholic 
interpretation of the Reformation formularies of the Church of 
England, and it is not surprising that in a matter about which the 
Anglo-Catholic authors felt so deeply they should have con
tinued to accept the oft-repeated allegations—especially since few 
had first-hand acquaintance with the writings of the late-mediaeval 
theologians, which were not easily accessible.

In the present century a great deal has been written about the 
mysterious reality that constitutes the Eucharistic sacrifice. That 
the Mass is truly a sacrifice, drawing its sacrificial efficacy wholly 
from the redemptive sacrifice of Christ, has always been main
tained in Catholic theology; but the question of how it is a

37M.Lenz, Briefwechsel Philipps von Hessen mitBucer, Leipzig 1887, vol. II, p. 240.
38 Koide, Die deutsche Augustinerkongregation, Gotha 1879, p. VI; Mauren

brecher, Studien und Skizzen zur Geschichte der Reformationszeit, Leipzig 1874, 
p. 221; cited by N. Paulus.
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sacrifice is one that is open to further investigation. In recent 
times several profound, studies have been devoted to this question, 
and the process of unfolding what is implicit in the dogma has 
made notable progress as a result. (In Chapter XII a survey of 
present-day Catholic theories on this subject will be given.) It 
is the appearance of these studies, in particular those of Vonier, 
de la Taille and Masure, that Dr Mascall hails as support for his 
thesis that only now has light dawned and that in late-mediaeval 
Mass-theology all was night.39 It is true enough, and matter for 
congratulation, that Catholic theologians have in recent times 
exposed the weaknesses in certain theories about the Mass which 
flourished in the post-Tridentine age. In Chapter XX below those 
theories are examined, and the conclusion that emerges is that 
they could have had no relevance to the Reformers’ attack on the 
Mass since they were wholly the product of post-Reformation 
scholasticism, and that in any case they were not the infamous 
heresies some have imagined.

The Council of Trent in 1562 summarized in a dogmatic 
definition what was the belief of the Church about the reality and 
force of the Mass-sacrifice, but it left free scope to the further 
elaboration of that doctrine and to theological speculation about 
the nature of the sacrificial action. All were agreed that the Mass is 
not an absolute but a relative sacrifice, drawing its efficacy 
from the sacrifice of Calvary, but it was permissible to sixteenth
century theologians—as it is to their modern successors—to hold 
different theories about the nature of that mysterious relationship 
which unites Christ’s unbloody sacrifice of the altar with his 
unique redemptive sacrifice of the cross. It is unwarranted to 
suggest that because in the sixteenth century and later there was 
freedom for speculation about these recondite truths, which were 
still in process of unfolding, there was therefore no common and 
recognizable doctrine about the fundamentals of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice. Similar reasoning might be used to infer that because 
Thomist, Scotist and Suarezian theologians differ in their theories 
to explain why the individual human nature of Christ is not a 
subsistent person, there is consequently no fundamental and

38 The Mouth, February 1956, p. 89.
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uniform Catholic doctrine about the reality of the hypostatic 
union, no orthodox belief about the one divine Person existing in 
two natures. Or again, one cannot conclude that because Augus- 
tinians, Thomists, Molinists and others are at variance hi their 
theories about efficacious grace there is accordingly no basic 
Catholic doctrine about the infallible efficacy of divine prevenient 
grace. In almost every department of dogmatic theology there is, 
in addition to the defined or universally believed doctrines, a 
wider sphere of questions open to further speculation and de
velopment. So it was with the doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice 
in the sixteenth century and so it still is today.
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Chapter Six

THE FUNDAMENTAL REASONS
FOR THE REJECTION OF THE MASS IN 

REFORMATION THEOLOGY

J I Re English Reformation cannot be judged in isolation from 
I the continental Reformation; what the Edwardine church- 
X men said and did concerning the Eucharistic priesthood and 

sacrifice must be seen in the setting of the great controversy 
about the Mass which had raged throughout Europe for the 
previous thirty years. And the claim, often made, that the English 
Reformers avoided the extreme course of the continental Prot
estants—who banished the sacrifice of the Mass altogether—must be 
tested by comparison and by a survey of the relations between them.

‘At no point was Luther so violently opposed to the mediaeval 
system’, says Dr Brilioth, ‘as in his repudiation of the Romish 
doctrine of the sacrifice of the Mass. This was the spear-point of his 
assault’.1 However much they differed from one another on other 
questions, all the Reformers were agreed on this. They did not 
claim to be discarding only a late-mediaeval error or a mere 
popular superstition, for they allowed that the Romanists’ 
doctrine of the Mass-sacrifice, in the form that confronted them, 
had been prevalent in the Church for long centuries. ‘What I am 
attacking’, declared Luther in 1520, ‘is something deep-rooted and 
seemingly impossible to eradicate, since it has been established by 
the practice of so many centuries and approved by the consent of 
all men. We shall have to cast out the greater part of the books 
now in honour, and to change almost the whole face of the 
Church’. But he is undismayed. ‘What do I care about the 
multitude and renown of those who have gone astray? Truth is 
stronger than them all!’ In support of their doctrine of the Mass,

1 Eucharistic Faith and Practice, p. 137.
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the reformer admits, the papists can appeal to ‘the sayings of the 
holy Fathers, so many authorities and so widespread a custom, 
constantly observed throughout the world’. ‘What shall we say to 
these authorities ? I say first of all that, even if we had nothing else 
to answer, it is safer to reject them all rather than to admit that the 
Mass is a work and a sacrifice; lest corrupting both faith and Mass 
together, we deny the word of Christ’.2

2 Babylonian Captivity; Werke, Weimar edit. vol. VI, pp. 512, 522-4. Luther 
again admits that the Fathers had a sacrificial conception of the Eucharist in his 
De abroganda missaprivata; in Opera latina, Frankfurt 1872, pp. 118-9.

3 Luthers Vorlesungen über den Hebräerbrief nach der vatikanischen Handschrift, 
edited by E. Hirsch and H. Rückert (Berlin & Leipzig 1929). In these lectures 
Luther insists that the Christian sacrifice belongs to the past, and that the Eucha
rist is a testament reminding us of the unique oblation once made (pp. 231, 
242-4).

1 ‘Der literarische Kampf Luthers und Melanchthons gegen das Opfer der 
heiligen Messe’, in Divus Thomas (Fribourg) 1943, pp. 63-78.

5 ‘Sermon on the New Testament’; Werke, Weimar, vol. VI, pp. 349-78.
6 Babylonian Captivity, ibid. vol. VI, pp. 512, 514-8, 523.

Aldiough Luther did not immediately deny the sacrificial 
character of the Mass when he first began to challenge the 
existing order, his future position can be seen foreshadowed in his 
lectures on Hebrews in 1517.3 His attack on the Mass is usually 
dated from 1520, but N. M. Halmer has shown that it had already 
begun the year before.4 The Saxon reformer had early reahzed 
that his basic principles logically led to the overthrowing of this 
pillar of the Catholic system; from 1520 onwards he declared open 
and unrelenting war on the sacrifice of the altar. In a sermon 
published in 1520 he denounced the sacrificial conception of the 
Mass as ‘the worst of all abuses’.5 In the Babylonian Captivity of the 
same year he wrote: ‘By far the most impious of the bondages in 
which the sacrament is held is that at this day there is no belief in 
the Church more generally received or more firmly held than that 
the Mass is a good work and a sacrifice. This abuse has brought in 
an infinite flood of other abuses’. The Mass, he said, was only a 
promise and a testament, like the divine promise of favour made to 
Noah in the rainbow. Since Christ at the Last Supper did not make 
an oblation to the Father, but rather left a testament to his follow
ers, no more could the Mass be an oblation offered to God.6 (This 
became a favourite argument of all the Reformers. They objected
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that if the Last Supper had. been a sacrifice then the sacrifice of 
Calvary would have been unnecessary.7)

Luther kept up his offensive in the following years. In 1521 came 
his De abroganda missa privata, soon translated into German, in 
which the Reformer said that ‘Masses which they call sacrifices are 
the height of idolatry and impiety’, an evil introduced by Satan 
himself. There could be no priesthood after Christ’s except in the 
sense of the priesthood of all believers. In his treatise Against 
King Henry of England (1522) he exclaimed: ‘Once the Mass has 
been overthrown, I say we’ll have overthrown the whole of 
Popedom’.8 In 1525 came the German tract, On the Abomination of 
the Canon of the Mass, and in his reformed liturgies of 1523 and 
1526 Luther banished sacrificial terms from the Eucharistic rite, 
which was to be a communion alone. Asked what was left of the 
sacrifice he could well reply, ‘I say nothing is left’.9 No other sin, 
he said in a sermon of 1524, not even ‘manslaughter, theft, 
murder or adultery is so harmful as this abomination of the 
popish Mass’.10

Despite their other bitter disagreements concerning the Lord’s 
Supper, all the Reformers remained unwavering in their common 
detestation of the sacrificial interpretation of it. In the articles of 
Marburg in 1529 Zwinglians and Lutherans were able to agree at 
least on this point.11 In his 67 Articles of 1523 Zwingli had de
clared that the Eucharist was no sacrifice, but only a memorial of 
Christ’s past sacrifice.12 In a commentary on the canon of the Mass 
written the same year he denounced the references to oblation in 
the missal as ‘blasphemy’.13 Calvin in his turn rivalled Luther in 
vehemence of language:

7 cf. de la Taille, ‘Coena et passio in theologia apologetica contra pseudo- 
reformatores’, in Gregorianum 1928, p. 193; M. Alonso, El Sacrificio eucartstico, 
pp. 16-27. Many of the Catholic controversialists retorted with scriptural 
arguments to show that Christ performed a sacrificial offering at the Last Supper; 
e.g. Ambrose Storch O.P. (Pelargus), in his Hyperaspismus sive propugnatio 
apologiae quo Eucharistiae sacrificium ab Oecolampadiana calttmnia strenue asseritur, 
Basle 1529, fol. D. 8 Werke, Weimar, vol. Xb, p. 220. 9 Werke, vol. VI, p. 366.

10 Werke, vol. XV, p. 774. cf. also De instituendis ministris ecclesiae (1523), 
Werke, vol. XII, esp. p. 174; Von der Winkelmesse und Pfaffenweihe (1533), etc.

11 Kidd, Documents of the Continental Reformation, Oxford 1911, p. 254.
12 Opera omnia, Zurich 1829, vol. I, p. 264.
13 De canone ntissae epichiresis, in Opera, vol. Ill, Zurich 1832, p. 107.
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This horrible abomination took its origin . . . when Satan, blinded almost the 
whole world with the pestilential error of believing that the Mass is a 
sacrifice and oblation for obtaining the remission of sins, . . . that the Mass is a 
work by which the priest and others who participate in the offering gain 
merit before God. . . . This abomination of the Mass, being presented in a 
golden vessel, that is, under the name of God’s word, has made all the kings 
and peoples of the earth so drunk, so besotted and dazed, from the greatest to 
the least, that, more stupid than brute beasts, they have set the beginning and 
end of their salvation wholly in this deadly abyss. Sure it is that Satan never 
devised a more effective engine for attacking and vanquishing Christ’s realm.14

The early works of the Reformers, especially those of Luther in 
which he first launched the attack on the sacrifice of the altar, and 
those of his gifted heutenant Melanchthon who gave systematic 
expression to the ideas of his leader, are instructive for showing 
what were the original motives for the repudiation of the Mass. 
The main motive supposed by some Enghsh authors today, 
namely the Reformers’ abhorrence of a current papist belief in a 
daily slaying of Christ at the altar, is not to be found among the 
reasons Luther himself gave when he began the campaign. He 
knew the teaching of the school theologians on the Mass well 
enough through text-books such as those of Gabriel Biel, the most 
esteemed authority at the time. Their universal insistence that the 
sacrifice of the altar was an unbloody and mystical oblation, 
since Christ could not suffer and die anew, was familiar to Luther 
and to the first generation of Reformers. (If anything, the Scotist- 
Nominahst theology then in vogue was open to the charge of 
unduly minimizing, rather than exaggerating, the reality of the 
Mass-sacrifice, by stressing its commemorative nature.15) In 
Chapter XVIII it will be seen that the objection, ‘If the Mass is a 
sacrifice, then logically it ought to imply a new slaying of 
Christ’, was a polemical argument elaborated by Zwingli after the 
battle against the Mass had already been in progress for some 
time. It is an unwarranted reflection on some of the keenest minds 
of the age to suppose that the Reformers’ whole protest was based 
on the crass misapprehension that their opponents really claimed

14 Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV. 18; Corpus Reformatorum, vol. XXX, 
col. 1051, 1063. Similarly, ‘Treatise on the Lord’s Supper’ in Theological Treatises, 
Enghsh trans. J. K. S. Reid, London 1954, pp. 155 seq.

16 This aspect of pre-Reformation doctrine is discussed in Chapter XV below.
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to slay Christ daily. Their denial of the Eucharistic sacrifice was 
ultimately based on a theological reason much more seriously 
intended. Because this reason gives the key to our whole inquiry, 
and underlies Cranmer’s denial likewise, it is well to bring it into 
clear relief.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

The Reformation hostility to the sacrifice of the altar is found to 
be connected, hi a coherent pattern, with the basic Reformation 
doctrines of grace, of justification, of the Church and the sacra
ments, and ultimately of Christology. To trace that connection 
one must seek a comprehensive view of the whole vast scene; one 
must stand back to see beyond the storms of particular controversies 
the ultimate mountain-barrier of thought, the central watershed 
which divides the streams that make up the system of Catholic theo
logy from those that flow into the theology of the Reformation.

The Catholic conception of the Christian religion is aptly 
described as ‘incamationaf—in the sense that the Church, trans
forming the world by the divine Efe of grace which flows to her 
from Christ her head, is a perpetual extension of Christ’s Incarna
tion. Cathode theology sees redeemed mankind, the new Israel, as 
now taken up into an active part in the economy of salvation. By 
sanctifying grace men are regenerated and ennobled inwardly; by 
virtue of this new supernatural life Christ lives and acts in them— 
in the Mystical Body as a whole and in each of its members—so 
that they can henceforth share, actively and meritoriously, in his 
corporate work. Not only Christ’s holiness and his merits but 
also his powers of sanctification are communicated to his hier
archical Church. Fallen mankind is not only saved by Christ’s 
atonement, but is also raised up to co-operate in Christ’s priestly 
mission of dispensing that salvation to all succeeding generations 
till the end of time. Endowed with Christ’s priesthood, the Church 
through her ministers has the function of mediating to all men the 
fruits of Christ’s all-sufficient work of salvation. This is the ‘work’, 
the opus operatum, of the sacramental system. Professor Van de 
Pol, analysing the deep reasons for the sixteenth-century doctrinal 
cleavage, gives the CathoEc position eloquently:

103



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

Since the Son of God in assuming human nature has united the human to the 
divine, a totally new and vital relationship has arisen between God and man. 
However immeasurable the distance between Creator and creature, between 
the All-holy God and fallen man, it has been bridged by the Incarnation of 
God’s Son. St Athanasius in the East and St Augustine in the West both 
consider that the foundation of the redemption and restoration of fallen man 
lies in this: that God became man in order that man might become divine. . . . 
The fact of the Incarnation, the central fact of the history of the human race, 
inspires a sense of awe and mystery, not only because it shows that vzhat is 
impossible with man is possible with God, but also because of its immense 
and far-reaching consequences for the whole of creation and, in particular, 
for man. ... Just as the Incarnation is the visible manifestation of God, whom 
no man has ever seen, so also in the holy sacraments Christ has rendered 
visible the invisible working of the divine Spirit. It is because of this that the 
normal way of return to God leads through visible realities to those which 
are invisible. Such is the way of salvation determined by Christ in God’s 
name, and the mystery of the Church and all the circumstances of that reality 
form the counterpart of the mystery of the Incarnation.. . . Christ’s work of 
salvation in the individual believer is based, it is true, on an action accom
plished once at a certain point of history, on the sacrifice of the Cross by 
which fallen man was, in principle, reconciled to God; yet it is achieved in 
each one in a manner resembling the Incarnation itself, that is, in and through 
the Holy Church which is the body of Christ.16

It was this fundamental conception of Catholicism that was 
challenged by the Reformation. Religion for the Reformers was 
the personal encounter of the individual spirit with divine mercy 
shown in Christ. When they formulated and passionately pro
claimed the gospel of justificati on by faith alone it was, implicitly, 
the whole ‘mcarnational’ ethos of Catholicism they were reject
ing. Dr K. E. Skydsgaard, the eminent Lutheran theologian, puts 
his finger on the point of divergence from which Reformation 
and Cathohc theology go their separate ways, and in doing so he 
marks the ultimate reason for the Reformers’ rejection of the 
sacrifice of the Mass:

Just as there is a very plain relationship between the Roman view of grace and 
faith and the whole concept of the church as a priestly-sacramental organ of 
salvation, so there is also a direct line from the Evangelicals’ view of these 
things to their concept of the church and its nature, its means of grace and 
worship. . . . According to the Roman Catholic view it is correct to speak of
16 The Christian Dilemma, English trans, by G. Van Hall; London 1952, 

pp. 71-2.
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the church as a priestly-sacramental, supernatural organism of salvation. But 
this is an impossible expression according to Evangelicals, who are not 
concerned with infusing the divine powers of grace, but with grace con
ceived as God’s free and merciful coming to sinful men.17

The Reformers’ basic protest can be summarized in the words 
of Adolf Harnack: rightly did they rebel against the Catholic 
sacramental system, he says, since ‘it was rooted in the funda
mental conception that religion is an antidote for the finiteness of 
man, hi the sense that it deifies his nature’. And by the revo
lutionary force of the Reformation principles ‘the axe was laid to 
the root of the whole Cathohc sacramental concept’—that is, the 
mediation of grace through what he calls ‘the magic of the opus 
operatum .18 Harnack laments that because Luther and others did 
not remain consistently faithful to his first principle an entry was 
left open for something of the Cathohc concept to seep back into 
later Protestantism.19 To appreciate the primary reasons for the 
rejection of the Eucharistic sacrifice, however, we must here 
consider the Reformation principles in their pristine and un
diluted state—and not, for instance, as they are modified in 
modern ecumenical writing on the Church and the sacraments, 
where the possession of ‘Cathohc’ insights by many ‘Protestant’ 
authors is so significant a development.

This fundamental difference which divides the Cathohc con
ception of God’s dealings with men from the Protestant may be 
described as a theology of mediation and participation. In Cathohc 
thought, Christ’s manhood, and the Church which is his fullness, 
and the sacraments which are his actions, form a hierarchy of 
created means by which the God-man communicates to men his 
saving activity. There is therefore a ‘descending’ and an ‘ascend
ing’ mediation: through a channel of created causes God reaches 
down to men, as it were, to bring them his salvation, and then 
implants in them a deiform principle, sanctifying grace, which 
begins and energizes their ascent towards ultimate union with 
himself. In this economy of mediation through the Church, the

17 One in Christ, English trans, by A. C. Kildegaard, Philadelphia 1957, pp. 157, 
159. See pp. 510-11 below.

18 Lehrbuch der Doginengeschichte, 4th edit. Tiibingen 1910, vol. Ill, p. 851.
19 ibid. pp. 851-2, 880-2.
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Mass is a principal instrument of Christ’s saving action. Through 
its Eucharistic counterpart the sacrifice of the cross is made avail
able for all men in all succeeding ages. In this great ‘work’ mortal 
priests are the vicars and instruments of the immortal High 
Priest. ‘Thus does the particular doctrine of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice grow out of the general truth of the Mediation of 
Christ’, observed R. I. Wilberforce, the Tractarian divine; ‘it is 
nothing more than the admission of this truth, taken in connexion 
with the fact of the Real Presence’. With his customary discern
ment, Wilberforce pointed out that Luther’s rejection of the 
sacrifice was bound up with his doctrine of justification.20 
J. B. Moehler was another who saw as the crux this Catholic 
belief concerning the Eucharistic Christ :

The Redeemer not merely lived eighteen hundred years ago, so that he hath 
since disappeared and we retain but an historical remembrance of him, as of a 
deceased man: but he is, on the contrary, eternally living in his Church; and 
in the sacrament of the altar he hath manifested this in a sensible manner to 
creatures endowed with sense... .[He] eternally offers himself to the Father as 
a victim for men; and the real permanent exposition hereof can never fail in 
the Church, if the historical Christ is to celebrate in her his entire imperish
able existence.21

Luther, making a radical development of some of the hypo
thetical speculations of Nominalism,22 arrived at a theology in 
which there was no place for any created reality to mediate to men 
God’s salutary action, nor for any active sharing by men in the 
dispensation of grace. His cardinal objection against the tra
ditional doctrine of the sacrifice of the Mass was that it was a 
‘work’, something which belonged to that whole order of 
instrumental mediation and of man’s active participation in the

20 The Doctrine of the Holy Eucharist, London 1853 ; 3rd edit. 1854, pp. 314-5. A 
Dominican scholar, N. M. Halmer, puts his finger on the same vital spot. ‘In 
Luther’s theological system’, he observes, ‘the Mass-sacrifice has no place. It is 
irreconcilable with his solafideism and his concept of the sole operation of God, 
with his “spiritual” theory of the Church, and his rejection of the ordained 
priesthood’ (art. cit. ‘DerKampf Luthers’, p. 61).

21 Symbolism, or Doctrinal Differences between Catholics and Protestants, English 
trans., 5th edit. London 1906, pp. 236-7.

22 The influence of Nominalism on Luther, and the extent to which the 
Nominalist schoolmen had lost the wholeness of the Catholic vision, are discussed 
in Chapter XIV below.
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economy of grace that was anathema to the Reformer. Grace, for 
him, was not an intrinsic elevation of man’s being, but God’s 
favour freely imputed to the elect, who were released from 
condemnation out of regard for the merits of Christ and who 
apprehended their pardon by saving faith. The celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper was a promise and a testament of that pardon to the 
individual communicant; it could not ‘do’ anything for others, 
nor could it ‘offer’ anything to God. ‘Out of a gift of God to men 
they have made a gift of man to God’, he frequently lamented.23 
In the Babylonian Captivity he insisted:

God does not deal, nor has he ever dealt with man in any other way than by 
the word of his promise. So too we can never have dealings with God in any 
other way than by faith in that word of promise. ... A man can draw fruit 
from the Mass only for himself, and indeed only through his own faith, and 
cannot bestow it upon another.24

This radical opposition of inner ‘word’ to sacramental ‘work’ is 
the theological key to the understanding of the storm of hostility 
to the Mass which swept across Europe. ‘It was a direct attack on 
the traditional sacramental concept’, comments Dr J. Lortz, ‘that 
is, against the objectivity of the divine life operative in the 
Church’s liturgy. Here the resolution of Christianity into a 
religion of inner feeling was achieved at the very point at which 
its victory would have the greatest impact. Here was assailed the 
secret centre of the Church’s unity. . . . For the Catholic Church 
it was not the attack on the Papacy that was the most fateful event 
which happened in the Reformation, but the emptying out from 
her Mysteries of the objective source of power’.25

The Catholic apologists who first answered Luther noted that 
his whole objection was to the concept of the Mass as a ‘work’. At 
this early stage there can be found no trace of those other major 
allegations against late-mediaeval Eucharistic theology which

23 Werke, Weimar, vol. VI, pp. 359, 364, 368, 520 seq.; vol. VIII, pp. 513, 515, 
519 etc.

24 ibid. vol. VI, pp. 516, 521.
25 Die Reformation in Deutschland, 2nd edit. vol. I, p. 229. Elsewhere (vol. II, 

pp. 178-9) Lortz quotes an early warning of Cochlaeus to the same effect. The 
Catholics would be shortsighted, the latter said, to concentrate their main efforts 
on defending the doctrine of the primacy of the Pope; the onslaught on the Mass 
was more vital, for ‘thereby Luther threatens to tear out the heart from the body 
of the Church’.

107



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

many Anglo-Catholic authors have thought to be the original 
grounds for the attack on the Mass. At first the apologists do not 
seem to have realized the profound connection between Luther’s 
attack on the sacrifice of the altar and his general doctrine of 
justification, nor why he was so vehement against the Mass as a 
‘work’. Henry VIII, in his defence of the faith against Luther in 
1521, thought the objection was sufficiently answered when he 
retorted: ‘It cannot be denied that in the Mass the priest does a 
good work, since he does not do other than Christ did at the 
Supper and upon the cross’. So too St John Fisher demanded: 
‘What word more expresses the notion of “operation” and 
“work” than Christ’s saying, “Do this ...” F.26

The Swiss Reformers, who were to have so considerable an 
influence on the Anglican Reformation, shared all the Lutheran 
objections to the Mass as a ‘work’, and indeed reinforced them 
further. Although Luther later reacted against the views of the 
Zwinglians and ‘sacramentaries’, who reduced the sacraments to 
mere signs and rejected the Eucharistic reahsm which Luther had 
retained, it was they who adhered most faithfully and logically to 
the original principles of the Reformation. Zwingli, whose 
son-in-law and successor, Bullinger, was to have special authority 
with the English Reformers, espoused those principles with zeal, 
seeing clearly how they could furnish the foundations of a 
consistent theological system.27 ‘Faith alone saves’, Zwingli too 
insists, but he presses on beyond Luther to draw out the full 
consequences of that revolutionary principle. His theology is the 
consistent antithesis of Catholicism, a radical ‘religion of the 
spirit’ over against the ‘religion of incarnation’. It is then not 
surprising that he too soon recognized in the sacrificial concept of 
the Mass the kernel of the traditional system which he planned to 
overthrow. In his theology the Eucharist could have no salutary 
efficacy in the present; it was not even a promise or pledge to

28 Both texts are in Fisher’s Opera, Wurzburg edit. 1597. Henry’s Assertio 
septem sacramentorum, col. 28; Fisher’s Assertionum regis Augliae defensio, col. 196. 
Similarly St Thomas More, Opera latina, Louvain 1566, p. 106; Chchtovaeus, 
Appendix A below, no. 15.

27 The impossibility of any participation by men in the economy of righteous
ness is urged, for instance, in Zwingli’s De vera et falsa religione commentarius 
(Opera, vol. Ill, Zurich 1832, pp. 180 seq.).

108



FUNDAMENTAL REASONS FOR THE REJECTION OF THE MASS 

awaken faith as Luther held (since ‘if your faith is incomplete, 
needing some ceremonial sign to perfect it, it is not faith’28); but 
it was essentially a testimonial from God of faith and divine 
favour already bestowed upon believers, and at the same time a 
thankful memorial celebrated by the congregation to commemo
rate the salvation once in the past achieved for them upon the 
cross. The Eucharist meant a word from God to man, not an 
offering from man to God. In his Epichiresis attacking the Canon 
of the Mass (1523) Zwingli wrote:

This word of God feeds the human mind; it is not offered by man, but man 
has his strength from it. . . . Since therefore this word, ‘Christ suffered for us 
in order to reconcile us to the Father’, is the only hope of our soul, how could 
anyone claim to have offered this word to the Lord? ... We believe that 
Christ, who was offered up but once, wiped out all the sins of all men, so 
that we have already received his abundance and are sure of our salvation. 
This faith is not offered up, but it is an enlightenment from God.29

Linked with the Reformers’ theory of justification was their 
theory of soteriology, and this too conditioned their attitude to 
the Mass. For them, the atonement was the substitutionary 
punishment of Christ on the gibbet in the place of guilty man
kind. The sacrifice of Christ was the mortal chastisement he bore 
long ago upon the cross, when, loaded with the curse and with the 
sins of men, he paid once for ever on behalf of the elect the penal 
debt due to divine justice. ‘This is the most terrible thing of all’, 
wrote Luther, ‘that Christ was smitten and put to the torment by 
God, and so took upon himself God’s anger. ... It was God’s will 
that Christ should be a slain victim, an expiation, a ransom, a 
redemption, a payment for sin; for nothing else could have 
placated the anger of God but a sacrifice so great as this—the Son 
of God’.30 If Christ’s sacrifice was essentially a penal substitution, 
on account of which God’s anger had been averted from the elect 
and he no longer imputed to them their sins, it was essentially past.

28 Opera, vol. Ill, p. 231; cf. Consultum de simulacris et missa, ibid. pp. 583 seq.
29 ibid. vol. Ill, p. 100.
30 Commentary on Isaias 53.5,10; cited by T. Hamack, Luthers Theologie, 

Munich edit. 1927, vol. II, p. 242. References to other passages in which Luther 
put forward his penal substitution theory are given by V. J. K. Brook, ‘The 
Atonement in Reformation Theology’, in The Atonement in History and in Life, 
edited by L. W. Grensted, London 1929, pp. 214 seq.
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Of such a sacrifice there could be only a thankful memory in the 
ages that followed; the Church could not by a sacramental rite 
perpetuate its reality nor mediate its efficacy to men. As a modern 
Lutheran scholar expresses it: ‘Man simply receives that word or 
message which alone resurrects the existence of man from despair. 
Viewed from this side, faith is only to receive that pardon in 
thankfulness, in the same way that the doomed man who is 
pardoned can only receive his acquittal’.31

For the Reformers the divine decree of acquittal, once made, 
was absolute, and grace was not in man but in the sovereign free
dom of the divine will imputing Christ’s righteousness to the 
elect. Consequently it was vain to speak of a sacramental pre
sentation of Christ’s sacrifice to apply the fruits of the redemption 
to men. To bring the order of Christian sacrifice into the present 
was to derogate from the sufficiency of Christ’s penal expiation in 
the past. By 1521 the keen mind of Melanchthon had formulated 
these logical implications of the principles of the Reformation, and 
he pointed out that the Catholic behef about the Mass conflicted 
no less with the Lutherans’ doctrine of the atonement than with 
their doctrine of grace.32 From that time forward unica oblatio Christi 
became a watchword of all the Reformers in their campaign 
against the Mass. Zwingli too accepted the penal substitution 
theory of the atonement, frequently referring to it in his writings,33 
and Calvin expressed it in his clear and forceful language:

Christ interposed, took the punishment upon himself, and bore what by the 
just judgment of God was impending over sinners; with his own blood he 
expiated the sins which rendered them hateful to God, by this expiation 
satisfied and duly propitiated God the Father, by this intercession appeased 
his anger. . . . Our acquittal is in this—that the guilt which made us liable to 
punishment was transferred to the head of the Son of God (Isaias 53.12). We 
must especially remember this substitution in order that we may not be all 
our lives in trepidation and anxiety, as if the just vengeance, winch the Son of 
God transferred to himself, were still impending over us.34
81 Dr K. E. Skydsgaard, One in Christ, p. 139.
82 Opera, Corpus Reformatorum, vol. I, col. 479; cf. N. M. Halmer, art. cit. 

Divus Thomas (Fribourg) 1943, pp. 71-2.
88 Brook, op. cit. pp. 230-2; J. V. Pollet, ‘Zwinglianisme’, in D.T.C. vol. XV, 

1950, col. 3791.
84 Institutes of the Christian Religion, book II, chap. 16, nn. 2, 5; English trans, by 

H. Beveridge, London 1949, vol. I, pp. 435, 439.
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Calvin went on to say that ‘nothing had been done if Christ had 
only endured corporeal death’ ; for the penal substitution to avail 
Christ had also to bear in his soul, hi man’s stead, the chastisement 
and torments of hell.35 There is, of course, a vital difference 
between this opinion of the Reformers, which regarded Christ’s 
passion as substitutionary punishment, the paying of a penalty 
demanded by divine vindicatory justice, and the Anselmian 
concept, elaborated by the Catholic theologians, of his vicarious 
satisfaction as making amends by his personal dignity for offence 
given by his fellow-men to divine honour.36 Later Protestantism 
found more and more distasteful the Reformation penal-theory of 
the atonement and in modern times it has been generally aban
doned or at least substantially modified.37 It is, however, not 
inopportune to draw attention to the place this concept held in the 
early period of Reformation thought, and to its connection with 
the doctrine of justification by faith alone, the better to under
stand the motives for the attack on the Catholic doctrine of the 
sacramental economy of grace and on the sacrifice of the Mass.

36 Institutes, II.16.10; ibid. p. 443. Bishop Hugh Latimer was to repeat this 
teaching in England (Sermons, P.S. pp. 234-6).

38 cf. J. Rivière, Le Dogme de la Rédemption, Paris 1914, pp. 381-93, and Le 
Dogme de la Rédemption dans la théologie contemporaine, Albi 1948, p. 358; P. 
Galtier, De incarnatione et redemption, Paris 1926, pp. 399 seq. ; Brook, op. cit. 
pp. 218-22, points out the originality of the Reformation theory.

37 Influential in bringing about this changed outlook were the books ofMcLeod 
Campbell, The Nature of the Atonement (London 1886), H. Bushnell, Vicarious 
Sacrifice (New York 1891), R. C. Moberly, Atonement and Personality (London 
1901). cf. A. Ritschl, The Christian Doctrine of Justification and Reconciliation 
(1874; English trans. Edinburgh 1900, pp. 565 seq.). On the Reformation theory of 
the atonement and on the later reaction from it, see W. Adams Brown, in E.R.E. 
vol. V, pp. 645-9; G. B. Stevens, The Christian Doctrine of Salvation, London 1901, 
pp. 151-6; E. C. Essex, ‘The Atonement in Post-Reformation Writers’ in The 
Atonement, edited by L. W. Grensted, pp. 236-56.

The Swiss Reformers had in addition another radical reason for 
denying the sacrifice of the altar. Rejecting the belief in a real 
objective presence of Christ under or with the Eucharistic 
elements (which Luther continued to defend against them with 
great insistence), they argued that since the body and blood of 
Christ were not contained objectively in the sacrament they could 
not be therein offered or presented by the officiating priest. The 
Eucharistic oblation was, for the Zwinglians and Calvinists, bound 
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up with the ‘bread-worship’ which they never tired of denounc- 
ing.38 This clear-cut argument was taken over by the English 
Reformers and, as will be seen in Chapter VIII below, featured 
prominently in their objections against the Mass.

All this gives the theological seed-ground of ideas from which 
sprang the sixteenth-century rejection of the sacrifice of the altar. 
With these first premises, it was inevitable that the Reformers 
should arrive at their doctrinal opposition to it. Certainly the 
abuses which had grown up around the altar were real evils 
crying for reform, but the root of the conflict lay deeper—in the 
cardinal principles of the Reformation.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

But there is something else. If on the doctrinal plane the logic of 
their first premises necessarily led the Reformers to their con
sidered denial of the sacrificial character of the Eucharist, the 
intense and bitter passion with which the campaign against the 
Mass was conducted suggests the presence of other, latent factors, 
less open to rational analysis. On reading the history of that age in 
later and less acrimonious times, it is easy to wonder at what an 
Anglican writer has called ‘the puzzling violence of the Reformers 
against the Mass’. It is not without significance that most of the 
first leaders of the Reformation were men who as Cathohc 
priests had had years of personal experience of the celebration of 
Mass, and who had been brought up in an age when the Eucha
ristic offering was still at the centre of the devotional hfe of all 
Christians. In such circumstances their denial of the Mass could 
hardly be a decision on the coolly rational plane alone; it could not 
but take a strong affective colouring in reaction against their 
former behefs, for they were now repudiating what they had 
formerly held most sacred. Especially is this true of the sometime 
fervent monk and unquiet genius who first unleashed the war 
against the Mass, and who left the stamp of his hostility indelibly 
impressed upon Protestantism.

38 e.g. Zwingli, ‘On the Lord’s Supper’, in Zwingli and Bullinger: Selected 
Translations, by G. W. Bromiley, London 1953, pp. 185-238; Calvin, Institutes, 
IV. 17, 36, edit. Beveridge, vol. II, p. 594; Geneva Confession of 1537, no. 16 
(Kidd, Documents, pp. 569-70).
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As a young priest Martin Luther had an intense awareness of 
the nobility of the priestly office and at the same time a sense of a 
burdened conscience which made him feel unworthy to cele
brate the holy sacrifice. He later described how in 1507, when the 
time for his first Mass was at hand, the opening prayer of the 
Canon and the words, ‘We offer unto thee... the living, true and 
eternal God’, brought so vividly to his mind the awesome majesty 
of God that he was ‘overwhelmed and filled with dread’ and felt 
an impulse to flee from the altar.39 He celebrated that first Mass 
with great earnestness and anxiety, and in the time that followed 
he held it ‘a matter of the very gravest moment’, as a Lutheran 
scholar puts it, that he now had the power to offer sacrifice for the 
living and the dead.40 To the end of his hfe, long after he had put 
the Mass and all that it meant behind him, the recollection of his 
sense of the mysterium tremendum remained strong with Luther. 
There is aghmpse of it, for example, in a sermon of 1541, in which, 
appealing for greater diligence in attending divine worship and 
for greater respect for the office and dignity of a preacher of the 
Word, he harked back in comparison to the awe in which the 
Cathohc priesthood had been held:

The esteem and reverence for the Mass-service grew so high that the priestly- 
state and function—to offer Mass—was ranked above Mary and the angels. 
For the angels and Mary could not celebrate Mass—only a priest could do 
that. And a new priest and his first Mass was a matter for heartfelt joy; and 
blessed was the woman who was the mother of a priest.41

Even in the early years of his priesthood, Luther’s anxieties of 
conscience led to an ever-increasing difficulty in celebrating Mass. 
‘When I went up to the altar after confession and contrition’, he 
related in after years, ‘I felt myself so fearful in conscience that I 
had to beckon to me another priest [to obtain absolution anew]’.42

39 Commentary on Genesis, 15; Exegetica Opera Latina, Erlangen edition 1830, 
vol. VI, p. 158; Colloquia, 1866, vol. Ill, p. 169. For the circumstances of this 
incident, see K. A. Meissinger, Der katholische Luther, Munich 1952, p. 38.

40 Julius Kostlin, The Theology of Luther, English trans, by C. E. Hay, vol. I, 
Philadelphia 1897, p. 56.

41 Ein Predig D. Martin Luther das man Kinder zur Schulen halten solle, Wittem- 
berg 1541, sig. B. It was in 1538 that Luther, looking back to the days of his 
youth, recalled how he had studied Biel’s book on the Mass ‘with a bleeding 
heart’. (See p. 82 above.)

42 Sermon of 19th November 1531, Werke, Weimar, vol. 34 (2), p. 410.
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Not only apprehension about his state of conscience but also fear 
that he might sin by making mistakes in the ceremony pressed 
upon him. ‘1 was a holy monk’, he declared in a sermon in 1532, 
‘and blasphemed my dear Lord miserably for the space of quite 
fifteen years with my saying of Masses, though 1 never liked doing 
so, in spite of being so holy and devout’.43 Already in 1516, when 
superior at Wittenberg, he remarked in a letter that his duties were 
so heavy that he seldom found sufficient time to say Mass.44 In one 
of Luther’s letters of the earlier period is a warning to a young 
priest against trusting in his own worthiness to go to the altar. 
‘You will not always be fit to offer the sacrifice’, he wrote; ‘but in 
order that you may become fit, sometimes you will have to 
approach the altar in a state of unfitness. This you will do if you 
consider that the obligation of offering the sacrifice lies on you not 
for your own concern but for others who are in a state of sin, and 
for the countless needs of Christian men. Therefore what you 
would not do on your own account you will do for the sake of 
others’.45

When eventually Luther raised the standard of religious revolt 
he had requital for all the fears and remorse he had suffered at the 
altar. His unmeasured language and actions against the offering of 
the Mass are more fully understood when seen as the personal 
reaction of a strange and powerful character against the inner 
struggle he had experienced in his priestly life. ‘I said Mass with 
great dread’, he is reported as saying in after years, ‘and thank 
God that he has delivered me from it’.46 His revulsion from the 
celebration of the Eucharistic sacrifice may be compared with his 
similar revulsion from the ideal of religious asceticism, after which 
he had at one time striven with nervous intensity.

History is not merely the unfolding of inevitable effects from 
necessary causes, nor is a revolution of ideas only the logical 
working out of given principles. What a revolutionary has felt 
and suffered in his youth can be an even more decisive reason than

43 Werke, Erlangen 2nd edition, vol. 20, p. 407.
44 Luthers Briefwechsel, edited by L. Enders, vol. I, Frankfurt 1884, p. 67.
45 Briefe, Weimar, vol. I, pp. 397-8. E. H. Erikson speaks of Luther’s ‘ob

sessional preoccupation with the Mass (Young Man Luther, London 1958, p. 139).
46 See Grisar, Luther, vol. VI, p. 197.
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his reasoning. And so among the factors which at a critical stage in 
the history of Christendom caused hatred of the Mass, destruction 
of altars, and outlawing of the sacrificing priesthood to become 
characteristic marks of the new religious movement, not least may 
be accounted the silent conflict which had raged years before in 
the soul of a young and intensely earnest priest, ordained for the 
act of offering which he conceived as most sacred, yet constantly 
constrained and tormented by dark emotions which made the 
altar for him a place first feared and in the end hated.

Luther’s inner problems, particularly the combination of early 
fervour with anxious dread, were peculiar to himself; but in the 
other Reformers also, if to a lesser extent, theological objections 
against the sacrifice were coloured by personal experience and 
choice. They, like him, had ‘lived’ the Mass doctrine which they 
eventually execrated as the creed of Antichrist. The leaders of the 
English Reformation, too, had offered Mass. They shared the 
consciousness of rebellion against the established order of the past, 
against the unquestioned piety of their early years, of their 
parents and their forefathers. Such a sense seldom leaves men 
mild; it breeds the revolutionary temper.

A A A A A

There was, then, no ambiguity about the attitude of the conti
nental Reformers towards the Mass. What they rejected was not 
merely abuses or unofficial accretions, but the traditional body of 
doctrine as outlined in the last chapter, which was the current 
teaching of the Catholic doctors. Their reasons, if powerfully 
reinforced by affective factors, were ultimately dictated by their 
theological system. The conflict between Cathohc and Protestant 
about Eucharistic sacrifice did not take its origin from a mere 
misunderstanding, nor from a false premise unwittingly inherited 
by both sides from a degenerate theology, but from a basic 
difference of interpretation of the Christian revelation.
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Chapter Seven

THE IMPACT OF 
CONTINENTAL PROTESTANTISM 

ON ENGLAND

f | Uic new revolutionary ideas, necessarily implying the 
I repudiation of the Mass, had been flowing across the 
X Channel and the North Sea into England for nearly 

thirty years before the accession of Edward VI. They came in 
books, in tracts, and in letters; by word of mouth they were 
passed on by students, merchants, ambassadors and other travel
lers ; they were given a native dress by such masters of English as 
Tyndale and Coverdale, as well as by other less gifted propa
gandists; they were spread by zealous gospellers like Bilney, 
Pykas, Barnes, Frith, and Lambert, some of whom witnessed to 
the new doctrines by death. It was not their ideas alone that the 
foreign Reformers sent over into England; when at last the turn of 
events opened the door and Cranmer was able to invite them in, 
they came in person. Before examining the opinions and achieve
ments of the English Reformers themselves, something must be 
said about their contacts with the continental Reformation and 
about the direct influence the visiting foreign divines exerted upon 
the religious revolution in England during the reign of Edward VI.1

Ever since the early twenties, when a band of eager sympa
thizers with Lutheran ideas—including several men who were 
later to be prominent in the Reformation—used to meet at the 
White Horse tavern at Cambridge, the new doctrines had 
continued to make headway in England despite the vigilance of 
some bishops and the fluctuating persecution of Henry VIII. 
Thomas Cranmer, who had personal contact with the Protestants

1 A general account of this subject is to be found in F. J. Smithen’s Continental 
Protestantism and the English Reformation, London 1927.
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in Germany while serving there as a royal envoy in 1531, kept up 
correspondence with continental divines and read their works 
assiduously.2 Throughout the latter years of Henry’s reign the 
Enghsh partisans of the Reformation maintained as close contact 
as they dared with continental Protestantism. Although the King 
was at times prepared to make pohtical overtures to the German 
Lutherans, his hand always lay heavy on the ‘sacramentaries’, the 
deniers of the real objective presence of Christ in the Eucharist. 
Several of the more radical spirits, including Hooper, Co ver dale, 
Traheron, Rogers and Turner, sought refuge abroad. On the 
death of Henry VIII the exiles returned from their places of 
asylum, from Lutheran Germany, from Calvinist Geneva, from 
Zwinglian Zurich, and from the Strasburg of Bucer, contributing 
their zeal to the carrying out of the Reformation at home. 
Throughout the reign of Edward VI there was frequent and 
cordial correspondence with the leaders of Swiss Protestantism, 
whose doctrines had largely supplanted those of Luther in 
Enghsh favour. From Geneva Calvin addressed exhortations and 
reproofs to England. Bullinger, upon whom had fallen Zwingli’s 
mantle at Zurich, became a chief adviser of the Enghsh Reformers. 
170 surviving letters written to him from England during that 
period have been pubhshed by the Parker Society. An indication 
of his influence can be seen from this remark in a letter to him 
from Hooper at the end of 1549: ‘If I am able to effect anything 
and my slender powers are of any benefit to the church of Christ, 
I confess, and by the blessing of God will confess as long as I live, 
that I owe it to yourself and my masters and brethren at Zurich’.3

On the coming to power of the new regime in 1547 Cranmer 
at once extended pressing invitations to well-known foreign 
divines to come over to help him in the work he had so much at 
heart, the introduction of a thorough Protestant Reformation in 
England. These men have a significant place in our story. The 
Tractarians and others later were disposed to dismiss them as 
meddlesome busybodies who attempted, with no lasting success,

2 For Cranmer’s links with Teamed Germans’ see Strype, Memorials of Arch
bishop Cranmer, vol. I, pp. 15, 410-3; for his close study of the works of the 
Reformers, see Original Letters relative to the English Reformation, P.S. vol. I, p. 13.

3 Original Letters, vol. I, p. 73.
117



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

to influence the Church of England towards their own radical 
tenets. Dr Dugmore represents them in this light, and suggests 
that Cranmer and the ‘Reformed Catholics’ managed to resist 
their pressure, despite temporary defeats.4 But Cranmer’s guests 
were not unwanted religious eccentrics. ‘The prestige of the 
foreigners at this time in England’, Dr S. C. Carpenter declares, 
‘was greater than that of pope and cardinals had ever been’.6 
These were the intimate friends and helpers of the Archbishop at 
the vital period, their advice was sought and followed, and some 
of them had an active part in preparing and revising the English 
formularies of faith, worship and church discipline. Any inter
pretation of those formularies must take account of the opinions 
and influence of the counsellors from abroad.

4 The Mass and the English Reformers, pp. vii-viii, 127-31,148-9.
6 The Church in England, 597-1688, London 1954, p. 274.
6 Interesting details of several of these men are given by G. Constant, The 

Reformation in England, vol. II, pp. 274-80.
7 H. F. Jacobs, The Lutheran Movement in England, London 1894, p. 214. 

Cranmer repeatedly but fruitlessly invited Melanchthon to visit England.

The most celebrated among the continental Reformers who 
accepted Cranmer’s invitation to ‘come over to us and labour 
with us in the harvest of the Lord’ were Martin Bucer from 
Strasburg, Peter Martyr Vermigli of Florence, Bernardino Ochino 
of Siena, Paul Fagius from Switzerland, and John a Lasco, an 
emigrant Polish nobleman. Among others who came to England 
either by invitation or with official approval were Francis Dryander 
(Enzinas), a Spaniard; Jan Utenhove and Martin Micronius, both 
Flemings of Ghent; Valerand Poullain from Strasburg, a disciple 
of Calvin, and John Veron; Wolfgang Musculus, a German; Peter 
Alexander and Matthew Nigelinus; Augustine Bernher, a Swiss 
Calvinist who served Bishop Latimer; and Michaelangelo Florio 
and Immanuel Tremellio from Italy. Some of these were pastors 
to the congregations of foreign Protestants in London.6

All these men shared the universal antipathy of the Reformers 
to the Mass-sacrifice. On the controversy about the presence of 
Christ in the sacrament, most of them sided with Swiss against 
Lutheran theology.7 Some, like a Lasco, held the thorough
going Zwinglian view, which saw in the Eucharist nothing but a 
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sign. Bucer, Martyr and Fagins, while agreeing that Luther was 
wrong hi holding an objective presence of Christ in the bread and 
wine, attempted at first to mitigate the radical Zwinglian theory 
by a ‘receptionist’ doctrine, similar to but not identical with 
Calvin’s. According to Calvin’s theory of ‘virtualism’, while the 
godly communicant receives the material bread and wine, which 
are figures symbolizing Christ’s body and blood, a power 
simultaneously emanates from the body of Christ in heaven and 
is communicated to the recipient by the Holy Spirit. The elusive 
theory of the Strasburg school, first evolved by Capito and 
Bucer, can be understood in a similar sense; or it can be under
stood in a more realistic sense, implying some notion of physical 
participation; or (and this seems not improbable) it was intended 
not to express a hard-and-fast, definable doctrine, but to propose 
elastic and ambiguous language in which the disputing parties 
could conceal their differences.

These differences of opinion were reflected in fluctuations in 
Cranmer’s own statements about the nature of the sacrament. 
Much to the satisfaction of the Archbishop, who was always 
hoping and working for an ending of the dissensions between the 
Protestant groups, in 1549 Zwinglians and Calvinists reached a 
formula of accord about the Supper, the Consensus Tigurinus, 
which Bucer and Martyr as well as the other visiting divines were 
able to approve. Only Luther’s doctrine of ‘consubstantiation’ 
remained without honour in England. Indeed, as the pattern of 
the Enghsh Reformation unfolded in accordance with Helvetian 
theology, the Lutherans became openly hostile. (When the 
well-organized exodus of Protestants from England took place at 
the beginning of Mary’s reign, the exiles were welcomed with 
open arms in Zwinglian and Calvinist centres but were repulsed 
by the Lutherans, who even called the sufferers in the Marian 
persecution ‘the devil’s martyrs’.8)

Among the first to respond to Cranmer’s appeal for help were 
Peter Martyr Vermigli and Bernardino Ochino, who arrived in 
1547. Peter Martyr, ex-Visitor General of the Augustinians, has 
been credited with having the greatest influence on Cranmer and

8 Philip Hughes, The Reformation in England, vol. II, p. 198.
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the English Reformation.9 That is doubtless true in the sense that 
he was the Archbishop’s most active and persevering adjutant, 
but the distinction of exercising the most significant influence on 
Cranmer’s opinions about the Eucharist seems to have belonged 
rather to a Lasco. On first arriving in England Peter Martyr 
stayed with the Archbishop at Lambeth for a while, and was then 
made Regius Professor of Divinity at Oxford, where his lectures 
on the Eucharist in the spring of 1549 aroused ‘the intense 
annoyance of the Romanists’. Of his services and advice, says 
Strype, Cranmer

made particular use in the steps he took in our reformation. And when
soever he might be spared from his public readings in Oxford, the Arch
bishop used to send for him, to confer with him about the weightiest 
matters. This Calvin took note of, and signified to him by letter how much 
he rejoiced that he made use of the counsels of that excellent man.10

Peter Martyr had his part in the preparation of both the first 
and second Prayer Books of Edward VI. He was a member of the 
commission of thirty-two appointed to reform the ecclesiastical 
laws, and also, it appears, of that which drew up the Articles of 
Religion. His Treatise on the Sacrament oj the Eucharist, containing 
the matter of his lectures and disputations at Oxford and dedica
ted to Cranmer (who ‘well liked of the same’), was pubhshed in 
1549. In it Martyr rejected, as well as the Cathohc belief in the 
real objective presence, the doctrine of a proper sacrifice in the 
Eucharist, which he described as a ‘figment’.11 He dealt with the 
Mass more at length hi his reply to Bishop Gardiner’s defence of 
the Catholic doctrine. ‘The papists boast’, he writes, ‘that their 
Mass is a sacrifice in which the Son of God, Jesus Christ, is 
offered to his Father by their wretched priestling ... as a pro
pitiatory sacrifice for the living and the dead.’ He rephes that his 
adversaries’ doctrine is excluded because Christ is not present, as 
they think, in the Eucharistic elements. In the celebration of the

9 C. H. E. Smyth, Cranmer and the Reformation under Edward VI, Cam
bridge 1926, p. 17; Smithen, pp. 107-11; G. W. Bromiley, Thomas Cranmer 
Theologian, London 1956, p. 70.

10 Memorials of Cranmer (1812 edit.), vol. II, p. 593.
11 Tractatio de sacramento eucharistiae habita in celeberrima universitate oxoniensi, 

London 1549, fol. 35. In the British Museum is a copy with some marginal notes 
in the hand of Edward VI.
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Supper there can be nothing but a ‘sacrifice of praise’ and a 
commemoration of Christ’s past sacrifice. Summing up with a 
comment which shows that he excludes even the most moderate 
and cautious expression of the Catholic sacrificial doctrine, 
Martyr retorts to Gardiner:

You think that the sacrifice in this sacrament is nothing other than to make 
the body and blood of the Lord present under the accidents, by means of the 
transubstantiation of bread and wine. This the Scriptures do not teach, the 
Fathers do not attest, the rule and analogy of faith does not allow.12

Bernardino Ochino of Siena, ex-Vicar General of the Capu
chins, arrived in England in December 1547 and stayed for a 
time with Cranmer. Made a prebendary of Canterbury and 
given a royal pension, he remained in England for the remainder 
of Edward’s reign, writing sermons and polemical treatises. His 
intemperate and indeed scurrilous pen made him a less valuable 
ally than men Eke Bucer and Martyr. His works were, however, 
translated into English and widely circulated. In a book against 
the Catholic doctrine of the Eucharist, marred by invective and 
indecent passages, Ochino insists that Christians now have no 
altar and no sacrifice. He attacks one by one the prayers of the 
Missal which speak of oblation and sacrifice, and condemns the 
Mass as an addition to Christ’s sacrifice. He has first-hand know
ledge, of course, of what the Catholic position really is, and in his 
dialogue, in which he personifies the Mass as an evil woman, he 
allows Mistress Missa, ‘wishing to justify herself’, to object: ‘I do 
not offer Christ to the end that I should win pardon and satis
faction for the elect, but in order to distribute to them the merits 
of Christ’. Ochino replies that Christ has no need of the Mass to 
distribute his merits, and in any case justification is by faith 
alone.13 An approving reference to this dialogue, which had been 
translated into English by William Turner, is found in a letter 
written by Latimer to Ridley when they were in prison.14

Martin Bucer of Alsace, an ex-Dominican and one of the best
12 Defensio doctrinae veteris et apostolicae de sacrosancto eucharistiae sacramento . .. 

adversus Stephani Gardineri librum, Zurich edition 1559, pp. 75, 193-5, 4*51.
13 Liber de corporis Christi praesentia in coenae sacramento; sermo VIII, ‘Missae 

tragcedia’; Basle edition 1561, pp. 232 seq. 291-2.
14 In Ridley’s Works, P.S. p. 108.
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known of continental Reformers, had for long had relations with 
the Protestant sympathizers in England. He was singled out for 
denunciation as a heretic by the northern men in the Pilgrimage of 
Grace in 1536. In 1539 he had a chief part in drawing up a service 
book, the Simplex et pia deliberatio, for Archbishop Hermann von 
Wied and the Reformation party in Cologne. English translations 
of this work were published in 1547 and 1548, and it was utilized 
in the composition of the Anglican rites.15 On the triumph of his 
friends Bucer received pressing invitations from Cranmer to join 
him, and eventually arrived in England in April 1549. He stayed 
with his host for some months at Lambeth and Croydon and was, 
in Hooper’s words, ‘with the Archbishop of Canterbury like 
another Scipio and an inseparable companion’. Cranmer and his 
guest (whom Bossuet called ‘the great architect of subtleties’) 
were kindred spirits in their desire to reconcile the rival parties in 
Protestantism and in their skill in devising formulas to which as 
many as possible could subscribe.

Appointed Regius Professor of Divinity at Cambridge, Bucer 
carried on disputations there against the real presence and the 
Mass. It was said, ‘no professor ever made such an impression in so 
short a time’. He was also influential at court, and like Peter 
Martyr was much respected by Ridley and by other close asso
ciates of Cranmer. In 1549 he prepared a treatise on ordmation, 
written in response to an inquiry about the method of ordination 
used in the reformed churches abroad. For the guidance of the 
English he drew on Iris own ordination rite, composed twelve 
years before at Strasburg. It is now usually recognized that this 
treatise of Bucer’s was a chief source for the new English Ordinal 
of 1550.16 Bucer also had a considerable part in the revision of the 
Book of Common Prayer. After arriving in England he was 
asked by Cranmer to examine the first Prayer Book of 1549 and 
to suggest improvements. He studied it carefully, having a Latin 
translation made for that purpose, and submitted his criticisms to

16 Brightman, The English Rite, vol. I, p. Ixx, etc.
16 E. C. Ratcliff, ‘The Liturgical Work of Archbishop Cranmer’, in Journal of 

Ecclesiastical History, October 1956, p. 201, note; C. H. Smyth, Cranmer and the 
Reformation, p. 229; Smithen, pp. 116 & 225-6; Leighton Pullan, History ofB.C.P. 
London 1929, p. 256 note.
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the Archbishop in a lengthy Centura, with which Peter Martyr 
agreed. In the Prayer Book of 1552 about two-thirds of the 
objections contained in the Centura were taken account of. Dix 
has argued17 that Bucer’s more conservative suggestions and his 
attempts to colour the Eucharistic rite with his ‘receptionist’ ideas 
were ignored, as incompatible with the Zwinglian theory by then 
prevailing (to which Bucer himself had in the end subscribed18).

Bucer’s diligent labours for the Reformation in England were 
cut short by his untimely death early in 1551. In view of his 
intimate association with Cranmer and his part in the preparation 
of the Ordinal and in the revision of the liturgy, his known 
opinions about the Eucharistic sacrifice and priesthood deserve 
Special mention. He had taken an active part in the abolition of 
the Mass and in the removal of altars at Berne and Strasburg, and 
was the author of several treatises against the sacrifice of the 
altar. While approving of a threefold order of ministers in the 
Church, he insisted always that the Christian ministry had no 
sacrificing function. He wrote at great length against the sacri
ficial conception of the Eucharist in his answer to the Anti- 
didagma of the Catholics of Cologne. A manuscript translation of 
this answer was made in 1550 by Dr Matthew Parker, then 
Master of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. Bucer allowed 
that the term ‘sacrifice’ could be used of the Eucharist, and was 
used by the ancients, in a certain restricted sense: that is, to refer to 
the worshippers’ offering of material gifts or of prayer and thanks, 
or even to their remembrance of Christ’s past sacrifice. But on the 
crucial point he is adamant: ‘In this offering there is no setting 
forth or presenting of our Lord Jesus Christ to the Father. ... It is 
to us that he is there offered (as St Augustine says), not to the 
Father; that is, he is set forth to us that we may receive and eat’.19

In the treatise De ordinatione legithna, compiled in England 
while Cranmer’s guest, Bucer wrote: ‘They give a heinous insult 
to the divine majesty who turn the sacrament of the Eucharist 
into a sacrifice for the living and the dead’.20 In his Centura on the

17 C.Q.R. vol. CXLVI, 1948, p. 51-7.
18 C. Hopf, Martin Bucer and the English Reformation, Oxford 1946, p. 50.
19 Bucer’s Constans Defensio, Geneva edit. 1613, p. 309.
20 Scripta anglicana, Basle edit. 1577, p. 248.
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first Book of Common Prayer he admits that the Fathers used 
language that seems to favour a Eucharistic oblation, but replies 
that their real meaning was later perverted, and there was brought 
in ‘that sacrifice of the Mass, full of abominations, which can 
never be enough abhorred, and that adoration of bread (artola- 
treia) full of insult against God’.21 About 1550 Bucer relinquished 
his earlier theory about the Eucharistic presence and like Peter 
Martyr accepted the Zurich doctrine. Dr Dugmore comments 
sadly: ‘Elis defection could not fail to weaken the hand of Cranmer 
and impoverish the witness of the Reformed Catholic party as a 
whole. Indeed, the radical Protestants were nowin the ascendant’.22

Paul Fagius, another to whom Cranmer appealed, ‘since these 
churches of ours are in great need of learned men’, was a close 
associate of Bucer at Strasburg and in England. He already had a 
son studying at Canterbury at Cranmer’s expense, and on 
arriving in England in 1549 he stayed some months with the 
Archbishop. He was then appointed King’s Reader in Hebrew at 
Cambridge, but died soon afterwards (to the contentment of the 
Zwinglian partisans who, because the Bucerians were not out- 
and-out ‘sacramentarles’, regarded them as Lutherans). On the 
sacrifice of the Mass Fagius’s views were the same as Bucer’s, and 
the two addressed a joint letter to the church at Strasburg re
joicing in the abolition of the Mass in England.23

John á Lasco, nephew of a Primate of Poland, has a special 
place in the story because of the part he played in the development 
of Cranmer’s views about the nature of the Supper. On a first 
visit to England in 1548 he spent several months with the Arch
bishop, and another close friendship resulted. More radical than 
Bucer, he was instrumental in swaying Ins host towards the 
Zwinglian doctrine of the sacrament, as held by Bullinger. It was 
duly reported to Zurich that the Archbishop had ‘recovered 
from his dangerous lethargy’ through ‘the instrumentality of that 
most upright and judicious man, Master John á Lasco’.24 Dr Dug-

21 Censura Martini Buceri super libro sacrorum . . . in regno Angliae, adpetitionem R. 
Archiepiscopi Cantuariensis, Thom. Cranmeri, in Bucer’s Scripta anglicana, edit. cit. 
p. 471.

22 The Mass and the English Reformers, p. 149. 23 Original Letters, vol. II, p. 536.
24 Original Letters, vol. II, p. 383.
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more prefers to see this as a passing weakness on Cranmer’s part. 
At the time of the famous debate on the Eucharist in the House 
of Lords in December 1548, he says, the Archbishop was 
‘temporarily under the influence of à Lasco’, and in consequence 
‘temporarily strayed’ from the ranks of the Reformed Catholics.25

25 op. cit. pp. 127, 130. On the career ofà Lasco see Constant, vol. II, pp. 256-9.
26 Smithen, pp. 129, 227, 231-3.
27 Brevis et dilucida de sacramentis ecclesiae Christi tractatio, London 1552, pp. 4, 

58a, etc.
28 To say ‘that the Mass is a sacrifice and oblation’, writes Véron, ‘is the very 

banner and standard of Satan’. N. Pocock gave an account of this tract (without 
identifying the author—that was done later by Constant) in English Historical 
Review, X, 1895, pp. 419-21.

Returning to England in 1550, à Lasco was appointed super
intendent of the Strangers’ Church in London, which became one 
of the formative influences in the growth of English Puritanism. 
He was one of the commission of thirty-two appointed for the 
reformation of the ecclesiastical laws, and he had to do with the 
revision of the Prayer Book and with the insertion of the Black 
Rubric.26 He was the favourite of Hooper and of the left wing of 
the Reformation. His influence at court and elsewhere increased 
during the latter part of Edward’s reign, when the policy of 
compromise was set aside and radical courses prevailed. In 1552 à 
Lasco published a work on the sacraments in which his opinions 
about the Mass are stated bluntly at the outset. In a dedicatory 
epistle to Edward VI he denounces ‘the monstrosity of papistical 
transubstantiation and of the priestly oblation, unknown to 
Christ’.27

These principal Reformers from abroad were seconded by the 
other foreign divines named earlier, who in their more restricted 
sphere were also active in the work of planting in Enghsh soil the 
Reformation hostility to the sacrifice of the altar, together with 
the basic Reformation principles from which that hostility 
sprang. As a typical example of this activity may be mentioned a 
treatise by the Frenchman John Véron, an English translation of 
which, called Five Abominable Blasphemies contained in the Mass, 
was published in London in 1548.28

‘The history of the Reformation in England is to a large extent a
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history of continental influence upon English minds’, observes 
Dr Owen Chadwick. ‘During the whole of what might be called 
the formative period of reformed theology there was not some
thing winch one might call an English school of theology, but 
only English theologians influenced by Wittenberg, or Zurich, or 
Geneva, or Strasbourg’.29 The thesis that the English Reformers 
under Cranmer’s leadership maintained a sturdy insular aloofness 
in the face of the doctrinal pressure of foreign Protestantism still 
finds defenders today, but it is one—as will appear more fully in 
the next chapter-—which is difficult to sustain.

Bucer, Martyr, á Lasco and their fellows were Cranmer’s 
chosen counsellors and adjutants. Dissensions among them were 
not lacking, but on one point they were always in perfect harmony 
—in their denial of the traditional doctrine of the sacrifice of the 
altar. The attitude towards the Mass of these foreign divines who 
were brought in as expert advisers to assist in the change of 
religion in England and who were openly honoured and re
warded by the authorities, ecclesiastical and lay, is a not un
important factor to be taken into account in forming a judgment 
of ‘the native character and spirit’ of the Anglican Reformation 
formularies.

29 ‘The Sixteenth Century’, in The English Church and the Continent, edited by 
C. R. Dodwell, London 1959, pp. 60-1.
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Chapter Eight

THE ENGLISH REFORMERS’
OWN OPINIONS AND TEACHING ABOUT 

THE EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE
SEEN IN THE THEOLOGICAL CONTEXT

In the continental Reformation, then, the conflict between 
Protestant and Catholic over the Eucharistic sacrifice did not 
take its origin from a mere misunderstanding of what was at 
issue, nor from a false premise unwittingly inherited by both 

sides from the degenerate middle ages, but from a basic difference 
of interpretation of the Christian revelation. It remains to inquire 
whether the English Reformers of Edward’s reign differed from 
their continental brethren in their attitude to the sacrifice of the 
altar. Did they soften and re-fashion the foreign tenets in an 
Enghsh via media, or rather was their policy firmly identified, both 
in their own designs and in the common estimation of their 
contemporaries, with the anti-sacrificial campaign of German and 
Swiss Protestantism ?

‘There is evidence’, declared Pusey, ‘that those of the revisers 
of the Anglican liturgy] who were most yielding, themselves 
leld, and were prepared to maintain, the Catholic doctrine of the 
Eucharistic Sacrifice’.1 ‘Cranmer turned the Mass into a Com
munion’, conceded F. C. Burkitt, ‘but the words of his office show 
that in so doing he was not abolishing the sacrifice, but only 
transforming it’.2 Another Anglican author says that ‘Cranmer 
was groping for a more inclusive doctrine of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice than he was able to express’.3 ‘Many of the Reformers 
were prepared to admit sacrificial priesthood’, writes Dr Mascall,

1 Tract 81, p. 3.
2 Eucharist and Sacrifice, Cambridge 1921, p. 22.
3 C. H. Smyth in Chichester Diocesan Gazette, February 1935, p. 61; cited in 

R.M.P. vol. I, p. 447.
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‘if only it was carefully defined.’4 Other authors claim that the 
liturgies both of 1549 and of 1552 retained the ancient concept of 
the sacrifice of the altar and excluded only ‘the late mediaeval 
sense’.5 There seems need, then, for a study of the definition of 
sacrifice that Cranmer and his fellow Reformers were prepared to 
admit and to apply to the Eucharist. What did it include, what did 
it exclude, and how did it compare with the traditional and 
orthodox belief?

The English Reformers made no secret of their convictions 
about the Eucharistic sacrifice. There is no lack of material from 
which to judge whether their views were the same as those of the 
Reformation leaders on the Continent and of the visiting foreign 
divines on whose assistance Cranmer set such store. In this matter 
it is possible to fail to see the wood for the trees. One may miss the 
general bearing and coherence of the English Reformers’ position 
if one attends only to certain particular statements or aspects 
without placing them in the whole setting. As Dr E. G. Rupp 
observes in his noteworthy Studies in the Making of the English 
Protestant Tradition8: ‘To demonstrate a doctrine by citing from an 
extensive literature is a hazardous enterprise, and conditions in the 
sixteenth century, when the vocabulary of both Catholic and 
Protestant was shifting and confused, make the task more 
difficult. It would be possible by judicious selection to show that 
Cranmer and Gardiner, in their great Eucharistic debate, held one 
another’s views! All we can fairly do is to indicate where the 
demonstration must he.’ If the picture of the Reformation has its 
shadows and blurred lines, none the less there emerges on the vast 
canvas an unmistakable design. To doubt whether the English 
Reformers really rejected the substance of the traditional doctrine 
of the Eucharistic sacrifice, as authoritatively taught in the Church 
of both West and East, is only possible if one fails to see the 
evidence as a whole. To do justice to this evidence I propose to 
discuss it under the following eight heads:—•

4 The Month, February 1956, p. 89.
B Dugmore, The Mass and the English Reformers, pp. 160, 171; Brightman, 

The English Rite, vol. I, p. cvi; J. O. Cobham, ‘The Sacrifice of the New Covenant’ 
in The Parish Communion, edited by A. G. Hebert, London 1957 reprint, pp. 70-1.

6 Cambridge 1949, p. 185.
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(a) The Edwardine Reformers declared their conscientious opposition 
to the sacrifice of the Mass in unmistakable terms.

(b) They had accurate knowledge of the authorized Catholic teaching on 
the Eucharistic sacrifice, and of how it was presented by their 
contemporary opponents.

(c) They could not but repudiate this teaching, since it was in implicit 
contradiction with their basic theology of grace and justification.

(d) More explicitly, they rejected the Catholic concept of the Eucha
ristic sacrifice as the means for applying the efficacy of Christ’s 
redemptive sacrifice, a concept that was incompatible with their 
doctrine of the atonement.

(e) They were convinced that Christ did not offer himself at the Last 
Supper, and hence they inferred that he did not mean to be offered in 
the Church’s celebration of the Supper.

(f) They maintained, not only that no authority had been given to the 
Christian priesthood to offer Christ in the Eucharist, but what is 
more, that no such authority could ever be received by men.

(g) They denied any real objective presence of Christ in or with the 
Eucharistic elements, a denial which removes the foundation of the 
Catholic concept of the sacrifice; for if Christ is not objectively 
present in the sacrament he cannot be offered there.

(h) Cranmer and his associates were indeed prepared to apply sacrificial 
terms to the Eucharist, but only in a sense that excluded what was 
essential to the traditional Catholic doctrine.

Each of these propositions must now be discussed in turn, 
bearing in mind that their force is cumulative. One or other 
taken singly may not seem decisive; but when the evidence is 
considered as a whole its general import stands out like the shape 
of a mountain landmark seen from afar. I do not mean that 
Cranmer, and the other churchmen who under his leadership 
were the makers and interpreters of the Reformation in the reign 
of Edward VI, began with a systematic set of propositions such as 
those given above, and proceeded to work out in unison their 
logical impheations. Among these men there were indeed 
differences of insight, emphasis and temperament; the works they 
have left were mainly occasional pieces, written for some 
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particular controversial or pastoral need; they were not always 
consistent with themselves, and doubtless they did not always 
realize the full impheations of their theological position. During 
the six brief and busy years of their religious revolution not one 
of them found the time and scholarly resources to elaborate their 
dogmatic behefs in full-scale systematic treatises like those of 
Calvin and Bullinger. Of them as of Luther it can be said, to 
adapt Dr Rupp’s phrase, that they ‘found their theology in the 
historical context of an acute crisis’7; but whereas Luther was a 
lonely pioneer in his rugged wayfaring of the spirit, they were 
following a path already blazed by others.

Nor do I mean that in their reaction against the Mass they were 
moved only by doctrinal arguments. From their close sympathy 
with the continental Reformers they were affected by that 
peculiarly intense animus against the sacrifice of the altar which 
from the first had given the new movement its greatest emotional 
impetus. Thek zeal was further aroused by denunciation of the 
pastoral abuses in Catholic life, as described in Chapter IV above. 
They lived in a time of impassioned controversy, and they shared 
the prejudices and manners of their age. For both sides the Mass 
had become a symbol and a battle-cry, even though all did not 
comprehend the reasons for the battle.

Nevertheless, in England as on the Continent, the Reformers’ 
attitude to the Mass was ultimately governed by their theology, 
by their interpretation of the Christian revelation. Cranmer and 
his associates were united in allegiance to the Reformation 
principles, a general pattern of religious ideas already marked out 
in its essential lines earlier in the century by the captains of the new 
cause in Saxony and Switzerland. Personal rivalries and dif
ferences of opinion notwithstanding, the basic principles of the 
Reform gave to all who adopted them a common system of 
thought and of spiritual experience which had its own con
sistency and dynamism. By embracing this system the English 
Reformers could not but find that the separate parts were neces
sarily interrelated one with another and with the whole. It will be 
seen that it was this inner logic of their position that made their

7 ibid. p. 157.
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rejection of the Catholic doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice inevit
able and unambiguous; the many lesser factors which heightened 
their hostility to the Mass were, in comparison, superficial.

(a) The Edmardinc Reformers declared their conscientious opposition 
to the sacrifice oj the Mass in unmistakable terms

Under this first heading only the fact of the English Reformers’ 
hostility to the Mass is recorded; the motives for and inter
pretation of that hostility must be discussed in more detail later. A 
representative selection of relevant passages from their writings 
may suffice here. All the men cited below were bishops of the 
reforming party, and five of them were to give their lives for their 
beliefs in Mary’s reign.

Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury
The greatest blasphemy and injury that can be against Christ, and yet 
universally used through the popish kingdom, is this, that the priests 
make their mass a sacrifice propitiatory, to remit the sins as well of 
themselves as of other, both quick and dead, to whom they list to 
apply the same.

Christ made no such difference between the priest and the layman, that 
the priest should make oblation and sacrifice of Christ for the layman, 
and eat the Lord’s supper from himall alone, and distribute and apply it 
as him liketh. Christ made no such difference: but the difference that is 
between the priest and the layman in this matter is only in the ministra
tion: that the priest, as a common minister of the Church, doth 
minister and distribute the Lord’s supper unto other, and other receive 
it at his hands.

Therefore when the old Fathers called the mass, or supper of the Lord, a 
sacrifice, they meant that it was a sacrifice of lauds and thanksgiving, 
and so as well the people as the priest do sacrifice; or else that it was a 
remembrance of the very true sacrifice propitiatory of Christ; but they 
meant in no wise that it is a very true sacrifice for sin, and applicable by 
the priest to the quick and dead. (Defence of the True and Catholic 
Doctrine of the Sacrament^

And because one single error pleaseth you not, shortly after you link a 
number of errors almost together in one sentence, as it were to make an 
whole chain of errors, saying not only that Christ’s body is verily

8 Remains, edit. Jenkyns, vol. II, pp. 447, 455—6, 461.
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present in the celebration of the holy supper, meaning of corporal 
presence, but that it is also our very sacrifice, and sacrifice propitiatory 
for all the sins of the world, and that it is the only sacrifice of the 
Church, and that it is the pure and clean sacrifice whereof Malachy 
spake, and that Christ doth now in the celebration of this supper as he 
did when he gave the same to his apostles, and that he offereth himself 
now as he did then, and that the same offering is not now renewed 
again. This is your chain of errors, wherein is not one link of pure 
gold, but all be copper, feigned and counterfeit. (An Answer unto a 
crafty and sophistical Cavillation devised by Stephen Gardiner against the 
true and godly Doctrine of the Most Holy Sacrament of the Body and Blood of 
our Saviourfesus Christ9)

Nicholas Ridley, Bishop of Rochester, later of London
The form of a table shall more move the simple from the superstitious 
opinions of the popish Mass, unto the right use of the Lord’s Supper. 
For the use of an altar is to make sacrifice upon it: the use of a table is 
to serve for men to eat upon. (Reasons why the Lord’s Board should rather 
be after the form of a Table than of an Altar10)

To speak of this oblation, how much is it injurious unto Christ’s passion. 
How it can not, but with high blasphemy and heinous arrogance and 
intolerable pride be claimed of any man, other than Christ himself. . . . 
(A Brief Declaration of the Lord’s Supper11)

I know all those places in the Scripture are avoided by two manners of 
subtle shifts: the one is, by the distinction of the bloody and the 
unbloody sacrifice, as though our unbloody sacrifice of the Church 
were any other than the sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving, than a 
commemoration, a showing forth and a sacramental representation of 
that one only bloody sacrifice, offered up once for all. The other is, by 
depraving and wresting the sayings of the ancient Fathers into such a 
strange kind of sense as the Fathers themselves never meant. (Disputa
tion at Oxford in April 155413)

8 Works, P.S. vol. I, pp. 87-8. 10 Works, P.S. p. 322.
11 Works, P.S. p. 23.
12 Foxe, Acts and Monuments, vol. VI, part i, p. 333.
13 In Appendix IV of H. C. Moule’s edition of Ridley’s Brief Declaration of the 

Lord’s Supper, London 1895, p. 283.

In the Lord’s Supper is none other oblation or sacrifice than one only 
remembrance of Christ’s death, and of thanksgiving. (Thesis set by 
Ridley for disputation at Cambridge in 1549, and approved by him in 
his final Determination12)
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Hugh Latimer, Bishop of Worcester
Another denying of Christ is this Mass-monging. For all those that be 
Mass-mongers be deniers of Christ; which believe or trust in the 
sacrifice of the Mass, and seek remission of their sins therein. For this 
opinion hath done very much harm and brought innumerable souls to 
the pit of hell; for they believed the Mass to be a sacrifice for the dead 
and living. (Lincolnshire Sermons14)

14 Sermon XXVIII, Works, P.S. vol. I, pp. 521-2.
16 Works, vol. I, pp. 72-4. 16 ibid. p. 445.
17 Printed in Ridley’s Works, P.S. pp. 110-2.

This is the prick, this is the mark at the which the devil shooteth, to 
evacuate the cross of Christ, and to mingle the institution of the Lord’s 
supper . . . and these fifteen hundred years he hath been a doer, only 
purposing to evacuate Christ’s death and to make it of small efficacy 
and virtue. . . . Then let us trust upon Iris only death, and look for none 
other sacrifice propitiatory, than the same bloody sacrifice, the lively 
sacrifice; and not the dry sacrifice, but a bloody sacrifice. . . . Why 
then, it is not the Mass that availeth or profiteth for the quick and the 
dead. . . . What other service have we to do to [God] and what other 
sacrifice have we to offer, but the mortification of our flesh? What 
other oblation have we to make, but of obedience, of good living, of 
good works, and of helping our neighbours ? (Sermon of the Plough, at 
St Paul’s, 154815)

We were wont to have sacriflcinm missae, ‘the sacrifice of the Mass’; 
which was the most horrible blasphemy that could be devised, for it 
was against the dignity of Christ and his passion; but this sacrifice of 
thanksgiving every one may make. (Seventh Sermon on the Lord’s 
Prayer, 155216)

St Paul [says]: ‘No man taketh honour to himself but he that is called of 
God, as was Aaron, etc’. But to offer Christ is a great and weighty 
matter; therefore ought no man to take it upon him without a manifest 
calling and commission. But where have our sacrificers so great an 
office committed to them? Let them show their commission and then 
sacrifice. . . . The minister of the gospel hath rather to do for Christ 
with the people than for the people with God, except it be in praying 
and giving of thanks, and so hath the people as well to do with God for 
the minister. The office of reconcihation standeth in preaching, not in 
offering. (A paper sent to Ridley while both were in prison17)
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John Hooper, Bishop of Gloucester
They cannot tell what this word offer meaneth, when they say they 
offer the Son of God. ... It is a horrible heresy to say that Christ is 
offered in the Mass for sin. Christ once offered himself, it is our 
office to confess and acknowledge that only oblation once offered and 
to believe that by the virtue of it God is pleased only, and all our life 
give thanks to God for it. (An Answer unto my Lord of Winchester’s booke 
intytlyd a Detection of the Deny Is Sophistrye, wherewith herobbith theunlernyd 
people of the trew byleef in the moost blessyd sacrament of the aulter.18)

First let us speak of the bishops and priests. Their office was, in the 
primitive and first Church, to be preachers of God’s word and ministers 
of Christ’s sacraments; not to sacrifice for dead nor live, not to sing or 
mass, or any such-like. (Sermon before the King and Council in Lent 
155019)
Since then we see clearly from the word of God that Christ once 
offered himself for all unto remission of sins, we know he cannot be 
offered by others, nor offered often, as the innovators pretend. . . . 
Wherefore their doctrine and impious rites, as a pest, a poison and the 
bane of our salvation in Christ Jesus, we detest and hold in abhor
rence. . . . Christ alone could offer Christ, which he himself did but 
once upon the cross, so that neither by himself nor by any other can he 
be offered again. (The true Doctrine and Use of the Lord’s Supper.20')
I believe that the holy Supper of the Lord is not a sacrifice, but only a 
remembrance and commemoration of this holy sacrifice of Jesus 
Christ. Therefore it ought not to be worshipped as God, neither as 
Christ therein contained; who must be worshipped in faith only, 
without all corruptible elements. Likewise I believe and confess that 
the popish Mass is the invention and ordinance of man, a sacrifice of 
Antichrist, and a forsaking of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, that is to say, 
of Iris death and passion; and that it is a stinking and infected sepulchre, 
which hideth and covereth the merit of the blood of Christ; and there
fore ought the Mass to be abolished, and the holy Supper of the Lord 
to be restored and set in his perfection again. (H Brief and Clear Con
fession of the Christian Faith.21)
Henry Holbeach, Bishop of Lincoln
There is properly no oblation nor sacrifice, but a remembrance of the 
one oblation of Christ upon the cross, made once for all; a giving of 
thanks for the same, and the prayer of the public minister for the 
whole congregation. (Reply to questions 011 the Mass, 1547-8.22)

18 Zurich 1547, signature N. ir. 19 Early Writings, P.S. p. 480.
ia Later Writings, P.S. p. 511. 21 Article 28; Later Writings, P.S. p. 32.
22 Burnet (Pocock), History of Reformation, vol. V, p. 201.
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John Taylor, Bishop of Lincoln from 1552
[In the Eucharist] there is no oblation, speaking properly; but some 
ancient doctors, and the use of the Church, calleth the receiving of it, 
with the circumstances then done, an oblation; that is to say, a 
memorial and remembrance of Christ’s most precious oblation upon 
the cross. (Reply to questions on the Mass.23)

Miles Coverdale, Bishop of Exeter
Now the right name of it is altered, and no more called the Lord’s 
supper, but is called Mass, which name is both strange and unknown in 
the scripture: yea, and that worse is, it is named a sacrifice, that may be 
done for other folks. . . . But they will say, ‘Christ is not so sacrificed in 
the Mass that he dieth again upon the cross; but it is for the remem
brance of the same sacrifice that once was made’. Why do they then 
call it a sacrifice, seeing it is but a remembrance of a sacrifice ’ And why 
say they that it may be done for other, seeing that of itself it is no such 
work, but only a remembrance of the supper and passion of our 
Lord Jesus Christ’24

Robert Ferrar, Bishop of St Davids
The adoration of the sacrament with honour due unto God, the 
reservation and carrying about of the same, item, the Mass to be a 
propitiatory sacrifice for the quick and the dead, or a work that 
pleaseth God—all these we confess and believe to be Antichrist’s 
doctrine. (Declaration signed by Ferrar, Hooper, Coverdale and 
others25).

It seems needless to multiply further these illustrations of the 
English Reformers’ antagonism to the sacrifice of the altar, since 
nowadays it is not usually the fact but its interpretation that is 
called in question. It is their understanding of the Mass when they 
rejected it that must be examined more closely.

(b) The Edwardine Reformers had accurate knowledge of the 
authorized Catholic teaching on the Eucharistic sacrifice, and 
of how it was presented by their contemporary opponents

Were the leaders and divines of the English Reformation 
under a misapprehension about what the Catholic belief actually 
was, so that in repudiating the Mass they were really repudiating 
not the orthodox belief itself but only a false presentation of it?

23 ibid. p. 203. 24 Remains, P.S. pp. 470-1.
25 In Bradford’s Sermons, Meditations, P.S. p. 373.
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We have seen in Chapter V that at the time of the Reformation a 
body of sound traditional doctrine about the essentials of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice was common to all schools of Catholic 
theology. Is it possible that Cranmer and his friends were gen
uinely unaware of the content of this doctrine, or were deceived 
in good faith by the caricature of the scholastic teaching put out 
by the continental polemical writers ?

Cranmer was a man of wide reading, and was well acquainted 
with the works of the schoolmen, which he had studied in his 
years at Cambridge from 1503 to 1515. In his writings he cites 
Peter Lombard, Gratian, Hugh of St Victor, St Thomas Aquinas, 
Hugh of St Cher, Nicholas of Lyra, Durandus, Duns Scotus, 
Gerson, Biel, and others of ‘the great rabblement of the school 
authors’, as he calls them.26 In his controversy with Gardiner he 
taunts his adversary with lack of familiarity with Scotus: ‘If you 
had read Duns you would have written more clerkly in these 
matters than you now do’.27 The traditional belief in the sacrificial 
oblation of Christ in the Eucharist was, of course, expressed in the 
liturgies of both West and East, to which Cranmer devoted 
special study.

E. K. Burbidge painstakingly compiled a catalogue—con
fessedly very incomplete—of books known to have been in 
Cranmer’s library when he was Archbishop of Canterbury.28 
Among these the works of the scholastic theologians are naturally 
very numerous. Besides those of authors already mentioned, 
printed editions include works of Albertus Magnus, Wilham of 
Auxerre, Richard of St Victor, Alexander of Hales, Giles of 
Rome, Wilham of Ockham, St Antoninus, Richard of Middleton, 
Peter de Palude, Denis the Carthusian, Turrecremata, Nicholas of 
Cusa and several less celebrated writers.29 The text-collections of 
the canonists and decretalists were studied with special care by 
Cranmer when he was occupied with the question of the royal

26 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 65. A list of some of the Fathers and schoolmen cited by 
Cranmer is given by W. B. Heathcote, Documentary Illustrations of the Principles to 
be kept in view in the Interpretation of the Thirty-nine Articles, Oxford 1841, pp. 188, 
190. 27 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 362.

28 Remains of the Library of Thomas Cranmer, London 1892.
29 This list is given here only for its incidental interest. One cannot of course 

infer from the mere presence of books in a library that their owner has read them ! 
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divorce. The Archbishop extended the hospitality of his library to 
his fellow Reformers. There is a glimpse of this in a remark by 
Bishop Latimer, referring to a passage from Denis the Carthusian 
(fi47i): ‘Oh, there is a writer hath a jolly text here, and his name 
is Dionysius. I chanced to meet with his book in my lord of 
Canterbury’s library’.30

30 Latimer’s Sermons, P.S. p. 209. 20 volumes written or edited by Denis the 
Carthusian were in Cranmer’s library.

31 Burbidge, op. cit. pp. 4, 18, seq.
32 Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 127.
33 Guest, Treatise against the Privy Mass; appendix to H. G. Dugdale’s Life and 

Character of Edmund Geste, London 1848, p. 180.

The schoolmen were not merelyunread survivors on Cranmer’s 
shelves. He acquired and read several works of the contemporary 
Cathohc theologians who were championing the traditional 
doctrine of the Mass against the continental Reformers. (Relevant 
passages from their works are given below in Appendix A.) His 
library included works by John Eck, Cajetan, John Dobneck or 
Cochlaeus—whom Cranmer had met in Germany—John Driedo, 
Chchtovaeus, John Faber, Frederick Nausea, Alphonsus de Castro, 
Latomus, Wicehus and Albert Pighius (t 15 43).31 The latter’s 
writings Cranmer knew well enough not only to be able to tax 
Gardiner with borrowing an answer from the Eucharistic con
troversies of the Louvain theologian, but even to declare that 
from Gardiner’s argument it appeared ‘where you learned a good 
part of your divinity, that is of Albertus Pighius’.32 The other 
English Reformers also show in their writings acquaintance with 
the works of the contemporary Cathohc theologians, which 
seem to have circulated quite widely in England. Edmund Guest, 
for instance, refers to the treatises on the Mass of‘Freer Hofmaster’ 
(John Hoffmeister) and of Cochlaeus, ‘a man highly esteemed 
among our Catholiques’.33

A presentation of the current Catholic teaching about the Mass 
certainly known to Cranmer was the Antididagma, drafted by 
John Gropper and published by the Chapter of Cologne in 1544. 
It was the canons’ reply to the objections made in the Simplex et 
pia deliberatio of their wayward Archbishop, Hermann von Wied, 
and it contained a long and careful statement of the ordinary 
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doctrine of the Mass-sacrifice.34 Cranmer had a copy of this work 
in his library and studied it with care when making his liturgical 
revisions, as appears from his repeated references to it in his 
commonplace-book. He twice noted that the thirty-eight folios 
of the section on the Mass were to be read in their entirety, and he 
copied out some sentences from them with his own hand.35

34 See extracts below, pp. 148 and 262.
35 R.M.P. vol. I, pp. 195-6.
36 Author of a Defence of the Sacrifice of the Mass (1546-7), and of a Confutation of 

Cranmer’s own Defence. See quotations below, p 149.
37 cf. P. Hughes, The Reformation in England, vol. II, pp. 104-5.
38 Rupp, Studies, chap. 6.
39 See for example pp. 148-52 and 399-400.

In any case there was no want of English pens to set forth clear 
and moderate explanations of the theology of the Mass. Cranmer, 
who had in his hbrary the Eucharistic treatises of St John Fisher, 
personally answered the writings on the Mass of Dr Richard 
Smith36 and of Bishop Gardiner, which were certainly free from 
the gross errors ascribed by Anglo-Catholic apologists to late- 
mediaeval theology. Gardiner’s defect was rather a tendency 
towards an unduly minimizing view of the Mass-sacrifice, and in 
places he conceded too much to his opponent.37 Nevertheless 
Cranmer rejected even Gardiner’s cautious statements about the 
Mass as ‘a chain of errors, wherein is not one link of pure gold, 
but all be copper, feigned and counterfeit’. In 1537-8 Cranmer 
had taken a prominent part in the abortive negotiations with the 
German Lutheran representatives ;38 the defence of the sacrifice of 
the Mass which Henry VIII addressed to them, drafted by 
Bishop Cuthbert Tunstall, is cited in Appendix A below (nos. 
33-4). Another concise statement of the orthodox behef was 
presented to the primate early in Edward’s reign by the Catholic- 
minded bishops, Aldrich, Bonner, Heath, Day and others, in their 
rephes to his questionnaire on the Mass. (See Appendix A, 
nos. 46-7.) Several similar expositions of Cathohc teaching will be 
quoted in later pages, together with further passages from the 
English Reformers showing that they were aware of what 
the current teaching was.39

When therefore Cranmer and his colleagues joined in the 
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campaign against the Mass they were not ignorant or mis
informed about the doctrine of the sacrifice as set forth by the 
approved theologians of the Roman Catholic Church.

(c) The English Reformers could not but repudiate the traditional 
teaching on the Mass, since it was in implicit contradiction with 
their basic theology of grace and justif cation

What was said above in Chapter VI on the fundamental 
reasons for the rejection of the Eucharistic sacrifice by the leaders 
of the continental Reformation is very relevant here for inter
preting the views of the English Reformers. For them all, to 
borrow Dr Rupp’s phrase, ‘Justification by “only faith” was the 
very ground bass of all their gospelling’.40 It was pointed out in 
that chapter how, latent in this powerful principle, there was an 
implicit challenge to the doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice and 
to the central place it held in the life of the Cathohc Church. 
What was said there about Luther, Zwingh, Bucer and Calvin in 
their common reaction against the Mass has reference also to 
Cranmer, Ridley, Latimer, Hooper, Coverdale and their col
leagues, for ‘about the fundamental teaching enshrined in the 
watchword “Sola Fide''' there was among them all a striking and 
substantial unity’.41 Before going on to examine the explicit 
arguments used by the English Reformers in their writings it is 
worth dwelling on the basic presuppositions which, even when 
unexpressed, necessarily conditioned their attitude to the doctrine 
of the Mass-sacrifice. (It may help here to refer again to pp. 103- 
112 above.)

For the English Reformers, as for the German and Swiss, 
religion was essentially the encounter of the individual with 
divine pardon, with God’s free choice to disregard the deserts of 
the sinner and instead to impute to him the righteousness of 
Christ. No hierarchy of created causes, no extension of Christ’s

40 Studies, p. 156.
41 ibid. p. 171. On pp. 171-94 of his work Dr Rupp gives a trenchant criticism 

of an attempt (made by Canon A. H. Rees in a tract, The Doctrine of Justif cation in 
the AnglicanReformers, London 1939) to suggest a substantial difference between the 
English Reformers’ doctrine ofjustificationand that of the continental Reformers. 
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humanity in his Church and through his sacraments as the instru
mental means of grace, could have the power to apply to man 
this divine favour; grace was not in man but in God’s will; and 
each man was assured of his salvation by his faith in the one, past, 
saving event—the expiatory punishment endured by Christ in his 
stead. In this theological scheme there was no place for the 
institutions of ‘a religion of incarnation’. The Mass was such an 
institution; it was claimed to be the permanent instrumental 
cause, entrusted to the Church’s priesthood, by which the saving 
work and grace of Christ was mediated to mankind in every age. 
The doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice was part of that system of 
Catholic thought which held that the Church, as the mystical 
body of Christ, participated actively in the life-giving activity of 
her head—that she had the instrumental power, through her 
ministers, of imparting that divine life to her members, living or 
dead, who stood in need of it and could benefit by it. This 
concept was attacked as unscriptural and unethical by the Re
formers, who denounced it as ‘the magic of the opus operatum’ and 
who opposed to it an uncompromising spiritual individualism. A 
priest could do no good to others by offering Mass, they said, 
since the Supper was only a communion to feed one’s own faith. 
What was essentially a sacrament for the good of the individual 
could not be also a sacrifice for the good of the many.

Christ did not ordain his sacraments to this use [wrote Cranmer] that one 
should receive them for another, or the priest for all the lay people; but he 
ordained them to this intent, that every man should receive them for him
self, to ratify, confirm and stablish his own faith and everlasting salvation.42

John Bale, Edwardine Bishop of Ossory, made the same point 
with his customary vigour of language:

In the most popish time was never more horrible blasphemy than this is. 
This wickedness impugneth all the promises of God concerning faith and 
remission of sins. It repugneth also to the whole doctrine of the gospel. The 
application of Christ’s supper availeth only them that be alive, taking, eating 
and drinking, that is therein ministered. No more can the priest’s receiving 
that sacrament profit another man than can his receiving of baptism, or of 
penance, as they call it. If it profiteth not the quick, how can it profit the
12 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 350. What contemporary Catholicism really taught 

about the ex opere operate efficacy of the Mass is discussed below in Chapter XVI. 
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dead? No sacrifice is the mass, nor yet good work; but a blasphemous 
profanation of the Lord’s holy supper, a manifest wickedness, an horrible 
idolatry, and a foul abomination.43

In the first year of Edward’s reign the doctrine of justification 
by faith alone, with its implied challenge to the Mass and to much 
else, was promulgated—unobtrusive in its expression but un
mistakably ominous to those who knew how to read the signs of 
the times. It was contained in the first five sermons of the Book of 
Homilies ordered to be read in the churches. Here, as Mgr Hughes 
says, was ‘the earliest manifesto to proclaim the fundamentals of 
the Protestant Reformation as the official religion of the Angli- 
cana Bishop Stephen Gardiner clearly discerned the revo
lutionary force latent in the measured words of the proposed 
homilies. ‘Whoever holds this new doctrine about justification is 
bound to deny the Sacrament of the Eucharist as we preach if he 
gave warning, quoting Zwingli to this effect.45 Similar discern
ment was shown by another interested observer, Martin Bucer, 
who from Strasburg issued a congratulatory tract praising in the 
highest terms the godly setting forth in the five homilies of ‘the 
fundamental doctrines of Christianity’.46

Although these Homilies contained no open attack on the 
Cathohc doctrine of the Eucharist, they prepared the way: the 
sacrifice of the Mass and all that it meant were imphcitly rejected 
as part of the whole system of‘works’. It was, of course, common 
form at the time to represent the Romish doctrine of works and 
merit as if it were a mere Pelagian corruption of Christianity; but 
ultimately the rock of offence for the English Reformers, as for 
Luther, Zwingli and Calvin, was the teaching that redeemed 
mankind had been elevated to an active co-operation in the 
economy of grace, both in its dispensation and in its use. It was 
not only that Cranmer and his fellow divines could find no place 
for the Catholic belief that the individual Christian, ennobled by 
sanctifying grace, could perform meritorious good works, 
through sharing in the merits of Christ; more generally, there

43 Select Works, P.S. Cambridge 1849, p. 153.
44 Reformation in England, vol. II, p. 96.
45 ibid. p. 88; Gardiner’s Letters, edit. J. A. Muller, Cambridge 1933, p.335-
16 See editor’s preface to The Two Books of Homilies, Oxford 1859, pp. viii-ix. 
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was the root objection to the concept of the Church as ‘a priestly- 
sacramental organ of salvation’. To Cranmer and his collabora
tors it was therefore an inversion of the revealed order to regard 
the celebration of the Eucharist as an availing action directed to 
God, the ministerial rendering to him of an offering in order to . 
link mankind with the benefits of Christ’s atonement. For them, 
any such creaturely participation in the economy of salvation was 
inadmissible.

‘It is evident’, Luther had written in his De abroganda imssa 
privata in 1521, ‘that it is quite impossible for the Eucharist or 
Mass to be applied and communicated to another. What do I care, 
that the custom of the whole popish world holds otherwise and 
presumes to act accordingly? . . . Faith in God’s promise is a 
matter for each one separately, and cannot be applied or com
municated to any other. Neither I can believe for thee, nor thou 
for me; in the same way it is not for me to apply or communicate 
to thee God’s promise, but thou must apply it to thyself by thine 
own faith.’47 The same spirit of the Reformation breathes through 
the dignified wording of the third and most important of the 
Edwardine homilies, ‘The Homily of Salvation’, which is 
recognized to have come from the pen of Cranmer himself and 
which was to be singled out for special recommendation in the 
Articles of Religion. To take one instance, it can be seen in the 
following passage that, while the author seems to be stating noth
ing but a fundamental truth of Christianity, his words contain 
a veiled allusion to the Catholics’ doctrine of the Mass and 
echo the protest voiced by Luther in the passage cited above. 
For those with ears to hear it is implied that the Romish belief in a 
sacrificial offering rendered to God for the welfare of souls 
conflicts with that fundamental principle:

Justification is the office of God only; and is not a thing which we render unto 
him, but which we receive of him; not which we give to him, but which 
we take of him, by his free mercy and by the only merits of his most dearly 
beloved Son. . . . We must trust only in God’s mercy, and in that sacrifice 
which our High Priest and Saviour Christ Jesus, the Son of God, once 
offered for us upon the cross.48
17 De abroganda missa privata, in Luther’s Opera Latina, Frankfurt 1872, vol. VI 

pp. 162-3. 48 Homilies, 1859 edit. p. 31.
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In the Homilies of 1547, especially the three from Cranmer’s 
pen, ‘Of Salvation’, ‘Of Faith’, and ‘Of Good Works’, the 
Reformation theology of justification was made the norm for the 
belief of Englishmen. The rejection of the Mass which was 
imphcit therein was soon being expressed openly and often in the 
sermons and writings of the Reformers. The Supper could not be 
an oblation made to God; it was a sign given to man of God’s 
favour. This passage from Roger Hutchinson’s Image of God, or 
Layman s Book (1550) is typical:

Sin being forgiven, as the apostle telleth, by the virtue of it [the sacrifice of 
the cross], ‘there remaineth no more sacrifice for sin’, but only a com
memoration and a memorial. For the love of God and of our own souls, let 
us keep and use this sacrament, and other in the church, as Christ the author 
of all sacraments commandeth. He mentioneth no such use, or rather abuse 
and profanation. That is a sacrament in which God certifieth us by some 
outward and sensible sign thathegiveth unto us somewhat: as, for an example, 
in baptism there is water, which preacheth unto us remission of sins by 
Christ’s blood. Now a sacrifice is another thing; for in a sacrifice we give, 
dedicate and present some thing unto him. Wherefore the supper of the Lord . 
is no sacrifice for sin, forasmuch as it is a sacrament. Mark this difference 
brethren, and be no longer deceived.49

Unsympathetic students of Reformation history do not always 
appreciate how powerfully the gospel of fiducial faith moved the 
leaders of the new movement and gave them their crusading zeal 
against what they condemned as the formalistic religion of 
Catholicism. The psychological act by which each individual, 
with absolute confidence, came to know Christ as his personal 
Saviour, and so was saved from the wrath of God, was an all- 
important and incommunicable experience. The doctrine of a 
sacrificing priesthood whose ministry was an objective means of 
helping Christian souls to reach a right relationship with God was 
resented by the Reformers as an intolerable intrusion into the 
inviolable sanctuary of saving faith, where each man experienced 
his personal assurance of grace. As Cranmer put it:

What can be more comfortable to a penitent sinner, that is sorry for his sin 
and retumeth to God in his heart and whole mind, than to know that Christ 
discharged! him of the heavy load of his sin and taketh the burden upon his 

49 Works, P.S. Cambridge 1842, p. 49.
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own back? And if we shall join the priest herein to Christ in any part, and 
give a portion hereof to his sacrifice, as you in your doctrine give to the 
priest the one half at the least, what a discourage is this to the penitent 
sinner, that he may not hang wholly upon Christ! What perplexities and 
doubts rise hereof in the sinner’s conscience! And what an obscuring and 
darkening is this of the benefit of Christ! Yea, what injury and contumely is 
it to him!50

The doctrine of justification by faith alone, as defended by the 
leaders of the English Reformation, was proposed for the most 
part in careful and moderate terms. Extreme assertions were 
avoided, and Cranmer, Latimer and their colleagues were 
watchful lest the decrying of‘works’ should be taken by some as a 
pretext for laxity of life. Of their whole-hearted acceptance of the 
doctrine itself, however, they made clear and constant profession. 
There seems no need to labour the point further that it was ‘the 
very ground bass of all their gospelling’, since this is today 
widely agreed. ‘It can hardly be pretended’, writes Dr G. W. 
Bromiley, in his study Thomas Cranmer Theologian, ‘that in this 
matter of justification Cranmer has anything new to say. All his 
main points can be paralleled in Luther and Zwingli before him as 
well as Calvin and other contemporary writers. But what he does 
say he says clearly and forcibly, showing a fine grasp of the 
essentials of the Reformation position.’51 There does seem need, 
however, to stress theimplicitconnectionbetweenthesebasictenets 
of the English Reformers and their rejection of the Cathohc Mass.

(d) More explicitly, the Ed war dine Reformers rejected the Catholic 
concept of the Eucharistic sacrifice as the means for applying 
the efficacy of Christ’s redemptive sacrifice, a concept that was 
incompatible with their doctrine of the atonement

For the English Reformers, as for the continental Protestants, 
Christ’s substitutionary punishment on the cross as the scapegoat 
for man’s sins was an event which belonged solely to the past, a 
vicarious expiation which had won for all the elect absolute 
quittance from divine justice.52 To hold that there was a present

60 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 366. 61 London 1956, p. 36.
62 Becon, Prayers and Other Pieces, P.S. Cambridge 1844, p. 367. (‘Christ alone 

is that purging, satisfying and sanctifying goat...’).
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Christian sacrifice, unceasingly offered at the Church’s altars to 
bring to mankind the fruits of the redemption was, they argued, 
to say that the divine decree of acquittal had not been complete 
once for all, and was ‘to derogate from the sacrifice of Christ’. 
Because of the one oblation finished upon the cross, God had 
promised to look for ever with favour on the redeemed and to 
regard their sins no more.53 The work of salvation had been 
achieved for ever when the anger of God had been visited upon 
Christ, on the innocent in place of the guilty, in that one single 
crisis of pain and punishment.54 In his Declaration of Christ and His 
Office, Hooper dwelt on this theme. Christ’s foreknowledge of his 
impending chastisement, he wrote,

and the greatness of God’s ire against sin put his precious body and soul in 
such an agony and fear that his passion of sorrow surmounted the passions of 
all men that ever travailed or were burdened with the weight and peise of 
God’s importable ire against man for sin. . . . Until such time as he offered 
his most holy soul unto the Father, and his blessed side pierced with the 
spear, his pains and sorrows increased. Lo! thus was the manner to offer 
Christ for sin! After this sort and cruel handling of Christ was the ire of God 
appeased.55

Since the Father’s anger had been appeased for ever by that one 
oblation on Calvary, it was argued, and he had then granted the 
irrevocable decree of pardon for each man to receive in his own 
spiritual experience, how could the oblation be anything but 
past ? The celebration of the Eucharist could only be a memorial 
of the penal sacrifice or a token of the divine favour. It could not 
have any present sacrificial efficacy. Edmund Guest put the 
objection succinctly in his Treatise against the Privy Mass (1548) :56

Note this, Paul sayeth not in the present tense, ‘doth make perfect’, as 
though Christ now doth pardon our sins unpardoned before, but in the 
preterperfect tense, ‘hath made perfect’; purposely to do us hereby to wit 
that we are already redeemed and cleansed by the once offering of Christ

63 Latimer, Remains, P.S. Cambridge 1845, p. 138.
64 Becon, Catechism and Other Pieces, P.S. p. 30.
68 Early Writings, P.S. pp. 60-1. In this extract I have substituted ‘peise’ for 

‘peace’, given by the P.S. editors, which seems an incongruous reading. ‘Peise’, a 
word still in use in the sixteenth century, meant ‘heaviness’. (A variant spelling 
with ‘c’ for ‘s’ is sometimes found.)

66 Printed as an appendix to Dugdale’s Life of Geste; these extracts on pp. 88, 
96-7.
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never to be revived, either sufferable or unsufferable, bloodily or unbloodily, 
to purge our sins withal. . . . The said sacrifice [of the Mass] is nothing 
available either for the quick or the dead. Our Catholiques contend it is 
profitable to them both, but how much or in what measure it lieth not in the 
power of man to limit; but tins their opinion cannot stand with Christ’s 
satisfactory sacrifice, by reason it is a full contentation and satisfaction for 
sin; and so the Mass-sacrifice availethnothing at all to the cleansing thereof.

The English reforming divines often urged against their 
adversaries the dilemma earher formulated by Melanchthon. 
Cranmer put it in these words:

All popish priests that presume to make every day a sacrifice of Christ, 
either must they needs make Christ’s sacrifice vain, unperfect and un
sufficient, or else is their sacrifice in vain which is added to the sacrifice 
which is already of itself sufficient and perfect.57

Against this favourite objection of the Reformers, which 
followed from their behefs concerning the atonement, justifica
tion and the nature of grace, the Cathohcs never ceased to oppose 
their doctrine of application. The Mass, they explained, does not 
derogate from the sacrifice of Calvary since it is not a new or 
absolute sacrifice, but a relative one, a sacramental means which 
applies the propitiatory value and effects of the one redemptive 
sacrifice of the new law. This traditional dogma was expressed in 
the ‘secret’ prayer of the Mass for the ninth Sunday after Pentecost 
(cited by St Thomas Aquinas58 and by many other theologians, 
including Gabriel Biel): ‘Quoties hiiius hostiae commemoratio 
celebratur, opus nostrae redemptionis exercetur', ‘as often as the 
commemoration of this victim is performed, the work of our 
redemption is operative’. The continental Reformers were well 
aware of this doctrine of apphcation, and frequently referred to 
it.59 In their drastically simplified system there was logically no 
place for the Eucharistic sacrifice as a means of applying the

57 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 348; he repeated the same argument in the disputation 
at Oxford in 1554 (Remains, edit. Jenkyns, vol. IV, p. 20).

68 St Thomas, Summa theologica, III, 83.1.
59 e.g. Calvin,Institutes,book IV, chap. 18 (see below, pp. 150-1);Melanchthon, 

Apology for the Confession of Augsburg, XXIV, 92 (Bekenntnisschriften, p. 375). 
Melanchthon was answered by Richard Smith, Confutatio eorum quae Philippus 
Melanchthon obiicit contra missae sacrificium propitiatorium (Louvain 1562, p. 3). The 
Simplex et pia deliberatio of which Cranmer made use, also has a clear recognition 
of the doctrine of application (R.M.P. vol. I, p. 189.)
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redemptive sacrifice for the benefit of men. The free pardon 
granted men for the chastisement vicariously borne by Christ 
could be announced by preaching, it could be thankfully received 
by saving faith; but of the sacrifice itself there could be no 
perpetuation or application; it was essentially past, and both 
preaching and faith could only point backwards to that moment 
of suffering and mercy.

When the English Reformers repeated the objection that the 
Mass derogated from the atonement made on Calvary is it 
possible that they, unlike their continental allies, really mis
understood the contemporary Catholic teaching on this vital 
point? Did they fail to appreciate that the propitiatory efficacy 
claimed for the Mass was by way of application and instru
mentality, not by way of a new redemption? According to 
Maclear and Williams, in their commentary on the Articles of 
Religion, it was actually to assert this principle of application that 
the Anglican article against the ‘sacrifices of Masses’ was worded 
as it was. The article, they say, ‘affirms that the Eucharistic 
sacrifice . . . can only apply what was once and for all merited by 
that sacrifice [of the cross]’.60 If the assertion of these writers is 
correct it follows, ironically enough, that the authors of the 
article were using to attack the Roman doctrine the very principle 
their adversaries were using to defend it. Kidd too suggests that 
Cranmer and Gardiner, in their printed logomachy, ‘were really 
arguing at cross purposes’ on this point.61 Was the controversy 
about the Mass in England, then, based on a Gilbertian mis
understanding ?

The English Reformers provide in their writings a straight
forward answer to this question. They acknowledge that the 
efficacy their adversaries claim for the Mass is not a new expiation 
but the application of Christ’s propitiatory merits, won once for 
all on Calvary; and, like their foreign comrades, they reject that 
explanation as opposed to the first principles of Reformation 
theology. ‘Any idea’, observes Dr T. M. Parker, ‘that the benefits 
of the salvation won for man by Christ on the Cross could be

60 Introduction to the Thirty-nine Articles, pp. 367-8, note.
61 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 28.
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applied to man by his constant joining in a solemn re-presentation 
of that sacrifice before God in the Mass, as contemporary Catholic
ism conceived that service to be, was abhorrent to the devotee of 
the new learning’.62 Cranmer listed this as one of the ‘principal 
points wherein the papists vary from the truth of God’s word’:

They say that they offer Christ everyday for remission of sin, and distribute63 
by their masses the merits of Christ’s passion. But the prophets, apostles and 
evangelists do say that Christ himself in his own person made a sacrifice for 
our sins upon the cross, by whose wounds all our diseases were healed, and 
our sins pardoned; and so did never no priest, man, nor creature, but he, nor 
he did the same never more than once. And the benefit hereof is in no man’s 
power to give [distribuere] unto any other, but every man must receive it at 
Christ’s hands himself, by his own faith and belief.64

Although, in accordance with the polemical fashion of the 
time, Cranmer and his fellow Reformers often represented their 
opponents’ teaching as if it asserted a new redemption and an 
independent atonement in the Mass, they showed elsewhere a 
clear recognition of what it was that the Catholic theologians 
really defended. In his commonplace-book Cranmer copied out 
with his own hand these words from the Antididagnta in which the 
Catholic apologists of Cologne protest against falsification of their 
doctrine:

It is a wicked and base misrepresentation to make no distinction between the 
meriting of remission of sins and the application of that merit. The Catholic 
Church has never taught anything else than that Jesus Christ is the one 
sacrifice, the one ransom and the one redemption, whereby he merited for us 
on the cross, and bought at the price of his blood, the remission of sins.65

The Mass-sacrifice, the Antididagma continues, ‘has the function 
of applying the remission of sins which Christ has merited’. 
Dr Richard Smith, formerly Regius Professor of Divinity at 
Oxford and a champion of the old faith whose Eucharistic 
writings Cranmer controverted in print, gave an ample explana
tion of this concept of application in his Defence of the Sacrifice of

62 The English Reformation, p. 119.
63 The Latin version, published in 1553 and dedicated by Cranmer to Edward 

VI, has here distribuere et applicare. Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, appendix, p. 25.
64 Defence of the True and Catholic Doctrine, Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 47.
65 R.M.P. vol. I, p. 196.
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the Mass, published, at the beginning of the reign of Edward VI.66 
Smith passes in review all the current objections of the Reformers 
against the sacrifice of the altar, and repeatedly appeals to the princi
ple of sacramental application67 as the answer to the Protestant 
accusation that the Mass derogates from the sacrifice of Christ:

66 Smith had already published The Assertion and Defence of the Sacrament of the 
Altar, chiefly concerning the real presence, in 1546; The Defence of the Sacrifice of 
the Mass was also dated 1546 (perhaps as a precaution) but it did not appear until 
after Edward’s accession, when the attack on the Mass in England had already 
begun. His Confutation of Cranmer’s Defence was published abroad in 1550 or 
1551, and Cranmer replied to him as well as to Gardiner in his Answer. A Latin 
presentation of Smith’s arguments about the Mass was published at Louvain in 
1562 (De missae sacrificio).

67 Catholic theologians distinguish particular from general application. Every 
Mass is a means for making a general application of the benefits of Christ’s 
sacrifice to the whole Church; but in addition to this primary function of the 
Eucharistic oblation there is a secondary application, by which the priest, by 
forming a particular intention, may call down divine aid for individual needs. 
Scotus had clearly elaborated this distinction. Bishop Jeremy Taylor, the seven
teenth-century Anglican divine, likewise held that priests can make such special 
application of the fruits of the Eucharistic sacrifice. ‘Its profit is enlarged to all to 
whom they design it’. (Life and Death of Jesus, dis. XIX, 7; Works, London 1839, 
vol. Ill, p. 298). Thisquestion is further discussed in Chapter XVII below.

68 fol. cliii—cliiii; clvi; clxxii. The same explanation is repeated in several other 
passages (e.g. fol. clxviii).

Now Christ is not oftentimes offered in sacrifice at Mass because his sacrifice 
done once on the cross was not able and sufficient to take away men’s sins, 
but because men do daily sin, and they have need to have the virtue of that 
sacrifice, done on the cross once for all, applied to them, which is done by the 
Mass . . .

The Church of Christ never taught otherwise than that Christ only was a 
sacrifice deserving or meriting grace and forgiveness of sin for us, the only 
price for the ransom of the whole world and the only redemption, which 
bought us with the price of his precious blood; and yet the Mass is a sacrifice 
representing and advertising us of Christ’s bloody sacrifice and death, by 
which the grace (as I have already said) and remission of sin that Christ 
through his sacrifice did merit for us is applied to us. . .

The Mass, as a mean and an application of Christ’s bloody sacrifice 
offered on the cross, doth put away sin, through the virtue of that 
sacrifice ... 68

Stephen Gardiner made the same point about the applicatory 
function of the Mass in his controversy with the Archbishop. 
Cranmer rephed, as Melanchthon had done, that if the Mass 
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nourished men’s souls with the benefits of the passion it would 
argue a partial insufficiency in the atonement. He added that it 
would liken Christ to ‘an unkind and unnatural mother’, who 
when she has given birth to a child will not suckle it herself but 
passes it to another.69 Cranmer knew and derided the teaching 
that the Mass is the means through which Christ’s sacrifice 
exercises its effect—as he put it, ‘that his sacrifice should hang 
upon the sacrifice of a priest’. In any case, he said, the Eucharist 
was a sacrament, and as such could bring benefit to none except 
the receiver. Hence it could not be a channel of grace to the 
Church in general, nor benefit the dead.70

The other English Reformers were similarly aware of their 
opponents’ doctrine of apphcation, and adopted the same attitude 
towards it. ‘The Catholiques’, explained Guest in 1548, ‘avouch 
the full and entire fruit and virtue of the priest-Mass to consist 
in the applial of Christ’s merits unto us (otherwise utterly de
voided of the same) once merited upon the cross in general for 
all men’.71 Reference has already been made to Ochino’s libel 
against the Mass, translated into English by William Turner, in 
which the Cathohc position on this point was accurately stated, 
and rejected.72 Latimer argued that if the Mass had an instru
mental efficacy it deducted at least a part from Christ’s own work: 
it ‘intrudeth to the overthrowing and fruitless-making (if not 
wholly, yet partly) of the cross of Christ’.73 It was by trustful 
faith alone, he said, and not through the ‘dry sacrifice’ of the Mass, 
that the ‘effect, fruit, operation and virtue’ of the bloody sacrifice 
came to men.74 Coverdale referred in several places to the Catho
lic teaching on the application of the efficacy of Christ’s re
demptive sacrifice through the Mass. In 41 Treatise on the Sacrament 
he translated these words of Calvin:

I will not dissemble this solution, which the enemies of the truth do bring in 
this matter, that the mass is no new sacrifice but the application of that only

60 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 364; similarly, p. 18.
70 ibid. pp. 348, 350.
71 Treatise against the Privy Mass, in op. cit. p. 97.
72 See Chapter VII above, p. 121.
73 Answer written at Oxford in 1554; Remains, P.S. pp. 253-4.
74 Sermon of the Plough, 1548; Sermons, P.S. vol. I, p. 73.
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sacrifice whereof I have spoken. Although they go about to cover their 
abomination with some manner of colour, yet doth it manifestly appear to 
be a mere cavillation. For it is not only said that the sacrifice of Christ is 
but one, but also that it ought not to be iterate, seeing that the force and 
efficacy thereof is perpetual. It is not said that Christ was once offered up to 
the Father, that other should afterward use the same oblation, that they might 
apply unto us the force of his intercession.75

Lastly, as an admirable conspectus of the later mediaeval 
doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice as it was understood by the 
reforming party in England during Edward’s reign, the following 
passage from the Confutation of Four Romish Doctrines is especially 
revealing. The author, once thought to be Coverdale, has been 
recognized as John Bradford, who was a disciple and chaplain of 
Bishop Ridley and who was to die for his convictions in Mary’s 
reign. He here gives a frank and objective description of 
his opponents’ teaching, taking care to reproduce the actual 
terms in which it was expressed in contemporary Catholic 
theology:

Now concerning the sacrifice they teach that though our Saviour himself 
did indeed make a full and perfect sacrifice, propitiatory and satisfactory for 
the sins of all the whole world, never more so (that is to say, bloodily) to be 
offered again, yet in his supper he offered the same sacrifice unto his Father, 
but unbloodily, that is to say, in will and desire. . . . Which unbloody 
sacrifice he commanded his church to offer in remembrance of his bloody 
sacrifice, as the principal mean whereby his bloody sacrifice is applied both to 
the quick and dead: as baptism is the mean by which regeneration is applied 
by the priest to the infant or child that is baptized. For in that the supper of 
Christ is to them not only a sacrament but also a sacrifice, and that not only 
applicatory but also propitiatory, because it applieth the propitiatory 
sacrifice of Christ to whom the priest or minister will, be he dead or alive; 
and in that, even from the beginning, the fathers were accustomed in the 
celebration of the supper to have a memorial of the dead; and also, in that 
this sacrifice is a sacrifice of the whole church, the dead being members of 
the church, of charity as they cannot but offer for them, even So they cannot 
but pray for them after the ensample of the catholic church; because ‘it is a 
wholesome thing’, saith Judas Maccabeus, ‘to pray for the dead that they may 
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76 Writings and Translations, P.S. Cambridge 1844, p. 452. The passage in 
Calvin’s works can be seen in Professor J. K. Reid’s edition of his Theological 
Treatises, London 1954, p. 156.
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be delivered from their sins’. Whereunto all the doctors do consent, say 
they.76

Bradford’s reply is that the whole of this conception is excluded 
by the Reformation principles of redemption and justification:

Our faith and doctrine in this behalf is . . . that Christ for the satisfying of 
God’s just displeasure deserved by and in our flesh, did in the same suffer 
unjustly all kinds of misery and affliction, offering up himself unto his 
eternal Father with a most willing obedient heart and ready mind when he 
was crucified upon die cross. And thereby as he satisfied God’s justice, so he 
merited and procured his mercy, peace, favour for all... so that God the 
eternal Father, I say, would be in this their Christ, their God and Father, and 
not lay their sins committed to their charge to condemnation . . .

Whereas they [the papists] call this sacrifice of the mass the principal mean 
to apply the benefit of Christ’s death to the quick and dead, I would 
gladly have them to show where and of whom they learned it. Sure I am 
they learned it not of Christ. For when he sent his disciples abroad to apply 
unto men the benefit of his death he bade them not mass it, but preach the 
gospel, as the mean by which God had appointed believers to be saved. . . . 
Know diat the true and only way to apply the benefit of Christ’s death and 
sacrifice is on the minister’s behalf by preaching, and on your behalf by 
believing. This is a sacrament and not a sacrifice: for in this, using it as we 
should, we receive of God obsignation and full certificate of Christ’s body 
broken for our sins and his blood shed for our iniquities. . . . The promise 
and word of God giveth and offereth, faith in us applieth and receiveth the 
same, and the sacraments do confirm and (as it were) seal up. . . . Away 
therefore with their abominable doctrine, that the sacrifice of the mass is 
the principal mean to apply Christ’s death to the quick and dead; wherein all 
men may see that they lie boldly.77

It will not do, then, to suggest that in the clamour of Reforma
tion polemics Cranmer and his associates genuinely mistook 
their opponents’ views; that when they rejected the current 
doctrine of the Mass-sacrifice they meant only to reject the notion 
of a new redemption independent of Calvary, not the traditional 
concept of application. In the light of their own concise state
ments this hypothesis is not admissible.

76 From An Exhortation to the Carrying of Christ’s Cross (part of a treatise, 
Confutation of Four Romish Doctrines, published by exiled English Protestants 
during Mary’s reign); Bradford’s Letters, Treatises, Remains, P.S. p. 270. The 
reasons given by the Parker Society editors for identifying Bradford as the author 
seem convincing. The work had previously been ascribed to Coverdale, in 
whose Remains (P.S. pp. 230-77) it is also printed.

77 Bradford,Letters, etc. pp. 277, 287, 289.
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(e) The Edwardine Reformers were convinced that Christ did not 
offer himself at the Last Supper, and hence they inferred that he did 
not mean to he offered in the Church's celebration of the Supper

In their defence of the Mass Catholic apologists in Germany 
had used the following reasoning: Christ performed a sacrificial 
rite at the Last Supper; but what is done at the Mass is the same 
as what was done then; therefore the Mass is a sacrifice. The 
Lutherans, Zwinghans and Calvinists countered this syllogism by 
rejecting the major premise, that is, by denying any sacrificial 
offering at the Last Supper.78 The Catholics replied by pointing 
to the sacrificial terms used by our Lord when instituting the 
sacrament, by St Paul when speaking of the Eucharist to his 
Corinthian converts (I Cor. x. 16-21; xi. 23-6), and by the 
Fathers from earliest times.We find the same reasoning and coun
ter-reasoning in the controversy hi England. In his Explication 
written against Cranmer’s Defence, Gardiner argued that as 
Christ ‘offered himself in his supper, in declaration of his will’, 
so also is he offered in the Eucharist:

And therefore, as he is the author of this most holy sacrament of his precious 
body and blood, so is he the maker of it and is the invisible priest.... Man, the 
visible priest and minister, by order of the Church, is only a dispenser of the 
mystery, doing and saying as the Holy Ghost hath taught the Church to do 
and say . . .

Wherefore when the minister pronounceth Christ’s words, as spoken of 
his mouth, it is to be believed that Christ doth now as he did then; . . . 
Who, doing now as he did then, offereth himself to his Father as he did then, 
not to renew that offering as though it were imperfect, but continually to 
refresh us, that daily fall and decay.79

Cranmer retorted in his Answer:
And here, good reader, thou art to be warned that this writer in this place 
goeth about craftily to draw thee from the very work of our full redemption, 
wrought by our Saviour Christ upon the cross, unto a sacrifice (as they say) 
made by him the night before at his last supper. And forasmuch as every 
priest (as the papists say) maketh the same sacrifice in his mass, therefore, 
consequently, it followeth by this writer, that we must seek our redemption 
at the priest’s sacrifice ... 80
78 See Chapter VI above, pp. 100-1.
79 In Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 83. 80 ibid. p. 85.
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Cranmer rejects the possibility of a sacrificial offering at the 
Last Supper as contrary to the scriptural doctrine of the atone
ment. The saving faith of the Reformers is concentrated on the 
single historical moment of Christ’s suffering on the cross, which 
won the decree of acquittal for sinners; any offering of Christ 
before or afterwards had no place in their scheme. As for offering 
himself now as he did at the Last Supper, Cranmer retorts, ‘this 
speech may have a true sense’. He indicates the sense he means 
with a jocular illustration. In the bad old days the doctor who 
presented unlearned monks and friars for their degrees at the 
universities would attest them ‘meet for the said degrees, as well in 
learning as in virtue’ ; that deposition was in one sense true, com
ments Cranmer, for ‘indeed they were meet neither in the one 
nor in the other. So likewise, in that sense Christ offereth himself 
now as well as he did in his supper’.81

The other reforming divines made similar objection to the 
argument which the Catholics drew from the sacrificial nature of 
the Last Supper. ‘Christ at his supper neither offered himself nor 
enjoined others to sacrifice himself to the Father’, said Guest.82 
Bradford wrote: ‘They shall never be able to show so much as 
one word to prove that Christ would in his supper sacrifice 
himself to his Father for the sins of the world, for there is not one 
word thereof throughout the whole Bible’.83 Others wrote in 
the same sense.84

(f) The Edwardine Reformers maintained not only that no 
authority had been given to the Christian priesthood to offer 
Christ in the Eucharist, but what is more, that no such authority 
could ever be received by men

Cranmer and his colleagues denied any offering of Christ 
in the Lord’s Supper not because they supposed ‘offering’ in 
this context to mean ‘slaying’ (that is clear from their own 
admissions,85 as well as by their readiness to allow that they

81 Works, vol. I, p. 88.
82 Treatise against the Privy Mass, in Dugdale’s Life of Geste, p. 98.
83 Letters, Treatises, P.S. p. 286.
84 e.g. Latimer in the treatise sent to Ridley; in Ridley’s Works, pp. 111-2.
85 See Chapter XVIII below, pp. 399-401.
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‘offered’ themselves and their own bodies). But they maintained 
that Christ had given no authority to others to offer himself 
in a Eucharistic sacrifice, and furthermore that it was impossible 
in any case for sinful men to possess or receive that power.

They knew well enough the current sense in which their 
opponents spoke of offering Christ. The ‘oblationist’ theory 
favoured in the schools explained the sacrifice of the altar as the 
liturgical presentation and pleading, before God the Father, of 
the body and blood of Christ really present under the sacramental 
species. The Simple and Religious Consultation of Archbishop 
Hermann, of which Cranmer made much use in his liturgical 
reforms (it was translated into Enghsh and pubhshed in two 
editions in 1547 and 1548), explained the sense in which the 
papists used the term ‘to offer’. When they said that the priest 
‘offered’ Christ they meant that he did so ‘with his intention and 
prayer’:

Before all things the pastors must labour to take out of men’s minds that 
false and wicked opinion whereby men think commonly that the priest in 
Masses offereth up Christ our Lord to God the Father after that sort, that 
with his intention and prayer he causeth Christ to become a new and accept
able sacrifice to the Father for the salvation of men, applicth and com- 
municateth the merit of the passion of Christ and of the saving sacrifice 
whereby the Lord himself offered himself to the Father ... 86

The Edwardine Reformers denied that the priest could thus 
‘with his intention and prayer’ offer the victim of Calvary be
cause of their general denial that Christ had empowered men to 
have an active share in his priestly office and work. Gardiner had 
written: ‘Christ liveth ever, and therefore is a perpetual ever
lasting priest by whose authority priesthood is now in this 
visible Church . . . ; which priests, visible ministers to our 
invisible priest, offer the daily sacrifice in Christ’s church’.87 
Cranmer retorted: ‘Because Christ is a perpetual and everlasting 
priest, that by one oblation made a full sacrifice of sin for ever, 
therefore his priesthood neither needeth nor can pass to any 
other’.88 Elsewhere he wrote: ‘This is the honour and glory of

88 Cited by Tomlinson, The Prayer Book, p. 304. The ‘oblationist’ theory is dis
cussed below, on pp. 261-4. 87 In Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 363. 88 ibid. 
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this our high priest, wherein he admitteth neither partner nor 
successor. . . . Wherefore it is an abominable blasphemy to give 
that office or dignity to a priest which pertaineth only to Christ’.89

John Bradford wrote in 1548: ‘Therefore ye offerers (for 
you say ye offer Christ), what humbleness of mind is in you (if 
a man should grant you offered Christ), when you will offer that 
thing that no angel, no saint, no patriarch, no prophet, no man 
might or could offer?’90 ‘To offer Christ’, wrote Latimer to 
Ridley, ‘is a great and weighty matter; therefore ought no man 
to take it upon him without a manifest calling and commission. 
But where have our sacrificers so great an office committed unto 
them?’.91 ‘He is too precious a thing for us to offer’, he said in 
the disputation at Oxford in 1554. And elsewhere: ‘Wherefore 
stand from the altar you sacrileging (I should have said you sacri
ficing) priests: for you have no authority in God’s book to offer 
up our Redeemer.’92 In a sermon preached before the King and 
Council in Lent 1550 Latimer declared:

If Christ had offered his body at the last supper then should we so do too. 
Who is worthy to offer up Christ? An abominable presumption! . . . He 
gave blanks? Well then, in thanksgiving there is no oblation; and when he 
gave thanks it was not his body.93

Underlying and reinforcing this denial that any power of 
offering could be given to men was the Reformers’ theory of the 
substantial corruption of human nature by original sin. If a 
priest could co-operate in offering a sacrifice which had some 
supernatural efficacy it would contradict the principle of Reforma
tion theology that the Fall had so vitiated man’s powers for good 
that nothing he could do (even after justification by saving faith 
and with God’s grace) could be of any salutary avail either for 
himself or others. Calvin’s stem language in this connection is 
well known:

89 ibid. pp. 346, 348.
90 Preface to translations from Artopaeus: in Sermons, P.S. p. 6; cf. p. 312; 

similarly in ‘Letter on the Mass’, ibid. p. 392.
91 See Ridley’s Works, P.S. p. 110 (cited above, note 17); also Latimer’s Remains, 

P.S. p. 252, 287, 292.
92 Remains, p. 259.
93 Sermons, P.S. p. 275. Similarly Guest, op. cit. p. 100.
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Let us grasp this unquestionable truth, which no sophistries can shake, that 
the mind of man is so completely alienated from the righteousness of God 
that it conceives, desires, and undertakes nothing hut what is impious, per
verse, base, flagitious; that his heart is so thoroughly infected by the poison of 
sin that it cannot produce anything but what is corrupt; and that if at any 
time men do anything apparently good, yet the mind always remains 
involved in hypocrisy and deceitful obliquity, and the heart remains en
slaved in its inward perverseness.94

94 Institutes, II.5.19 (C.R. vol. XXIX, p.247). Similarly Luther, Werke,
Weimar, vol. IV, p. 343, and passim.

96 Decade III, sermon 10; English translation of 1587, P.S. vol. II, Cambridge 
1850, pp. 360-404. Bullinger defends Zwingh from the accusation of underrating 
original sin (pp. 397-9).

96 Homilies, 1849 edit. p. 33. cf. the Anglican article of 1553, On Original Sin, 
later numbered Article IX.

97 Homilies, ibid. p. 31.

On the question of the total depravity of human nature 
Zwingh, with his counterbalancing humanism, was by no means 
so extreme as Luther and Calvin, but the doctrine set forth in 
Bullinger’s Decades, which were being published at Zurich during 
the reign of Edward VI and dedicated (at Hooper’s suggestion) to 
that prince, was pessimistic enough.95 The English Reformers 
professed a similar pessimism, moderately expressed. In the 
Homily of Salvation Cranmer taught Enghshmen that ‘our own 
imperfection is so great, through the corruption of original sin, 
that all is imperfect that is within us, faith, charity, hope, dread, 
thoughts, words and works’.96 Even a John the Baptist, ‘although 
he were never so virtuous and godly a man’, could have no active 
part in dispensing God’s mercy to sinners, but could only have a 
function analogous to that of saving faith — that is, to point 
to the righteousness of Christ, by which alone sinners were 
accounted righteous.97 Latimer, although constantly zealous in his 
sermons to exhort his hearers to lead a godly life and not to 
neglect good works, which are inseparable from faith, reminds 
them nevertheless that all our works are ‘evil and imperfect; 
and evil works deserve anger, and imperfect works are punish
able and not acceptable; and therefore they deserve no heaven, 
but rather punishment’. God, however, ‘will not impute unto us 
the imperfectness of our works, for all our imperfections and sins 
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are drowned in the blood of our Saviour’.98 It follows, therefore, 
that even if God accounts men’s works as if they were good, 
because of the imputation to them of Christ’s righteousness, there 
can be no possibility of active participation by men in a truly 
salutary work. For the Reformers justifying grace was not, as in 
Cathohc teaching, an intrinsic ennoblement of man and a 
sharing in the divine life. Still less could one who was not justified 
be used by Christ for an active co-operation in his saving work. 
The application of this principle is seen, for example, in Hooper’s 
assertion that even if Christ were really present in the sacrament 
God would have to spurn men’s offering of him:

I say we do not offer Christ to God the Father, but Christ offers us and all 
that pertains to us, acceptable to God. Even if the innovating papists had 
Christ corporally in their hands (as they pretend to have) and offered him 
six hundred times to God for the sins of the living and the dead, God the 
Father would be obliged not to recognize his Son thus offered by sinful 
men. For he alone offered himself once, he alone could worthily offer."

Hutchinson, replying to Pighius, argued that ‘the Lord’s supper, 
which men call the Mass’ cannot be the ‘clean oblation’ which 
Malachy prophesied, since ‘all that we offer unto God is spotted, 
unclean and defiled’.100 The same argument was used by Becon: 
‘There was found neither patriarch nor prophet, neither priest 
nor Levite, neither angel nor archangel, neither any other creature 
in heaven or earth, that was of sufficient dignity to offer this our 
sacrifice, I mean the Lord Jesus. Much less are the filthy and ungodly 
papists. . . . ’101 Coverdale wrote likewise, in Iris Defence of a cer
tain poor Christian Man:

Let us look wherefore they call it a sacrifice. Even because, say they, that in 
the mass Christ the Son is offered up unto God lais Father. Oh, what a great 
blasphemy is this; yea, to be abhorred of all virtuous men! Who would 
think it possible that men mortal and sinful could ever have been so malapert, 
or rather mad, as to presume with their unclean hands to offer Christ the Lord 
unto his Father yet once again?102
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88 Remains, P.S. p. 151. 89 Later Writings, P.S. p. 505.
100 Works, P.S. p. 47.
101 Catechism, P.S. p. 247. Similarly Examinations and Writings of John Philpot, 

P.S. Cambridge 1842, p. 409. 102 Remains, P.S. p. 470.
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(g) The English Reformers denied any real objective presence of 
Christ in or with the Eucharistic elements, a denial which 
removes the foundation of the Catholic concept of the sacrifice; 
for if Christ is not objectively present in the sacrament he 
cannot be offered there

A decisive test for determining the attitude of the English 
Reformers towards the Eucharistic sacrifice is provided by their 
tenets about the presence of Christ in the sacrament. As well as 
holding in common with all the Reformers the doctrines of salva
tion and faith that had dictated the original Lutheran rejection 
of the Mass, the leaders of the English Reformation shared with 
the Swiss divines an additional and compelling objection — that 
an oblation of Christ at the altar was in any case impossible be
cause he was not objectively present there. Rejecting both the 
Roman and the Lutheran hteral exegesis of Christ’s words at the 
Last Supper, they protested that those who adored the Eucharist 
in the behef that it contained Christ were as guilty of a sin as grave 
as the idol-worship condemned in Scripture. A great part of their 
reforming energy came from their zeal to root out this behef and 
its consequences.

‘The doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice depends upon the 
doctrine of the real objective presence’, as Pusey wrote in his 
Eirenicon.103 Bishop Ridley had made the same observation three 
centuries earlier. All the Eucharistic controversies, he wrote, 
hinge upon one question: What is the substance of the sacrament? 
‘If we did once agree in that, the whole controversy [concerning 
the sacrifice] would soon be at an end’, for the answer to that 
question decides ‘whether Christ’s body be there offered in deed 
unto the heavenly Father by the priest or no’.104 ‘This kind of 
oblation’, he said elsewhere, ‘standeth upon transubstantiation, its 
german cousin, and do grow both upon one ground’.105 Ridley, 
who like Cranmer included in his denial of transubstantiation 

103 ist edition 1865, p. 25; similarly F. Meyrick. The Doctrine of the Church of 
England on the Holy Communion, London 1891, p. 68.

104 Determination given in the disputation at Cambridge in 1549; Foxe, Acts 
and Monuments, book VI, part i, p. 333.

105 Brief Declaration of the Lord's Supper; Works, P.S. p. 23.
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the rejection not only of a particular metaphysical explanation 
of the mode of presence but of any doctrine of objective presence, 
argued emphatically that what remained in the sacrament was 
simply bread and wine; but he pointed out: ‘If it be Christ’s own 
natural body, born of the Virgin, .. . then if the priest do offer the 
sacrament, he doth offer indeed Christ himself.’106 This remark 
is another illustration of how the English Reformers understood 
their opponents’ doctrine of the Mass. It is not some gross notion 
of a new passion and slaying of Christ on the altar that Ridley 
attributes to them, but belief in a ritual presentation, before God 
the Father, of Christ objectively present.

It was notorious that the continental Reformers, although in 
universal agreement in denying any offering of Christ at the 
altar, were sharply divided on the question of the presence of 
Christ in the Eucharist. The early Lutherans, unlike the other 
Protestant parties, retained a belief in a kind of real objective 
presence of Christ’s body and blood ‘in, with, and under’ the 
sacrament of the unchanged bread and wine. This theory (later 
named ‘consubstantiation’) does not logically exclude the concept 
of a sacrificial offering of Christ objectively present in the 
Eucharist — although Luther himself rejected such a concept with 
even greater vehemence than the other Reformers. If Cranmer, 
at the time he was directing the religious reforms of Edward’s 
reign, had held the Lutheran view of the Eucharistic presence, 
it would not follow that he allowed place for a sacrificial oblation 
of Christ at the altar, but that possibility would not be ruled out. 
If on the other hand he did not hold even the Lutheran view — the 
only Protestant theory which allowed an objective presence —■ 
then it is clear a priori that no matter what the sense in which he 
was prepared to admit the Eucharist to be a sacrifice, he could 
not but deny the essential Catholic sense.

Authors of all schools are agreed that certainly from 1548 
onwards Cranmer did not hold even the Lutheran view of the 
real presence. (After the death of their, leader in 1546 the Lutherans 
themselves were giving up the belief in an objective presence; 
many of them found unacceptable the concept of the ‘ubiquity’ of

106 ibid. pp. 11-2.
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Christ’s body, by which Luther’s theory had been explained.) 
The only kind of ‘presence’ Cranmer will admit is in the godly 
communicant, by faith. He excludes any presence related to the 
elements, even ‘in, with, or under’ the bread and wine, just as 
there is no ‘real presence’ in the water used for baptism. ‘No more 
truly’, he insisted in his Answer to Gardiner, is Christ ‘corporally 
or really present in the due ministration of the Lord’s supper than 
he is in the due ministration of baptism’.107 In his Defence of 1550 
statements such as the following occur frequently:

The eating of Christ’s flesh and drinking of his blood is not to be un
derstand simply and plainly, as the words do properly signify, that we do 
eat and drink him with our mouths; but it is a figurative speech spiritually to 
be understand, that we must deeply print and fruitfully believe in our hearts 
that his flesh was crucified and his blood shed for our redemption. And this 
our behef in him, is to eat his flesh and drink his blood, although they be not 
present here with us, but be ascended into heaven. As our forefathers, before 
Christ’s time, did likewise eat his flesh and drink his blood, which was so far 
from them that he was not yet then bom.108

But as the devil is the food of the wicked, which he nourisheth in all iniquity 
and bringeth up into everlasting damnation, so is Christ the very food of all 
them that be lively members of his body, and them he nourisheth, bringeth 
up and cherisheth unto everlasting life. And every good and faithful Christian 
man feeleth in himself how he feedeth of Christ, eating his flesh and drinking 
of his blood. For he putteth the whole hope and trust of his redemption and 
salvation in that only sacrifice which Christ made upon the cross, having his 
body there broken and his blood there shed for the remission of his sins. And 
this great benefit of Christ the faithful man earnestly considered! in his 
mind, chaweth and digesteth it with the stomach of his heart, spiritually 
receiving Christ wholly into him and giving again himself wholly unto 
Christ. And this is the eating of Christ’s flesh and drinking of his blood . . .109

Even so when common bread and wine be taken and severed from other 
bread and wine, to the use of the holy communion, that portion of bread and 
wine, although it be of the same substance that the other is from the which it 
is severed, yet it is now called consecrated or holy bread and holy wine. Not 
that the bread and wine have or can have any holiness in them, but that they 
be used to an holy work and represent holy and godly things.110

107 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 3. (Preface prefixed to 1551 edition.)
103 Remains, edit. Jenkyns, vol. II, pp. 381-2; similarly pp. 357, 378, etc.
109 ibid. pp. 426-7; similarly pp. 306, 404, 405, etc.
110 ibid. p. 413; similarly pp. 406, 414, etc.
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Although even today there still remains disagreement among 
Anglican scholars as to which of the various non-Lutheran 
theories about the nature of the sacrament Cranmer did hold, that 
question cannot be of decisive importance in the present dis
cussion. N. Pocock called his views ‘Zwinglio-Calvinistic’.111 
The Anglo-Catholic historian of the Eucharist, Darwell Stone, 
after showing that the Archbishop’s opinion was irreconcilable 
not only with the Cathohc doctrine but also with the Lutheran, 
identified it with the theory known as ‘virtuahsm’, according to 
which the virtue of Christ’s passion is received in the sacrament 
through faith.112 He wrote:

In these treatises Cranmer’s ultimate belief about the Eucharist is very 
clearly stated, and is defended at great length. He denies Transubstantiation 
both in its more carnal and its more spiritual form; he rejects the belief that 
the consecrated bread and wine are the body and blood of Christ; and he 
repudiates any sacrifice of Christ’s body and blood in the Eucharist. He 
allows that the bread and wine may be called the body and blood of Christ; 
that Christ may be said to be present in the Sacrament; and that the word 
sacrifice may be applied to the Eucharist. But he shows that the meaning 
which he attaches to this terminology is, in his mind, consistent with the 
denials which have been mentioned. . . . Christ is present in the Sacrament as 
he is present in Baptism, or during prayer, or as the sun is present wher
ever its warmth is felt.113

C. H. Smyth, followed by F. J. Smithen, described Cranmer’s 
theory as ‘Suvermerian’, which was the name they attached to the 
compromise solution of the Strasburg school represented by 
Martin Bucer, who undoubtedly influenced Ridley and Cranmer. 
(C. Hopf has shown clearly that this use of the term ‘Suver
merian’ rests upon a serious misconception of its meaning114). 
Archbishop Brihoth of Sweden thought it was a Calvinist wind 
that blew so strongly through England in Edward’s reign. The

111 ‘Abolition of the Thirty-nine Articles’, in Studies in Modern Problems (1874), 
part 1, p. 4.

112 The terms ‘virtualisin’ and ‘receptionism’ are of recent origin, being coined 
it seems by Cobb in 1867. cf. Report on Doctrine in the Church of England, p. 178, 
note.

113 History of Doctrine of the Eucharist, vol. II, p. 127.
114 C. H. Smyth, Cranmer and the Reformation, 1926, p. 25; F. J. Smithen, 

Continental Protestantism and the English Reformation, 1927, pp. 78-80. cf. Powicke, 
The Reformation in England, Oxford 1941, p. 82, note; Hopf, Bucer, pp. 35-40.
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Abbé Constant calls Cranmer’s opinion both Calvinist and 
Zwinglian.115 Dom Gregory Dix, after a detailed study, said he 
could discern no essential difference between Cranmer’s doctrine 
of the sacrament and the opinion of the Zwinglian school, 
according to which the bread and wine were mere signs to remind 
the believer that his faith in Christ was a spiritual feeding.116

This conclusion was disputed in two articles by the Rev. G. B. 
Timms,117 who maintained ’ that Cranmer held a theory of 
‘dynamic receptionism’, according to which the supernatural 
influence of Christ’s flesh and blood in heaven was believed to be 
brought in some transitory manner to the godly believer in the 
act of receiving the sacrament. Dix replied to his critic with 
another array of evidence,118 to show how Cranmer’s Eucha
ristic theory, even in its details, ‘is common to a whole school of 
sixteenth-century theologians, writing both in England and 
abroad’: the sacramentarían doctrine, that is, of Zwingli, CEco- 
lampadius, Vadianus, Bullinger, Pellican, Megander, Gualter, 
á Lasco and others. The findings of Professor E. C. Ratcliff served 
to support Dix’s conclusions.119 The author of a thesis presented at 
the University of Louvain in 1956, on the other hand, con
sidered it incorrect to suppose that Cranmer’s viewpoint was 
Zwinglian.120

An able and stimulating contribution to this debate is an essay 
by an American scholar, Dr C. C. Richardson, entitled Zwingli 
and Cranmer on the Eucharist.121 He finds Dix’s judgment inexact 
on some counts, and sees shades of meaning in the English Refor
mer’s theory which distinguish it from that of the Zwing- 
lians, but his final conclusion is that ‘Cranmer’s Eucharistic thought

115 Brilioth, Eucharistic Faith and Practice, p. 200. Constant, The Reformation in 
England, vol. II, pp. 255-67, 291.

116 Shape of the Liturgy, p. 656.
117 ‘Dixit Cranmer’, in C.Q.R. 1947, nos. 286 and 287.
118 ‘Dixit Cranmer et non timuit’, in C.Q.R. 1948, nos. 290 and 291.
119 The Booke of Common Prayer in the Churche of England; its Making and Re

visions, 1549-1661, London 1949; also ‘The Liturgical Work of Archbishop 
Cranmer’, in fournal of Ecclesiastical History, October 1956, p. 200.

120 I take this information from Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 1957, p. 381. 
Unfortunately I have not been able to consult the thesis in question (presented by 
the Rev. B. McMahon).

181 Subtitled, Cranmer dixit et contradixit; Evanston, Illinois 1949.
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moved, within the basic framework of Zwingh’s opinions’. It is 
impossible, he says, to classify Cranmer’s view as ‘dynamic 
receptionism’, since he held that ‘the gift of which the elements 
are seals and pledges is not participation in the substance of the 
Body of Christ (as for Calvin), but sharing in the virtue of the 
Passion by faith, which is a somewhat different thing’.122 Dr 
Mascall, although impressed by Dr Richardson’s searching 
analysis, comments: ‘The matter cannot, however, be con
sidered to be conclusively settled’.123 The Rev. W. J. Grisbrooke 
records that, after a careful investigation, ‘I have regretfully been 
forced to conclude that in this matter, at least, Dix was right’.124

122 ibid. pp. 22, 48. 123 Recovery of Unity, p. 120.
^Anglican Liturgies of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, London 1958,

pp. xii-xiii.
125 Bishop Brooks of Gloucester said at Oxford in 1555: ‘Latimer leaneth to 

Cranmer, Cranmer leaneth to Ridley, and Ridley to the singularity of his own 
wit’.

Finally Dr C. W. Dugmore in The Mass and the English 
Reformers (1958) makes a brave but forlorn attempt to separate the 
tenets of Cranmer, Ridley and their circle from the Protestant 
theology of the Eucharist. He describes them as ‘Reformed 
Catholics’, holding an ‘Augustinian realist-symbohsf doctrine, 
such as had been defended by Ratramn in the ninth century and 
by Berengarius in the eleventh, which he thinks sufficiently 
orthodox. His argument is a survival (or revival) of the plea of 
Pusey and the conservative wing of the Tractarian movement 
who—for reasons indicated in Chapter II above—were loth to 
allow that on Catholic principles the chief authors of the Anglican 
formularies were really heretics. This is not the place to criticize 
Dr Dugmore’s interpretation of the texts of the Fathers and early 
scholastics; for our purpose it is enough to observe that even the 
most benign understanding of Cranmer’s doctrine in 1550 cannot 
attribute to him any behef in an objective presence of Christ’s 
body and blood in the consecrated elements.

The Tractarians used to claim Nicholas Ridley, whose influence 
in the change of religion was of special importance,125 as an 
opponent of Protestant errors. (That the more extreme wing of 
the Reformers—Hooper, Coverdale, Bale and others hke them—
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rejected any belief in the real presence is not in dispute). For 
Pusey, Ridley was ‘the great upholder of Catholic truth’. Accord
ing to Dr Dugmore likewise he was the ‘enemy of all Zwinglians 
and Sacramentaries’.126 But that Ridley too, whatever might be 
the theory he favoured, denied any objective presence of Christ at 
the altar by virtue of the Eucharistic consecration is beyond 
reasonable doubt.127 The ‘spiritual communication’ of the flesh of 
the Saviour, he said, ‘is not received in the Supper only, but also 
at other times, by hearing the gospel and by faith’.128 Ridley had 
come to these convictions at Herne before the year 1546,129 and 
was confirmed in them by the counsel of the foreign divines who 
came to England in Edward’s reign. In December 1548 he joined 
with Cranmer in leading the attack on the old belief in the 
debate in the House of Lords.130

126 Pusey, Tract 81, p. 22; Dugmore, op. cit. p. 150.
127 cf. Darwell Stone, vol. II, p. 195; a good summary of evidence is given by 

Dix, C.Q.R. April-June 1948, pp. 44-8.
128 In Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, vol. VI, p. 485.
129 J. G. Ridley, Nicholas Ridley, London 1957, p. 94.
130 Gasquet and Bishop, Edward VI and the Book of Common Prayer, Chapter X.
131 ‘La Doctrine de Nicholas Ridley sur 1’Eucharistie’, in Revue Anglo-Romaine 

1895, vol. I, p. 647.
132 Foxe, Acts and Monuments, vol. VI, pp. 306-35.

Lacey put forward the plea that Ridley was genuinely unable to 
conceive of any but a gross and monstrous interpretation of the 
real presence, and through his influence with Cranmer un
wittingly led the English people into error; he denied the real 
presence, that is, only because ‘he attached to the dogma of 
transubstantiation a sense which theology would have re
pudiated; he rejected only this false notion, and he drew with him 
in his misunderstanding the mass of his fellow-citizens’.131 But 
Ridley was neither ignorant nor misinformed. At Cambridge in 
1549, to take one instance, he hstened to and presided over a long 
scholastic disputation at which the Catholic doctrine was care
fully explained by the champions of the old faith in a sense which 
was certainly not crass and ‘Capernaite’; yet in his Determination 
concluding the debate he firmly rejected any doctrine of a real 
objective presence of Christ in the Eucharist.132

Once Ridley and Cranmer reached conviction on this point 
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they never abandoned it. It was for this conviction that they 
wrote and planned and worked; it was this that they sought to 
impose upon all Englishmen; it was indeed for this, and not 
merely for a misunderstanding about the meaning of tran- 
substantiation or for a protest against gross popular exaggerations, 
that they ultimately went to a terrible death. While Cranmer lay 
in prison Cardinal Pole stated the issue clearly in a letter in which 
he tried to persuade the fallen primate to renounce his errors:

You agree with us concerning the institution and efficacy of baptism; it is 
only the Eucharist that separates us. We believe that, from the moment the 
priest has consecrated, the body and blood of Jesus Christ are really and 
veritably contained under the appearances of bread and wine. You on the 
contrary argue that, from the authority of Scripture and from the words of 
Jesus Christ himself, the things there are only signs.133

The reason for the disagreement in interpreting Cranmer’s 
Eucharistic beliefs can be found in his own ambiguities of 
language in the earlier part of Edward’s reign. At one time he 
seemed to favour, like Ridley, Peter Martyr and Bucer, a com
promise ‘receptionist’ theory; but it was not long before he was 
influenced by a Lasco and Hooper, and by the logic of the 
Reformation principles, towards the thorough-going Zwinglian 
opinions held by Bullinger of Zurich. The friends of Bullinger 
were at first strongly critical of the influence of Bucer and 
Martyr, but soon had the satisfaction of seeing the Archbishop 
move to their own position.134

In explaining the obscurity and inconsistency of Cranmer’s 
statements about the nature of the sacrament there is one factor 
which, I think, has not been given sufficient weight. The Arch
bishop was a master’ of ecclesiastical politics, which he had 
learnt in the hard school of Henry VIII; he had also a high sense of 
his own responsibility as a leader in the realm, and was genuinely 
concerned to conduct his revolutionary policies in such a way as 
not to jeopardize the maintenance of authority and order. It was

133 Pole’s Epistulae (5 volumes, edited by J. G. Schelhom, Brescia 1744-57), 
pars V, p. 253.

134 cf. Hooper’s letter to Bullinger at the end of 1549 and the earlier letter of 
Bartholomew Traheron, Dean of Chichester (Sept. 28th 1548); Original Letters, 
P.S. vol. I, pp. 71, 322.
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especially important not to allow internal dissensions to sap the 
forces of the small party of Reformers who had to impose their 
will and their system upon the reluctant majority. Cranmer had 
seen the development and the sad consequences of the inter
necine quarrels among the Protestant parties on the Continent, 
and knew that from the beginning the chief bone of contention 
between them had been the doctrine of the Supper. ‘It cannot 
escape your prudent observation’, he wrote to Calvin, ‘how 
exceedingly the Church of God has been injured by dissensions 
and varieties of opinion respecting this sacrament of unity’.135 If he 
could avoid it, this sword of division should not rend the uni
formity of the new church polity he was planning for England. 
At that critical stage, vagueness and ambiguity about the sacra
ment were preferable to a clarity which might disrupt the forces 
of the Reformation. For this reason the subtle and comprehensive 
language of Martin Bucer and the Strasburg school had a special 
attraction for him, language which should cover rather than 
expose the differences in Eucharistic belief between the Reformers 
of Switzerland, Saxony and Alsace. Cranmer was always hoping 
for reconcihation between the Protestant churches and for a 
united front against Rome.

The Consensus Tigurinus of 1549, in which the Zwinghans and 
the Calvinists devised a formula about the sacrament which, at 
least on the surface, both could accept, had repercussions in 
English affairs.136 By that time Lutheran influence had dwindled 
away in England, and the ‘Tigurine’ belief was seen by those in 
power to offer a satisfactory basis of uniformity. Although 
more restrained than men like Hooper, Coverdale, Traheron 
and Rogers, Cranmer was able to reach and maintain agreement 
with this ‘Puritan’ wing in essentials of Eucharistic doctrine.

The difficulty in classifying Cranmer’s views neatly under any 
one of the non-Lutheran systems has its interest in the history of 
Anglican belief, but it can make no difference to his unambiguous 
denial of any priestly oblation of Christ in the Eucharist. It is

135 Works, P.S. vol. II, p. 431.
136 See letters of Richard Cox and Peter Martyr to Bullinger, Original Letters, 

P.S. vol. I, p. 121; vol. II, p. 479. On Cranmer’s ‘ecumenical’ endeavours, see 
Constant, vol. II, pp. 270-4.
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immaterial here whether he held a radical or a mitigated 
Zwinglianism, or favoured a theory of ‘dynamic receptionism’ 
(either in the elusive and opportunist form put forward by Bucer 
or in the more coherently theological form elaborated by Calvin). 
R. I. Wilberforce, the Tractarian divine, made the point clearly:

Let the Presence of this inward part [the Body and Blood of Christ] be 
admitted, and it is obvious that there is something in the sacrament which we 
can present to God. Whereas, if the Zwinglian hypothesis be adopted, there 
is nothing to offer in the Holy Eucharist; since it consists of nothing but an 
empty sign, which cannot seriously be looked upon as a becoming offering 
under the Christian Dispensation. And the same may be said of the Calvin- 
istic system also, since it detaches the inward reality from the outward sign, 
and supposes that the last only is really present in the Holy Eucharist. So that 
neither of these systems affords a substratum for the doctrine of the Eucha
ristic Sacrifice. ... 137

137 The Doctrine of the Holy Eucharist, 3rd edition, pp. 298-9.
138 The two writers in Catholic theological journals of Louvain, whose com

ments were quoted above in Chapter I (pp. 19-20), have perhaps failed to give 
due consideration to this point. I hope they will pardon the reservations which 
I find it necessary to make here. The Rev. C. J. L. Napier, in Ephemerides 
Theologicae Lovanienses, 1957, suggests that because the author of a recent 
doctoral dissertation acquits Cranmer of Zwinglianism, the whole picture may 
be altered. It is to those remarks that Fr Leon Renwart refers as his authority 
for supposing that ‘recent works have raised a serious doubt’ whether the Edwar
dine Reformers’ doctrine on the Mass and the priesthood might not after all be 
compatible with Cathohc orthodoxy. (Nouvelle Revue Theologique, December 
1957, p. 1048, note 60.)

It may be arguable that Cranmer’s theory of the sacrament was 
different from Zwingli’s and nearer to Bucer’s or Calvin’s; but 
even if that were proved, it still would not reconcile his opinions 
about the Eucharistic presence with Cathohc doctrine, still less 
would it ‘raise serious doubt’ about the interpretation of his 
attitude to the sacrifice of the Mass.138

(h) Cranmer and his associates were indeed prepared to apply sacri
ficial terms to the Eucharist, but only in a sense that excluded 
what was essential to the traditional Catholic doctrine

It is true enough that in several places the Edwardine Reformers 
speak of the Eucharist as a sacrifice. Cranmer even says, answering 
Dr Richard Smith:
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He belicth me [by saying] that I deny the sacrifice of the mass, which in my 
book have most plainly set out the sacrifice of Christian people in the holy 
communion or mass (if Dr Smith will needs so term it). . . . The controversy 
is not whether in the holy communion be made a sacrifice or not (for herein 
both Doctor Smith and I agree with the foresaid Council at Ephesus); but 
whether it be a propitiatory sacrifice or not, and whether only the priest 
make tire said sacrifice—these be the points wherein we vary.139

139 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 369. 140 Works, P.S. p. 250. cf. note 13 above.
141 See Cranmer’s Defence, in Works, P.S. vol. I, pp. 346, 349; Answer to

Gardiner, ibid. pp. 88, 353, 356, 362, 366, etc.; first and second B.C.P.; cf. 
Latimer, Sermon of the Plough, Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 74.

142 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 349. Similarly Hutchinson, Works, P.S. p. 47. St 
Thomas More, in answering Tyndale, had sharply ridiculed the notion that the 
lusts of the flesh were the acceptable victims sacrificed by Christians to God.

Ridley, while under examination at Oxford in 1555, allowed 
that the Eucharist could be called ‘an unbloody sacrifice’ if the 
phrase was rightly understood, and even added that it ‘is offered 
after a certain manner, and in a mystery, and as a representation of 
that bloody sacrifice; and he doth not lie, who saith Christ to be 
offered’.140

With their considerable knowledge of different liturgies and of 
the Fathers, Cranmer and Ridley are well aware that in the 
ancient Church sacrificial terms were applied to the Eucharist. 
They concede the fact, but take care to explain in what sense they 
understand the Fathers’ language. They allow that in the Lord’s 
Supper there are, as well as a remembrance of Christ’s past 
sacrifice, sacrifices of praise and thanksgiving (as in all prayer and 
worship); there are oblations of bread and wine, of alms and 
other created things, for God’s service and the good of one’s 
neighbour; there is the offering and presentation to God of 
‘ourselves, our souls and bodies, to be a reasonable, holy and 
lively sacrifice’.141 Cranmer even says, with Tyndale, that the 
spiritual oblations under the new law consist in mortifying ‘our 
unreasonable lusts and desires of the flesh’; ‘these be the sacrifices 
of Christian men’.142 But whatever other sacrifices may be 
admitted in the Eucharist, on the central issue the Reformers are 
adamant: in no sense can there be at the altar an offering of 
Christ to the Father for the spiritual benefit of mankind. Of him 
there can be no oblation in Christian worship, Ridley insists,
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‘albeit I am not ignorant there are many sacrifices’.143 The oblata 
presented and offered before God may be the goods of the 
worshippers, or the prayers of the worshippers, or the worshippers 
themselves, but not Jesus Christ. No sacramental liturgy can offer 
before the Father the divine victim for the welfare of mankind. 
This is the denial which governs the meaning of all Cranmer’s 
references to sacrifice. By rejecting the corner-stone of the 
Catholic belief about the Eucharistic offering he, like the conti
nental Reformers before him, deprived all other offerings of their 
basis. Kaspar Schatzgeyer, the courteous Franciscan opponent of 
the early Lutherans, pointed out in 1526 what many Anglicans 
are pointing out today:

143 ‘Determination concerning the Sacrament’; Works, P.S. p. 178.
144 Ein gietliche und freuntliche Anntwort und Untterricht, Munich 1526, sig. 

E IVr. Schatzgeyer was addressing himself to Osiander, later Cranmer’s relative by 
marriage.

145 Dr A. M. Ramsey, in Durham Essays and Addresses, p. 18 (cited by Dr Mascall 
in The Recovery of Unity, p. 144); Dix, Shape of the Liturgy, pp. 666, 731.

146 Pusey, Tract 81, p. 53; R.I. Wilberforce, Doctrine of the Holy Eucharist, 
3rd edit. pp. 338-9; M. F. Sadler, The One Offering, London 1875, p. 116; 
Sir Will Spens, ‘The Eucharist’, in Essays Catholic and Critical, London 1926, 
PP- 437-8.

You will say, ‘Yes, the members of Christ have the power to offer, but not to 
offer Christ’. ... I reply by asking you, what are any sacrifices without 
Christ? What do the members of Christ offer in their, sacrifices other than 
Christ, their head, who fives and works in them, in whom they in their turn 
live and work, in whom all their sacrifices are acceptable? What can they 
offer as superstructure if they do not offer the foundation ?144

The present Archbishop of York has given warning that a 
concept of Eucharistic sacrifice as an offering of ourselves and our 
gifts apart from the sacrifice of Christ ‘can be a shallow and 
romantic sort of Pelagianism’. Dom Gregory Dix and Dr Mascall 
have made the same criticism,145 which had already been voiced 
by Pusey, R. I. Wilberforce, Sadler and others since the days of 
the Oxford Movement.146 Whatever else is offered in the Eucha
rist, as Sadler wrote, if one excludes from it the offering of 
Christ and of his sacrifice, in and through whom all else must be 
offered, ‘it becomes an independent sacrifice (or a congeries of 
independent sacrifices)’.
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The sense in which the English Reformers were prepared to 
speak of sacrifice in connection with the Lord’s supper was the 
same sense in which the continental Reformers explained the 
sacrificial language of the Fathers. ‘Cranmer’s restriction of the 
Content of the eucharistic sacrifice solely to “praises and thanks
givings” and the offering of ourselves’, observes Dix, ‘is pre
cisely Zwingli’s own statement of its content’.147 This explanation 
was not, however, peculiar to Zwingli. In his ‘Sermon on the 
New Testament’ of 1520, Luther had declared that the Mass was a 
sacrifice only of ‘praise, prayer and self-giving’.148 Melanchthon 
made the same restriction, hi his Apology for the Confession of 
Augsburg.Calvin used similar language.150 Bucer, Cranmer’s 
guest and adviser, had written in 1545 a long explanation of the 
various ways in which there could be said to be sacrifices in the 
Eucharist.151 When the holy Fathers called it ‘the offering of 
Christ’ they meant confession of Christ’s name, the offering of 
prayer, praise and thanksgiving, as well as preaching, helping the 
poor, etc. These sacrifices, he said, ‘ought to be found in all holy 
assemblies, even though the holy Supper be not celebrated in 
them’. Bucer insists that although the Fathers speak of ‘offering 
Christ’ in the Lord’s Supper, in it ‘there is no setting forth 
or presenting of our Lord Jesus Christ to the Father, other 
than the fact that herein we ought to give him our highest 
thanks’.152

147 C.Q.R. 1948, no. 290, p. 176.
148 Werke, Weimar, vol. VI, p. 363.
149 XXIV. 16 seq.; Die Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche, 

pp. 353-77’> Melanchthon makes the same distinctions in Loci communes, edit. 
Basle 1561, p. 418.

160 e.g. Institutes IV.18; CorpusReformatorumXXIX, col. 1030.
161 A manuscript Latin translation of this work, Constans Defensio, which was 

Bucer’s answer to the Antididagma, was made by Dr Matthew Parker in 155° 
from the German original, already published. The ‘offering of ourselves’ also 
appears in the Simplex et pia deliberatio of the Cologne Protestants, in compiling 
which Bucer had a chief part, and which Cranmer used in his own work of liturg
ical composition.

152 See p, 123 above. Similarly Hooper, Early Writings, P.S. p. 488.

All this defines the limits within which the English Reformers 
were prepared to use the language of sacrifice about the Lord’s 
Supper. It helps, too, to remove uncertainty about their use of the 
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word ‘memorial’ in this connection. To say that the Eucharist is a 
‘memorial’, ‘commemoration’, or ‘representation’ of Christ’s 
sacrificial death was not necessarily to deny that the rite is itself a 
sacrificial offering; indeed those expressions had been traditional 
since the earliest Christian age and were being freely used by the 
Catholic theologians of the sixteenth century hi their defence of 
the Mass. But as used by them those terms bore a meaning 
different from that of the Reformers.

It is an over-simplification to suppose that in all Reformation 
theology the Eucharistic memorial meant merely a subjective 
remembering of Christ’s sacrifice in the worshippers’ minds. 
Some distinctions are necessary here for the sake of clarity. To 
speak of the Eucharist as the memorial of Christ’s death can mean 
either that it is a reminder to the godly communicant, a sign to 
recall to his remembrance the passion of Christ and the benefits it 
won for him; or that it is an objective anamnesis, a memorial rite 
performed to proclaim outwardly and show forth Christ’s 
sacrificial death. The Eucharistic memorial merely in the first 
sense is wholly a ‘manward’ action; in the second it may become 
‘Godward’.

To consider the second alternative, a further threefold dis
tinction may be made. First, the objective anamnesis or memorial 
of Christ’s passion may be thought of (as in Cathohc theology) as 
a sacrificial act directed towards God, charged with an objective 
efficacy by divine institution, and brought about through the 
liturgical action performed by the priest (that is, by the consecra
tion of the Eucharistic elements into the body and blood of 
Christ). Secondly, the memorial may be thought of (as in 
Zwingli’s opinion) as a liturgical recalling of Christ’s death 
which, while it is in no way an oblation to God nor has any 
objective efficacy to mediate salutary effects, is an expression of 
thankful joy for the favour of assured salvation and at the same 
time a sign to the assembly of Christian worshippers that, while 
by faith they feed on Christ in their hearts in receiving the 
symbolic bread and wine, they are united with one another and 
with the spirit of Christ. Thirdly, there is an intermediate theory 
of the Eucharistic ‘memorial’ which sees it neither as a sacrificial

172



THE ENGLISH REFORMERS AND EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE 

offering with supernatural efficacy, nor as a mere liturgical sign of 
spiritual unity, but as an especially acceptable prayer, instituted 
by Christ, by which the Church pleads die merits of his death 
before the Father. In so far as this third opinion attributes a 
‘Godward’ aim to the Eucharistic celebration, it departs from the 
main stream of Reformation theology, even though it does not 
rejoin the traditional Catholic doctrine of a ‘true and proper 
sacrifice’ in the Eucharist.

Luther had put the stress on the subjective calling to mind of 
the benefit of Christ’s death, a remembrance stimulated by the 
act of receiving communion. For him it was irrelevant to speak of 
man’s performing an objective memorial rite in the sacrament, 
since its whole purpose was to be a consoling promise and testa
ment from God to the individual soul. Zwingli, while insisting 
that the rite had no efficacy as a sacramental means to obtain for or 
apply to Christians the benefits of the saving sacrifice, maintained 
that there was not merely subjective remembrance on the part of 
the individual believer but also an objective and joyous memorial 
performed by the congregation.153 With his denial of any real 
presence of Christ in or with the Eucharistic elements, he was 
able to go further than Luther in this respect, since there was no 
danger that his objective ‘memorial’ should be thought to be a 
sacrificial presentation of Christ before the Father. The developed 
Zwinglianism of Bullinger, which was most influential in 
England during Edward’s reign, combined these two aspects of 
subjective and objective remembrance. In his Decades Bullinger 
gives this definition:

The supper of the Lord is an. holy action instituted unto the church from 
God, wherein the Lord, by the setting of bread and wine before us at the 
banquet, doth certify unto us his promise and communion, and sheweth 
unto us his gifts, and layeth them before our senses; gathereth together one 
body visibly; and, to be short, will have his death kept of the faithful in 
remembrance; and admonisheth us of our duty, and especially of praise and 
thanksgiving.154

173

163 cf. J. V. Pollet, in art. ‘Zwinglianisme’, D.T.C. vol. XV (Paris 1950), 
col. 3825 seq.

164 Decade V, sermon 9; P.S. vol. IV, p. 403.
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In general, this view of the memorial aspect of the Eucharist 
can be recognized in the writings of Cranmer and his associates. 
While in many places they put the emphasis on the subjective 
memory of the godly communicant,155 in others their words 
show the influence of the more objective ‘memorialism’ of the 
Zwinglians. Thus Cranmer says: ‘Christ made the bloody 
sacrifice which took away sin: the priest with the church make a 
commemoration thereof with lauds and thanksgiving, offering 
also themselves obedient to God unto death’.156 And elsewhere he 
says: ‘It is the sacrifice of all Christian people to remember 
Christ’s death, to laud and thank him for it, and to pubhsh it and 
show it abroad unto other, to his honour and glory’.157

The third sense of ‘memorial’ distinguished above, that of the 
‘pleading’ before God of Christ’s past sacrifice, was by 1552 
excluded from the doctrine and liturgy of the Church of England. 
In the first Prayer Book of 1549 place was still left for a prayer 
which could be interpreted in this sense, but (as will be seen in the 
next chapter) this suggestion that there was in the rite a ‘God
ward’ action was removed when the hturgy was given its final 
form in the second Prayer Book of 1552. For the authors of that 
hturgy, as Dix points out, ‘there is no possibility of pleading the 
Eucharist for one another, or for the dead in Christ; though we 
may pray together at it (not by it) as we intercede at other times’.158

The nineteenth-century High Churchmen were reluctant to 
admit any serious defect in the sacrificial doctrine of the Anglican 
founding fathers. Dr Dugmore, however, is more critical here. 
He repeatedly refers to the ‘theological blind spot’ which led 
Cranmer, Ridley and the others, in their reaction against late- 
mediaeval errors, to jettison what he admits as the scriptural 
notion of the ‘pleading’ of Christ’s sacrifice, and which thus 
prevented them ‘from achieving a truly catholic conception of the 
eucharistic sacrifice’.159 It must be observed, however, that even if

165 e.g. Cranmer, Works, P.S. vol. I, pp. 352, 356, 359; Coverdale, Remains, 
P.S. p. 471; Hooper, Later Writings, p. 47; etc.

156 Cranmer, Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 356. 167 ibid. p. 369.
168 Shape of the Liturgy, p. 624. N. Dimock makes some shrewd comments on 

this point and on the ambiguity of the notion of ‘pleading’ Christ. Missarum 
Sacrificia, London 1896, pp. 228-36.

169 The Mass and the English Reformers, pp. 136-7, 156, 194, 220.
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they had retained the ‘pleading’ of the past sacrifice they would 
still not have achieved the Cathohc conception, since their 
denial of the real objective presence would have remained 
decisive. Their consistent attitude to the doctrine of the sacrifice of 
the altar can be summarized as follows: even if Christ were 
objectively present in the sacrament, an oblation of him by the 
priest for the welfare of the living and the dead would be need
less, unauthorized, ineffectual and presumptuous; and in any case 
he is not present on the altar to be offered.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

In every age of passionate controversy there is a tendency for 
men to caricature the opinions, pohcy and behaviour of their 
antagonists. The offending tenets of the other party are seized 
upon, exaggerated beyond their natural meaning, and made to 
appear as monstrosities of thought. In the great rehgious conflict 
of the sixteenth century neither side was innocent of such tactics. 
It is this that explains how the picture presented, in the writings of 
the Reformers, of the contemporary Roman Catholic theology of 
the Mass is found to be at times markedly different from the 
doctrine of the Mass actually set forth in the writings of the 
contemporary Roman Cathohc theologians themselves. When in 
their researches Anglo-Catholic scholars have been puzzled at 
finding this discrepancy, they have tended to explain it in one of 
two ways: either the Reformers were genuinely misled about the 
nature of contemporary Cathohc Mass-theology; or they did not 
intend to condemn the authorized Roman teaching of the day, but 
something else—namely a debased and superstitious ‘popular 
theology’, flourishing at a level lower than that of the admitted 
orthodoxy of the late-mediaeval schools and schoolmen. It has 
been necessary to write this long chapter to put this question in 
its full perspective. The attitude of Cranmer and his fellow 
Reformers to the Eucharistic sacrifice can be misunderstood only 
when it is viewed in part and not in its whole theological con
text. True, to read certain of their vehement tirades against the 
Mass, one may well be prompted to conclude that the ultimate 
object of their attack was a doctrine quite different from the
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traditional and orthodox belief about the sacrifice of the altar, as 
actually held by the mediaeval Church. And taking separately 
some sentences in which they speak of sacrifices in the Eucharist 
one may even find colour for supposing that they retained the 
essentials of that orthodox pre-Reformation doctrine. These 
misunderstandings are no longer possible, however, when their 
campaign against the Mass is interpreted in the context of their 
theological presuppositions.

Although in their controversial writings they often repeated 
the current polemical caricatures of their opponents’ teaching 
about the Mass, at other times they showed by their own words 
that they had an adequate realization of what that teaching 
really was, and they made plain that it was this authorized 
teaching which they were out to destroy, not merely popular 
distortions of it. The real reasons underlying their rejection of the 
Mass are found to be the same as those that had earlier de
termined the attitude of the continental Reformers: reasons that 
derive from the decisive cleavage between Protestantism and 
Cathohcism in the doctrines of grace and justification, of sin and 
soteriology, of the very nature of the Christian dispensation.
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Chapter Nine

THE ANGLICAN FORMULARIES 
IN THE MAKING:

THE REFORMERS’ PROJECTS AND 
ACHIEVEMENTS, AND HOW THEY WERE 

INTERPRETED AT THE TIME

f I ^he English Reformers’ personal opinions about the 
I Eucharistic sacrifice emerge clearly from their writings. 
X. But to ascertain what they thought, said and wrote is not 

enough; a judgment on their reforms must be based on what they 
actually achieved. It is conceivable that although they designed to 
exclude sacrifice from the Eucharistic liturgy, from the articles of 
behef and from the rite of ordination, they failed to carry their 
design into effect. Their personal beliefs are relevant only in so far 
as they were more than personal, that is, in so far as they were the 
principles from which proceeded the public reforms then insti
tuted. Their teaching is important inasmuch as it was a matter of 
pubhc knowledge, and was objectively associated with the 
formularies of the Church of England which originated in those 
six momentous years.

It was above all the pubhc events in England during Edward’s 
reign, seen against the wider background of the continental 
Reformation, that gave the new formularies their distinctive 
character. Those events have been many times narrated and 
discussed, but since the historical canvas is so crowded that it is 
easy to lose the main pattern in a mass of detail, there seems need 
to pick out the salient facts bearing directly on the question of the 
Mass and to recapitulate them here in one chapter. What was the 
general picture an informed observer would see at the time as he 
followed the course of current events, and what general estimate 
would he gather, from what was done or permitted by those in 
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authority, of the nature of the Edwardine reforms relating to the 
sacrifice of the altar ?

In 1547, as soon as death relaxed the iron grasp ofKing Henry VIII 
on the religious life of his subjects, there was an outburst of 
radical agitation against the Mass by Protestant sympathizers, 
especially in London, Kent and East Angha. Many, as Burnet 
records, ‘were carried by a lightness of temper to make songs and 
plays of the Mass: for now the press went quick, and many books 
were printed this year about matters of rehgion, the greatest 
number of them being concerning the Mass; which were not 
written in so decent and grave a style as the matter required’.1 
The ribald and open scoffing at the Catholic doctrine by the so- 
called ‘Euchites’, who derided the Host with such names as 
‘Jack-in-the-box’ and ‘Round Robin’, and the Mass as ‘the 
sacrament of the halter’, caused so much offence to the Catholic- 
minded majority and so much disturbance in the towns that the 
Government at first found it expedient to take order against the 
revilers of the sacrament.2 Notwithstanding this show of restraint, 
the new ideas were soon allowed to spread practically unchecked 
in a spate of books and pamphlets against the Mass, which were 
sold cheaply and were evidently intended for wide diffusion 
among the people.

From the end of 1547 ‘the policy of the rulers became less 
guarded and the floodgates were opened’; books full of abuse 
against the old doctrine were openly hcensed and were dedicated 
to the Lord Protector and to the King himself, whereas works 
defending that doctrine could not find a printer in England.3 
Some two dozen of these books put out against the Mass and the 
real presence have survived from the year 1548 alone, and a much 
greater quantity of ephemeral literature is known to have been in 
circulation. In the same year the writings of the continental 
Reformers, most of them hi English translation, began to be 
widely diffused. They included works by Luther, Zwingli,

1 Bp Gilbert Burnet, The History of the Reformation of the Church of England, 
edited by N. Pocock, Oxford 1865, vol. II, p. 96.

2 ibid. pp. 94-5.
s Gasquet and Bishop, Edward VI and the Book of Common Prayer, 1st edit, 

pp.118-9.
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Calvin, Melanchthon, Bullinger, Rhegius, Osiander, Hegendorp 
and Bodins. In these writings too, originals and translations, the 
central point of attack was the priesthood and the Mass. Another 
important influence in this stream of printed propaganda was that 
of the annotated vernacular Bibles, which were now circulated in 
large numbers.

In the seven years of the reign of Edward [wrote Canon Dixon] about 
twenty-five editions, whether of the New Testament or of the whole 
Scriptures in English are known to have appeared. . . . Nothing could have 
indicated more strongly than these volumes the progress of the Revo
lution. ... In opening one of these volumes the reader was immediately 
aware of the kind of doctrine that was now in favour with the rulers of the 
realm: for his eye fell on the pregnant and savoury Table of Principal 
Matters with which Matthew’s Bible was originally published. There he 
found sacrifices, feasts, meats, all outward ceremonies and all the order of 
priesthood said to be abrogated. . . . Under Sacrifice it is observed that ‘the 
bread and wine received in the Supper of Christ are no sacrifice’. The word 
Priest. . . yields the remark that ‘the order of priesthood is translated: that 
is to say, abolished, ceased and finished, in such wise as there need now be no 
more, for we are all priests to God’.4

The popular exponents of the new evangel were given many 
assurances, in private and in public, of the favour of the men in 
power. Already in November 1547, in the preamble to the Act 
suppressing chantries—a measure taken for theological as well as 
financial motives—it was declared that the chantries were to be 
put down and their endowments forfeited to the crown because

a great part of superstition and errors in Christian rehgion has been brought 
into the minds and estimations of men by reason of the ignorance of their 
very true and perfect salvation through the death of Jesus Christ, and by 
devising and phantasing vain opinions of purgatory and masses satisfactory, 
to be done for them which be departed.5

The pulpit, although subject to more cautious restraint than the 
press, was unmistakably at the service of the new ideas. The 
book of Homilies, intended to provide the staple matter for the 
instruction of Englishmen from the pulpit week by week, giving 
official sanction to the Reformation doctrine of salvation and

4 R. W. Dixon, History of the Church of England, vol. Ill, London 1885, pp. 166-9.
6 H. Gee and W. J. Hardy, Documents Illustrative of English Church History, 

London 1896, p. 328.
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justification and thereby an implicit challenge to the Catholic 
concept of the Mass, was issued on July 31st 1547. Latimer’s 
denunciation of the Mass and other popish practices, in his 
famous Sermon of the Plough at Paul’s Cross in January 1548, 
gave a good indication of the teaching now in favour. In April 
1548 sole power of granting licences to preach was reserved to the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, and all not so licensed were inhibited. 
One such licensed preacher, Thomas Hancock, recorded in his 
autobiography the maimer in which he preached to the people of 
Hampshire about the Host, which he repeatedly reviled as an idol.6 
It was of preachers of this sort and of lecturers such as Peter 
Martyr that Bishop Gardiner spoke out boldly in his sermon at 
Paul’s Cross on St Peter’s Day 1548, the sermon that brought him 
to the Tower:

I will therefore show my conscience plainly. I mislike that preachers which 
preach by the king’s licence, and those readers which by the king’s per
mission and sufference do read open lectures, do openly and blasphemously 
talk against the Mass and against the Sacrament.7

In the later months of 1548 while the preparations for the 
change in worship were being carried through, public preaching 
was stopped altogether, but once the decisions were made it was 
recommenced with more vigour and less restraint than before. 
Hooper informed Bullinger a year later:

The Archbishop of Canterbury entertains right views as to the nature of 
Christ’s presence in the Supper, and is now very friendly towards myself. He 
has some articles of religion, to which all preachers and lecturers in divinity 
are required to subscribe, or else a licence for teaching is not granted them; 
and in these his sentiments respecting the Eucharist are pure and religious, 
and similar to yours in Switzerland.8

Throughout the year 1548 what Pollard has called ‘the grand 
national debate’, of which the sacrament of the altar was the 
central theme, continued with growing intensity. After the 
introduction in March of the new order for communion under 
both kinds—‘the first-fruits of godliness’ as Coverdale described

6 In Narratives of the Days of the Reformation, edited by J. G. Nichols, London 
1859, pp. 72 seq.

7 Foxe, Acts and Monuments, vol. VI, p. 92. 8 Original Letters, P.S. vol. I, p. 71. 
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it in a letter to Calvin9—it was known that more drastic changes 
in the liturgy were in prospect. At Westminster Abbey, for 
King Henry Vil’s aimiversary Mass in May, an English service 
was celebrated in which most of the canon was omitted. At the 
same time, or soon afterwards, new services were being used in 
the royal chapels, in certain London churches and, by order of the 
Protector Somerset, in the Universities.10 John ab Ulmis, a 
Zwinglian student at Oxford, reported to Bullinger in May that 
‘the Mass, that darling of the papists, is shaken and in many 
places it is dismissed’.11 In September the French ambassador 
wrote to his sovereign: ‘there are daily fights in the London 
churches and elsewhere in the kingdom whether there shall be 
Mass or not’.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

It was against this background that the work of liturgical 
reform was proceeding apace under the determined and talented 
direction of Cranmer. Who precisely were the ‘certain bishops 
and notable learned men’, who ‘by his highness’ commandment 
were congregate’ in the autumn of 1548 to consider the proposed 
Prayer Book is a question much discussed. The chief names are 
known, however, despite the obscurity which shrouded the 
dehberations of these commissioners.12 Evidently the draft of the 
book had already been completed by the Archbishop, probably 
with Peter Martyr and Ridley as his principal consultors. ‘It is not 
to be supposed’, commented Brightman, ‘that the “Com
missioners” were the authors of the book, but rather that it had 
already been drafted by Cranmer, with whatever assistance.’13 In 
the select group of bishops and doctors to whom the projected 
book was submitted in the autumn, Protestant sympathizers were 
in the majority. Of the Catholic-minded bishops consulted, one, 
Day of Chichester, refused outright to be associated with it, and

9 Original Letters, P.S. vol. I, p. 32. For a discussion of this new order of com
munion see R.M.P. vol. I, pp. 358-64.

10 Gasquet and Bishop, pp. 102-3, I46~7>
11 Original Letters, P.S. vol. II, p. 377.
12 W. Page, ‘The first Book of Common Prayer and the Windsor Com

mission’, in C.Q.R. no. 195, April 1924, pp. 56-62.
13 F. E. Brightman and K. D. Mackenzie, art. in Liturgy and Worship, p. 155. 
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the others14 accepted it only as ‘in disputation’. This was after
wards revealed by Bishop Thirlby in the critical debate in the 
House of Lords, to the great annoyance of Somerset and 
Warwick.15

The first Prayer Book of Edward VI could not be convicted of 
overt heresy, for it was adroitly framed and contained no express 
denial of pre-Reformation doctrine. It was, as an Anglican 
scholar puts it, ‘an ingenious essay in ambiguity’,16 purposely 
worded in such a manner that the more conservative could place 
their own construction upon it and reconcile their consciences to 
using it, while the Reformers would interpret it in their own 
sense and would recognize it as an instrument for furthering the 
next stage of the religious revolution. The champions of the old 
faith were well aware of the equivocal character of the new book 
and were quick to point out its significant omissions—in par
ticular, what was imphed by the suppression of the elevation and 
adoration of the sacrament, and by the omission of all sacrificial 
language. The Protector Somerset revealed in the House of 
Lords that one of the two essential corrections to the communion 
service which Bishop Day of Chichester had stipulated as a 
condition before he could ‘sign the book’ was the restoration of 
reference to ‘sacrifices and oblations’ in the canon.17 Bishop 
Thirlby likewise objected openly in the parliamentary debate: 
‘There was in the book Oblation, which is left out now’. Many 
authors have agreed with Gasquet and Bishop in understanding 
these words of Thirlby to be a complaint that the draft of the 
Book of Common Prayer had been ‘tampered with after the 
bishops had signed it’. For several reasons I think this inter-

11 Thirlby of Westminster was another, and Skyp of Hereford a third. It is 
possible that before the book was debated in Parliament it was submitted to the 
judgment of some other bishops of the ‘old learning’, not named in the list 
published by Fuller in the seventeenth century. Gasquet and Bishop (p. 156) 
seem to conclude too readily that there was another meeting of bishops to 
consider the book, different from the deliberations of the so-called ‘Windsor 
Commission’, of which Day, Thirlby and Skyp were members, together with 
four bishops of the Reformation party (Cranmer, Ridley, Goodrich and Holbeach) 
and six doctors.

1B Gasquet and Bishop, pp. 162-6, 403-5.
16 T. M. Parker, The English Reformation, p. 130.
17 Gasquet and Bishop, p. 404.
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pretation unlikely. For one thing, Bishop Day would, hardly have 
registered his earlier bold protest against the omission of reference 
to ‘sacrifices and oblations’ if in the draft submitted to him 
‘oblation’ had been retained after all. It seems more likely that the 
remark of Thirlby recorded in the condensed jottings of the 
reporter of the Lords debate meant that, in ‘the book’ or missal 
hitherto in use, the Mass was shown to be an oblation, with an 
offertory and with sacrificial language in the canon; and he 
protested that in the newly projected liturgy all that was left out.

The liturgy of the 1549 Book of Common Prayer has been 
exhaustively studied, and there is wide agreement that its most 
significant difference in comparison with the Lathi rite which it 
replaced was the omission of sacrificial language.18 In this the 
new English rite followed the example of all Reformation 
liturgies; the canon of the Mass had everywhere been singled out 
for attack by the Reformers. When Luther had opened his 
campaign against the sacrifice of the altar he had proceeded by 
stages, ‘for the sake of the weak’. In his ‘Latin Mass’ of 1523 he 
still retained much that resembled the traditional service, but he 
took care, as he himself said, to exclude all that smacked of 
oblation.19 On this a German Protestant scholar has made a 
comment which may also be applied to Cranmer’s reformed rite: 
‘Thus the sacrifice was removed from the liturgy, as it had 
already been removed from theology by the fundamental 
doctrine of justification’.20 The non-Lutheran churches had 
altered the Eucharistic service even more drastically, to exclude 
not only the idea of sacrifice but also of a real objective presence 
of Christ in the elements.

18 E. C. Ratcliff, ‘The Liturgical Work of Cranmer’ (1956 reprint) pp. 37-8. 
cf. Dugmore, The Mass and the English Reformers, pp. 133-7; R. R. Osborn, 
Holy Communion in the Church of England, London 1949, pp. 57-93.

19 Luther’s Werke, Weimar vol. XII, p. 211; details of the changes are given by 
Grisar, Luther, vol. V. pp. 145-54.

20 O. Scheel, art. ‘Opfer’ in Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, Tubingen 
1913, vol. IV, col. 973.

The leaders of the English Reformation, confronted with the 
people’s conservative attachment to the old ways, were likewise 
aware of the necessity to use the method of gradual change ‘for 
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the sake of the weak’, lest too-sudden measures should provoke a 
violent reaction. Latimer derided the over-cautious. ‘The people 
will not bear sudden alterations’, he quoted them as saying, in 
his Sermon of the Plough in January 1548; ‘an insurrection may 
be made after sudden mutation which may be to the great harm 
and loss of the realm’.21 (That these apprehensions were well 
founded was seen from the serious revolt in the west country and 
from the unrest and executions in the midlands which followed 
the introduction of the new service in 1549.) So it was in England 
as it had been in Germany; in the first reformed liturgy, while 
there was a resolute expunging of references to the offering of 
Christ in the sacrament, much remained that resembled the 
traditional service. Even vestments were retained, to the scandal 
of the more uncompromising Reformers.

21 Sermons, P.S. p. 76.
22 For a comparative study of the Anglican liturgies and their sources there is no 

substitute for Brightman’s English Rite (vol. II, 2nd edit. London 1921, pp. 638- 
721). A translation of the old canon, with the corresponding passages of the 
Prayer Book set out beside it for comparison, is printed by Gasquet and Bishop, 
pp.199-212.

The first part of the new office for ‘The Supper of the Lord 
and the Holy Communion, commonly called the Mass’, closely 
followed the pattern of the Latin Mass from the Introit to the 
Creed.22 Then came the first striking difference: the omission of 
the offertory ritual relating to the preparation of the bread and 
wine, and of the accompanying prayers with their many refer
ences to the Eucharistic oblation. This ritual had been an integral 
part of the ancient liturgies. The ‘offertory’ now became merely 
the collecting of money for ‘the poor men’s box’ and for church 
dues. Gone were all the prayers and invocations of the former 
Latin rite which spoke of the sacrifice to be performed. In the 
Sarum use, for example, the following prayers had been 
recited at this part of the Mass:

Receive, O holy Trinity, this oblation which I, a poor unworthy sinner, 
offer in thy honour, and in honour of the blessed Mary and of all thy saints, 
for my sins and offences, and for the welfare of the living and the peace of all 
the faithful departed.
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May our sacrifice be made today in thy sight, O Lord God, in such manner 
that it may be accepted by thee and may be pleasing to thee.

Pray my brothers and sisters for me that my sacrifice, which is likewise 
yours, may be acceptable before God the Father almighty.

•
R/ May the grace of the Holy Spirit enlighten thy heart and thy Ups and 
may the Lord deign to accept this sacrifice of praise from thy hands for our 
sins and offences.23

23 In the first part of the Mass, the Sarum and other English rites differed in 
many particulars from the wording of the Roman rite which was soon to be 
standardized. The offertory prayers cited here from the Sarum Missal are trans
lated from F. H. Dickinson’s edition of the ordinary text (Burntisland 1861-3, 
pp. 593-5). The earliest Sarum text can be found in J. Wickham Legg’s edition, 
Oxford 1916. hi the prayers of the canon the English uses agreed almost exactly 
with the Roman rite.

24 See above, pp. 101 seq.

The variable ‘secret’ prayers of the Latin Mass, which came 
after the offertory and which normally had as their theme a 
reference to the sacrifice to be offered, were likewise abolished in 
Cranmer’s new rite. This process of eliminating sacrificial 
language reached its climax in the drastic remoulding of the 
canon of the Mass, which had become a chief object of aversion 
for the Reformers of all schools.24 The reference at the beginning 
of the ancient canon to the oblata as, ‘these gifts, these presents, 
these holy undefiled sacrifices which we offer’, became in 
Cranmer’s liturgy, ‘these our prayers which we offer’. Significant 
too was the omission of the Hane igitur, the former prayer before 
the consecration: ‘We beseech thee O Lord that thou wouldst 
propitiously accept this oblation of our service, as also of thy 
whole household’. Then, in place of the old Quam oblationem, in 
which the priest again besought divine acceptance for the obla
tion about to be made at the altar, there now appeared a nobly- 
worded prayer asserting the all-sufficiency of the past sacrifice of 
Christ’s death, ‘his one oblation, once offered’, of which the 
Eucharist was the ‘perpetual memory’. By its position this prayer 
would naturally imply dissent from the traditional belief that the 
Eucharist was itself an oblation actually being offered at the altar, 
as had been declared in the suppressed prayer.

After the consecration the Prayer Book of 1549 (unlike that of 
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1552) retained the very ancient anamnesis of the passion, resur
rection and ascension of Christ. But whereas in the Latin Mass 
this commemorative prayer proceeded to speak of offering ‘the 
pure victim, the holy victim, the undefded victim, the holy 
bread of eternal life and the chalice of eternal salvation’, and to 
beseech that God would accept the oblation as he had accepted 
‘the offerings of thy just servant Abel, and the sacrifice of our 
patriarch Abraham, and that which thy high priest Melchisedech 
offered to thee, a holy sacrifice, a spotless host’, in the new rite all 
this was removed and was replaced by a prayer, ‘rendering unto 
thee most hearty thanks for the innumerable benefits procured 
unto us by the same [i.e. Christ’s passion and glorification], 
entirely desiring thy fatherly goodness mercifully to accept this 
our sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving.’

How Cranmer understood the ‘sacrifice of praise and thanks
giving’ has already been discussed in the previous chapter. Like 
Melanchthon, Zwingli and Bucer, he was prepared to apply the 
expression in a general sense to all Christian prayer, the Eucharist 
included—but always on the understanding that what was offered 
in the Supper was men’s prayers, lauds, alms, and selves, not the 
body and blood of Christ. The phrase ‘sacrifice of praise’ had in 
fact occurred in the canon of the Latin Mass (in the commemora
tion of the living) to refer to the sacrifice of the altar in the 
orthodox sense, but its meaning in the reformed English liturgy 
can be gathered from the prayer that follows:

And here we offer and present unto thee, O Lord, our self, our souls and 
bodies, to be a reasonable, holy and lively sacrifice unto thee. . . . And 
although we be unworthy (through our manifold sins) to offer unto thee any 
sacrifice, yet we beseech thee to accept this our bounden duty and service, 
and command these our prayers and supplications, by the ministry of thy 
holy angels, to be brought up into thy holy tabernacle before the sight of 
thy divine majesty.

One more example from the same passage will serve to show 
how carefully the new rite was constructed in order to remove 
traces of the sacrificial concept which had permeated the old. The 
phrase of the Latin canon, ‘whosoever shall by the participation of 
this altar . . . ’, becomes under Cranmer’s pen, ‘whosoever shall be 
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partakers of this holy Communion. . . . ’ The prayer Placeat tibi, 
which had occurred at the end of the Mass and which contained a 
final reference to the propitiatory efficacy of the sacrifice which 
had been offered, naturally had no counterpart in the new office. 
(Guest, in his Treatise against the Privy Mass of 1548, singled out 
this prayer for censure.25)

After the House of Lords debate in December 1548, in which 
Cranmer and Ridley came out plainly against the doctrine of a 
real objective presence of Christ’s body and blood in the Eucha
ristic elements, the Prayer Book was finally given parliamentary 
approval in January 1549. Of the bishops present ten voted for it, 
eight against. The latter were Bonner of London (who had said in 
the debate that there was heresy in the book), Tunstall of Durham, 
Heath of Worcester, Thirlby of Westminster, Rugg of Norwich, 
Aldrich of Carlisle, Skyp of Hereford and Day of Chichester. 
Before long the most resolute of these defenders of the Mass were 
to be deprived of their sees and imprisoned. After the imposition 
of the ‘new uniform order’ of worship in the summer of 1549, 
and the suppression of the popular risings, the pace of the 
Protestant movement quickened. An Act of Parliament, rein
forced by a royal proclamation, ordered the calling-in for 
destruction of all the old Mass-books, which the recalcitrant 
continued to use; the reforming bishops diligently searched out 
survivals of ‘popish superstition’ in the liturgy; churches were 
denuded of their vestments, and texts aimed against the real 
presence and the Mass were painted on the walls.26 The palace 
revolution of October, in which the Earl of Warwick (soon to 
become Duke of Northumberland) ousted the Protector Somerset, 
brought no reversal of the progress of the Reformation. Rather, 
after Warwick’s accession to supreme power the religious 
revolution, to borrow Dr T. M. Parker’s phrase, ‘entered upon 
its Jacobin stage’.

Now followed the destruction of altars, those too-enduring 
monuments in every corner of the land to the age-old belief in 
the sacrifice of the Mass. Altar-smashing was already a well- 
recognized mark of the Reformation on the Continent, where the

25 pp. 91-2. 26 J. Gairdner, Lollardy and the Reformation, vol. Ill, pp. 173 seq. 
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practice had been the normal accompaniment of the abolition of 
the Mass. The example had been set at Wittenberg as early as 
Christmas 1521, when after Carlstadt’s ‘evangelical Mass’ in the 
castle chapel the altar was broken down. There had been some 
destruction of altars in England in 1548, probably of the altars in 
the suppressed chantry chapels. The notorious phrase of John ab 
Ulmis, ‘Araefactae sunt harae—‘the altars are become hog-sties’— 
would seem to refer to the fate of these chantry altars.27 During 
the vacancy of the see of Norwich in 1549-1550 Cranmer sent 
visitors to have the altars removed from the churches in East 
Angha. Ridley did the same in his diocese of Rochester, and 
Goodrich in Cambridgeshire. When, after Bonner’s deprivation, 
Ridley was appointed in March 1550 to the see of London, 
Hooper wrote to Bullinger:

He will, I hope, destroy the altars of Baal, as he did heretofore in his church 
when he was bishop of Rochester. I can scarcely express to you, my very 
dear friend, under what difficulties and dangers we are labouring and 
struggling, that the idol of the Mass may be thrown out.28

Hooper added, ‘Many altars have been destroyed in this city 
[London] since I arrived here’. In a sermon preached that same 
Lent before the King and Council he admonished them: ‘It were 
well then, that it might please the magistrates to turn the altars 
into tables, according to the first institution of Christ, to take 
away the false persuasion of the people they have of sacrifices to 
be done upon the altars; for as long as the altars remain both the 
ignorant people and the ignorant and evil-persuaded priest will 
dream always of sacrifice’.29 Hooper’s hopes of Ridley were not 
deceived. Within three months the new Bishop of London had 
issued injunctions calling for the removal of the altars from the 
churches of his diocese. Mr J. G. Ridley, in his excellent bio
graphy of his reforming ancestor, comments:

The Catholic bishops, and large numbers of the clergy and people, were 
profoundly shocked at Ridley’s action and considered it nothing short of 
sacrilege. When Ridley condemned transubstantiation in a disputation at 
Cambridge this was privately condemned as heresy by some of the learned 

87 Original Letters, P.S. vol. II, p. 384.
28 Original Letters, P.S. vol. I, p. 79. 29 Early Writings, P.S. p. 488.
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•doctors who heard him; but the removal of altars brought home to every 
subject in the kingdom that the central object which had stood in the churches 
for over a thousand years, and which they had watched with awe every 
Sunday since their early childhood, was condemned as idolatrous and 
thrown contemptuously away by the adherents of the new religion which 
had been forced upon them.30

Serious indignation was manifested and Ridley’s initiative was 
denounced as unauthorized by law. Thereupon in November 
1550, ho avoid all matters of further contention and strife’, the 
Council issued an order (among the signatories of which were 
Cranmer and Goodrich, Bishop of Ely) for the demolishing of 
altars everywhere. They sent as an explanation of this measure a 
set of reasons, ‘Why the Lord’s board should rather be in the 
form of a table than of an altar’, of which the first was as follows:

The form of a table shall more move the simple from the superstitious 
opinions of the popish Mass unto the right use of the Lord’s supper. For the 
use of an altar is to make sacrifice upon it: the use of a table is to serve for 
men to eat upon.31

This argument agreed with that previously given in Ridley’s 
own injunctions. Pusey in Tract 81 at first represented Ridley as 
an Anglo-Catholic stalwart unwillingly complying with the 
drastic order imposed upon him by the Council. A fuller know
ledge of the facts, however, led him to modify this judgment in a 
postscript in which he admitted that Ridley had needed no 
urging to remove the altars.32 Dr Dugmore, who is likewise 
reluctant to consider that the ‘Reformed Catholic’ bishop was a 
convinced partisan of the new doctrines, says it is ‘all the more 
surprising to find Ridley acting as the prime mover in the 
destruction of altars’, but explains this pohcy as due to a desire to 
suppress popish abuses.33

Then throughout the land the consecrated altars of the 
Christian sacrifice were cast out, and in the account books of

30 Nicholas Ridley, London 1957, pp. 218-9.
31 Printed in Ridley’s Works, P.S. p. 322; cf. T. M. Parker, English Reformation, 

p. 141; Gasquet & Bishop, pp. 263-6. Several authors, including Mr J. G. Ridley 
(op. cit. p. 219), judge that the six reasons sent by the Council to justify their 
order had been sent by Ridley to the Council in the first place.

32 Tract 81, pp. 2in, 414.
33 The Mass and the English Reformers, pp. 150-1, 156-7.
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country parishes appeared such items as this: ‘Payd to tylars for 
breckynge downe forten awters in the chcrche. . . . ’34 Bishop 
Day of Chichester, the stout defender of sacrifice and oblation in 
the Prayer Book discussions of 1548, sent answer to the Council 
that he ‘could not conform his conscience to do what was by the 
said letters commanded’, whereupon he was deprived and 
imprisoned, and the many altars surviving in his diocese speedily 
went the way of the rest.

34 From registers of Burnham, Bucks; quoted by T. E. Bridgett, A History of
the Holy Eucharist in Great Britain, London 1908, p. 63.

36 See J. T. Tomlinson, The Prayer Book, pp. 16-33.
36 Smithen, Continental Protestantism and the English Reformation, p. 232.
37 Relevant texts in Tomlinson, The Prayer Book, pp. 255-61.

Meanwhile the campaign in pulpit and press against the Mass 
and the real presence was constantly carried forward. The 
vigilance of the reforming party was more than ever necessary, 
for although the old service was proscribed by law it proved very 
difficult to suppress ‘counterfeiting of the popish Mass’.35 It was in 
accordance with a recommendation of Bucer’s that a number of 
travelling preachers received licence from Cranmer to evangelize 
in various parts of the country. A hst of eighty of these missioners 
has been preserved. Among them was John Knox, who at 
Newcastle-on-Tyne introduced, on his own authority, the 
practice of sitting for communion and of passing the elements 
from hand to hand along the table pews.36 Knox was appointed 
chaplain to Edward VI in 1551 and it was a sermon he preached 
before the young king in 1552, denouncing kneeling for com
munion as idolatry, that led to the last-minute addition of the 
Black Rubric to the second Prayer Book, then already in the 
press.37

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

At the beginning of 1550, in the midst of this ferment of 
change, a new reform was enacted which was the natural sequel to 
the alteration of the Eucharistic hturgy, and which still after four 
centuries has consequences of no small moment. It was the change 
of the rite for the ordination of bishops, priests and deacons. The 
task of producing the new Ordinal was given by Act ofParhament 
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to a commission of ‘six prelates and six other men learned in 
God’s law’, whose majority decision was endowed with legal 
force hi advance.38 The five Catholic-minded bishops present in 
the Lords voted against this arrangement; of these, one, Heath of 
Worcester, was included among the six prelates nominated for 
the new commission, which was appointed on February 2nd. Six 
days later Heath was in trouble with the Council ‘for that he 
would not consent to the book made by the rest of the bishops and 
clergy appointed’. (He was thereupon imprisoned and, after 
eighteen months of constantly renewed but unsuccessful pressure 
to induce him to approve the new ordination rite, was eventually 
deprived.) The book had evidently been presented ready-made, 
certain of approval by the majority of the commission. It had 
been drawn up, hke the Prayer Book, under the master hand of 
Cranmer, probably with much the same assistance as before, and 
it bore a close resemblance to the draft ordination rite submitted 
as a model by Bucer.39

38 A documented account of these events is given in Chapter XIII of the work 
of Gasquet and Bishop.

38 See p. 122 above, and Hopf, Bucer and the English Reformation, pp. 88-93.

The Ordinal, although unmistakably framed in furtherance of 
the Reformation conception of the ministry, did not contain any 
express condemnation of the priestly function that it was de
signed to eliminate. Skilful practitioner as he was of the art of 
devising formularies which would achieve his purposes while 
leaving a loophole for the consciences of conservatives and 
waverers, Cranmer retained several traditional features in his new 
ordination rite. Although he and the party in power were at that 
very time waging an intensive campaign against the belief that 
the Christian priesthood is essentially ordained to bring about the 
real presence of Christ by the Eucharistic consecration and to 
offer him thus objectively present in a propitiatory sacrifice for 
the living and the dead, no words in their new ordination rite 
expressly contradicted that belief. Indeed in the preface printed at 
the beginning of the Ordinal it was expressly stated that the three 
orders, bishops, priests, and deacons, which had been in Christ’s 
Church since the Apostles’ time, were to be continued in the
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Church of England. The three orders were repeatedly 
distinguished in the wording of the document, and there was 
provided a distinct form for the conferring of each. (In this 
important particular Cranmer did not follow Bucer’s model, 
which had one form for all three orders.) In the case of the two 
higher orders the new Anghcan form included the words, 
‘Receive the Holy Ghost’, which had been contained in the 
Exeter Pontifical as well as in the Roman, and was thought by 
many schoolmen to be the sacramental form for conferring 
orders. In the 1550 Ordinal there was even a ‘tradition of instru
ments’, which Bucer, in common with other continental Re
formers, had abandoned as redolent of Romanism. As in the new 
communion service, so in the ordination rite, it was not what was 
expressed but what was suppressed that gave significance to the 
whole.40 A detailed comparison between the old and new rites has 
more than once been made.411 recapitulate here the salient points, 
which can be lost from sight in the mass of detail.

In the rite for the ordination of priests in the Sarum Pontifical 
the preliminary admonition had described the sacerdotal function 
as that of consecrating the body and blood of Christ and of 
offering the sacrifice of the Mass. In Cranmer’s rite this admonition 
is replaced by Bucer’s Strasburg admonition, stating that the 
office to which the candidates are called is ‘to be the messengers, 
the watchmen, the pastors, and stewards of the Lord’. At the 
beginning of the ordination ceremony proper, the pre-Reformation 
rite proceeded to the silent laying-on of hands, followed by the 
ancient consecratory preface, which recalls the analogy between 
the Christian priesthood and the sacrificing priesthood of the old 
law, and prays for the bestowal of the priestly dignity on those 
presented. Then, in the Sarum Pontifical, came the investment 
with the stole and chasuble and another prayer that the candidates 
might receive the grace to perform their pastoral ministry and ‘to

40 See A.O.D.I. pp. 168-191. The Anglican rites are set out by Brightman, The 
English Rite, vol. II, pp. 930-1017. The Sarum ordination rites are printed by 
W. Maskell, Monumenta Ritualia Ecclesiae Anglicanae, Oxford 1882 edit., vol. II, 
pp. 213-36, 255-97.

41 Dr Messenger devotes four crowded chapters to it (R.M.P. part 4, chapters 
XIII-XVI); his useful but somewhat ill-digested volumes are in any case long out 
of print, and there seems little hope of their being reissued.
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change by a holy and pure blessing the bread and wine into the 
body and blood of thy Son’. All this was omitted in the new 
Ordinal. In the old rite next came the blessing and anointing of 
the priest’s hands, with prayer that they might be sanctified ‘to 
consecrate the sacrifices which are offered for the sins and 
negligences of thy people’. This ceremony too was abolished by 
Cranmer. In the Catholic rite there was the handing to the 
candidate of the chalice and paten with the words: ‘Receive the 
power to offer sacrifice to God and to celebrate Mass for the 
living and the dead, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ’. In the 
Anglican rite of 1550 there was in the corresponding place a 
laying-on of hands with the form: ‘Receive the Holy Ghost, 
whose sins thou dost forgive they are forgiven, and whose sins 
thou dost retain they are retained ;42 and be thou a faithful dis
penser of the word of God and of his holy sacraments’. Then 
followed the handing; over of the Bible and of the chalice and 
bread, with the words: ‘Take thou authority to preach the word of 
God, and to minister the holy sacraments in this congregation’.

The meaning given to priesthood in the preceding section of the 
Ordinal determined the meaning given to episcopal orders in the 
new rite for the consecrating of bishops. Here too there was an 
elimination of all that had reference to the sacerdotal office. In 
the preliminary examination of the candidate it had been cus
tomary in England for. him to declare his belief in the change 
of the Eucharistic elements into the substance of Christ’s body and 
blood. This was omitted from the examination in Cranmer’s rite. 
In the Pontifical the consecratory preface recalled the priesthood 
of the old law as the type of that of the new, and besought from 
God the bestowal of the ‘high priesthood’ on the bishop-elect, to 
fulfil ‘in this thy priest the fullness of thy ministry’. No such 
references were retained in the corresponding prayer of the 
Ordinal. Where the old rite prayed for the conferring on the 
candidate of‘the ministry of reconciliation, in word and in deed’, 
the new besought for him the grace to spread abroad ‘the glad

42 This ceremony was a mediaeval addition which had been adopted in several 
Cathode Pontificals, including those of Rome and of Exeter. It was usually 
placed towards the end of the Mass which followed the ordination, cf. A.O.D.I. 
pp.121-2.
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tidings of reconcilement to God’. Finally, with the omission of 
other features of the Sarum rite (another prayer, the sevenfold 
blessing and anointing of the new bishop’s head and hands), there 
followed in the Ordinal the laying on of hands with the form: 
‘Take the Holy Ghost, and remember that thou stir up the grace 
of God, which is in thee, by imposition of hands: for God hath not 
given us the spirit of fear but of power and love and of soberness.’

The purport of all these suppressions and alterations in the 
ordination rite is evident from the historical context. The new rite 
for initiating ministers in the English Church was to make them 
presbyters in the sense of Reformation theology, instead of 
consecrating and sacrificing priests in the sense of the Catholic 
Church.

* * * * *

In the earlier and critical period Cranmer and his friends saw 
that it was wisest to introduce the Reformation by stages, gradu
ally preparing men’s minds for more radical courses to come. At 
times compulsion or intimidation was necessary in order to quell 
opposition, but their general pokey was first to neutralize the 
conservative mass of the people, to deprive them of their Catholic- 
minded leaders, and then to accustom them by degrees to the new 
religious system. Cranmer deplored accordingly the incautious 
zeal of men like Hooper, which would needlessly provoke the 
conservatives and stiffen the attitude of that large class of men 
who, rightly handled, could be brought to acquiesce in am
biguity and interim measures. Hooper and the more radical 
spirits regarded such pokey as unworthy dissembling, and found 
fault with both the 1549 Prayer Book and the 1550 Ordinal on 
that account. This difference of viewpoint led to a cokision in the 
vestments controversy, in which Ridley took the leading part in 
calling Hooper to order.43 Although the latter had powerful 
sympathizers at court, the pokey of Ridley and Cranmer pre
vailed in the counsels of the Government, who were not unaware 
that the intransigence of Hooper and his partisans could be a 
danger to the stability of the newly estab kshed order.

43 J. G. Ridley, Nicholas Ridley, pp. 221-32.
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The turn of events and the coming of‘the Jacobin phase’ of the 
revolution, however, diminished both the need and the possi
bility of a circumspect policy. As Cranmer himself approximated 
more and more to the standpoint of Swiss Protestantism, and 
since even in the earlier years of caution he was all the time 
preparing for the eventual purging of the ‘vanities’ which had 
been suffered to remain, the criticisms of the radicals in his regard 
were eventually silenced. The second Book of Common Prayer 
of 1552 went far to satisfy the Zwinglian and Calvinist objections, 
and in the closing years of the reign, when the main aims of the 
revolution had been accomplished, the difficulties and tensions 
among the English Reformers were to a large extent resolved. All 
were in any case of one mind about what they wanted to destroy, 
even if they were not always agreed on how to do it or what to 
build in its place. In the light of their actions and clearly expressed 
convictions it will not do to represent Cranmer and his party as 
unwilling fellow-travellers in a revolution which had got out of 
hand, who struggled to stand out against the pressure of the 
Duke of Northumberland and the radical Reformers.44 Doubtless 
Cranmer disapproved of the rapacity and unprincipled autocracy 
of Northumberland, and doubtless he, hke Ridley, viewed with 
misgiving the imprudence and impatience of some zealots who 
were in favour at court, but of his own initiative in and sincere 
zeal for the reforming measures of the latter years of the reign 
there can be no doubt.

From 1551 to 1553 the indefatigable Archbishop was busy with 
another major project of reform: the preparation of a vast new 
code of ecclesiastical laws. The task of legal reform was entrusted 
to a commission of thirty-two, the main work being done by 
Cranmer and a sub-committee of seven, among whom Peter 
Martyr was prominent. The imposing result of their labours, the 
blueprint for a very detailed and drastic control of life and 
conscience, was completed by the beginning of 1553, but it 
failed to gain parliamentary consideration before the death of the 
King and the fall of the regime. In these canons, among the

44 Dr Dugmore favours this thesis; The Mass and the English Reformers, pp. 141- 
4, 158-9, 173-4, etc.
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many heresies punishable by the rigour of the secular arm were 
transubstantiation (‘it is our will that this figment of papistical 
ordure should be utterly swept away’), the consubstantiation of 
the Lutherans (who were described hr the Latin of the original as 
‘sticking hr the same mire’), and also belief in the sacrifice of the 
Mass. ‘No more fitting commentary on the original meaning of 
the Articles could be devised’, wrote Pocock, ‘than this book [the 
Reformatio Legum Ecclesiasticarum], drawn up as it was at precisely 
the same time, under the same auspices, and, in all probability, by 
the very same hands that for the most part were engaged on the 
composition of the Forty-two Articles’.45 The projected code 
denounced the ‘strange perversity’ of those who ‘show forth 
their Masses by which they think a sacrifice is offered to God the 
Father, namely the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
truly and, as they say, really, in order to impetrate forgiveness of 
sins and welfare of souls, as well for the dead as for the living’.

In the light of these words it is implausible to suggest that 
Cranmer’s contemporary article condemning ‘the sacrifices of 
Masses’ as ‘forged fables and dangerous deceits’ was not really 
directed against ‘the sacrifice of the Mass’ as understood in 
authoritative Roman Catholic teaching. Ever since 1549 Cranmer 
had been occupied with the drafting of articles of religion which 
were to declare the dogmatic tenets of the Church of England. 
What in Elizabeth’s reign was to become Article XXXI was the 
33rd of the 45 articles in the draft discussed in 1551-2, and the 
30th of the 42 articles which at length gained royal authorization 
in the last weeks of Edward’s reign.46 (In its final form the 
Elizabethan 31st Article substituted ‘blasphemous fables’ for 
‘forged fables’—apparently as a retort to the Council of Trent, 
which had meanwhile anathematized any who spoke thus.) The 
wording of the first part of the article, declaring the unique 
sufficiency of the one oblation offered on the cross, can be traced 
back to the Augsburg Confession. Cranmer, who was always

45 ‘Abolition of the Thirty-nine Articles’, part 2, p. 31. The provisions about the 
Eucharist are on pp. 12-3, 18-9 of E. Cardwell’s edition of The Reformation of the 
Ecclesiastical Laws, Oxford 1850.

4S C. Hardwick, A History of the Articles of Religion, edited by F. Procter, 
London 1904, Appendix III, pp. 332-4.
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hoping for a godly agreement between the conflicting parties 
among the continental Reformers, and who would have liked to 
obtain cordial co-operation from Melanchthon as well as from 
Bucer, Calvin and Bullinger, probably chose to base the wording 
of his articles as much as possible on the Augsburg formulary since 
of all the confessions of Reformation doctrine that was the one 
which could claim to have been most widely accepted. On dis
puted points, however, the English articles inclined to Swiss 
rather than Lutheran theology.47 The condemnation of ‘the sacri
fices of Masses’ was accompanied by a firmly-worded article (the 
29th) excluding belief in the real objective presence of Christ in 
the sacrament.

The campaign against the Mass was completed in 1552 with the 
parliamentary sanction of the second Book of Common Prayer 
and the final revision of the Ordinal. The Prayer Book of 1549 
had proved to be only a preliminary step. ‘Its promoters regarded 
it as an interim measure’, writes Canon E. C. Ratcliff, ‘preparing 
the way for a more accurate embodiment of their reforming 
opinions’.48 Many of the Reformers both at home and abroad had 
viewed it with disfavour, finding special fault with its structural 
resemblances to the Mass, its tolerance of vestments, and the 
studied ambiguities of its harmonious prose. Some of the 
Catholic-minded, on the other hand, had sought to turn those 
ambiguities to account in order to preserve the old order and to 
resist the further advance of the Reformation. Some priests 
managed to insert much of the old Mass into the framework of 
the new communion office. Gardiner, in his controversy with 
Cranmer, used all his legal acuity to claim that the form of 
public worship as by law established supported the Catholic 
doctrine of the real objective presence, a plea which the chief 
author of that liturgy indignantly rejected.49

In January 1551 Peter Martyr reported that the Archbishop and 
the young king himself were determined that many things must

47 W. A. Curtis, A History of Creeds and Confessions of Faith, Edinburgh 1911, 
p. 176.

48 The Booke of Common Prayer in the Churche of England; its making and re
visions, 1549-1661, p. 15.

4’ Cranmer’s, Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 53. See Gasquet and Bishop, pp. 279-84, 
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be changed in the book. Bucer had submitted before his death a 
long and detailed criticism of the 1549 Prayer Book, and the 
greater part of the improvements suggested in his Censura were 
taken into account in the 1552 book. He wished anything that 
might countenance a doctrine of ‘consecration’ to be removed 
from the communion office; he considered that the use of vest
ments should be discontinued; and he urged many changes in the 
wording of prayers and rubrics and in the arrangement of the 
service in order to show that ‘there is nothing in common be
tween us and the Roman Antichrists’, and in order to disabuse 
‘the simpler and more superstitious folk’ of their ‘thrice-impious 
and wicked trust in the Mass’.50 Peter Martyr agreed with these 
recommendations, and he and Ridley were among Cranmer’s 
most valued counsellors in the work of revision. But the chief 
part in this new reform was more than ever the Archbishop’s, as 
Strype pointed out:

But as his authority was now very great, so there was undoubtedly a great 
deference paid to it, as also to his wisdom and learning, by the rest of the 
divines appointed to that work: so that, as nothing was by them inserted 
into the Liturgy but by his good allowance and approbation, so neither 
would they reject or oppose what he thought fit should be put in or altered.51 

The second Prayer Book of Edward VI received parliamentary 
approval in April 1552. The purpose of the changes was not in 
doubt. The ambiguities and loopholes left in the 1549 rite, at 
which Gardiner had clutched and Hooper had carped, were now 
removed; neither conservatives nor ultra-radicals could hence
forth say that the form of public worship established in England 
was patient of interpretation in the Catholic sense. ‘In the 1552 
office’, writes Pollard, ‘no room was left for this representation or 
misrepresentation. The service was so arranged as to exclude the 
ideas of sacrifice and corporal presence which had interpenetrated 
every word and action in the Mass’.52 The final expunging of the 
questionable features of the 1549 communion office was very

50 Bucer’s Censura is in his Scripta Anglic ana, pp. 456-503. See Cardwell, The Two 
Books of Common Prayer Compared, Oxford 1841; Constant, vol. II, pp. 187-200.

61 Memorials of Thomas Cranmer, 1812 edition, vol. I, p. 382.
52 A. F. Pollard, Thomas Cranmer and the English Reformation, New York and 

London 1904, pp. 272-3.
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thorough.53 Both rubrics and prayers were minutely revised, and 
ambiguous expressions which might be interpreted to allow a real 
presence in the elements were altered or removed. As two notable 
examples of this process can be cited the changes in wording, 
first of the invocation before the words of institution, secondly of 
the form for administering communion :

1549
Hear us, O merciful Father we beseech 
thee; and with thy Holy Spirit and 
word, vouchsafe to bl>J<css and 
sanc^tify these thy gifts, and creatures 
of bread and wine, that they may be 
unto us the body and blood of thy most 
dearly beloved Son Jesus Christ.

* * *
And when he delivereth the Sacrament of 
the body of Christ, he shall say . . . 
The body of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
which was given for thee, preserve thy 
body and soul unto everlasting life.

1552
Hear us, O merciful Father, we be
seech thee ; and grant that we, receiving 
these thy creatures of bread and wine, 
according to thy Son our Saviour 
Jesus Christ’s holy institution, in re
membrance of his death and passion, 
may be partakers of his most blessed 
body and blood.

* * *
And when he delivereth the bread, he 
shall say, 
Take and eat this, in remembrance 
that Christ died for thee, and feed on 
him in thy heart by faith, with 
thanksgiving.

As far as the sacrificial aspect of the Eucharist was concerned, 
the earlier expurgation of 1549 had left scarcely anything which 
could be glossed in the Catholic sense. Even here, however, some 
precision was added. In the title of the communion office, ‘The 
Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion’, the words, ‘commonly 
called the Mass’, were now omitted. In general estimation vest
ments had a sacerdotal connotation, and their use for the com
munion office was now forbidden. The commemoration of the 
dead, which Calvin had singled out as the chief fault of the 1549 
rite, was suppressed. The phrase, ‘this our sacrifice of praise and 
thanksgiving’, familiar and acceptable Reformation terminology, 
was retained, but was now placed after the communion instead of 
after the words of institution, lest any countenance should be 
given to the notion that a sacerdotal offering was performed with 
the consecrated elements. The reference to the making of a 
memorial of Christ, ‘before thy divine Majesty with these thy

53 The differences are best studied in Brightman’s English Rite. He comments on 
them in vol. I, pp. clii—clxii.
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holy gifts’, was now omitted, a further indication that the whole 
rite had in view a manward, not a Godward action. The 1549 
rubric of the ‘manual acts’, or ritual handling of the elements, 
likewise disappeared. The word ‘altar’, which had occurred more 
than thirty times in the Sarum Mass-rite, and which still survived 
here and there in the 1549 Prayer Book, was everywhere re
moved, as the altars themselves had been. The officiant was 
directed to stand at the north side of the communion table in 
order to avoid any appearance of a sacerdotal posture. Now the 
whole structure of the service was rearranged with a thorough
ness which went beyond what Bucer had recommended in his 
Censura. The central Eucharistic prayer was divided into three 
separated portions, to remove any resemblance to the liturgical 
action of the Mass, and the prayers relating to the communion of 
the people were placed before the words of institution, as if to 
insist that communion alone was the purpose in view. Canon 
Ratcliff sums up: ‘The new Service represented a definite and 
deliberate break with the doctrinal and liturgical tradition 
hitherto existing in England’.54

The statutory liturgy of the Church of England today, despite 
some significant changes of detail in 1559 and 1662, remains 
substantially the same as that of the second Prayer Book of 
Edward VI. Anglican defenders of the Eucharistic sacrifice have 
been naturally loth to acknowledge the anti-sacrificial nature of 
that book—especially since some were accustomed to appeal to 
its supposed ‘Catholic’ tenor to mitigate the hard sayings in 
Articles XXIX and XXXI and elsewhere. An Evangelical critic of 
their position felt it necessary to hammer the point home:

The doctrinal character imparted to our Book of Common Prayer by 
excisions and transpositions, by additions and alterations—all indicating a 
consistent and persistent design—can never, in fairness, be ignored. The 
argument derived from this character, when added to the cumulative 
evidence derived from other sources, is of very great weight indeed. . . . 
With a carefulness which, if erring, erred in the way of excess of caution 
[the revisers of the Prayer Book] pruned away whatever sounded of a

64 The Booke of Common Prayer, p. 17.
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sacrificial sense that could be at all assimilated to the Mass-doctrine of 
Rome. . . . Whatever could be supposed (even in error) to lend any support 
to the idea of a sacrificial memorial or oblation made by the priest on the 
altar was removed. The altar itself was no more to be found. What did all 
this mean? It is impossible to suppose that it meant nothing. What did it 
mean to exclude from the teaching of the English Church? Was it the 
strange superstition afterwards called by the name of Catharinus? Will 
anyone dare to contend that that was ever in the Roman Missal or in the 
English liturgy? The supposition is too absurd to be entertained by anyone 
for a moment. Then, what sacrificial doctrine could the revision have meant 
to exclude but the doctrine of the Romish Mass ? The absence of sacrificial 
language, which some so grievously lament, is the absence of that which has 
been not merely declined but cast away, and cast away not carelessly but of 
set purpose, and clearly of the same set purpose to which we owe such a 
marked and significant change in our Ordinal, and to which is also to be 
attributed the unhesitating utterance of our Article.55

In 1552 finishing touches were also given to the Ordinal. The 
‘tradition of the instruments’, which in the pre-Reformation 
ordination rite had been looked upon as part of the symbolism of 
conferring the priestly power, was now omitted; the Bible alone, 
without the chalice and bread, was henceforward to be dehvered 
to the ordinand by the bishop.

★ A A A ★

Lastly, the nature of the Edwardine reforms can be seen from 
the attitude of the large mass of Englishmen who opposed them, 
and especially from the reaction when the revolutionary regime 
fell from power in 1553. A foreign observer described the events 
of that time: ‘The papists, who had been always longing for this 
most wished-for day, dig out as it were from their graves their 
vestments, chalices and portasses, and begin Mass with all speed. 
In these things our Oxford folk lead the van. . . . ’56 The ordinary 
estimation of Cranmer’s liturgy among both clergy and laity was 
shown by this swift rejection of it from the outset of the Marian 
restoration, even before any official order had been given and well 
before the reconciliation of the realm to Rome. Even those 
temporizers whom Cranmer had done so much to woo, who

55 Dimock, Dangerous Deceits, pp. 52-4. See also his The Christian Doctrine of 
Sacerdotium, London 1897, p. 27.

58 Julius Terentianus to John ab Ulmis, Original Letters, P.S. vol. I, p. 369, 
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were not enthusiastic about the return of England to the papal 
obedience and who might have been content to return to the 
‘non-papal Catholicism’ of Henry VIII’s reign, were as earnest as 
die others in their rejection of the Edwardine rite.

Dr Weston told Convocation in 1553 that the Book of Com
mon Prayer ‘was stuffed with blasphemies, stored with errors’ ;57 
John Harpsfield, chaplain to Bonner, said on the same occasion 
that the late leaders of the Reformation had ‘framed new sacra
ments, new rites, a new faith, new manners’.58 Many similar 
testimonies from Mary’s reign indicate a general conviction that 
the Prayer Book service of Edward’s reign was not the sacrifice of 
the Mass in another form, that the ministers made according to 
the new form of ordination were not true priests, and that they 
had no power to consecrate and to offer the Christian sacrifice. In 
a sermon dehvered at St Paul’s in Advent 1554 before the Queen, 
the papal legate and a vast throng, Stephen Gardiner, once more 
Bishop of Winchester and now Lord Chancellor, took as his 
theme the chief treasures of the Catholic faith which had been 
cast away in the previous reign, namely, ‘the Mass, the truth of 
the Lord’s body in the Eucharist, the sacrifice of the altar’.59 
Convocation ordered three propositions to be put to Cranmer, 
Ridley and Latimer for disputation at Oxford: the first asserted 
the real objective presence of Christ in the sacrament, the second 
the absence of the substance of bread and wine, and the third that 
‘in the Mass the life-giving sacrifice of the Church is propitiatory 
for the sins both of the living and of the dead.’ It was for denial of 
these doctrines that the three prisoners were eventually con
demned and bravely endured the agony at the stake.60

The Edwardine rites were now held up to execration. Bishop 
Bonner, restored to the see of London, issued in 1554 a series of 
homilies to be read in the churches, entitled A Profitable and 
Necessary Doctrine. In the homily ‘Of the Sacrament of Orders’ he 
explained :

87 Strype, Ecclesiastical Memorials, Oxford 1822, vol. Ill, part i. p. 63.
88 ibid. p. 71.
89 In Pole’s Epistolae, pars V, Brescia 1757, p. 297.
60 Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, pp. 391 seq. ; Ridley’s Works, P.S. pp. 486-7.
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The priest ought both to consecrate and to offer. Therefore the late-made 
ministers in the time of the schism, in their new devised ordination, having 
no authority at all given them to offer in the Mass the body and blood of our 
Saviour Christ, but both they so ordered (or rather disordered) and their 
schismatical orderers also, utterly despising and impugning not only the 
oblation or sacrifice of the Mass, but also the real presence of the body and 
blood of our Saviour Christ in the sacrament of the altar, therefore I say, 
that all such both damnably and presumptuously did offend against almighty 
God, and also most pitifully beguiled the people of this realm, who by this 
means were defrauded of the most blessed body and blood of our Saviour 
Christ, and the most comfortable fruit thereof, and also of the sacrifice of the 
Mass, and of the inestimable fruit which cometh thereby. . . . You must 
thereby consider what thanks you owe to almighty God, who hath restored 
unto you the right use of the sacraments again, and also how much you 
ought to esteem the right priesthood, now brought home again.61

61 The pages of these homilies, in the British Museum copy from which I 
verified the text, are unnumbered.

62 Gee and Hardy, Documents, p. 383. Gardiner, as Chancellor of Cambridge, 
included the following article among those which had to be subscribed by 
candidates for degrees: ‘The power of consecrating the body and blood of 
Christ has been granted only to priests lawfully ordained by Christ according to 
the rite of the Catholic Church’ (Darwell Stone, vol. II, p. 163.)

63 Frere, The Marian Reaction, London 1896, pp. 208 seq.
64 R.M.P. vol. II, pp. 45-63.

Queen Mary, after seeking Cardinal Pole’s advice, sent a 
decree to the bishops in March 1554 in which she charged them to 
be vigilant ‘touching such persons as were heretofore promoted 
to any orders after the new sort and fashion of order, considering 
they were not ordered in very deed’, and declared that the 
bishops might remedy the defect in the case of suitable candi
dates.62 The bishops had in fact already been reordaining Edwar- 
dine clerics in the preceding months.

W. H. Frere published details of the reordinations from the 
available registers,63 and Messenger brought together other 
documents showing the consistent policy of the Catholic authori
ties in setting aside Edwardine orders as null.64 There now exists a 
large body of evidence about these happenings, drawn not only 
from the registers in which the reordinations are recorded but 
also from official investigations and injunctions of the time and 
from the statements of contemporary writers, Catholic and 
Protestant. There are, for example, the reports of the heresy 
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trials, where degradation before punishment was ordered for 
clergy ordained according to the Pontifical rite, but not for those 
ordained according to the Ordinal, whose orders were treated as 
non-existent. Against this background it is not difficult to 
recognize the meaning of the papal bulls and the legatine faculties 
which required Cardinal Pole and the English bishops to disallow 
ordinations not performed according to ‘the form and intention 
of the Church’.65

There is known record of 118 men who received ordination 
during the three and a half years in which the Edwardine Ordinal 
was in force. Of these, six received episcopal consecration, which 
was treated as null in the Marian trials. Of the others (the majority 
of whom received the Edwardine diaconate only) few would 
have been available in any case for employment in the Catholic 
ministry during Mary’s reign. The married were ineligible, and of 
those who had been in favour with the Reformers some were 
disgraced and persecuted, many escaped abroad, and others 
retired into secular callings. In view of this it is not surprising that 
there is record of only sixteen of the Edwardine clergy who were 
reordained and admitted to the Catholic ministry. In some cases 
Catholic ordination was conferred upon them by the very 
bishops who had previously ordained them according to the 
Edwardine rite. The old plea that Anghcan orders were not set 
aside as invalid in Mary’s reign had its vogue in the nineteenth 
century before the documents that discredited it were brought to 
light, but it is strange that it should still linger on today. The 
records are naturally not complete, but it should surely be enough 
that whereas not a single instance has been produced in which it 
can be demonstrated that the Catholic authorities, while realizing 
that a cleric had received only Edwardine ordination, authorized 
him nevertheless to exercise his ministry without reordination, 
there is on the other hand plentiful evidence of a diligent policy 
of seeking out and disallowing such orders; and there are several 
known instances, drawn from the registers of the dioceses of 
London, Oxford, Exeter and York, of the reordination of those 
who had been ordained according to the Edwardine Ordinal.

46 i,bid, vol. II, part V, chapters 2, 9 and 14.
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That the Church authorities were not merely supplying some 
secondary defect in the ceremony, but were acting deliberately on 
the principle that Edwardine orders were invalid, was frankly 
admitted by Frere in his valuable study on this question.66

66 Frere, who was mainly responsible for bringing to light the evidence of the 
reordinations, admitted that it was clear from the registers ‘that the second 
ordination was in most cases not a supplying of any supposed defects in the first 
but a real re-ordination, implying an entire disbelief on the part of someone in the 
validity of the Edwardine Ordinal’. (The Marian Reaction, p. 121).

67 Latin text in appendix to vol. IV of Jenkyns’ edition of Cranmer’s Remains, 
p. 397-

To the men of the mid-sixteenth century the ‘native character 
and spirit’ of the Anglican Reformation formularies relating to 
the Eucharist and the sacrificing priesthood was plain. A final 
sombre testimony to the state of contemporary opinion came 
from the pen of the chief author of those formularies, before he 
closed his eventful life with a courageous death. Cranmer knew 
that the rites he had composed were regarded as invalid and 
impious. It was the Mass that mattered. In the sixth and longest of 
the recantations which pressure of fear forced him to sign he 
wrote what he knew was required of him:

Lord, I have sinned against heaven, before thy face. I have sinned against 
heaven, which through my fault is bereft of so many who should be dwelling 
there, and because I most shamefully denied this heavenly gift presented to 
us. I have sinned also against earth, which so long has miserably lacked this 
sacrament, and against the men whom I have debarred from this super- 
substantial food, being the murderer of as many as have perished from the 
want of it. I have defrauded the souls of the departed of this perpetual and 
most august sacrifice.67





PART TWO
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Chapter Ten

A SYLLABUS OF ERRORS
AND SOME MISUNDERSTANDINGS 

ABOUT ‘POPULAR THEOLOGY’

Once it has been recognized that the ordinary teaching 
about the Mass in the late-mediaeval Church was a body 
of traditional and orthodox doctrine (such as many of the 
critics of late-mediaeval theology would themselves allow), and 

that it was this body of doctrine that the Anghcan Reformation 
formularies were designed to exclude, it would seem that this 
inquiry should be complete. Alas, there is much more to be said. 
There still remains over-shadowing the whole question the vast 
controversial literature of a century and more, alleging with, much 
circumstantial detail the existence of specific doctrinal errors about 
the Mass: grave and gross errors which are said to have been ram
pant in the pre-Reformation Church and to have provided the 
real objective of the Reformers’ radical measures. It is because of 
these detailed charges, repeated in good faith but incautiously by 
one prominent author after another, that a general assumption has 
grown up, seldom questioned, that the later mediaeval doctrine 
of the Eucharistic sacrifice was substantially corrupt. Until they 
have been critically examined these assertions will continue to be 
uncritically repeated, and the general assumption which has been 
built upon them will remain in men’s minds.

For these reasons the second part of this book seems to be 
required. The specific charges must be examined one by one, to 
ask what truth there is in each and what bearing each could have 
upon the Enghsh Reformation. In Chapter III the origins and 
development of the Anglo-Catholic case against late-mediaeval 
theology were traced from the time of the Tractarians to the 
present day. It will be convenient here to recapitulate the 
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gravamen of that case in summary form. In the following table 
the names of some of those who have advanced or supported the 
various charges are given in brackets. On analysis it may be seen 
that most of the errors listed fall into two general and opposite 
categories: on the one hand, those which are said to separate un
duly the sacrifice of the Eucharist from that of the cross; on the 
other, those which are said to identify them unduly. Whether all 
the tenets in question were in fact errors will be discussed in 
later chapters.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Table of the doctrinal errors which, it is claimed, were current in the late 
mediaeval Church and provided the real objective of the English 
Reformers’ campaign against the Roman Mass.

(i) The belief that the Mass is a sacrifice independent of the 
sacrifice of the cross. (Le Courayer, Pusey in Tract 81 and 
Newman in Tract 90, Littledale, ‘Dalbus’, Tyrrell Green, 
Maclear and Williams).

(ii) The teaching that each Mass, even if not a wholly indepen
dent sacrifice, makes a propitiation additional to that of 
Calvary. (Puller, the Anglican Archbishops in 1897, Kidd, 
Gibson, Gore, Hebert and many others).

(iii) The corruption of doctrine by certain men who (as Bishop 
Stephen Gardiner publicly admitted in 1548) had introduced 
a doctrine of a new redemption through the Mass. (Puller, 
Kidd, Gore, Gibson, Mascall).

(iv) A ‘crude and objectionable’ teaching that the sacrifice of the 
Mass is the same as that of the cross. (W. Palmer, Forbes, 
J. B. Mozley, Kidd).

(v) The exclusive concern of mediaeval theology to relate the 
Eucharistic sacrifice to Christ’s passion, to the neglect of its 
essential connection with his heavenly sacrifice. (Brightman, 
Kidd, Wordsworth, Gore, Srawley, Gayford, Darwell 
Stone, Hicks, Dugmore).

(vi) The baleful legacy of Nominalism, which made it impossible 
for men to see the Eucharist as the sacrifice of Christ’s 
mystical body. (Mascall).
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(vii) The belief that the Eucharistic sacrifice is of only inferior 

worth compared to the sacrifice of Calvary, and that the 
priest, not Christ, is the offerer; these Scotist opinions pre
pared the way for the Protestant denial of priesthood and 
sacrifice. (Kidd, Srawley, Hicks).

(viii) The excessive concentration of the mediaevals on the 
sacrificial aspect of the Eucharist, and the isolation of the 
function of the priest. (Procter and Frere, Bicknell, Mascall).

(ix) The theory that the sins of one who has merely ‘attrition’ 
can be directly remitted by the sacrifice of the Mass. (Puller).

(x) The behef that the Mass remits sins in a magical manner, 
without faith or repentance on the part of the sinner and 
regardless of his dispositions. (Kidd, Srawley, Bicknell, 
Dugmore).

(xi) The ‘common error of many’, denounced by Cardinal 
Cajetan, that the sacrifice of the altar bestows merit and 
satisfaction upon individuals by a purely mechanical opera
tion. (Puller, Kidd, Mascall, Dugmore).

(xii) The ‘quantitative notion’ of the worth of a Mass; i.e. the 
assumption that each Mass has its particular efficacy and that 
‘the more Masses the faithful got applied for them, the more 
fruit they obtained’. (Kidd, Bicknell, Hicks).

(xiii) The universal error of the mediaeval theologians in accept
ing the equation, ‘sacrifice = death’, and the consequent 
inference that Christ must in some way suffer death in the 
sacrifice of the Mass; this basic false premise meant that no 
sound sacrificial theology could be found at the time of the 
Reformation. (Hicks, Hebert, Mascall).

(xiv) The gross popular conceit, evidenced by tales of bleeding 
hosts and of other apparitions on the altar, that Christ is 
slain anew in every Mass in a crudely realistic sense, suffering 
again a real passion with real shedding of blood. (Medd, 
Hicks, Whistler, Dugmore).

(xv) The common assumption by scholastic authors that Christ 
must at least suffer some ‘quasi-destruction’ or physical 
change in the sacrifice of the altar. This theory, taken for 
granted in post-Tridentine teaching, must surely have had
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its roots in pre-Reformation theology. (Kidd, Bickneil, 
Hicks, Hebert, Mascall).

(xvi) The ‘monstrous doctrine’ overshadowing the whole of the 
later mediaeval doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice; namely 
that the sacrifice of the cross availed only to expiate original 
sin, and that actual sin must be expiated by the Mass. 
(Haddan, ‘Dalbus’, Wordsworth, Denny and Lacey, Puller, 
Kidd, Gibson, Gore, Bicknell, Srawley, Mascall).1

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

On looking at the strange and ugly crop of theological weeds 
catalogued here, a reflection which naturally occurs is that the 
very variety and multiplicity of the allegations made by these 
authors in the course of the past 120 years is a weakness in their 
case. Some of the accusations are mutually contradictory, while 
others have been put forward only to be abandoned later. One 
author confidently asserts that it was a certain particular error 
about the sacrifice that was singled out as the target for the 
Reformers’ protests; a second points as confidently to another; a 
third says it was many or all of the errors together.

In the debate about Anglican orders it is often said — not with
out warrant — that some Cathohc controversiahsts in the past 
have shifted their ground and their reasons as one or other of their 
arguments was shown to be untenable.2 In the present question a 
similar reproach hes on the other side. These recriminations 
against the late-mediaeval theology of the Mass cannot all be true. 
While some that were in favour in the nineteenth century have 
now been set aside, others then still undeveloped are now given 
great emphasis. Yet although the specific allegations have been 
considerably modified and added to in the course of the past 
century, through all these variations the underlying presup
position has remained constant — namely, that the pre-Refor-

1 Of the alleged errors listed here, those numbered i-iii are discussed in Chapter 
XI; no. iv in Ch. XII; no. v in Ch. XIII; no. vi in Ch. XIV; no. vii in Ch. XV; 
no. viii has already been dealt with in Ch. IV; nos. ix and x are considered in 
Ch. XVI; nos. xi and xiiin Ch. XVII; no. xiiiin Ch. XVIII; no. xivin Ch. XIX; 
no. xv in Ch. XX; and no. xvi in Ch. XXI.

2 See A.O.D.I. pp. xiv, 43, 97, etc.
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mation concept of the Eucharistic sacrifice must have been corrupt, 
and that only the fact of such serious perversion of doctrine in the 
Roman Catholic Church could explain the hostility of the English 
Reformers to the Roman Mass.

That this presupposition was mistaken appears from the facts 
already set out in Chapters V—IX. It is worth pointing out once 
more, however, that even if it could be shown that serious 
errors about the Mass were current in the pre-Reformation 
Church and that the Anglican Reformers reacted against them, 
nothing said on that score could serve to vindicate the rehgious 
formularies they composed if, in the vehemence of their reaction, 
they threw out not only what was false but also what was true; if 
while protesting against corrupt notions they also excluded the 
primitive and orthodox doctrine of the offering of the divine 
victim in the Eucharistic mystery. To show that Cranmer and his 
party wished to purge away errors and abuses cannot make their 
doctrine orthodox if it is known on other counts to have been 
heterodox. The similar rejection of errors and abuses by the con
tinental Protestant Reformers did not mean (as Kidd admits3) that 
their doctrine was basically CathoEc, nor that their ministry was 
really designed to continue the traditional sacerdotal function. 
Some writers have failed to observe this point. They think it 
enough to argue that there was every excuse for Cranmer to react 
as he did. In the imperfect state of theological opinion in his time, 
they say, with opinions rife which he saw as irreconcilable with 
the all-sufficiency of Christ’s one oblation finished upon the cross, 
it was only too natural that in his reforming zeal he should go to 
a radical extreme to avoid the errors he denounced. The Rev. G. 
B. Timms writes:

Cranmer will not admit that the sacrifice of Christ is in any sense ‘pleaded’ in 
the Eucharist. . . . But his motive in so doing proves upon examination to be 
an orthodox and religious one: it is to preserve the ‘crown rights of the

3 He writes: ‘Luther was a destroyer, not a scholar. Rather than examine and, if 
necessary, reset the later mediaeval conception of sacrifice, he was for abolishing 
the notion of sacrifice in the Eucharist altogether. In so doing, he, and Calvin 
after him, who starts from the rejection of Priesthood, and is quite reckless in 
abuse, laid themselves open to the charge of denying part of the primitive and 
CathoEc doctrine of the Eucharist; and, on this point, left the Council of Trent in 
sole possession of the field’. (Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 114—5).
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Redeemer’ and the all-sufficient merits of Calvary, and to guard against 
mediaeval abuses and corruptions. . . . We may regret that he refused to 
admit even a ‘pleading of Christ’ in the Eucharist, but he was too near the 
abuses of his age to do that: we who live at a comfortable distance from 
mediaeval Catholicism must not judge him from what we imagine to be the 
theological security of our own day.4

It is not to the present purpose to judge the righteousness of 
Cranmer’s motives, or to discuss whether he should be blamed or 
excused for his religious radicalism. However zealous and sincere 
may have been his sentiments in objecting to the Catholic notion 
of sacrifice and priesthood, they could not serve to restore the 
sacrificial character to hturgical formularies which he had designed 
in order to exclude it. The position of Pusey and Palmer, at least, 
was free from logical weakness on this point. They and those who 
followed them claimed that Cranmer and his associates did make 
the necessary distinction between the late-mediaeval doctrinal 
errors, which in their hturgical reforms they rejected, and the 
fundamental doctrine of the Mass-sacrifice, which they retained in 
company with the sounder Roman Cathohc divines. This ex
planation, if logically firm, is historically vulnerable. If the Enghsh 
Reformers made the distinction attributed to them, it is surely 
strange that they succeeded in keeping it secret from all parties, 
and made no protest when they were seriously misunderstood on 
all sides. Such a silence becomes even stranger in the case of those 
leading Reformers and prelates who suffered death for their 
cause in Mary’s reign. They were accused of heresy, and part of 
the indictment on which they were condemned was that they had 
denied the sacrifice of the Mass.5 Then, if ever, was the time to 
reveal their vital distinction and to explain that it was only against 
crude errors that they had campaigned, not against the basic 
doctrine of the sacrifice as maintained by the approved scholastic 
doctors. Yet they failed to give that explanation.6

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

4 ‘Dixit Cranmer’ (II) in C.Q.R. April-June 1947, pp. 40-2. Dr Dugmore has 
similar comments (The Mass and the English Reformers, p. 137).

6 cf. Ridley’s Works, P.S. pp. 486-7.
6 Dimock makes this point in Dangerous Deceits, p. 42,
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At this point, before going on in the second part of this book to 
examine each of the alleged errors in turn and to ask whether they 
had any place in the teaching of the late-mediaeval theologians, 
something more must be said about the ‘dangerous popular 
theology’ to which sinister importance has frequently been attri
buted. The question has already been touched on, in Chapter IV 
above, but now hi the light of the positive findings set out in 
Chapters V-IX it is possible to view the issue more clearly.

The Tractarians and their successors distinguished between an 
orthodox Catholic doctrine of the Mass, as defined in the Triden
tine decrees, and a wider ‘Romish’ teaching, which they supposed 
to have included the errors that aroused the Reformers’ ire. When 
it came to indicating the circles within which the unsound teaching 
flourished, they were somewhat vague.7 Sometimes they spoke as 
if the errors in question were received even among the learned 
masters and writers of the schools, but more often they referred 
to the errors as current among the vulgar and illiterate and those 
who taught them their notions of religion. This latter hypothesis, 
suggesting the existence of an unauthorized but influential ‘popu
lar theology’, grew rapidly in favour. It was supported by two 
celebrated arguments drawn from the wording of what is now 
the 31st of the Anglican Articles of Religion.

7 On the original confusion arising from Newman’s peculiar use of the term 
‘Romish’, see Correspondence of John Henry Newman with John Keble and Others, 
edited by Fathers of the Birmingham Oratory, London 1917, pp. 73-4.

8 Kidd, Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 19.

The first of these arguments hinges upon the letter ‘s’. Those 
who claim that the Edwardine Reformers retained the traditional 
Cathohc attitude to the Mass have long urged that in Article 
XXXI the authors’ real purpose appears from their use of the 
plural in condemning ‘the sacrifices of Masses’ instead of ‘the 
sacrifice of the Mass’. It is claimed that the phrase chosen has an 
obviously selective sense, referring not to the Mass itself but to the 
Romish massing system and to the excesses connected with it:

The distinction between ‘sacrificia missarum’ and ‘sacrificium missae’ is a real 
one; and thus Article XXXI denies, not the Eucharistic sacrifice, but certain 
errors and erroneous practices developed out of it.8
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This argument seems to have first occurred to Newman in 
1836, who proposed it in a letter to Pusey: ‘As to the sacrificial 
view of the Eucharist, I do not see that you can fmd fault with the 
formal wording of the Tridentine decree. Does not the Article on 
‘the Sacrifices o£Masses , etc., supply the doctrine or notion to be 
opposed? What that is, is to be learned historically, I suppose’.9 
Four years later he elaborated this idea in Tract 90, appealing to the 
plural, ‘Masses’, in Article XXXI as follows: ‘Nothing can show 
more clearly than this passage that the Articles are not written 
against the creed of the Roman Church, but against actual exist
ing errors in it, whether taken into its system or not’.10 Later 
apologists elaborated this defence of the Catholic orthodoxy of 
Article XXXI and claimed that Cranmer and his colleagues had 
actually chosen the plural in order to distinguish between the true 
doctrine of the Mass-sacrifice and vulgar distortions of it.11 Bishop 
Thirlwall of St. Davids commented drily on this plea: ‘If this had 
been their [the Reformers’] meaning, I can hardly conceive that it 
would have been so expressed. For then the only hint of that 
which was the object of such very severe condemnation would be 
contained in the single letter s, the sign of the plural number’.12

As appears from Chapters VIII-IX above, the interpretation of 
the Reformers’ attitude to the Mass does not depend upon one 
phrase in one document. They made their meaning clear not once 
but many times, by words, by writings, by official acts. Both in 
the singular and in the plural they referred to and rejected the

8 Quoted by H. P. Liddon, Life of Pusey, vol. II, p. 33. The idea appears to have 
been suggested to Newman by passages in Burnet’s commentary of the Articles, 
in which the plural ‘masses’ is italicized in a pejorative sense, to refer to pre
Reformation abuses. (Oxford edition, 1819, pp. 302, 482). Burnet, however, 
classed as error what Newman regarded as the truth.

10 Tract 90, 2nd edit. p. 59.
11 E. Tyrrell Green, for example, declared it ‘evident that it is not the primitive 

and Catholic doctrine as to the Eucharistic Sacrifice which is here condemned, but 
the common opinion bound up with the pre-Reformation system of sacrifices of 
masses (note the plural)’. (The Thirty-nine Articles and the Age of the Reformation, 
London 1896, p. 253). Many other authors use the same argument: e.g. W. C. E. 
Newbolt, The Sacrament of the Altar, London 1908, pp. 143-7; Bicknell, The 
Thirty-nine Articles, 3rd edit., p. 418.

12 Remains, London 1877, vol. II, p. 193. Kidd’s reply to this is that there was 
not only a single ‘s’, but the plural is three times used in the English versions of the 
articles issued in Elizabeth’s reign—‘sacrifices’, ‘masses’, ‘priests’. (Later Mediaeval 
Doctrine, p. 16.)
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same thing. So for example, when drafting the Reformation oj the 
Ecclesiastical Laws, they declared heretical those who ‘show forth 
their Masses, by which they think a sacrifice is offered to God the 
Father, namely the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ’.13 In 
any case the phrase ‘sacrifices of Masses’ was not a new one, nor 
was it apt to imply the distinction suggested by the Tractarians.14 
Cranmer used the plural in the ordinary sense, as it had been used 
in the Confession of Augsburg, as well as in many Catholic docu
ments. The expression occurs, for example, in a profession of faith 
at the second Council of Lyons in 1274, which declared that ‘the 
sacrifices of Masses’ benefit the departed souls, and again in a 
decree of the Council of Florence in 1439.15 Some of the Ponti
ficals hitherto in use in England used the plural in the ordination 
ceremony: ‘Receive power to offer sacrifice to God, and to cele
brate Masses (missas) as well for the living as for the dead’. The 
English Reformers frequently referred to ‘the sacrifice of the 
Mass’, in the singular, in terms no less disparaging than those 
applied in Article XXXI to ‘the sacrifices of Masses’. Latimer’s use 
of the singular was forthright and unambiguous when he said: 
‘We were wont to have sacrificium missae, “the sacrifice of the Mass”, 
which was the most horrible blasphemy that could be devised.’16

13 Italics mine; see fuller quotation on p. 196.
14 Originally the plural ‘missae’ (as in ‘missarum solemnia") was used to refer to a 

single celebration of the Eucharistic office—probably because of the two ‘dis
missals’ which occurred during the liturgy. This use of the plural was still quite 
frequent in the sixteenth century. It is however unconvincing to suggest, as did 
some Catholic controversialists in the nineteenth century, that the Anglican 31st 
Article was framed with this technical usage in mind.

15 Denz. no. 464; Hardouin, Concilia, vol. IX, pp. 957, 985.
16 Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 445.
17 The Via Media of the Anglican Church illustrated in Lectures, Letters, and Tracts 

written between 1830 and 1841, London 1901 edition, vol. II, p. 351. See Chapter 
II above, pp. 30-1.

The originator of the celebrated plea of the plural later retracted 
it and admitted that it had been an unfounded dialectical experi
ment. When Cardinal Newman republished Tract 90 with explan
atory comments and criticisms he recognized the fallacies contained 
in the section in which he had dealt with the 31st Article. ‘The 
Tract, as a whole, I have been able to defend’, he wrote, ‘but not 
this portion of it.’17 In the 1877 edition he commented:
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Nor can we successfully distinguish between ‘Mass’ and ‘Masses,’ as is 
attempted in the text, as the following among numerous instances may be 
adduced to show. . . . [He quotes two passages from the decrees of Trent 
referring to ‘Masses’]. I do not see then how it can be denied that this Article 
calls the sacrifice of the Mass itself. . . in all its daily celebrations from year’s 
end to year’s end, toto orbe terrarum, a blasphemous fable.18

18 p. 316, note.
19 1901 edition (with additions and revisions made in 1883), p. 352.
20 Tract 90, 2nd edition, p. 59; see Chapter II above, p. 24.
21 e.g. Kidd, Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 19-20, 25, 60, etc. Bicknell, pp. 417-8.

In 1883 the Cardinal expanded his comments as follows:

This distinction between what is dogmatic and what is popular being 
untenable here, nothing can come of the suggested distinction between Mass 
and Masses, as if‘the Mass’ was the aboriginal divine Rite, which the Article 
left alone, and ‘the Masses’ were those private superstitions which the 
Article denounced. However, this suggestion in aid is as unfounded as the 
original thesis. ‘Mass’ and ‘Masses’ do but respectively denote abstract and 
concrete, as can easily be shown.19

The other phrase in the Article to which the Tractarians attached 
a selective significance was ‘vulgo dicebatur: ‘The sacrifices of 
Masses, in which it was commonly said that the priest did offer 
Christ for the quick and the dead, were blasphemous fables and 
dangerous deceits’. The phrase is a clear indication, it is claimed, 
that only vulgar errors were condemned, not the authorized 
Roman teaching. This argument too was proposed originally by 
Newman in Tract 90, following a hint by Sancta Clara.20 Later 
apologists took it up in support of the theory that there existed in 
the pre-Reformation Church an elusive but very influential under
world of ‘popular theology’ concerning the Mass, a dangerous 
teaching widely spread and widely believed, different from the 
official doctrine as taught from the chairs of theology.21

Vulgo proves a slender reed to support so much. The Anglican 
25th Article (in its 1563 wording) after dealing with the two 
sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, says: ‘Those five 
commonly called Sacraments. . . are not to be counted for Sacra
ments of the Gospel’. It can hardly be suggested that the words 
‘commonly called’, vulgo nominata, here indicate a distinction 
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between an aberrant ‘popular theology’ and the authorized Rom
an teaching about those other five sacraments. In the 1662 Book 
of Common Prayer it is said that the creed Quicunque vult is ‘com
monly called the Creed of St Athanasius’, and the birthday of our 
Lord is ‘commonly called Christmas’, hi Cranmer’s 1549 Com
munion Office the Supper of the Lord was said to be ‘commonly 
called the Mass’. In all these cases the word ‘commonly’ is equiva
lent to ‘in generally accepted use hitherto’. To press it into the 
selective sense suggested by the Tractarians is as strange as it 
would be to take the word ‘Common’ in the title, The Book of 
Common Prayer, to mean that the book was to regulate the wor
ship only of vulgar and illiterate persons.22 Here again, as in the 
case of the plural ‘Masses’, Cardinal Newman later rejected as 
indefensible his original plea in Tract 90 about the word ‘vulgo’:

It argues that what the Article condemns is not the authoritative teaching of 
Rome, but only the common belief and practice of Catholics, as regards 
Purgatory and private Masses. But the words in which the Article condemns 
the so-called abuse are ipso facto a condemnation also of the ordinance itself 
which is abused. This will be seen at once by comparing the language of 
Pope Pius IV and the Council of Trent. What the Article abjures as a he, is 
just that which Pope and Council declare to be a divine truth. . . . There is 
then no denying that these audacious words apply to the doctrinal teaching 
as well as to the popular belief of Catholics. What was ‘commonly said’, was 
also formally enunciated by the Ecumenical Hierarchy in Council as
sembled. .. . What then the 31st Article repudiates is undeniably the central 
and most sacred doctrine of the Catholic Religion; and so its wording has 
ever been read since it was drawn up.23

In this Newman found himself in final agreement with Dr 
R. W. Jelf, an Oxford worthy much respected by all parties in the 
controversies earher in the century, to whom both he and Pusey 
had addressed tracts in defence of No. 90. Jelf had not been im
pressed by their appeal to the word vulgo, and had pointed out 
what Newman later recognized as the plain fact:

The Article of 1552 was doubtless directed against the doctrine of Masses, as 
embraced, not only in popular current belief, but also in their received 
offices, in the Mass-books in common use throughout the Church. It was

22 cf. Tomlinson, The Prayer Book, p. 288.
23 The Via Media, 1901 edition, vol. II, pp. 351-2.
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therefore not against popular error, but against authoritative statement, even 
before that of the Council of Trent, that the first draft of 1552 was directed.24

24 Lectures on the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England, edited by J. R. 
King, London 1873, p. 363. Pusey had put forward the plea about ‘Sacrifices of 
Masses’ in his Letter to Dr Jelf, 1841, pp. 60-2.

Evangelical scholars were likewise critical of Tractarian subtlety 
in devising that distinction. They for their part recognized with
out difficulty that ‘popular theology’ about the Mass in the later 
middle ages was in harmony with the authorized teaching; in their 
view it was in the latter that the vital error lay.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

The ghost of the ‘dangerous popular theology’ of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice was not, however, to be so easily laid. Later apologists, 
including Kidd and Bicknell, continued to conjure it up and to 
point it out as the, real object of the Enghsh Reformers’ fear and 
antipathy. Even those who recognize that the authorized doctrine 
of the theologians was unexceptionable often assume that in the 
late-mediaeval Church there must have been prevalent a popular 
teaching about the nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice which was 
significantly different from the official orthodoxy of the schools. 
This perverted dogmatic system is presumed to have been con- 
tamed and conveyed to the people in sermons and in other forms 
of pastoral instruction, in prayer books, in vernacular Mass com
mentaries, in popular religious poems, in manuals for the use of 
the unlearned parochial clergy, and in various devotional tracts 
for the use of the laity. It is conjectured that it was at this level, 
lower than that of the authorized theology, that there must have 
flourished the gross errors which provoked and conditioned 
Cranmer’s reforms.

The expression ‘popular theology’ in this context is sometimes 
made to bear two meanings, which it is well to distinguish. In the 
first, it is found to refer merely to the aberrations of popular 
credulity described in Chapter IV above — the naive and crude 
notions of rustic minds; the near-superstitious observances (e.g. in 
connection with fixed numbers and series of Masses for the souls 
in purgatory) which were fostered to some extent by clerical 
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cupidity; the too-confident assurances of temporal safeguards 
secured by the devout hearing of Mass; the fanciful legends and 
sermon exempla telling of apparitions in which departed souls 
specified the Masses that must be offered for their relief.

It would be surprising if there had been no such defects in the 
later middle ages, for there never has been an age of Christian 
history in which individuals have not fallen into error or exag
geration about points of faith or morals. It was shown in Chapter 
IV that crude fancies of this kind were indeed to be found 
among mediaeval Christians; that they were parasitical out
growths from the orthodox beliefin the salutary efficacy of Christ’s 
sacrifice in its Eucharistic enactment; that they were never official
ly approved but were denounced by Catholic reforming church
men; that they were much less important than hostile propaganda 
has made out, being relatively minor disorders in the religious life 
of the age; and that in any case they were not a decisive issue in 
the Reformation conflict over the sacrifice of the Mass. With his 
usual solid good sense, Bishop Thirlwall made this comment on 
the Tractarians’ plea that such vulgar aberrations might be taken 
as the key for a reinterpretation of Article XXXI:

It appears to me very improbable that the framers of the Article should have 
levelled it, not against any doctrine held by the Church of Rome, but 
against either an error or an abuse which had crept in among the people. 
This might have been a ground for charging the rulers of the Church of 
Rome with culpable neglect or connivance, but would have been out of 
place in an Article. . . . The Mass itself remained the same rite, however 
multiplied. It could not be affected by any erroneous view that might be 
entertained of it, still less by any unholy purpose to which it might be 
abused. How then could it be consistent either with justice or common 
sense to speak of the Masses themselves in terms which were only applicable, 
and only meant to be applied, to the error and the abuse ’ It might as well be 
said that the administration of the Holy Communion becomes a blasphemous 
fable and dangerous deceit as often as it is received by an unworthy com
municant.25

25 Remains, vol. II, pp. 193 seq. Bishop Thirlwall added: ‘On Dr Pusey’s 
supposition the thing condemned was “the habit of trusting to the purchase of 
Masses”; besides that this would be so clearly a matter of discipline, not of 
doctrine, the obscurity and impropriety of the language would be still greater, 
and as it appears to me, absolutely incredible.’
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This judgment of Bishop Thirlwall is borne out by an interest
ing comment written at the beginning of Edward’s reign by 
Edmund Guest, who does indeed accuse the Catholic authorities of 
‘culpable neglect’ in this connection. He makes scornful reference 
to the popular fancies about the ‘meeds’ of the Mass, and to the 
legendary exempla related in writings such as ‘the Festial, a book 
as it is said in the prologue gathered out of Legenda Aurea, for 
curates that lack books and cunning’. He comments: ‘What 
occasion of dissolute Efe and sin may be ministered to simple people 
by these and an infinite number of such like fables, it is easy to 
perceive’.26

But the answer will be [Guest admits] these books were never allowed by 
public authority. Well these books were openly printed, and within memory 
of man commonly credited, and yet be of some. And in these late days, 
while there hath been such preaching against reading the Scriptures in the 
vulgar tongue, who hath heard any great invection against such books ?2 7

The complaint that simple folk have been allowed to feed on 
fables and crude assurances is put forward by the Reformers as 
one more recrimination against the Cathode past, but they make 
it plain that it is not merely against such fooksh conceits that their 
reforming campaign is directed. The first enemy remains the Mass 
as officiaUy maintained and explained by their opponents. Guest 
himself, while making incidental mention of the failure of the 
authorities to suppress fables in devotional books, wrote in his 
Treatise against the Privy Mass a lengthy and reasoned rejection of 
the dogmatic bekef of the ‘CathoEques’ about the sacrifice of the 
Eucharist.28 At first sight the existence of those crudities in 
mediaeval Eucharistic piety and practice seems to give some colour 
to the theory of a ‘dangerous popular theology of the Mass’, but 
a little consideration is enough to show that they are quite inade
quate to substantiate the argument proposed by the Tractarians. In 
any case it is a strange misuse, of the term ‘theology’ to apply it to 
incidental extravagances such as are to be found in the childlike 
fantasy of simple folk in almost every age.

26 ‘The Protestants’ Discourse, prepared to have been read at the Public 
Conference at Westminster’; printed as Appendix VI in Dugdale’s Life of Geste, 
P-J75-

27 ibid. pp. 175-6. 28 ibid. Appendix I.
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But there is a second meaning given to the expression ‘popular 
theology’, and it is this which underlies the argument of Kidd, 
Bicknell and the others. When they use the phrase they mean to 
refer not merely to the fables and occasional vain observances 
mentioned above, but to something more. They assume that in 
the lower strata of the late-mediaeval Church there must have 
been a generally accepted and degenerate system of theological 
teaching about the essential nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice. It 
was, they suppose, not merely a question of scattered instances of 
superstition and of misbelief about secondary matters, but of a 
systematic and pervasive hedge-theology which corrupted the 
belief about the sacrifice in the minds of the pastoral clergy and 
their flocks, and which was so powerful that Cranmer and his 
fellow Reformers had to bend all their efforts to counter it. It was 
in this soil, they conjecture, that the various gross errors Usted at 
the .beginning of this chapter must have flourished. It was the 
popular teachers, unlearned but successful supplanters of the 
scholastic doctors, who must have sown broadcast the heretical 
teaching, for example, that the Mass was a new and independent 
sacrifice in which the priest worked a new redemption to remit the 
sins which the sacrifice of Christ was unable to expiate; or that the 
Mass was a magical means of forgiveness, dispensing sinners from 
the need of repentance; or that in it Christ must be slain anew at 
the altar each day.

If the expression ‘dangerous popular theology’ is intended in 
this second sense, to allege the existence of such a corrupt system 
of Eucharistic theology among the lower clergy and the laity 
whom they taught, the hypothesis can only be described, I am 
afraid, as one of the outmoded myths of nineteenth-century con
troversy. It was first brought forward on a priori grounds by those 
who, foUowing the plea of Tract 90, were convinced that there 
must have been such a degenerate theology to explain the measures 
of the English Reformers against ‘the sacrifices of Masses’. There 
has been a signal failure to substantiate the hypothesis with evi
dence.

Although much work remains to be done in studying and edit
ing the sermons, vernacular tracts and other devotional literature 
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of the fourteenth, fifteenth, and early sixteenth centuries, a great 
deal has already been done, and from all the material now avail
able, or summarized in specialist studies, a picture emerges clearly 
enough of what was ordinarily taught to the people about the 
nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice. The preachers and authors of 
popular devotional works merely passed on in simpler language 
to those whom they were instructing the dogmatic teaching that 
they themselves received from the masters of the schools of 
theology. (In this is surely no matter for surprise, for the same is 
naturally found to be the case in every age.) And just as, in the 
contemporary scholastic writings, the late-mediaeval theologians 
for the most part contented themselves with brief and conservative 
repetition of the traditional doctrine, so in these works of popular 
religious instruction treatment of the sacrificial aspect of the 
Eucharist is likewise disappointingly scanty29; but there is quite 
sufficient to reveal a general pattern of orthodox teaching and 
behef about the nature of the sacrifice of the altar, its dignity and 
purpose, its unbloody and commemorative character, its unity 
with the redemptive sacrifice of the cross, and its perpetual offering 
by Jesus Christ, who is in the Mass both priest and victim, through 
the priests of his Church.

In the following chapters there will be occasion to give instances 
of this popular orthodoxy in several different contexts, and in 
Appendix B at the end of the book a further collection of texts 
from those ‘sub-theological’ sources is added to illustrate the dog
matic teaching about the sacrifice of the altar which was conveyed 
in the contemporary works of pastoral instruction. While it is 
only just, in forming a total estimate of this material, to take 
account as well of the crude sermon exempla and the dubious 
assurances about ‘the meeds of the Mass’ retailed in some of these 
writings, it is also just to recognize that those incidental exaggera
tions do not change the general picture of a popular teaching about 
the Mass orthodox in all essentials. The many citations from late-

29 For example, in the Papilla Oculi of John de Burgo, a very popular manual 
for the use of priests in their pastoral ministry, a long section is devoted to the 
Eucharist, including an explanation of the parts of the Mass. (Rouen edit. 1502, 
part IV, cap. 1-10). Yet there is hardly a word about the sacrificial nature of the 
rite, beyond repetition of the language of the Missal.
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mediaeval devotional writings given in these pages may fairly be 
taken as representative of what was commonly taught to the 
people about the sacrificial aspect of the Eucharist; but I must also 
record here that I have examined a very considerable quantity of 
other contemporary writings of this type, in which, while there is 
much about other aspects of Eucharistic theology (especially about 
the doctrine of the real presence), there is practically no discussion 
at all of the sacrificial nature of the rite, which is simply taken for 
granted as a traditional truth.

Although the question of the ‘popular theology’ of the Mass is 
one of considerable interest for its own sake, the point must be 
made once more (even at the risk of labouring it!) that this 
cannot be of decisive importance. Even if there had been after 
all in the later middle ages a recognizable and heterodox system of 
popular teaching about the Eucharistic sacrifice, different from the 
doctrine contained in the works of the approved scholastic doctors, 
and it had contained gross errors such as those listed at the begin
ning of this chapter, the case would not be substantially altered. 
From the testimonies set out above in Chapters VI-IX it is seen 
that the Reformers, both on the Continent and in England, made 
it clear that the object of their attack was not merely ‘popular 
theology’ but the doctrine of the Mass as authoritatively main
tained by the Roman Church and her approved doctors; a doc
trine taken by that Church as her ‘principal article and chief 
pillar’, as Hooper said in a sermon before the King and Council in 
1550.30

When therefore I give examples in the following pages 
illustrating how the popular teaching about the nature of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice echoed the conservative orthodoxy of the 
contemporary schools of theology, it is in order not to omit con
sideration of an interesting secondary theme, and for the sake of 
justice to the too-often-maligned pastors and devotional writers of 
that age; and not because this popular teaching is in any sense the 
primary issue in the present inquiry. The pastoral writings 011 the 
Mass, such as those cited in Appendix B, are indirectly relevant to 
the main theme, since if even popular teaching is found to have

30 Sermon upon Jonas, in Early Writings, P.S. p. 311.
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retained a substantial orthodoxy it is hardly conceivable that the 
official theology had lost it. In point of fact there is no hard and 
fast frontier between ‘learned’ and ‘popular’ theology here. Not a 
few of the scholarly theologians were also authors of some of the 
widely-circulated sermon collections and manuals of piety from 
which the parochial clergy drew their material for the instruction 
of their flocks. It was common for these pastoral source-books to 
be written hi the Latin of the schools.31

It is still to the pages of the theologians that we must go to 
establish the decisive facts of this controversy. Indeed Kidd, 
although in several places making a general assertion of the cor
ruption of ‘popular theology’, supports his specific charges with 
references not to any ‘popular’ writings but to the works of the 
scholastic divines.32 Puller even reverses the argument, and infers 
that there must have been an aberrant ‘popular theology’ of the 
Mass from the premise that there were aberrations among the 
theologians: ‘For anyone who has candidly studied the theological 
literature of the first half of the sixteenth century’, he declares, 
‘there cannot be the least doubt that erroneous opinions about the 
Eucharistic sacrifice were current even among learned divines; 
and if that was the case, those errors were no doubt still more 
common among the unlearned layfolk’.33

It remains to examine the specific charges against the late- 
mediaeval theology of the Mass. The corporate orthodoxy of the 
theologians of the time has already been vindicated in Chapter V. 
Nevertheless many circumstantial allegations still lie on the 
charge-sheet against them, which demand serious attention.

81 See for example Appendix B, nos. v, viii, xv, xvi-xvii, xviii, xix, xxiii, xxiv, 
xxv-xxvii, xxx, xxxi, xxxii, xxxvi, xxxvii.

83 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 38, 48, 50-1, 54-7, 61-7, 85-94, 99> 102, 
132, etc.

83 Essays and Letters, p. 127.
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Chapter Eleven

‘THE HERETICAL TEACHING THAT THE 
MASS WAS A PROPITIATORY SACRIFICE 
INDEPENDENT OF THAT OF THE CROSS, 

AND THE THEORY OF A
NEW REDEMPTION

DEPLORED BY BISHOP GARDINER’

I I Uie suggestion that Article XXXI could be construed as 
I directed against a ‘commonly received opinion’ which 

JL would make the Mass an independent sacrifice, remitting 
sins independently of the sacrifice of the cross, was first put for
ward tentatively by Sancta Clara in the seventeenth century.1 This 
argument was reinforced by Le Courayer, the Anglicans’ French 
ally in the eighteenth century, who declared that ‘many theolo
gians’ had attached to the Eucharist ‘an independent merit, to 
make us place therein a confidence which cannot but be super
stitious, whenever it refers not to the sacrifice of the cross.’2 This 
in turn was quoted by Pusey in Tract 81, and Newman argued in 
Tract 90 that the 31st Article was to be conceived as aimed against 
a blasphemous error that the Mass was ‘independent of or distinct 
from the sacrifice of the Cross’.3 Tract 90 set the pattern for later 
Anglo-Catholic apologetic, and many authors assumed that the 
currency of the error had been historically verified.

The Article was aimed, said R. F. Littledale, against a heresy 
‘that prevailed amongst Roman Catholics in the sixteenth cen
tury teaching that every Mass was a new and independent im
molation’.4 Maclear and Williams agreed: ‘The idea condemned

1 Paraphrastic# exposit io, 1865 edition, p. 74; see Chapter II above pp. 23-4.
2 ibid. p. 25.
3 Tract 81, pp. 7-8; Tract 90, 2nd edit. pp. 60, 63.
4 Unity and the Rescript: a Reply to Bishop Ullathorne’s Pastoral, London 1864, 

p. 11.
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in the Article is that of the value of many Masses, as separate 
acts of sacrifice independent of the Sacrifice of the Cross’.5 
Bishop Connop Thirlwall, no friend of the Mass but still an im
partial and shrewd critic, found this explanation improbable:

To view the Mass as independent of the Sacrifice of the Cross would indeed 
be a very gross error; but until I see some proof, I shall continue utterly to 
disbelieve that it is one into which any worshipper of the Mass, even in the 
darkest ages, ever fell.6

Popular belief and piety in the later mediaeval period, rather 
than tending to make the Mass independent of Calvary, placed 
great (some would say, too great) emphasis on its relation to 
Calvary. Devotional handbooks, such as The Lay-folks Massbook 
and Langforde’s Meditations in the Time of Mass, explained the 
service for the people by constant reference to Christ’s passion. (See, 
for example, Appendix B below, nos. iii, x-xiii, xxi, xxiii, xxviii, 
xxxiii). In all the devotional literature of the time the main pre
occupation at Mass was to remember, thank and adore the —

God that on the rood was slain, 
That died for all men’s sins.

An elaborate symbolism of each moment of the liturgy was 
worked out, and all was —

In token he died upon the tree 
For me and all mankind.7

Artists depicted the Eucharistic chalice as receiving the precious 
blood of the Saviour issuing from his wounds on the cross; 
devout persons saw in imaginative vision the scene of the cruci
fixion over the altar at the moment of consecration. In all this 
there was accord between the popular beliefs and the doctrine of 
the theologians, who, as we saw in Chapter V, were unanimous in 
teaching that the Mass was a commemorative sacrifice, essentially

5 Introduction to the Thirty-nine Articles, p. 368, note. Similarly, E. Tyrrell 
Green, The Thirty-nine Articles, p. 253.

6 In an episcopal charge of 1866; Remains, vol. II, p. 196. Cardinal Allen said 
the same in 1576: ‘Nemo unquam mortalium post lucem evangelii imbutus ea 
falsa persuasione legitur ut crederet, sacrificium eucharistiae non dependere a 
passione dominica’. (De sacrificio eucharistiae, Antwerp 1576, p. 596.)

7 Minor Poems of the Vernon MS, ‘How to hear Mass’, E.E.T.S. London 1901, 
p. 508.
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related to and drawing all its efficacy from the sacrifice of the 
cross. The wheel of scholarship has come full circle, and Anglo- 
Cathohcs now criticize the men of the late middle ages, not for 
separating the Mass from the passion of Christ, but rather for so 
over-emphasizing the relationship of the Mass to the passion that 
they unduly neglected its relationship to the mysteries of Christ’s 
triumph after his death. (To what extent this concentration on the 
passion led to a neglect of the ‘eschatological reference’ of the 
Eucharist is discussed below in Chapter XIII.) Dom Gregory Dix 
wrote, in The Shape of the Liturgy:

As Latin theology by comparison with earlier ideas had restricted the 
significance of the sacrifice of Christ to the passion, without sufficient regard 
had to the resurrection and ascension, these lay eucharistic devotions, 
scriptural hi essence though they were, were quite naturally dominated by 
the thought of Calvary. . . . The altar was seen by them [the people] through 
the arches of the screen, above which towered the great Rood with its 
realistic crucifix, perpetually focussing attention on the facts that the Son of 
Man had died and here was the living memorial of His passion. It is no 
wonder that lay devotion concentrated on this theme. Nor was it only lay 
devotion. . . . Even clerical devotion ... in considering the eucharist in the 
later middle ages ... is entirely preoccupied with relating the eucharist to the 
passion f

If then the pre-Reformation concept of the Eucharistic sacrifice 
was dominated by the thought of Calvary, and if the devotion of 
both lay-folk and clergy was entirely preoccupied with relating 
the Eucharist to the passion, it would seem that an opinion which 
made the Mass independent of the sacrifice of the cross, far from 
being ‘commonly received’, would have had short shrift in that 
age. The author of Tract 90, whose assertion had been the chief 
factor m giving the present objection a central place in Anglo- 
Catholic apologetic, later completely withdrew and discredited 
it. In 1877 Cardinal Newman wrote that although other charges 
made in Tract 90 were justified (for example, the denunciation of 
superstitions concerned with Purgatory and with images), this one 
was not. No theory of ‘a substitution of the Mass for the Cruci
fixion itself’, he said, had in fact existed in the pre-Reformation

8 pp. 618-22; italics in original, cf. Dugmore, The Mass and the English Re
formers, pp. 76, 78; J. H. Srawley, ‘Eucharist’ inE.R.E. vol. V, p. 563.
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Church; the allegation was ‘a mere hypothesis of the author of the 
Tract to serve as an escape from a difficulty’9.

The objection has, however, been restated in a modified form. 
Even if the Mass was not conceived as independent of Calvary, it 
is said that the common notion of it as a ‘propitiatory’ sacrifice 
implied some kind of repetition of the atonement, bringing daily 
a new redemption and a new expiation for sin, in addition to that 
made by Christ once for all. (According to many writers, the 
belief in a new propitiation involved the ‘monstrous doctrine’ 
already described in Chapter III: namely, that the sacrifice of the 
cross could atone only for original sin, and the Mass was needed 
to atone for actual sins. This celebrated variant of the charge will 
receive separate treatment in Chapter XXL)

Traces of a ‘dangerous popular theology on the subject of 
Eucharistic propitiation’ could, according to the Anglican Arch
bishops in their Responsio to Leo XIII,10 be detected even in 
the decrees of Trent. ‘Dalbus’ thought it not merely an error of 
the unlearned, but one seriously maintained by the theologians.11 
Kidd declared that the successors of St Thomas developed his 
ideas ‘into the tenet that each act of sin requires its equivalent act 
of expiation, i.e. its Mass’.12 The Lambeth Conference report of 
1958 endorsed the view of Dr A. G. Hebert, that among ‘certain 
mediaeval developments’ which must be condemned was ‘above 
all, any idea that in the Eucharist we offer a sacrifice to propitiate 
God’.13 Dr Dugmore, in his turn, assumes that ‘the late mediaeval 
notion of placatory sacrifice’ was objectionable.14

It is certainly true that the term ‘propitiatory’ was applied to the 
sacrifice of the altar by Catholic authors both before and during 
the Reformation. It was used by the Council of Trent, which in 
1562 declared that the Mass ‘is truly a propitiatory sacrifice’.15

9 Via Media, London 1877, vol. II, p. 316, note.
10 Section XI; 1954 edition, English version, p. 36.
11 See Chapter III above, pp. 42-3.
12 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 97.
13 Lambeth Conference Report, part 2, p. 85; the quotation from Dr Hebert is 

taken from his paper on Anglican liturgy in the volume, Ways of Worship 
(1951), p. 77. Dr Hebert makes similar comments in ‘A Root of Difference and of 
Unity’, in Inter-Communion (1952), p. 238.

14 The Mass and the English Reformers, p. 133 etc.
16 Session XXII, cap. 2, Denz. no. 940; also canon 3, Denz. 950.
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Was this expression novel and. dangerous, a reflection of unsound 
belief in the later middle ages? J. B. Mozley considered that the 
Council, just saves itself by cautious, not to say dissembling, 
language’ from ‘a monstrous dogmatic statement’:

Now undoubtedly there are two distinct senses in which an act may be said to 
be propitiatory. . . . There is an original propitiation and a borrowed 
propitiation, a first propitiation and a secondary one. Why then did the 
Fathers of Trent, when they had all human language at their command, 
dehberately choose to call die Sacrifice of the Mass vere propitiatorium? They 
may have said that it was vere propitiatorium in the secondary sense; but no 
one can fail to see the misleading effect of such language.16

16 Lectures and other Theological Papers, London 1883, pp. 216-7; Kidd cites this 
objection mLater Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 115-7.

17 The English Reformers made frequent objection to their opponents’ belief in 
a ‘daily oblation propitiatory’; e.g. Latimer, Sermons, P.S. pp. 72-3.

18 fol. 34 v.

For forty years before the Tridentine decree the term ‘pro
pitiatory’, as applied to the Eucharistic sacrifice, had been an 
issue disputed between the Protestant and Catholic theologians, 
and the latter had constantly explained what they meant by 
it.17 ‘Who can deny’, asked John Gropper in his Encheiridion of 
1537, ‘that this can rightly be called a propitiatory sacrifice, not by 
reason of an act of offering which the priest makes, but by reason 
of that act of offering which took place once, made upon the 
cross, the force of which, being ever of the same power and effi
cacy, lasts for ever?’ Dr Richard Smith, Cranmer’s opponent, 
wrote in his De missae sacrificio: ‘I ask you, pious reader, what is 
there to prevent the Mass being a propitiatory sacrifice; that is, a 
sacrifice of such a kind that by it the propitiation of Christ’s 
death is applied to us ?’18

The Reformers both on the Continent and in England, while 
denying the propitiatory character of the Eucharist, were of 
course convinced that Christ’s sacrificial death was truly and per
fectly propitiatory. They would have no sympathy with the re
luctance of some modem authors to apply the word ‘propitiation’ 
even to the atoning action of Christ. (Dr C. F. D. Moule, for 
example, writes: ‘The sacrifice of Christ was not, according to the 
New Testament, propitiatory. ... It is not that Christ or man 
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tries to propitiate God, but that God in Christ expiates sin’.19 To 
discuss this far-reaching objection here would lead too far afield; 
it seems probable that its authors have in view an anthropo
morphic conception of God’s anger, or a narrowly juridical view 
of propitiation, which they rightly reject. But it is another thing to 
reject what Christians have from the beginning believed about the 
nature of the atonement.) In accordance with their general 
principles, the Reformers refused to admit any intermediary 
secondary causes which had efficacy in the order of salvation. God’s 
forgiveness and favour came to the redeemed solely through 
saving faith. The adherents of this evangel recoiled in indignation 
from the claim of the Catholic Church to perform a perennial 
sacrifice for the welfare of the living and the dead, a ‘work’ 
offered to God by the ministry of men who were said to have a 
share in Christ’s priesthood, a channel by which the redemptive 
sacrifice of Christ was applied to obtain remission of the daily sins 
of men in all ages, a propitiatory means to continue for all time 
Christ’s universal mission of reconcihation. This, as has been 
argued in earlier chapters of this book, was the real target for 
attack in the Catholic doctrine of the Mass-sacrifice. True, the 
accusation that the papists purposed by each Mass to make a new 
expiation, in addition to the expiatory death of Christ, was a 
tactical weapon often used in the polemical literature of the time; 
but in more serious works the Protestant scholars correctly repre
sented their opponents’ position — that is, that the propitiatory 
character of the Mass implied not a new redemption, but the re
peated application of the redemptive sacrifice made once for ever. 
‘They say the Mass is not a new sacrifice’, Calvin admitted, ‘but 
only an application of the unique sacrifice of which we have 
spoken’.20 ‘They say that the offering is not merit but application’, 
Melanchthon wrote likewise in his Saxon Confession, and he 
answered: ‘But each one applies to himself the sacrifice of 
Christ by his faith.’ Passages have already been quoted in Chapter 
VIII from the writings of the English Reformers showing that 
they too understood the sense in which their Catholic opponents

19 The Sacrifice ofiChrist, London 1956, p. 46.
20 Theological Treatises, edit. J. K. S. Reid, p. 156.
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spoke of the Mass as ‘a sacrifice propitiatory’.21 Jolin Bradford 
put it concisely and fairly: ‘hi the supper of Christ there is to 
them not only a sacrament but also a sacrifice, and that not only 
applicatory but also propitiatory, because it applieth the pro
pitiatory sacrifice of Christ. . . .’ Cranmer indeed denounced his 
opponents’ doctrine of a propitiatory sacrifice in the Eucharist, but 
he also showed that he was aware what they intended by it: 
‘They say diey offer Christ every day for the remission of sin, 
and distribute and apply by their masses the merits of Christ’s 
passion’.22

21 See Chapter VIII, pp. 148-152.
22 ibid, p. 148. 23 Session XXII, chap. 2; Denz. no. 940.
24 The Body of Christ, 1st edit. p. 177.

Far from ‘dissembling’, as Mozley thought, the Council of 
Trent made clear in what sense it defined the Mass as ‘truly 
propitiatory’: in the sense (to use Mozley’s own terms) not of an 
‘original propitiation’ but of a ‘borrowed propitiation’. The 
Council explained that God is propitiated and his mercy is obtained 
through the Eucharist because the sacrifice — what is offered and 
he who offers — is not different but the very same as on Calvary. 
‘The fruits of that bloody oblation are received in most abundant 
measure through this unbloody oblation; so that the latter in no 
way derogates from the former’. The propitiatory efficacy of the 
Mass brings remission of sins in the sense that God thereupon 
grants ‘grace and the gift of repentance’ to sinners, who, if they 
do not reject his grace, but come before him ‘with a sincere heart 
and true faith, with fear and reverence, contrite and penitent’, 
receive his merciful forgiveness by virtue of the sacrifice of the 
cross.23

‘It is impossible to deny’, wrote Bishop Charles Gore, ‘that the 
word propitiatory in a wider sense may be applied, and from the 
days of Origen has been applied, to the eucharist’.24 From the 
time Luther first launched his attack on the Mass, the Catholic 
theologians based their defence on an appeal to Christian antiquity. 
The propitiatory character of the Eucharist, they said, appeared 
first from the scriptural accounts of its institution. The text they 
cited most often was that in which Christ declared his blood, as 
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contained in the Eucharistic chalice, to be ‘poured out unto the 
remission of sins’.26 Then, to demonstrate the primitive belief of 
the Church, they produced long catenae of passages from the 
Fathers. It was not difficult to show that the description of the 
Mass as a propitiatory sacrifice was no innovation, but was 
sanctioned by traditional usage (just as the description of it as a 
‘renewal’ of Christ’s offering is traditional, and is found in docu
ments, both ancient and modem, whose orthodox sense is 
evident26). St Augustine, for instance, says that the Christian 
sacrifices, ‘if offered for the dead who were very good, are a 
thanksgiving; if offered for those who were not very evil, are a 
propitiation’.27 In the Eucharistic anaphora of Serapion (about 
350 A.D.) is this prayer: ‘To thee have we offered this living 
sacrifice, this bloodless oblation. . . . Wherefore we beseech thee 
through this sacrifice be reconciled to all of us and be merciful, O 
God of truth.’28 St Cyril of Jerusalem, explaining the liturgy to his 
catechumens, writes: ‘After the spiritual sacrifice, the unbloody 
cult, has been performed, we pray over that sacrifice of propi
tiation, beseeching God for the general peace of the churches; for 
... all in need we offer the sacrifice’.29 ‘At that time’, says St John 
Chrysostom, ‘when all the people and the whole priestly body 
stand with outstretched arms, and the awe-inspiring sacrifice is 
there, how should we not prevail with God in our intercession for 
them [the faithful departed]’’30 At the beginning of the third 
century Origen, commenting on the text in Leviticus (xxiv.5-9) 
about the loaves of proposition prescribed to be placed as ‘a com
memoration before the Lord’ of the twelve tribes of Israel, ex
plained that although this ceremony of the old law had little

25 Mt. xxvi. 28.
26 e.g. the Encyclical Miserentissimus Redemptor of Pope Pius XI (1928): ‘We 

must always remember that all expiatory efficacy comes from the unique sacrifice 
of Christ’s passion, which is continually renewed upon our altars in an unbloody 
manner.’ (A.A.S. vol. XX, pp. 170-1).

27 ‘Sacrificia . .. pro valde bonis gratiarum actiones sunt; pro non valde malis 
propitiationes sunt’. Enchiridion de fide, spe et caritate, cap. no; P.L. XL. col. 283.

28 J. Wordsworth, Bishop Sarapion’s Prayer Book, 2nd edit. London 1923, 
p. 62. Similarly, St Ambrose, De sacramentis, IV.6.28; C.S.E.L. vol. T.XXTTT, 
PP- 57—8-

29 Mystagogical Catecheses, V.8; P.G. XXXIII, col. 1116.
30 Homilies on theEpistle to the Philippians, III.4; P.G. LXII, col. 204.

234



‘an independent sacrifice and a new redemption’ 
value in itself, it symbolized the propitiatory force of the 
Eucharistic rite of the new law:

But if that text is taken to refer to the greatness of what is mystically symbo
lized, then there is a ‘commemoration’ which has an effect of great pro
pitiatory value. If you apply it to that ‘Bread which came down from 
heaven and gives life to the world’, that shewbread which ‘God has offered to 
us as a means of reconciliation, in virtue of faith, ransoming us with his 
blood’, and if you look to that commemoration of which the Lord says, ‘Do 
tins in comnieinoration of me’, then you will find that this is the unique 
commemoration which makes God propitious to men.31

31 P.G. XII, col. 547.
32 Propugnaculum Ecclesiae, Cologne 1526, p. 45.
33 The Life of Our Blessed Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, sect. XV; Works, 

London 1839, vol. Ill, pp. 297-8.

With patristic testimonies such as these the Catholic theologians 
of the sixteenth century justified the traditional language of propi
tiation used in connection with the Eucharistic sacrifice. (The 
passage from Origen just cited, for example, was urged by 
Chchtovaeus against Luther in 152632). They never tired of repeat
ing that the Mass is propitiatory because it is the means by which 
the propitiation of Christ’s one redemptive sacrifice is applied to 
us. The English Reformers understood that this was their position, 
and still rejected it. If exception is taken to such a manner of speak
ing about the propitiatory efficacy of the Mass, it must also be 
taken to that of later Anglican doctors of renown, including 
Jeremy Taylor and Thorndike, whose explanation of the term is 
similar to that of the late-mediaeval theologians:

It follows then [wrote Taylor in the seventeenth century] that the celebration 
of this sacrifice be, in its proportion, an instrument of applying the proper 
sacrifice to all the purposes which it first designed. It is, ministerially and by 
apphcation, an instrument propitiatory, it is eucharistical, it is an act of 
homage and of adoration, it is impetratory, and obtains for us and for the 
whole Church all the benefits of the sacrifice, which is now celebrated and 
applied.33

Herbert Thorndike ^1672) declared: ‘That the Eucharist may 
very properly be accounted a sacrifice propitiatory and impetra
tory both, in this regard, — because the offering of it up unto 
God, with and by the said prayers, doth render God propitious,
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and obtain at His hands the benefits of Christ’s death which it 
representeth, — there can be no cause to refuse, being no more 
than the simplicity of plain Christianity enforceth’.34John Johnson, 
friend of the Non-jurors, treated of this question in two works, 
Propitiatory Oblation in the Holy Eucharist,55 and Unbloody Sacrifice55 
To show that the Eucharist is a propitiatory and an expiatory 
sacrifice he used against his domestic adversaries the same argu
ments and the same patristic authorities that had been used by 
the Cathode theologians against the Reformers. He too insists 
that the Eucharistic propitiation is by way of application :

31 Epilogue to the Tragedy of the Church of England, Bk. Ill, chap. 5; Theological
Works, Oxford 1852, vol. VI, p. 108. cf. also p. 109: ‘I stick not to yield and to
maintain that the consecration of the Eucharist in order to the participation of it is 
indeed a sacrifice, whereby God is rendered propitious to, and the benefits of
Christ’s death obtained for, them that worthily receive it’.

35 First published anonymously in 1710; several passages from it were quoted in 
Tract 81, pp. 298-321.

36 Unbloody Sacrifice, and Altar, Unvail’d and Supported, chap. 2, sect. 2; London
1714, pp. 284-300. 37 Unbloody Sacrifice, pp. 294, 297.

38 T. Spacil, Doctrina theologiae Orientis separati de ss. eucharistia, Rome 1928,
vol. i,pp. 89-90. 39 Lambeth Report, 1930, p. 139, para. n.

Tis agreed on all hands that the merit and satisfaction whereby our sins are 
forgiven flow purely from the Grand Sacrifice; but I am now speaking of the 
actual application of these merits and this satisfaction, which was the end for 
which all Sacrifices under the Law, and the Eucharistical Sacrifice under the 
Gospel, were appointed by God.37

The theologians of the Eastern Orthodox churches, both in the 
middle ages and in modem times, have taught that the Eucharistic 
sacrifice is propitiatory in terms similar to those of the Western 
theologians.38 A committee report of the 1930 Lambeth Con
ference dealt with questions put by a delegation from the Ortho
dox Churches. One of these was: ‘Does the Anglican Church 
agree that the bread and wine become the Body and Blood of 
Christ, and that the rendering of the Eucharist is a spiritual sacrifice, 
propitiatory for the living and the dead?’ hi their reply the 
Anglican bishops voiced no objection to the term ‘propitiatory’; 
they said that their Church taught the doctrine of Eucharistic 
sacrifice contained in the Answer of their Archbishops to Leo XIII 
in 1897.39

★ ★ ★ ★ ★
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There still remains the ‘notorious admission’ of Stephen 
Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester until deprivedin 1551, Cranmer’s 
chief adversary in the Eucharistic controversy and champion of 
the Catholic-minded party at the time. Anglican authors have 
attached great importance to a sentence in his public sermon on 
St Peter’s Day 1548, in which he is said to have ‘deplored the 
popular teaching’ on the subject of propitiatory Masses, and to 
have admitted the corruption of doctrine in recent times. Puller, 
Kidd, Gore and Gibson make much of his confession,40 and Dr 
Mascall too includes him among the witnesses for the prosecution 
in the case against late-mediaeval theology:

40 Puller, R.A.R. 1895, vol. I, p. 401, and Essays, p. 129; Kidd, Later Mediaeval 
Doctrine, pp. 69-70; Gore, The Body of Christ (1st edit.), pp. 304-5; Gibson, The 
Thirty-nine Articles, p. 692, note. Similarly H. E. Symonds, The Council of Trent 
and Anglican Formularies, London 1933, p. 127.

41 C.Q.K. January-March 1957, p. 17; cf. Dugmore, op. cit. p. 193.

Bishop Gardiner, whom no one would describe as an extreme reformer, 
observed that ‘when men added to the Mass an opinion of satisfaction or of a 
new redemption, they put it to another use than it was ordained for’.41

It is time to study the records a little more closely to see whether 
this oft-quoted sentence is a reliable support for the argument 
based on it; whether it is certain, as Bishop Gibson claimed, that 
‘Gardiner’s language can only have been called out by existing 
false teaching’. From the beginning of the new reign Gardiner’s 
opposition to the religious innovations in progress or in project 
had brought him into colhsion with Somerset and Cranmer. He 
had been imprisoned in the Fleet for four months in 1547, and was 
again placed under arrest in 1548. In June of that year he was 
ordered by Somerset to preach at Paul’s Cross to express his com- 
pliance with the religious reforms of the previous and current 
reigns, and on the 29th of that month, St Peter’s Day, he dehvered 
the sermon in the presence of the young King, the Council and a 
great concourse of people. The Bishop, ‘much unquieted, per- 

. plexed and troubled’ throughout a sleepless night, had prepared 
and rehearsed his lengthy discourse with great care. His attendant 
later testified: ‘The most part of all that night the said bishop 
walked in a chamber, musing and devising of his sermon, speaking 
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and preaching aloud thereof in so much that this deponent never 
saw him in the like trouble before.’42 Gardiner knew that his 
future, his liberty, and perhaps even his life depended on what he 
was to say. It would seem that any admission made in such cir
cumstances should in any case be treated with reserve.

Gardiner’s endeavour was evidently to go as far as he could, 
short of denying his beliefs, to find conciliating language which 
should be acceptable to the authorities. ‘This method of com
pliance was deliberately adopted in the hope of saving the essential 
feature of the ancient system which still remained. On reading his 
sermon there can be no doubt as to his intention and aim. He 
accepted what had been done in order to secure at least the main
tenance of the mass’.43 His keen legal mind found expressions by 
which he could signify his acquiescence in such measures as the 
suppression of monasteries, of chantries, obits and traditional cere
monies, without approving the ultimate purpose of the Reform
ers. Wherever he could, he used language which accorded with 
the views of the party in power, whose leaders were listening 
critically to his every word. So, on the subject of the Mass, 
although still calling it a ‘daily sacrifice’ and ‘profitable for the 
living and the dead’, he stressed its commemorative nature, said 
that it had the effect of strengthening men’s faith in their redemp
tion, and insisted that Christ’s all-sufficient sacrifice on the cross 
was the only satisfaction for sin. Then, according to the report of 
his sermon later used at his trial and printed by Foxe, he referred 
to the Act suppressing chantries, explaining that no condemnation 
of the Mass itself was necessarily imphed thereby, but only of 
abuses to which it was said the chantries had given rise. It is in this 
passage that the famous sentence occurs :

If chantries were abused by applying the Mass for the satisfaction of sin, or to 
bring men to heaven, or to take away sin, or to make men, of wicked, just, I 
like the Act well; and they might well be dissolved, for the Mass was not 
instituted for any such purpose. ... As for the chantries themselves, if there 
were any such abuse in them concerning the Mass, it is no matter if they be 
taken away. King Henry the Eighth, a noble and wise prince, not without a 
42 Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, vol. VI, p. 232.
43 Gasquet and Bishop, Edward VI and the Book of Common Prayer, 1st edition, 

p. 116.
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great pain, maintained the Mass; and yet in his doctrine it was confessed 
that Masses of ‘Scala coeli’ were not to be used nor allowed because they did 
pervert the right use and institution of the Mass. For when men add unto the 
Mass an opinion of satisfaction or of a new redemption, then do they put it to 
another use than it was ordained for. I, that allow Mass so well, and I, that 
allow praying for the dead (as indeed the dead are of Christian charity to be 
prayed for), yet can agree with the realm in that matter of putting down 
chantries.44

Even though Gardiner was speaking under moral duress, and 
although he cóuld have conceded allegations about the pre
valence of abuses and errors without denying a point of faith, the 
guarded and hypothetical nature of his admissions is apparent. If 
the alleged abuses existed, he said, they were rightly reformed; 
if chantries were used to foster the notion that the Mass justified 
the wicked without repentance, then the Act suppressing them 
was well justified; when an opinion is put forward asserting a new 
redemption in the Mass, it is a false opinion. Even in the words 
referring to Masses of‘Scala coeli’ as an abuse perverting ‘the right 
use and institution of the Mass’, Gardiner does not personally 
vouch for their being such, but cautiously says that Henry VIII ‘in 
his doctrine’ had made this allegation and had acted accordingly. 
(The expression referred to Masses said at certain privileged altars, 
to which had been attached the same plenary indulgences as could 
be gained at certain Roman sanctuaries.)

A small but not insignificant inaccuracy may be noted in the 
quotation of the celebrated sentence in the St Peter’s Day sermon 
as given by some Anglican authors, including Puller, Gore and 
Mascall. According to them, Gardiner said, ‘when men added unto 
the Mass an opinion ... of a new redemption’; by which the 
preacher would appear to have admitted that such a heretical 
addition to the doctrine of the Mass had actually been made at 
some time in the past. In the original report as reproduced by 
Foxe, however, the text is in the present tense, ‘when men add 
unto the Mass an opinion . . . etc.’, which, taken in conjunction 
with the hypothetical cast of the whole passage, does not commit 
Gardiner to the assertion that such a false opinion had in fact been 
received or even heard of in the pre-Reformation Church. There

44 Foxe, Acts and Monuments, vol. VI, pp. 89-90.
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is no suggestion that this modification of the original text by the 
authors named was deliberate. It seems to have originated in a 
misapprehension by Puller and Gore of the passage in Dixon’s 
History of the Church of England45 from which they took Gardiner’s 
famous remark. Dixon had related Gardiner’s words as indirect 
speech, and so had changed the present tense into a past form : ‘He 
thought the chantries were well dissolved . . . “for when men 
added . . .” etc.’ Puller and Gore evidently assumed the past tense 
to have been in the original, and retained it when quoting the 
words as direct speech. The quotation in this form has been 
borrowed by other Anglican authors.

How precarious it is in any case to base on a single phrase from 
Gardiner’s sermon an argument about the corrupt state of the late- 
mediaeval theology of the Mass further appears from the fact that 
the report from which the phrase is taken is not an exact record of 
the words spoken. The report preserved by Foxe is a relatively 
short summary of the lengthy discourse. It was one of the docu
ments used in the proceedings against Gardiner, whose sermon, 
despite his care to express himself in accommodating language, 
brought him straight to the Tower. The head and front of his 
offending was that he had, contrary to Somerset’s express pro
hibition, treated of the Sacrament and of the Mass. That he had 
done so could not be challenged; it was unnecessary to reproduce 
exactly all the words he had spoken. There are several indications 
that the official summary, although reproducing correctly the 
general tenor of his discourse, was not a verbatim report. A Cam
bridge manuscript has been found containing notes of the sermon 
probably taken at the time by another reporter, which though 
agreeing in sense differ considerably in expression from the printed 
version.46 Foxe himself prints a long series of depositions of wit
nesses who had heard the sermon. Much additional matter is re
ferred to in these depositions, and there are many differences in 
phraseology and arrangement between them and the official sum
mary. As an example, the following excerpt from the deposition 
of James Basset, gentleman attendant to Gardmer, may be com
pared with the corresponding passage in the official version quoted

45 vol. Ill, p. 264. 46 Gasquet and Bishop, op. cit. p. 116, note.
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‘an independent sacrifice and a new redemption’ 
above. Basset, who doubtless took good care to attend to the 
words on which his master’s fate might depend, here gives his 
account of the very part of the sermon that is our present interest:

[He] spake of masses of ‘Scala coeli’, masses satisfactory, masses in number; 
and said that, for the abuse of them, they were well taken away. And as for 
chantry obits, he liked the foundation: that was, to praying for the dead. Yet, 
if the rulers thought it engendered a dissolute living amongst the people, 
persuading themselves falsely that, although they lived never so loosely all 
the days of their lives, yet afterwards they might buy heaven with money, he 
said, that was an absurdity, if any so thought.47

47 Foxe’s Acts and Monuments vol. VI, p. 233. cf. the deposition of the priest 
Robert Willanton (ibid. p. 204): ‘The said bishop spake of the Mass, saying it 
profiteth both for the living and the dead; but as for masses of‘Scala coeli’, 
masses satisfactory, or masses in number, he could not find them by Scripture.’

48 Explication; text in Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 361. Cranmer was able to 
make capital out of the fact that Gardiner’s use of the term ‘satisfactory’ differed 
from that of other scholastic authors (ibid. p. 362). That Bonner observed the 
same usage as Gardiner on this point (and that they were in accord with the 
ordinary traditional doctrine) can be seen from the articles cited in Appendix A 
below, no. 41.

It is evident that in Gardiner’s terminology ‘an opinion of 
satisfaction’ was equivalent to ‘an opinion of a new redemption’. 
That is, he restricted the term ‘satisfactory’ to what Christ suffered 
physically on Calvary, whereas other theologians saw that it was 
unobjectionable to describe the Mass as ‘satisfactory’, in the sense 
that it contained and applied the satisfaction made by Christ on 
the cross. Gardiner himself was quite ready to say that the Mass 
was propitiatory, but because of his terminology he was reluctant 
to say that it was satisfactory. This restricted use of the term led 
to his being at cross purposes with Cranmer in their written con
troversy, and he had to explain that, according to his acceptance 
of the term,

the daily sacrifice, in respect of the action of the priest, cannot be called 
satisfactory, and it is a word indeed that soundeth not well so placed, although 
it might be saved by a signification, and therefore [I] think that word rather 
to be well expounded than by captious understanding brought in slander 
when it is used; and this speech to be frequented, that the only immolation of 
Christ in himself upon the altar of the cross is the very satisfactory sacrifice 
for reconcihation of mankind to the favour of God.48
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Whatever the actual words spoken by Gardiner at Paul’s Cross, 
we are not left in doubt about his views on the point which is in 
question here. They are to be found in the controversial works on 
the sacrament which he wrote against Cranmer during the years 
immediately following. He said that the Eucharist is a sacrifice 
bringing to men the propitiatory effects of Christ’s death and 
that Christ is therein ‘our sacrifice, and a sacrifice propitiatory 
for all the sms of the world’.49 About the allegation that the Mass 
had been held to be a reiterated redemption, as though supplying 
something that was wanting to the atonement made perfectly by 
Christ, he expressed himself unambiguously. Far from asserting 
that Catholic teachers had introduced such an opinion, he expressly 
denied that there ever had been such teaching:

This is agreed and by the scriptures plainly taught, that the oblation and 
sacrifice of our Saviour Christ was and is a perfect work, once consummate 
in perfection without necessity of iteration, as it was never taught to be reiterate, 
but a mere blasphemy to presuppose it.50

19 In Cranmer’s Works, vol. I, pp. 344, 360-1 and 83.
60 ibid. p. 344; italics mine.
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Chapter Twelve

THE ‘CRUDE AND OBJECTIONABLE 
MODE OF EXPRESSION’ OF THOSE WHO

SAID THAT THE MASS WAS THE SAME 
SACRIFICE AS THAT OF CALVARY

In the opinion of the authors mentioned in the previous 
chapter, the cardinal error of pre-Reformation theology lay in 
unduly separating the sacrifice of the altar from that of the 
cross. Other critics brought an exactly opposite charge: the error 

lay in unduly identifying the two. Whereas Newman in Tract 90 
explained Article XXXI as a protest against a theory of a Eucharis
tic oblation distinct from and independent of that of Calvary, 
William Palmer, a conservative ally of Pusey, declared that the 
article was a protest against the notion that the Eucharist was the 
same sacrifice as that of Calvary:

The article was directed against the errors maintained or countenanced by 
such men as Soto, Hardinge, etc. who, by rejecting the doctrine of a sacrifice 
by way of commemoration and consecration and not literally identical with 
that of the cross, and by their crude and objectionable mode of expression, 
countenanced the vulgar error, that the sacrifice of the eucharist or mass was 
in every respect equal to that of Christ on the cross ; and that it was in fact 
either a reiteration or a continuation of that sacrifice.1

1 Treatise on the Church, first published 1838; 3rd edition, London 1842, 
vol. II, p. 347. The objection seems to have been suggested to Palmer by a 
passage in Le Courayer’s Défense de la dissertation.

21st edition, pp. 7-8. Cardinal Newman later referred to this passage in 
Tract 81 to show that Pusey and the Tractarians had not held an orthodox 
Catholic view of the Eucharistic sacrifice. {Via Media, vol. II, 1901, pp. 352-3).

In his introductory essay to Tract 81 Pusey too found fault with 
the Catholic theologians who said that ‘the sacrifice of the Mass is 
the same as that of the Cross’.2 Bishop Forbes of Brechin, in his 
Explanation of the Thirty-nine Articles, repeated the words of 
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Palmer just quoted.3 J. B. Mozley declared that popular belief be
fore the Reformation led towards ‘the extreme and monstrous 
conclusion that the Sacrifice of the Mass is the very same with that 
upon the Cross’, and that the Council of Trent only just saved 
itself from this conclusion.4 This is a complaint that goes back to 
the sixteenth century. Thomas Becon, prebendary of Canterbury 
and chaplain to Cranmer, wrote:

The papists cannot be content with this doctrine, that the supper of the Lord 
(which they more gladly term ‘the Mass’) should be a memorial or re
membrance of that sacrifice which Christ himself offered on the cross; but 
they will have it the selfsame sacrifice, of the same virtue, strength, efficacy, 
might and power, to save the souls both of the quick and dead.5

This objection is not merely a quibble about terminology. To 
speak of a substantial identity between the Eucharistic sacrifice 
and the redemptive sacrifice of Christ runs counter to the Refor
mation doctrines of soteriology and justification, and it is not at all 
surprising that Protestant theologians such as Karl Barth6 will have 
none of it. Professor T. F. Torrance (Church of Scotland), while 
sympathetic to the reinstatement of a doctrine of Eucharistic offer
ing in some form, firmly excludes any such talk of ‘identity’, 
saying that it ‘involves an entire displacement of the centre of 
gravity’. He judges that ‘The denial of Christ’s substitutionary act 
at this point for some doctrine of identity would mean an under
mining of the atoning work of Christ’.7 Reformed theology is 
consistent with itself in making this protest; it is however sur
prising that Anglo-Catholic authors should have taken exception 
to the language of ‘identity’.

It is Catholic doctrine that the sacrifice of the altar is ‘not a mere

3 Oxford 1868, vol. II, p. 604. After Palmer’s words, ‘a continuation of that 
sacrifice’, Forbes interposed this qualification: ‘i.e. actively a continuation’, cf. his 
Theological Defence, London i860, p. 71.

4 Letters and other Theological Papers, London 1883, p. 216. Kidd repeats Mozley’s 
words: Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 115-6.

5 Catechism and other Pieces written in the Reign of Edward VI, P.S. p. 246.
8 ‘Wird hier abgewiesen die Identifikation des ereignismassen Zeugnisses mit 

dem bezeugten Ereignis’: Die christliche Lehre nach dem Heidelberger Catechismus, 
Zurich 1948, p. 104.

7 T. F. Torrance, ‘Eschatology and the Eucharist’, in Inter-Communion, p. 331. 
I was directed to the passage of Barth just quoted by Professor Torrance’s 
reference.
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commemoration’ of Calvary; that in a true sense it is one and the 
same as the sacrifice of the cross.8 Palmer, Pusey and Mozley are 
not mistaken in supposing that Catholic theologians in the six
teenth century maintained this opinion (although in point of fact 
the two authors named by Palmer as fosterers of error wrote too 
late to have any influence on the Edwardine Reformation). The 
theologians of the late middle ages, as of all Christian ages, asserted 
the unity between Christ’s redemptive oblation and its unbloody 
presentation in the Eucharist. The patristic text about the Mass 
most commonly quoted by the schoolmen was that of ‘Ambrose’ 
(really St John Chrysostom) given in Peter Lombard’s Sentences 
and already referred to in Chapter V above:

The same reality, remaining always the same, is offered, and so this is the 
same sacrifice. Otherwise, would you say that because the sacrifice is offered 
in many places, therefore there are many Christs’ No, but there is one 
Christ in. all those places, fully present here and fully present there. And just 
as what is offered in all places is one and the same body, so there is one and 
the same sacrifice. Christ offered a victim, and we offer the selfsame now.9

Theodore of Mopsuestia, (t428) a contemporary of St John 
Chrysostom, had written likewise:

All the priests of the new covenant offer the same sacrifice continually, in 
every place and in every age; because the sacrifice which was offered for all is 
also one—the sacrifice of Christ our Lord, who accepted death for us, and by 
the offering of that sacrifice has purchased salvation for us, as blessed Paul 
says. ‘By one oblation’, he says indeed, ‘He hath perfected for ever them that 
are sanctified. [Heb. X.14J’.10

If Christ’s sacrifice rendered all other sacrifices unnecessary, asks 
the great exegete Theodoret of Cyrus (tc.458), ‘why then do the 
priests of the new covenant celebrate the mystic liturgy?’ He 
answers: ‘It is plain to all those versed in divine things that we do 
not offer another, distinct sacrifice; but ours is the recalling of the 
one saving sacrifice’.11 Similar language is found in the writings of

8 Council of Trent, Session XXII, chap. 2 & can. 3; Denz. 940, 950.
9 Sentences, Book IV, distinction 12, cap. 5. See Chapter V above, pp. 75-6-
10 Catechetical Homilies, no. 19; T.E.P. vol. II, p. 92.
11 Commentary on Hebrews, VIII, 4 seq.; P.G. vol. LXXXII, col. 735. StEulogius 

of Alexandria (Ro?) gives the same explanation of Heb. viii.14, when writing of 
‘the dread sacrifice of the Lord’s body which is performed by us’. (P.G. LXXXVI, 
col. 2962).
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several other Fathers,12 as well as in those of the early scholastics,13 
of the thirteenth-century doctors,14 of the late-mediaeval school
men,15 of the Tridentine theologians,16 and of others down to our 
own day.17 The Byzantine tradition is the same. In a noble con
fession of faith, the Synod of Constantinople in 1156 affirmed the 
complete identity of the sacrifice in its offering on the cross and on 
the altar. The Synod anathematized any who, by misunderstand
ing the scriptural word anamnesis, should assert that the Eucharist 
was a new and merely figurative sacrifice, and should thus con
tradict the faith of the Church and ‘empty out the mystery of the 
divine and awesome sacrifice of the liturgy’.18 This age-old teach
ing of both East and West was summed up by Pope Leo XIII in 
1898 in these words :

12 Texts from the Fathers and early scholastics, indicating that the Eucharist is 
the same sacrifice as that of the cross, are cited and discussed by Thomassinus, 
Dogmata theologica, book X, chap. 16-18 (Vivès edit. Paris 1868, vol. IV, pp. 358— 
377)-

13 e.g. Peter the Venerable, (fii56) : ‘It is not one sacrifice then and a different 
one now, but altogether the same sacrifice (idem prorsus sacrificium) both then and 
now; that is, the same Christ is offered.’ (Tractatus contra Petrobrusianos, P.L. 
CLXXXIX, col. 811).

14 e.g. St Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Hebrews, cap. X, lect. i, and Summa 
theologica, III. 83.1 ad 1.

15 e.g. Gabriel Biel, In IV Sent. dist. 8, qu.i.
16 Denz. 940; also Catechism of the Council of Trent, II.4.76: ‘We therefore 

confess that the sacrifice of the Mass is one and the same sacrifice with that of the 
cross’.

17 e.g. A. Van Hove, Tractatus de sanctissima Eucharistia, 2nd. edit. Mechlin 1941, 
pp. 249-52 (‘De identitate substantiali inter sacrificium crucis et sacrificium 
altaris’).

18 P.G. vol. CXL, col. 176-7. cf. the excellent treatise of Nicholas Cabasilas, 
Explanation of the Divine Liturgy, cited with esteem at the Council of Trent. 
P.G. CL, especially chap. 32, col. 440-1.

After Christ’s ascension into heaven, that very same sacrifice [of the cross] is 
continued by the Eucharistic sacrifice. Consequently they are in serious 
error who reject the latter, as if it derogated from the reality and efficacy of 
the sacrifice wrought by Christ when he was nailed to the cross, ‘offered 
once for all to drain the cup of a world’s sins’ (HeEix.28). That expiation for 
sins was wholly perfect and complete; nor is it in any way another expiation, 
but the very same, that is present in the Eucharistic sacrifice. ... It was the divine 
plan of the Redeemer that the sacrifice consummated once upon the cross 
should be perpetual and perennial. It is made perpetual in the most holy 
Eucharist, which brings not merely a figure or an empty commemoration
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‘the same sacrifice as that of calvary’
of the reality but the reality itself, although under a different appearance.19

It is, then, no matter for surprise that at the time of the Refor
mation Catholic theologians were writing in similar terms about 
the identity of the sacrifice of the altar with that of the cross. On 
an earlier page passages have been quoted to the same effect from 
the works of Biel and Cajetan, the two leading representatives of 
the late-mediaeval schools.20 In England St John Fisher voiced the 
ordinary teaching of the time when he wrote: ‘By the offering of 
this sacrifice we become participators of that sacrifice which he 
formerly immolated for us upon the cross; which certainly is not 
different from this, but in reality completely the same’.21 Critics 
who consider such language to be ‘crude and objectionable’ or 
‘extreme and monstrous’ will naturally find serious fault with pre
Reformation teaching about the Eucharistic sacrifice. But in that 
case their objection must He not only against the Catholic theolog
ians before and after Trent, not only against the Fathers and early 
doctors, but also against eminent divines of the Anglican com
munion since the days of Bishop Jeremy Taylor (J 1667) who wrote 
that Christ’s ministers ‘offer up the same sacrifice’ as his.22 The 
Anglican Archbishops of Canterbury and York, in their Answer to 
Pope Leo XIII in 1897, declared: ‘The sacrifice of the eternal 
Priest and the sacrifice of the Church ... in some way certainly 
are one’.23 And Dr E. L. Mascall expresses the traditional truth in 
these words:

Each Eucharist is, to borrow the phrase of the Apocalypse, a door opened in 
heaven (Rev. iv.i), so that it is not a repetition of Christ’s sacrifice but is 
identical with it. . . . The Eucharist is not a different sacrifice from that of 
Calvary, but the same sacrifice; in it Calvary is not repeated, nor is it added 
to, but it is re-presented.24
19 Letter to the Bishops of Scotland, 1898 (Leonis XIII Acta, vol. XVIII, pp. no

li 1); italics mine. Similarly, the Encyclical Mirae Caritatis of Leo XIII(i9O2), ibid, 
vol. XXII, p. 134; the Encyclical Mediator Dei of Pope Pius XII (1947), A.A.S. 
vol. XXXIX, pp. 548 & 580.

20 See Chapter V, notes 22, 27, 29, 30, and corresponding text.
21 De veritate corporis et sanguinis Christi in eucharistia . .. adversus Johannem 

Oecolampadium; Opera, Wurzburg 1597, col. 937. Gardiner likewise asserted 
‘identity’: see Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, pp. 357-8, 360, 364.

22 Works, 1847 edition, vol. II, p. 643; similarly Thorndike, Laws of the Church, 
iii.5.19 (Works, vol. IV, p. 117); Johnson, Unbloody Sacrifice, pp. 91 seq.

23 Answer of the Archbishops, chapter xi; 1954 edition, p. 37.
24 Christ, the Christian and the Church, pp. 162, 182.
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Bishop Forbes of Brechin, although quoting with approval 
Palmer’s criticism of the ‘crude and objectionable’ language of the 
sixteenth-century theologians, did not realize that they had done 
no more than use the same language and the same arguments 
that he himself put forward on a famous occasion. In his episcopal 
charge of 1857, which led to his arraignment before his fellow 
bishops in 1859, he stated:

The ancient doctors teach that the Eucharistic Sacrifice is the same sub
stantially with that of the Cross. .. . No words of man can strengthen the 
tremendous and absolute identity of the two Sacrifices—or rather, as I 
should prefer to say, of the one Sacrifice in its two aspects. Unless you hold 
that in some transcendental sense the Sacrifice of the Cross and the Sacrifice 
of the Altar are identical, you contradict the Apostle, who says there is no 
more sacrifice for sin. You must admit a true, proper Eucharistic Sacrifice, 
compelled to do so by the unanimous testimony of antiquity; but if it be a 
true and proper Sacrifice, it must be either one with the Cross, or supple
mentary to it. I believe that the non-recognition of this identity has been the 
main cause of the non-acceptance of the doctrine of an Eucharistic Sacrifice 
by many earnest minds. Say as you will, if you disjoin the Sacrifice of the 
Cross from the Sacrifice of the Altar, you make the former incomplete. 
Either there is no such thing as the Sacrifice of the Eucharist, in which case 
the Church has erred from the very beginning, or in some mysterious way it 
is, in a sense, one with the offering on Calvary.25

It is ironical that this admirable explanation of Bishop Forbes 
called forth from his fellow churchmen the same indignant 
criticism that Palmer and Mozley levelled against the parallel 
explanations of the Roman theologians.26

Once again the theologians of the later middle ages are found to 
be innocent of any departure from the beaten track of tradition. 
Attacking the papists’ doctrine of the Mass as unscriptural, the 
Reformers used the biblical texts that assert the all-sufficiency of 
the one sacrifice of Calvary; the Catholics constantly answered 
them by insisting that the Mass is not a new and different sacrifice,
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28 A Primary Charge, 3rd edition, London 1858, pp. 40-41. Bishop Forbes 
repeated and defended his words in his Theological Defence, prepared with the 
co-operation of Pusey and Keble (London i860, pp. 3, 13-5). The same argument 
was used by Thomas Netter in the fifteenth century; see Appendix A, no. 3.

26 The story of Bishop Forbes’s trial is given by W. H. McKean, The Eucha
ristic Doctrine of the Oxford Movement, London 1933, pp. 138-9.



‘the same sacrifice as that of calvary’
but the same as that unique redemptive sacrifice.27 That is the 
simple explanation of the expression which Palmer, Pusey and 
Mozley judged to be objectionable. Calvin is a witness that this is 
what the Catholics claimed, and he calls it ‘the subterfuge by 
which the father of lies is wont to cloak this fraud of his’.28 The 
unity between the daily sacrifice of the altar and the atoning 
sacrifice made once for all upon the cross takes us to the heart of 
the Eucharistic mystery. That such a unity exists is one of the data 
of the Christian revelation; but it is only to be expected that this 
mysterious unity will not be easy to explain in words, and that 
different theologians will speculate differently in their attempts to 
explain it. Since there is more than one orthodox sense in which 
that unity may be understood, it is pertinent to ask how the pre
Tridentine schoolmen understood it; and to answer that question 
it will be useful first to make a review of what Catholic theolog
ians of today say on the subject. This review will provide a 
standard of orthodoxy by which to measure the mediaeval opin
ions, and will at the same time throw light on all the themes 
which have perforce to be discussed piecemeal in these chapters. 
The study of the doctrinal conflicts of times long ago is important 
for us, ultimately, in so far as it helps us to know the timeless 
truth.

27 A collection of statements by the bishops and theologians of the Council of 
Trent on this point is given by E. Jamoulle, ‘L’unite sacrificielle de la cene, la 
croix et l’autel au concile de Trente’, in Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses, 
XXII, 1946, pp. 34-69.

28 Institutes, IV.18; C.R. vol. XXIX, col. 1025.
29 Session III, chap. 4; Denz. 1796.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

By its very nature the Holy Eucharist, the Mysterium Fidei, will 
always remain mysterious as long as we walk by faith and not by 
sight. But here as in other revealed truths, to cite the words of the 
Vatican Council, ‘reason illustrated by faith, if it seeks with dili
gence, reverence and prudence, receives from God a kind of 
understanding, a most fruitful insight into his mysteries’.29 About 
the mystery of the Eucharistic offering and its unity with the 
redemptive sacrifice there has been a long process of unfolding of 
what is implicit in the Church’s belief. Although the teaching
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authority of the Church has intervened to guide theological 
speculation away from certain unprofitable paths, several different 
approaches to the question are still open and are being actively 
explored. In the present century the ‘faith that seeks understanding’ 
has been applied to this mystery with fruitful results. The en
cyclical Mediator Dei of Pope Pius XII (November 20th 1947) is an 
important milestone in this doctrinal progress. The literature on 
the subject grows vaster every year, and even to classify the 
authors’ theories in precise categories is often a difficult task. Yet 
certam general patterns can be discerned. The answers of the 
theologians to our present question, ‘How is the sacrifice of the 
altar the same as the sacrifice of the cross?’, may be reduced to one 
of the following:

(1) The sacrifice of the Mass is the same as the sacrifice of the 
cross simply because in both there is the same divine victim 
and the same high priest, and the same salutary effects are 
made available for men.

(2) They are the same for the further reason that the sacrificial 
will, considered to be the essential constituent of sacrifice, 
is the same in both.

(3) They are the same because one combines with the other as 
a part with a whole.

(4) They are the same in the strictest numerical identity 
because through the Mass, as a sacramental means, the very 
reality of the redemptive sacrifice is made present and 
operative in a manner transcending space and time.

Corresponding to these four answers, four general groups of 
theories about the inner essence of the Mass-sacrifice can be 
distinguished.30 A description of each in turn will be in place here, 
to make clearer the sense of the four answers listed above.

All Catholic authors, of course, admit a substantial identity 
between the sacrifice of the Mass and that of the cross, according

80 It is possible to classify these theories according to several different schemes; 
some do not fit exactly into any one category. Other classifications are given by 
A. Van Hove, Tractatus de sanctissima Eucharistia, 2nd edit. Mechlin 1941; A. 
Piolanti in the volume Eucaristia (of which he was also the editor), Rome 1957, 
pp. 339 seq.; G. Filograssi, De sanctissima Eucharistia, 6th edit. Rome 1957, pp. 373 
seq.; R. Garrigou-Lagrange, De Eucharistia, Turin and Paris 1948, pp. 281 seq.
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to the doctrine of Trent that ‘the victim is one and the same, and 
he who now offers through the ministry of priests is the same as 
he who once offered himself upon the cross’, and that ‘the fruits 
of that oblation in blood are made abundantly available through 
this bloodless offering’.31 After this basic agreement, the theolo
gians diverge in their speculations, according to the following 
four broad categories :

(i) In the first group may be classified those post-Tridentine 
authors who would restrict the identity of the sacrifice to the 
common elements defined in the decree of Trent — namely, iden
tity of victim, of principal offerer, and of effects. Beyond that they 
would admit, in a certain sense, a specific difference. In this 
general category may be included the post-Reformation ‘destruc
tion’ theories — now for the most part abandoned — associated 
with the names of Bellarmine, Suarez, De Lugo and others. These 
authors sought to show that the technical definition of a sacrifice 
was verified in the Mass by reason of some new act of alteration 
caused in it : such as the extinction of the substance of the bread and 
wine (Suarez), or the consumption of the sacramental species in 
the priest’s communion, bringing to an end Christ’s sacramental 
presence (Bellarmine), or even the acceptance by Christ of a state 
of humiliation (De Lugo). These theories (which will claim more 
detailed attention in Chapter XX, where it will be seen that they 
were by no means the enormities some have imagined them to be) 
were elaborated under the pressure of counter-Reformation con
troversies, and have not stood the test of time. Cardinal Billot 
(fi93i) played a large part in the reaction against them. His own 
theory (which remains in excellent repute32) may justly be classi
fied with them in the same broad category, however, since he too, 
while admitting a substantial identity between the sacrifice of the 
Mass and that of Calvary, admits a specific difference in the manner 
in which the definition of sacrifice is verified in the two cases.

In a sacrifice, he explains, an outward immolatory sign ex
presses the inward self-oblation to God. In the sacrifice of Calvary

31 Denz. 940.
32 Authors who follow Billot hi this question include N. Gihr, E. Hugueny, 

L. Labauhre, J. Grimai, G. Van Noort, A. Michel, J. M. Hervé, A. Tanquerey, 
L. Lercher, J. Van der Meersch, J. A. De Aldama.
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Christ’s inner oblation was signified by his real immolation; in the 
sacrifice of the Mass it is signified by a ‘mystical immolation’— 
the consecration of the bread and wine separately, which symbol
izes the state of his redemptive death when his blood was separated 
from his body. This mystical immolation is therefore both a rep
resentative sign of the sacrifice of the cross and at the same time it 
is a distinct liturgical act, sufficient to verify Billot’s definition of 
sacrifice. In this respect he admits, in a certain sense, not only a 
numerical but even a specific difference between the sacrifice of 
the altar and that of the cross. When the Fathers and doctors 
assert that they are ‘one and the same’, he explains, this must be 
understood ‘according to that common usage of metonymy, by 
which the word “sacrifice” is used for the reahty which has been 
sacrificed, or for the victim offered up’.33

33 ‘Consequentia est, non idem esse sacrificium missae et sacrificium crucis, sed 
aEud et aEud, et non solum numerice aEud, verum etiam specifi.ce. Cum enim 
sacrificium in offerendo consistât, diversificata ratione offerendi, sacrificium 
etiam diversificetur necesse est. Proinde, si quae passim auctoritates oppositum 
dicere videbuntur, in eo sensu erunt intelfigendae, in quo per sat communem 
metonymiam sacrificium pro re sacrificata seu victima oblata usurpari solet’. 
De Ecclesiae sacramentis, 7th edit. Rome 1931, vol. 1, p. 607.

34 L’Idée du sacrifice de la messe depuis l’origine jusqu’à nos jours, Paris 1926, 
PP- 737-57-

(2) The second category comprises the opinions of a number of 
authors who hold that the essence of sacrifice is solely in the 
offerer’s will, in his inward attitude of loving self-donation to 
God; they consider that an outward expression of this spiritual 
oblation is needed, not as an essential element to constitute a sacri
fice, but (at the most) as a condition for it to become operative. 
M. Lepin, who is the best-known exponent of this theory in 
recent times, distinguishes between sacrifice proper, which he 
calls ‘personal’ or ‘direct’, and its outward manifestation, which 
he calls ‘ritual’ or ‘symbolic’ sacrifice, and which is only a sign of 
the first, answering to a need felt by man to have a visible token 
of his sacrifice.  He explains that the essential sacrifice of Christ, 
liis dedicated human will, existed from the first instant of his Incar
nation and will exist for ever. It was expressed outwardly by all 
his actions throughout his life, but in a special manner in his pas
sion (that moment of his everlasting sacrifice to which, by divine

34
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decree, man’s redemption was attached) ; and it continues to be 
manifested in heaven. When by the Eucharistic consecration 
Christ becomes present at the altar, he is there with the perpetual 
sacrifice of his will, which he communicates to his Church 
through the Eucharistic oblation. As befits our bodily nature, his 
essential inner sacrifice is signified on earth through an outward 
ritual action — the double consecration of the species of bread 
and wine — which is a symbolic link with Christ’s passion.

In support of this ‘inner oblation’ theory Lepin claims the 
patronage of the French school of the seventeenth century (es
pecially of Bérulle, Con dr en and Olier)35 and of some German 
theologians of the nineteenth.36 Others have defended it in a modi
fied form.37 In this theory the identity between the sacrifice of the 
cross and that of the altar is easily explained: it lies in the identity 
in both instances of Christ’s inner sacrificial will, which alone is 
held to constitute the essence of his sacrifice.

35 For the theory of the French school, see Lepin, op. cit. pp. 462-513 ; also his 
earlier study, L’Idée du sacrifice dans la religion chrétienne: principalement d’après le 
Père de Condren et M. Olier (Paris and Lyons 1897). Lepin’s reading of his authors, 
however, was influenced by his own firmly-held presuppositions ; for a necessary 
corrective, see J. Galy, Le Sacrifice dans l’Ecole française, Paris 1951.

36 For the German theologians, see Lepin, L’Idée du sacrifice de la messe, pp. 572- 
585, 624-45; Michel, art. ‘Messe’ in D.T.C. vol. X, col. 1222-4; Van Hove, 
De sanctissima Eucharistia, pp. 289-90.

37 Other ‘oblationists’ are named by A. Piolanti in his II Mistero Eucaristico, 
Florence 1955, p. 321.

38 de la Taille rejects the ‘mere oblation’ theory as insufficient in Mysterium 
Fidei, 3rd edit. pp. 677 seq.

A greater number of theologians, however, while agreeing that 
all sacrifice must proceed from a spirit of inward submission and 
self-dedication to God, hold that this inward attitude of will is not 
alone sufficient to explain the essence of sacrifice. Man by nature 
is body as well as spirit, and human hfe is essentially social; thus 
sacrifice, man’s highest act of worship, must partake of both ele
ments of his composite nature, and it must have a social character. 
Hence the outward ritual expression of man’s creaturely dedica
tion to God is not a mere accessory but an essential element of 
sacrifice. Moreover, as Maurice de la Taille points out, ‘sacrifice by 
its very nature is a sign; but a sign does not exist unless it has out
ward reality’.38 As well as sharing these general objections against
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the theory of ‘inner oblation alone’, many theologians do not 
consider such a theory adequate to explain what Scripture teaches 
about the redemptive sacrifice of the cross. The New Testament 
writers do not present Christ’s sacrifice as constituted by his dedi
cated will alone, but they attribute a saving power to his im
molation in the passion, to his act of dying, which is not merely an 
occasion or accessory of his sacrifice, but of its very essence.39

(3) A third group of theologians explain that there is a numeri
cal unity between the sacrifice of the cross and that of the altar, in 
the sense that the latter is the complement of the former or com
bines with it as a part with a whole. Of the theories of this type, 
justly the most famous is the brilliant yet simple synthesis of 
Maurice de la Taille, expounded in his Mysterium Fidei.40 He 
postulated two outward elements as essential for a propitiatory 
sacrifice : there must be a sacred victim of immolation, and there 
must also be a liturgical oblation, that is, a ritual donation and 
petition for divine acceptance. These two elements combine with 
one another as matter and form, as it were, to constitute the essence 
of sacrifice. For the redemptive sacrifice of Christ, the necessary 
liturgical oblation was the celebration of the Eucharist at the Last 
Supper, in which the divine victim of the passion-immolation 
then beginning was solemnly offered to the Father. Since sacrifice, 
de la Taille argues, is by nature a ritual sign, the immolation of 
Calvary would not have been properly a sacrifice without the 
ritual oblation at the Last Supper, since without that it would not 
have been vested with the significance of a supreme act of worship. 
In the Mass likewise, both elements — oblation and immolation 
— are to be found, with the difference that now the liturgical 
oblation is made of the victim already immolated once for ever. In 
the pregnant Latin phrase, the Last Supper was oblatio hostiae 
immolandae, the Mass is oblatio hostiae immolatae.

39 Among many authors who criticize the theory of Lepin are C. Journet, 
La Messe, pp. 343-4; G. Filograssi, op. cit. pp. 390-1; F. de Lanversin, ‘Esquisse 
d’une synthèse du sacrifice’, in Recherches de science religieuse 1927, pp. 193-209; 
J. Brinktrine, ‘Zum Wesen des Opfers’ in Angelicum 1937, pp. 102-13 ; Van Hove, 
op. cit. pp. 291-3.

40 First published Paris 1921. English trans, vol. I, London 1941; vol. II, 1950. 
See also Iris The Last Supper and Calvary, London 1925; The Mystery of Faith and 
Human Opinion, London 1930; The Mystery of Faith: an Outline, London 1930.
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In the sacrifice of the altar, therefore, the element of immolation 
is not supplied by any new.action but by the one past immolation 
of Calvary. Christ, accepted for ever through his resurrection and 
ascension as the redemptive victim, still retains in his heavenly 
glory the state of everlasting victimhood; in that state, with his 
persevering sacrificial will, he becomes present at the altar when 
the Eucharistic consecration is performed by his ministers. The 
double consecration (mystically symbolizing Christ’s death) is the 
Church’s liturgical oblation, and it is also a participation in Christ’s 
own, all-inclusive oblation of himself at the Last Supper.41 Thus, 
in the theory of de la Taille and of the authors who follow him,42 
the sacrifice of the altar is the same as that of the cross because the 
oblation in the Mass combines with the immolation of Christ on 
Calvary as in one composite whole. A theory similar to de la 
Tailie’s was elaborated independently by Bishop A. MacDonald,43 
and also by the Anglican theologian Sir Will Spens, whose ex
planation is none the less acute for being very concisely pro
pounded.44

41 Mysterium fidei, elucidatio XXIII; also Esquisse du mystère de la foi, Paris 1924, 
PP- 67-78.

42 A. d’Alès, M. C. D’Arcy, B. Leeming, J. Connell, F. de Lanversin, G. 
Albarelli, J. Wengier, and many others. For a bibliography of the numerous 
works criticizing de la Taille’s theory, see A. Piolanti, Il Mistero Eucaristico, 
p. 320.

43 The Sacrifice of the Mass in the Light of Scripture and Tradition, London 1924; 
It is the Mass that matters, London 1928.

44 ‘The Eucharist’, in Essays Catholic and Critical, edited by E. G. Selwyn,
London 1926; ‘The Christian Sacraments’, in Theology, vol. XVIII, 1929, etc.

( 4) In a fourth general category can be grouped the theories of a 
large number of present-day theologians, who are seeking a deeper 
insight into the nature of the Mass by developing the concept of 
sacramental sacrifice. Although there are numerous divergences in 
the explanations of these authors, one principle can be traced 
which gives a broad unity to their speculations : what is done in 
the Eucharistic sacrifice is in the order of sacramental causality, 
that mysterious domain in which signs are effective of what they 
signify by a supernatural manner of operation unknown in the 
world of natural causes. In baptism, for example, the symbolism 
of cleansing is not a mere sign, but it is sacramental symbolism with
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mysterious efficacy to bring about true spiritual cleansing of man. 
The Eucharist, these authors explain, is not only a sacrament of 
spiritual nourishment, it is also a sacramental sacrifice. As spiritual 
nourishment is both symbolized and effected by holy com
munion, so sacrifice is both symbolized and effected by the 
Eucharistic consecration. By the two distinct consecrations, first 
the body of Christ is made present under the form of bread, and 
afterwards his blood under the form of wine. A real separation of 
Christ’s blood from his body in the Eucharist is, of course, imposs
ible ; but the species under which each is sacramentally present are 
separated on the altar; thus is ritually symbolized the death of 
Christ on Calvary, when his blood was poured out from his body 
for the remission of sins. Pope Pius XII, in his encyclical Mediator 
Dei of 1947, stressed the importance of this symbolic separation 
for the theology of the Mass:

At the altar ... a real shedding of his blood is impossible; nevertheless, by 
the plan of divine wisdom, the sacrifice of our Redeemer is shown forth in a 
certain wonderful manner, by outward signs which are tokens of Iris death. 
By the transubstantiation of bread into his body and of wine into his blood, 
as his body is really present, so also is his blood; but the Eucharistic species 
under which he is present, symbolize the separation of body and blood in 
his passion.45

46 A.A.S. XXXIX, 1947, pp. 548-9. Needless to say, this papal document, 
though it may be readily invoked in favour of the theory of‘sacramental sacrifice’, 
does not exclude the other theories Ested above, which are still freely defended by 
Catholic theologians. It is interesting to note in this connection that, according to 
the Greek theologian Dyobouniotes, ‘the more common opinion’ in Eastern 
Orthodox theology is to see the Eucharistic sacrifice as essentially constituted by 
the separation of the species, mysticaUy representing Christ’s death. (Spacil, 
vol. I, pp. 272-3).

The theologians of this group apply their key principle as 
follows. Since in the order of sacramental causality ritual signs are 
not mere signs but are efficacious means for bringing about the 
reality that they symbolize, so by the sacrificial symbolism of the 
Eucharist the reality and power of the sacrifice of Calvary is made 
present and operative in all succeeding ages. The Mass is neither 
specifically nor numerically distinct from the one redemptive sac
rifice ; it is not a part added to it, nor a reduplication of it, nor 
a mere representation of it, but its actual re-presentation in a man-
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ner which transcends time and space.46 As by transubstantiation 
there is brought about another ‘real presence in place’ of Christ’s 
one glorious body in heaven, so by the sacramental separation of 
the species hi the twofold Eucharistic consecration there is brought 
about another ‘real presence in time’ of Christ’s one redemptive 
sacrifice of Calvary. What that sacrifice was in its inner nature is 
itself mysterious to human understanding; it was not merely the 
outward events that happened on Calvary, although, as Scripture 
shows, the death of Christ was at the heart of it. But whatever that 
mystery was, say these authors, it is sacramentally contained in the 
Mass.

At first sight it may not be easy to see the difference between this 
explanation and some of the other theories described above, since 
other authors use very similar language (— and indeed there is a 
basic agreement on the subject among the Catholic theologians). 
Other authors too apply the sacramental principle to show how 
Christ is really present in the Eucharist; other authors apply the 
sacramental principle to explain how holy communion produces 
spiritual nourishment and union with Christ; other authors say 
that the Mass is a sacrifice because it is a sacramental sign of 
Christ’s will; but only these authors seek to apply the sacramental 
principle in the strict sense to explain how the Mass is a (or rather, 
the) true sacrifice. ‘The whole basis of this explanation’, writes Van 
Hove, ‘is to be found in that unique manner of being which is the 
sacramental manner of being, whereby the thing that is signified, 
while having its own reality and its own proper manner of being 
independently of the sacrament, is truly contained under the 
sacramental symbol.’

This conception of sacramental sacrifice underlies a great deal 
of what has been written about the Mass in the present generation, 
by authors who in other particulars differ in their manner of ex
pression (Casel and the school of Maria Laach, Vonier, Gillet, 
Heris, Diekamp, Neunhauser, A. Arnold, Warnach, Schmaus, 
Sohngen, Van Hove, Doronzo, Journet, Schillebeeckx, and many

46 There is a good statement of this doctrine in Van Hove, De sanctissima 
Eucharistia, 2nd edit. pp. 280-7. Doronzo arrives at what is substantially the same 
explanation, using different terminology (De Eucharistia, Milwaukee 1948, 
vol. II, pp. 1016-29).
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others).47 Some of these theologians speak of a ‘meta-historicaf 
presence in the Mass of the sacrifice of Calvary, and explain that 
the latter, by a mysterious operation of the divine power, is 
brought forward in its physical reality, outside the natural order of 
time, so that in the Eucharistic sacrifice Christians are present at 
the saving event of Calvary, in its very happening. Others, leaving 
this terminology aside, prefer to say more simply that by sacra
mental causality the sacrifice of the cross becomes efficaciously 
present in its permanent consequences and with all its mysterious 
power. A number of authors (e.g. E. Masure and G. Filograssi) find 
the link with Calvary in the abiding sacrificial state which Christ 
retains in his heavenly glory, and which he brings with him to the 
Eucharistic mystery.48

47 References to the works of these authors can be found in Piolanti, Il Mistero 
Eucaristico, pp. 321-2, Van Hove, pp. 281-2. Special mention may be made of 
the works of A. Vonier, A Key to the Doctrine of the Eucharist, London 1925; 
C. Héris, Le Mystère de l’Eucharistie, Paris 1943, and Le Mystère du Christ, revised 
edition, Paris 1953 ; C. Journet, La Messe, Présence du sacrifice de la croix, Fribourg 
1957. For a full bibliography on the ‘Mystery-presence’ theories of Doni Odo 
Casel and of others, see T. Filthaut, La Théologie des mystères, Tournai 1954. The 
extent and significance of the differences between the ‘mystery’ theory of Casel 
and the ‘sacramental’ theory of other authors is discussed in La Maison Dietl, 
cahier 14, 1948, pp. 30-99.

48 Filograssi, op. cit. pp. 407-8; E. Masure, Le Sacrifice du Chef, revised edition, 
Paris 1957 ; an earlier edition was translated into English by Dom Illtyd Trethowan, 
O.S.B., as The Christian Sacrifice, London 1944. See also Masure’s The Sacrifice of 
the Mystical Body, English trans., London 1954.

49 See O. Casel, ‘Die Messopferlehre der Tradition’ in Théologie imd Glaube, 
1931 i Van Hove, De sanctissima Eucharistia, pp. 285—6; For fuller bibliography see 
J. Betz, Die Eucharistie in der Zeit der griechischen Vater, Freiburg-im-Breisgau 
1955, pp- 156-257; B. Neunhauser, ‘The Mystery Presence: Dom Odo Casel and 
the latest Research’, in Downside Review, summer 1958, pp. 266-73.

The theologians of this group claim that the concept of the 
Mass as a sacramental sacrifice, numerically identical with the 
redemptive sacrifice which it both symbolizes and contains, is 
rooted in the most ancient and constant tradition of the Church, 
despite occasional periods when it has been somewhat in eclipse.49 
Many of them reject, as an unprofitable preoccupation of post
Tridentine scholasticism, the attempt to prove that the Mass is a 
true and proper sacrifice by first elaborating a scientific definition 
of sacrifice-in-general, and then applying that definition to the 
Eucharist. The Fathers and the mediaeval doctors had a different
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approach: they saw the atoning immolation of Jesus Christ upon 
the cross as the one true sacrifice of all human history, and the 
Eucharist as that same immolation ‘in mysterio’, ‘in sacramento’. The 
Mass is a true sacrifice, then, not merely because it verifies some 
generic definition of sacrifice applicable to all the imperfect 
sacrifices of natural or Mosaic law, but because in it the unique 
sacrifice of Calvary (the primary analogate and perfect fulfilment 
of all sacrifice) is made truly present and operative by the mysteri
ous channel of sacramental causality.

According to these authors, therefore, those who have at
tempted first to elaborate an inductive definition of sacrifice from 
the study of Old Testament sacrifices and from the science of 
comparative religion, and then to apply it to explain what the 
sacrifice of the new law must be, have inverted the due order. 
Perfectum est mensura imperfecti, et non e converso. The unique saving 
event in Christ dominates all history; it cannot be adequately ex
plained and defined in terms of anything else that has occurred in 
human experience; rather it is that event that gives meaning to the 
rest. The Israelite sacrifices of the old law, says the Epistle to the 
Hebrews,50 were shadows and types prefiguring the one true 
sacrifice to come. They were imperfect, unavailing in themselves 
to propitiate or give due honour to God; in so far as they were 
acceptable and had any propitiatory value, it was only because 
they drew it in anticipation, so to speak, from the one efficacious 
sacrifice of Christ which they prefigured. Still less can one expect 
the study of pagan sacrificial customs to lay bare the inner meaning 
of the atoning death of Christ, which is a supernatural mystery. 
True, when revelation presents to men Christ’s saving work (and 
its re-presentation in the Eucharist) as a sacrifice, it is evidently 
presupposed that this word has a recognizable meaning for them; 
but it would be idle to assume that pre-Christian sacrifices can 
provide an adequate understanding of what Christ’s sacrifice is. In 
the Old Testament, sacrifice — necessarily imperfect and pre
cursory—was shown in the concrete, with certain notes or proper
ties sufficient for men to recognize, when the fullness of time 
came, that the redemptive death of Christ was the true sacrifice,

50 Hebrews, vii. 19; viii. 4,5; x.i etc.
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analogous to but far surpassing those ancient pre-figurative offer
ings. As with other Christian mysteries, there were inklings and 
foreshadowings in the old law to prepare men’s minds for the 
higher revelation in the new.

Through a misunderstanding of this concept of the Mass as the 
sacramental re-presentation of the passion of Christ, some critics, 
as will be seen in later chapters,51 have been led to suppose 
that the mediaeval theologians taught the strange theory 
of a new death of Christ in every Mass. Others today, however, 
praise the theory of sacramental re-presentation for the reason that 
it avoids that error. It is interesting to find that the report prepared 
for the Lund Conference by a theological commission of Faith and 
Order (1951) singled out for praise ‘the theology of Maria Laach, 
theology in which Dom Odo Casel and others speak of a mystery 
not repeated but re-presented’. In the opinion of the Commission, 
‘This theology contains great possibilities for future development, 
and perhaps opens up the most promising approach to some 
understanding between the Roman Catholic and non-Roman 
Churches. The papal encyclical Mediator Dei has at any rate not 
closed this door from the Roman side’.52

51 See p. 462 below.
62 Ways of Worship, p. 33; these remarks are again referred to by S. M. Gibbard, 

‘Prayer Book Revision’, in C.Q.R. no. 1,1959, p. 73.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

This review of the main trends of contemporary thought on the 
subject makes it possible to discuss in a clearer light the question: 
What did the theologians of the pre-Tridentine period mean when 
they described the Mass as the same sacrifice as that of the cross ’ 
If theologians today while subscribing to that traditional expres
sion of belief have several different ways of explaining it (all of 
which are compatible with dogmatic orthodoxy) we need not 
expect to find in the late-mediaeval period, when theological 
speculation was at a less developed stage, a uniform and complete 
explanation of the unity of altar and cross in the Christian sacrifice.

Of the theories outlined above there are two that it would be an 
anachronism to attribute to pre-Reformation theologians. One
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would search in vain in their writings either for the theory (later 
to become popular in ‘baroque’ theology) that in the Mass a 
technical definition of sacrifice is verified because of some ‘quasi
destruction’ or physical alteration caused to the oblata;53 or for the 
theory which postulates as the sole essential of sacrifice the inner 
self-donation to God, and which explains the unity of the sacrifice 
of the altar and that of the cross simply by the identity in both of 
this invisible sacrifice of the spirit.

In the later middle ages there was hardly any theorizing on the 
question of the inner essence of the Mass-sacrifice. That had not 
yet become one of the standard themes in the discussions of the 
theologians, and they were content to repeat what the Fathers and 
the earlier scholastics had said, without making deeper explora
tions. All were agreed that the Mass was basically ‘the same sacri
fice’ as that of the cross in the sense that what is contained and 
offered is the same in each •— the real body and blood of Christ, 
the saving victim. They also duly repeated St Thomas’s dictum54 
that the Mass could be said to be the same as Christ’s sacrifice in 
two ways : first as a portrait of Cicero could be said to ‘be’ Cicero, 
so the Mass, as a representative image of Christ’s immolation, 
could be said to be that immolation ; secondly, because through 
the Mass the salutary efficacy of Christ’s one sacrifice is applied.55 
The brief and conservative remarks of the pre-Reformation 
schoolmen on this subject may appear disappointingly cautious to 
the speculative theologian, but they certainly provide no justifi
cation for the suggestion that the expression ‘the same sacrifice’ 
conveyed at that time a ‘crude and objectionable’ or an ‘extreme 
and monstrous’ meaning.

In so far as there existed at the beginning of the sixteenth cen
tury any deeper theological speculation about the inner nature of 
the Mass-sacrifice, it is possible to recognize two trends of thought 
on the subject, broadly corresponding to the Scotist and Thomist 
viewpoints. The former tended to explain the Mass simply in

53 A fuller justification of this assertion must be postponed until Chapter XX 
below.

64 Sumina théologien, III.83.1.
55 These remarks of St Thomas are often reproduced by later commentators: 

ç.g. by Denis the Carthusian (11471), Summafidei ortjwdoxae, lib. IV, art. 116,
2ÔI
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terms of a ritual presentation before God of Christ really present, 
by a rite which commemorated his death on Calvary; while the 
latter made more place for the concept, dear to the Greek 
Fathers especially, of the permanence of Christ’s sacrifice in a 
sacramental mystery.

The Scotist view of the Mass, as the liturgical presentation and 
oblation, before God the Father, of the body and blood of Christ 
present in the sacrament, with the ‘pleading’ of his merits, was 
widely favoured in thé schools at the time of the Reformation. It 
was in this sense that the text of Peter Lombard, declaring the 
Eucharist to be ‘the same sacrifice’ as that of the cross, was often 
explained.56 A good statement of this explanation, which Cranmer 
is known to have studied with close attention,57 is to be found in 
the Antididagma issued by the Chapter of Cologne in 1544. It came 
from the pen of John Gropper :

In the Mass, Christ our Lord, who once offered himself in his mortal body to 
God his heavenly Father as a sacrifice in blood for the sins of the world, is 
offered anew in the name of the whole Church in an unbloody manner, by a 
spiritual representation and commemoration of his most holy passion. This is 
brought about when Christ—his true body and blood—is put before God the 
Father and presented again to him by the Church, with thanksgiving and 
earnest prayer, for our own sins and for those of all the world. For although 
that sacrifice, in the form in which it was offered on the cross, was offered but 
once, and Iris blood was shed but once, so that there can be no repetition or 
renewed offering after that manner, nevertheless in the sight of God it is 
constituted and remains a sacrifice such as it was, perpetually acceptable in its 
power and efficacy. Hence the sacrifice that was once offered on the cross is 
today no less powerful and operative before God than it was that day. . . . 
The Church therefore, with true faith and devotion, once more presents that 
ransom before God the Father (figuratively and spiritually) to obtain the 
remission of sins. . . . With this truth in mind, the holy Fathers call the body 
and blood of our Lord, present on the altar, the satisfaction for our sins and 
for those of the whole world, or the price of our redemption.58

In the sacrifice of the altar, wrote John Fabri of Heilbronn, 
another well-known Catholic apologist of the time, ‘we entreat

66 e.g. Gabriel Biel, Commentary on the Sentences, lib. IV, dist. 8, qu. 1, and 
dist. 12. qu. 2;Expositio canonis, lectio LXXXV lit. F. ; cited in Chapter V above, 
p. 87, third passage.

67 See p. 138.
68 Antididagma, Cologne 1544, fol. Ixiii-lxiv.
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the Father of mercies and the God of all consolation to grant that 
this victim of the bloodshed of the cross may benefit us, wretched 
and castaway sinners as we are. . . . By showing to God the body 
of Christ crucified for us, and his blood shed on the cross for us, 
we plead that in his good pleasure they should benefit us’.59 This 
Scotist view of the Mass as the Church’s presentation or ‘pleading’ 
of Christ’s sacrifice, was to be continued, in its essentials, by several 
post-Tridentine theologians.60 It evidently resembles some of the 
modern theories and has a basic affinity with that of de la Taille, 
who is able to cite Scotus and several Scotists in his support. A 
similar concept can be found in the writings of Jeremy Taylor and 
of some other Anglican divines of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries.61 [The Report on Doctrine in the Church of England agrees 
that the ‘Arminian High-Churchmen’ had ‘links with Scotist 
theology’.62) Many Anglicans today favour this explanation of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice, as expressed in the often-quoted words of Dr 
Bright’s hymn:

And now, O Father, mindful of the love 
That bought us, once for all, on Calvary’s tree, 
And having with us Him that pleads above, 
We here present, we here spread forth to Thee 
That only Offering perfect in Thine eyes, 
The one, true, pure, immortal Sacrifice.63

It is urged by some that this explanation offers hope of recon
ciling Evangelical Protestantism to the name and notion of 
Eucharistic sacrifice. De la Tailie’s theory, understood in this 
sense, is hailed by many Anglicans as a notable contribution from 
the Roman side. Dr Mascall refers to it as having ‘excited so

69 Missa Evangelica, Paris 1558, fol. 38. Fabri was a Dominican; the theory of 
the Mass as the liturgical ‘pleading’ of Calvary was not limited to the ranks of the 
Scotists.

60 It might be interesting to pursue this suggestion: To what extent is the 
favour which the ‘ritual oblationist’ theory of sacrifice enjoyed from the time of 
Scotus onwards, particularly among theologians of German-speaking lands, 
connected with the fact that in German there are not two words to correspond to 
the Latin sacrificium and oblatio, but Opfer has to do service for both? Similarly in 
English up to the sixteenth century ‘to offer’ was a usual rendering not only of the 
Latin offerre but also of immolare and sacrificare.

61 Jeremy Taylor, Works (1847 edition) vol. II, pp. 642-4; Johnson, Unbloody 
Sacrifice, section II.

62 London 1938, p. 154. 63 Hymns Ancient and Modern, no. 322.
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violent a controversy in Iris own communion and so much admir
ation in ours’.64 It must be remarked once more, however, that 
the notion of the Eucharistic sacrifice as the Church’s ‘pleading’ of 
Christ’s redemptive sacrifice is ambiguous: it takes on a different 
meaning according to whether the doctrine of the real objective 
presence of Christ in the consecrated elements is admitted or 
denied; and according to whether the offering is conceived as per
formed by the consecration of the Eucharist by the priest, or only 
by the reception of the Eucharist by the worshipper in holy com
munion. Consequently, apparent agreement in language in 
ecumenical discussions on this point conceals a real and profound 
difference of belief.

64 Christ, the Christian and the Church, p. 168.
66 Phil. II.46.118; edition of J. R. King, Oxford 1878, p. 104.
?6 cf, p. 88, third extract.

The other main current in pre-Tridentine thought about the 
Mass is less clearly defined. While many theologians were content 
to explain the Eucharistic offering according to the Scotist opinion 
described above, others (including some Scotists as well as Thom- 
ists) gave more place to the patristic concept of the Eucharist as the 
supernatural enactment in mysterio, the re-presentation, of Christ’s 
redemptive sacrifice on Calvary. The Latin repraesentare, fre
quently used in this connection, was indeed able to convey this 
deeper sense, since the ordinary classical meaning of the verb was 
‘to bring before one’, ‘to make present anew’, ‘to manifest’, etc. 
Cicero, for example, said in his second Philippic oration that he 
would gladly lay down his life if by his death the oppressed 
liberty of the City could be ‘re-presented’: Corpus libenter obtul
erim, si repraesentari morte mea libertas civitatis potest.65 In later 
and scholastic Latin repraesentare was commonly used in the weak 
sense, meaning merely ‘to represent’ (in our ordinary English 
sense) or ‘to portray’, ‘to recall something past or absent by a 
likeness or token’. It was usually in this sense that the Mass was 
described by the Scotists and Nominalists as the repraesentatio of the 
passion of Christ. However, the word remained patient of its origi
nal strong meaning, which is discernible in the Eucharistic theol
ogy of authors such as Cajetan.66 The concept of sacramental
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sacrifice about which so much is now being written was certainly 
not then elaborated to the same extent nor proposed in the same 
terms as today, but the fundamental principle which underlies it 
has been traced in mediaeval theology, as in the writings of the 
Fathers. Vonier, Rohner, Casel, Heris, Journet, and others main
tain that this principle is the key to the true interpretation of the 
thought of St Thomas about the nature of the Mass-sacrifice.67

With the revival of theological discussion about the Mass in the 
Reformation controversies the conception of the liturgical action 
as a mysterious re-presentation of Calvary reappears, and we find 
a number of Catholic theologians applying the sacramental prin
ciple to explain the inner reality of the unbloody sacrifice of the 
altar. In illustration of this trend of thought may be cited three 
eminent theologians of the day: Cardinal Cajetan, the Thomist 
doctor; Kaspar Schatzgeyer ^1527), Franciscan provincial at 
Strasburg and one of the ablest of the first generation of counter
Reformation apologists; and Cardinal Hosius (1504-79), the 
reforming Pohsh prelate who was a papal legate at the Council 
of Trent. This is how Cajetan expressed the mysterious truth of 
the identity between the sacrifice of the cross and that of the altar:

Where one tiling has its being only from another, they make up only one 
reality. Hence from the fact that there is a victim by bloodshed, Christ on the 
cross, and an unbloody victim, Christ on the altar, it cannot be affirmed, 
speaking strictly, that under the new law there are two sacrifices, or two 
victims, or two oblations, or two immolations, etc. Rather, there is one 
victim offered once for ever on the cross, perpetually enduring hi an im- 
molatory manner [modo immolatitiof through the daily repeated celebration 
of the Eucharist according to Christ’s institution.68

Kaspar Schatzgeyer, although trained in the Scotist school, did 
not limit himself to the notion of the Mass as a liturgical ‘pleading’

67 A. Vonier, A Key to the Doctrine of the Eucharist, chapters IX and XV; 
G. Rohner, ‘Die Messapplikation nach der Lehre des heiligen Thomas’, in 
Divus Thomas (Fribourg), December 1924, March 1925; ‘Messopfcr—Kreuzopfer’, 
ibid. March and June 1930; Casel, ‘Das Mysteriengedachtnis im Licht der 
Tradition’, inJahrbuchfiir Liturgiewissenschaft, VI, 1926, pp. 113-204 (the doctrine 
of St Thomas is dealt with on pp. 194-6). B. Poschmann contests this interpreta
tion of St Thomas’s thought : ‘Mysteriengegenwart im Licht des heiligen Thomas’, 
in Theologische Quartalschrift 1935, pp. 53-116.

68 De niissae sacrificio, cap. 6; Opusaila, Lyons 1631, p. 287.
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before God; he explained diat it was the real re-presentation of the 
timeless sacrifice of the cross:

The sacrifice that the Christian Church and her ministers offer on the altar is 
none other than the solemn representation (not merely the memorial) of the 
sacrifice of Christ offered upon the cross (non modo recordatio, sed et solemnis 
repraesentatio) . . .

Christ, as the Apostle testifies, is the same yesterday, today and for ever. 
Therefore there is no past or future for Christ the head and his mystical 
body (which is the Church with all and each of its members). So the sacrifice 
of Christ on the cross was present to the Church under the Old Testament 
spiritually and virtually and by sure promise, and was represented by many 
pre-figurative sacrifices; and it is present to the Church under the New 
Testament by a commemoration and representation which is not merely 
figurative but real, in the Mass. From this it follows that Christ’s work is 
today no less efficacious in his Spouse, the Church, and hr the sight of his 
Father than it was when he was actually suffering upon the cross.69

69 Tractatus de missa, Tübingen 1525; part II, ‘De sacrificio in missa seu oblatione’, 
fol. d.2 seq.

70 De Civitate Dei, book X, chap. 5.
71 Confessio catholicae fidei, chap. 41; in Opera of Hosius, Antwerp edition 

1571, fol. 54.

The teaching of Cardinal Hosius about the Eucharistic sacrifice 
has special interest, since as papal legate at the 22nd session of the 
Council of Trent in 1562 he was responsible for drafting the 
decrees on the Mass and presided at the Council’s deliberations on 
the subject. Ten years earher he had pubhshed a defence of the 
traditional doctrine of the sacrifice in his Confessio catholicae fidei, 
which was very widely read. Insisting against the Reformers that 
the Eucharist was not a mere commemorative symbol of the 
sacrifice of Christ, but was itself a true sacrifice, he invoked the 
sacramental principle to explain how that was so. Sacramental 
symbols do not merely symbolize, but they also bring about and 
contain the reahty that they symbolize. Citing the saying of St 
Augustine, ‘The visible sacrifice is the sacrament, or sacred sign, of 
the invisible sacrifice’,70 Hosius explained:

From these words of Augustine we learn the nature of the Church’s sacrifice, 
which is our present theme. For it is the sacrament, or sacred sign, of that 
sacrifice—now indeed invisible to us—in which Christ visibly offered 
himself upon the cross as a victim to God in the odour of sweetness . . .71
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If Christ’s blood is offered in this mystery, who can deny that it is truly a 

sacrifice, even though it is at the same time the symbol of that death of the 
victim, which took place when the blood of Christ, poured out as the price of 
our redemption, was offered on the altar of the cross ? . . . There is no 
contradiction in this, that in our outward sacrifice there should be the figure, 
appearance, image, and symbolism of the sacrifice of the cross, and yet in the 
body and blood, which are what is here inwardly contained, there should be 
present the reality of that same sacrifice of his. On the cross the victim of 
bloodshed was there openly and without mystery, whereas on the altar the 
victim is secretly and mystically concealed, lest any one should think that we 
sacrifice in the same manner that Christ sacrificed. As Chrysostom and 
Theophylact rightly pointed out, we do not immolate in the way that he 
made immolation upon the cross, but we make the memorial of that 
sacrifice done upon the cross. Yet this memorial, or commemoration, is not an 
empty or merely figurative one, but it brings about what it symbolizes (Quae 
tamen recordatio, sive commemoratio, non est otiosa, nec umbratilis, 
verum efficit quod significat).72

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From this survey of opinions the conclusions emerge that the 
schoolmen of the later middle ages did hold the Eucharistic sacri
fice to be one with that of the cross; that this teaching was sound 
and traditional, and is defended by Cathohc (and by some 
Anglican) theologians to this day; and that there were then, as 
there still are, different theories to explain its deeper meaning, all 
within the bounds of orthodoxy. The Tractarian authors who 
thought that such terminology was ‘crude and objectionable’, and 
even ‘extreme and monstrous’, have been rather lost from sight 
in the preceding pages. If their initial misunderstanding hardly 
merited a long and detailed pursuit at least it provided an oppor
tune occasion for a fuller discussion of the central truth of the 
Eucharistic mystery.

It is no cause for surprise that the Church has not precisely de
fined the nature of the unity between the unbloody sacrifice of 
the altar and the atoning sacrifice of the cross, and that, with pru
dent reserve, she allows liberty here to speculative theology in the 
search for deeper insight, to fides quaerens intellectiim. Not only the 
Eucharistic presence of Christ, but likewise his Eucharistic sacrifice
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remains a profound mystery. A scholastic theory which would 
attempt to empty out the mystery and to explain the question, as 
if it lay wholly within the grasp of human understanding, would 
stand self-condemned. The following words of the Anglican 
Archbishops in their Answer to Pope Leo XIII in 1897 were 
written in a controversial context, but the Catholic theologian 
may make them his own:

The matter is indeed one full of mystery and fitted to draw onwards the 
minds of men by strong feelings of love and piety to high and deep thoughts. 
But inasmuch as it ought to be treated with the highest reverence and to be 
considered a bond of Christian charity rather than an occasion for subtle 
disputations, too precise definitions of the manner of the sacrifice, or of the 
relation which unites the sacrifice of the eternal Priest and the sacrifice of the 
Church, which in some way certainly are one, ought in our opinion to be 
avoided rather than pressed into prominence.73

73 Answer, chapter XI; 1954 edition p. 37.
74 Tractatus de sanctissima Eucharistia, 2nd edition, p. 287, and note.

The attitude of reverent caution commended in this passage is 
the one that is in fact adopted by the Catholic Church in her dog
matic teaching about the Eucharistic sacrifice. As A. Van Hove 
writes:

By declaring that the sacrifice of the altar is the very same as the sacrifice of 
the cross, which is objectively shown forth in the sacrament, theology 
hardly does more than point out where we must recognize that the mystery 
lies. Do not be surprised, therefore, that we cannot clearly perceive Zioif the 
sacramental reproduction of the sacrifice of the cross is itself a true sacrifice 
including all that belongs to true sacrifice . . .

Similarly, no theological theory can make the maimer of Christ’s real 
presence in the Eucharist completely comprehensible; and there is the same 
difficulty with other mysteries. The task of theology is not to explain 
revealed dogmas or mysteries, which by their nature exceed human under
standing; its task is rather to set out systematically the facts about them, to 
show their connection one with another, and to combine in a synthesis the 
various truths which are known by faith and by reason.74
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Chapter Thirteen

‘THE EXCLUSIVE CONCERN OF 
MEDIAEVAL THEOLOGY TO CONNECT

THE EUCHARIST WITH THE PASSION OF 
CHRIST, TO THE NEGLECT OF

HIS HEAVENLY SACRIFICE’

f I Uic authors mentioned in the last chapter found fault with 
I late-mediaeval theology for connecting the sacrifice of the 
1- altar too closely with that of the cross. A similar complaint 

has been made by other Anglican scholars hi recent years for 
a quite different reason. They blame the pre-Reformation church
men for relating the Mass solely to the passion of Christ, thereby 
neglecting its relation to his resurrection, ascension and heavenly 
offering, which they consider to belong essentially to his sacrifice. 
By concentrating unduly on the death of Christ, they say, 
mediaeval theology distorted the true concept of the sacrifice of 
the Redeemer; it thus fell into what Bishop Charles Gore called ‘the 
great pitfall in eucharistic doctrine — putting the eucharistic 
sacrifice in line, so to speak, not with the heavenly presentation 
or pleading of the sacrifice of Christ, but with the slaying of it on 
Calvary’d

The roots of this objection go back to the nineteenth century, 
when there was much discussion among continental theologians, 
both Catholic and Protestant, about the heavenly mediation of the 
eternal high priest, of which the Epistle to the Hebrews speaks. 
Some Catholic authors advanced the theory that the sole essential 
element of sacrifice is the inner dedication of the will of the offerer,2 
and consequently they recognized a sacrificial activity on the part 
of Christ not only on Calvary but also afterwards in his resurrec
tion and heavenly glorification. In this sense they found a ready

1 The Body of Christ, 1901, pp. 198-9. 2 c£. Chapter XII, pp. 252-4.
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interpretation for the texts of Hebrews:'3 thus they understood the 
‘one sacrifice for sins’ offered by ‘the high priest who has taken his 
seat at the right hand of the throne of majesty in the heavens’, who 
has ‘now obtained a more excellent ministry’, and who, ‘because 
he remains for ever, has an everlasting priesthood’; there at the 
celestial altar the eternal victim, the Lamb of the Apocalypse, 
‘standing as it were slain’,4 for ever manifests his expiatory obedi
ence to the Father’s will. Accordingly Moehler, Klee, Veith, 
Thalhofer, Stoeckl, and other Catholic authors in Germany and 
France5 explained the nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice by relating 
it directly to this heavenly offering, which, they said, was itself the 
prolongation of the redemptive sacrifice of Calvary.

At the consecration [wrote Thalhofer] the heavenly high priest, bringing 
with him Ins heavenly sacrifice, enters the earthly order of time and space. . . . 
While he makes himself present on the altar informa sacrifiai he performs 
there, in this order of time and space, the very same sacrificial act that he 
performed formerly upon the cross, and that he now performs in the 
heavenly sacrifice.6

Meanwhile a number of German Protestant theologians were 
engaged on similar speculations about the heavenly sacrifice, but 
pursued them beyond the point that Catholic orthodoxy could 
allow. Some renewed the theory of the Socinians, according to 
which Christ did not offer sacrifice in dying but began his priestly 
ministry only after his resurrection. ‘The high priesthood of 
Christ had its preparation in the obedience with which he suffered 
death, and its beginning in his glorification’, wrote A. Seeberg; 
‘Christ is high priest for the first time in heaven, not on earth’.7

Among Anglican divines a corresponding renewal of interest 
in the idea of a heavenly sacrifice became apparent in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. Some saw there a hope of stilling 
the dissension within the Church of England caused by the Anglo- 
Catholic revival of the doctrine of Eucharistic sacrifice. If the

3 Heb. x. 12; viii.i, 6; vii.24. 4 Apoc. v. 6.
5 See A. Michel, ‘La Messe chez les théologiens postérieurs au Concile de Trente’, 

D. T.C. vol. X, col. 1222-4.
° Das Opfer des alten und des neuen Bunden (Regensburg 1870), p. 261.
7 Der Tod Christi in seiner Bedeutung für die Erlösung (Leipzig 1895) p. 16; cf. ibid. 

PP- 34> 64, 83.
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Eucharistic oblation could be explained as a terrestial counterpart 
of a celestial liturgy, which according to Scripture was performed 
by Christ in glory, it would go far to meet the old objection of 
the Reformers that the sacrifice of the Mass derogated from ‘the 
one oblation finished on the cross’. If a continued ‘pleading’ of 
Christ’s past sacrifice at a heavenly altar could be shown from 
Scripture to be not derogatory to that one oblation, why condemn 
a similar ‘pleading’ at an earthly altar?8 Some precedent for this 
argument could be found hi the writings of High Church divines 
of the seventeenth century and later.9 The Report on Doctrine in the 
Church of England observes that the Arminian High Churchmen 
had links ‘even with Socinian theology in the emphasis laid upon 
the High-Priesthood of Christ’.10

8 cf. R. I. Wilberforce, Doctrine of the Holy Eucharist, 3rd edit., p. 301 seq.
9 e.g. Bishop Jeremy Taylor, The Worthy Communicant, 1.4.4. (Works, London

1839, vol. XV, pp. 437-40). cf. G. Outram, De Sacrificiis, London 1677, chapter 
VII, ‘De oblatione Christi in coelo’-. Pusey, in his Letter to Dr Jelf (p. 69) cited 
Thorndike on this subject. Reference to the heavenly offering in connection 
with the Eucharistic sacrifice was also made by Bishop Phillpotts of Exeter in his 
charge of 1836 (pp. 43-4)- 10 London 1938, p. 154.

11 Theological Defence (London i860) pp. 67-71 and 73-80. 12 pp. 27-8.
13 The One Offering: a Treatise on the Sacrificial Nature of the Eucharist.

Bishop Forbes of Brechin, in the Theological Dejence which he 
composed with the help of Pusey and Keble and published in i860 
after his trial by the Episcopal College of the Scottish Church, 
also cited the Epistle to the Hebrews in support of this explanation. 
On the Day of Atonement the Jewish high priest entered into the 
sanctuary and there presented the propitiatory blood before the 
Lord; even so Christ, entering into the heavenly places, for ever 
presents to the Father the all-sufficient propitiation won by his 
sacrifice on the cross. If belief in this celestial offering was not ex
cluded by the Anglican articles of religion, he argued, why should 
belief in a Eucharistic offering, which is a parallel to that heavenly 
offering, be disallowed?11 Pusey, in his Eirenicon of 1865, urged the 
same argument.12 In 1875 another Anglo-Catholic, M. F. Sadler, 
published a work vindicating the sacrificial nature of the Euchar
ist.13 Like Forbes and Pusey, he linked the Eucharistic offering to 
the heavenly liturgy; like them he was careful to insist that the 
redemptive sacrifice was accomplished on Calvary:
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This atoning sacrifice was complete when He cried, ‘It is finished’, but the 
exhibition, the re-presentation, the setting of it forth, constitutes His media
torial work in heaven; that is the work of His Everlasting Priesthood.14

A contemporary Presbyterian author, Dr William Milligan, 
whose work aroused considerable interest in Anglican circles, was 
judged less orthodox when he maintained that Christ did not 
exercise Iris priestly function on earth but only in heaven after his 
ascension.15 The view that Christ’s redemptive sacrifice had at 
least its essential climax in the heavenly offering of his life-blood 
acquired support from the authority of a great exegete, Bishop 
Westcott, in his commentary on Hebrews, first published hi 1889.16 
Another commentator, A. B. Davidson, stressed the parallel be
tween the Temple ritual and Christ’s atoning priesthood, pointing 
out that ‘The Epistle seems to confine the high-priestly ministry to 
the acts done in the sanctuary’.17 The theory of the celestial sacri
fice, with a corresponding conception of the Eucharistic sacrifice 
as its counterpart, was described by F. E. Brightman at the turn of 
the century as ‘the current interpretation’ among Anglicans.18 
Others who adopted it were Bishop John Wordsworth, F. W. 
Puller, Bishop Charles Gore,19 R. C. Moberly, A. J. Mason, S. C. 
Gayford and Darwell Stone.20

Brightman and Bishop Wordsworth judged that the mediaevals 
had erred in concentrating on the death of Christ as the essential 

14 ibid. p. 45.
16 The Resurrection of Our Lord, London 1884; he proposed the same ideas in 

his Baird lecture, The Ascension and Heavenly Priesthood of Onr Lord, London 
1891, pp. 142 seq. Contra, See J. Bennett, Crux Christi, London 1892.

16 3rd edition, London 1914, pp. 263, 299-300, 463.
17 The Epistle to the Hebrews, with Introduction and Notes, Edinburgh, 1882, 

pp. 150-4. Davidson belonged to the Free Church of Scotland.
18 ‘The Eucharistic Sacrifice’ (s.a.) p. 2. Brightman’s paper, first read before the 

Confraternity of the Blessed Sacrament, was afterwards printed for private 
distribution.

19 Bishop John Wordsworth, De validitate orditmm anglicanoruin: responsio ad 
Batavos (1894) pp. 11-12; Puller’s paper at the Oxford conference of 1899 was 
published in the report, edited by W. Sanday, Different Conceptions of Priesthood 
and Sacrifice (London 1900); Gore, The Body of Christ, pp. 249-61.

20 Moberly, ‘Communion with the Atonement’, in J. T.S. April 1901, pp. 321- 
49; Gayford, in his review of Mortimer’s book, in J.T.S. 1903, pp. 460-3, 
foreshadowed the views later put forward in his own work, Sacrifce and Priest
hood: Jewish and Christian', Darwell Stone’s opinion can be seen in a letter quoted 
in the biography by F. L. Cross, Darwell Stone (London, 1943) pp. 69-71, and in 
the tract, The Eucharistic Sacrifce (London 1920) p. 73.
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moment of his sacrifice and that their neglect of the heavenly 
sacrifice had contributed to the debasement of Eucharistic doctrine 
in the pre-Reformation period. This criticism naturally aroused 
the interest of B. J. Kidd, who took the opportunity to add one 
more item to his already long list of late-mediaeval errors about 
the Mass, one more reason justifying the Reformation reaction.21 
Drawing on the material of Brightman’s researches, he concluded 
that as ‘part of a general tendency to isolate the Cross’, the mediae
val Church had lost sight of a primitive truth, the relation of the 
Eucharist to the heavenly sacrifice, which had only reappeared in 
modern times in the writings of authors such as Moehler and 
Milligan:

21 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 105-12.
22 ibid. pp. 109 and 112. Kidd made use of a paper by Brightman, ‘The Cross 

in its relation to the Altar’.
23 From the concluding essay in Westcott’s commentary on the Epistles of

Sr John (4th edit. pp. 272-3). 24 The Eucharistic Sacrifice, London 1901.

This ancient and modem way of looking at the Eucharist [he wrote] differs 
toto coelo from that which prevailed at the end of the Middle Ages, and in the 
sixteenth century. ... It would appear, not only from the history of 
Christian theology but of Christian art, its handmaid, from the doctrinal 
presuppositions of the Mass-system as well as from the association of the 
Crucifix with the altar towards the end of the Middle Ages, that religious 
feeling tended to view the Mass in exclusive relation to the Passion.22

hr this connection Kidd quoted a remark of Bishop Westcott: 
‘It may well be doubted whether the Crucifixion is in any im
mediate shape a proper subject for art’.23 The counter-attack of an 
American writer, A. G. Mortimer, who in 1901 wrote a lengthy 
but rather muddled work against the ideas of Brightman and his 
friends,24 did little to hinder the progress of those ideas in the 
Anglican communion. High Churchmen were impressed by the 
emphatic words of Bishop Gore, warning them that to think of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice as related primarily to the death of Christ was 
‘the great pitfail in Eucharistic doctrine’. He explained that, in the 
Epistle to the Hebrews,

all that goes before the ascension is the preparation of Christ for His priestly 
work. ... It is at His entrance into heaven, and not upon the cross, that He 
accomplishes His atonement for us. .. . The ideas of the author of this 
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epistle have had strange violence done to them. . . . For the perversion of his 
ideas, in order to make the moment of death the chief moment of sacrifice, 
mediaeval and Protestant theology are equally responsible.25

It is understandable that Mgr Ruch, confronted with this teach
ing of ‘certains docteurs anglais’, should judge that by it ‘the expia
tory value of the death of Christ is denied or diminished’.26 It 
would not be fair, however, to take the passage just quoted from 
Bishop Gore as typical of all the Anglican divines who were favour
able to the theory of a heavenly sacrifice; many were also concerned 
to defend what they were convinced was the Scriptural truth of 
‘the cruciality of the cross’ in the work of atonement. S. C. Gay
ford was one who agreed with Gore that the centre of gravity had 
been misplaced. In his book, Sacrifice and Priesthood (1924), he 
criticized ‘the Roman view’ which made the Eucharist ‘a parallel 
to the Death upon the Cross’, instead of recognizing its essential 
relationship to Christ’s glory and to the pleading of his blood in 
heaven.27 It was Dr F. C. N. Hicks, later Bishop of Lincoln, who 
(acknowledging that he drew largely on the work of Gayford) 
gave these ideas a further diffusion within the Church of England. 
In his book, The Fullness ofi Sacrifice, which was first published in 
1930 and which has since exercised a wide influence in ecumenical 
circles,28 he offered his contemporaries a key to resolve the 
Reformation deadlock about the Eucharistic sacrifice. The whole 
problem, he thought, had been falsified by the terms in which it 
had been presented, for both Protestants and Catholics had in
herited a debased pre-Reformation doctrine which ‘disastrously’ 
restricted the sacrifice of Christ to his passion.

Following Davidson, Westcott and other exegetes, Bishop 
Hicks explained that under the Old Testament, and in ancient 
religion generally, the essence of sacrifice was considered to be a 
dedicating and transforming of hfe; the immolation or death of 
the victim was not in itself the sacrifice but a preliminary stage of

25 The Body of Christ,pp. 252-5. 26 D. T.C. vol. X, col. 797.
27 Sacrifice and Priesthood, Jewish and Christian, 1953 ed., p. 172.
28 A summary of his argument, which he submitted to the Edinburgh Confer

ence of the Faith and Order movement in 1937, was published in the report of 
the conference (edited by L. Hodgson, London 193 8, pp. 326-9); it was reprinted 
in Ways of Worship (pp. 204-9), the report prepared for the Lund Conference 
of 1952.
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the sacrificial process, necessary for the release of the blood which 
was thought of as containing the life. Thus the life of the victim, 
representing the life of the offerer, was dedicated and made over 
to God, who, by accepting it, transformed it. In the final stage, 
that of the sacrificial feast, the life was shared and ‘God and man 
become at one’.29 While the early Christians were still familiar 
with this ‘technique of sacrifice’ which they knew in its Jewish and 
pagan forms, Dr Hicks continued, they escaped the danger of 
identifying Christ’s sacrifice with his death. But once those ancient 
sacrifices had passed from the scene and from Christian memory, 
men began to fasten on the crucifixion as the essential event of the 
redemptive sacrifice. This was, he considered, a grave misunder
standing which had lasted for the greater part of Christian 
history. Whereas Brightman, Wordsworth and Kidd dated the 
rise of the error in the middle ages, Dr Hicks traced it back to the 
fourth and fifth centuries. To regain the true conception of 
Christ’s sacrifice, he says, it must be seen as:

the whole procedure of redemption, beginning with our Lord’s making 
Himself one with us in the Incarnation, and His sharing the conditions of our 
earthly life; continuing on the Cross, and in His passing through the Veil 
with the Blood with which He makes atonement before God; issuing in His 
and our offering of manhood, His own and ours, and in God’s acceptance 
and recreating of it in the heavenly life; [and culminating in the Eucharist].30

While admitting that there is evidence even in the early cen
turies ‘of the tendency to emphasize the thought of the Lord’s 
death in connection with his sacrifice’, Bishop Hicks, saying he 
will ‘venture to generalize’, affirms that during the first four or five 
Christian centuries ‘the general trend of sacrificial language’ still 
avoided the distortion which he thinks became so significant 
later on.31 True, Scripture itself seems to speak of Christ’s death as 
his sacrifice; but the use of scriptural language, says the author, 
safe enough at first while men were still familiar with non
Christian sacrifices and still realized that blood simply signified the 
release of life for presentation before God, later led to a fatal 
narrowing of vision when ‘the ancient technique of sacrifice had

29 The Fullness of Sacrifice (London, 3rd ed. 1946), p. 14.
30 ibid. p. 311. 31 ibid. pp. 281 and 300.
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been forgotten’.32 By the time of St Thomas Aquinas, ‘in the 
accepted tradition Christ’s Sacrifice was His Death’; and so ‘the 
Cross became an Altar, and “offer” became equivalent to“im- 
molate” ’.33 It would be easy, claims Dr Hicks, to give a catena of 
extracts from theological writers from the time of St Thomas 
onwards who use language expressing these faulty notions. As 
examples he cites phrases he has noted in Darwell Stone’s pages:

In. Duns Scotus we find, as we should expect at that period, ‘the offering 
made on the Cross’, and ‘the offering of the passion’; and in Gabriel Biel, 
writing not long before Luther’s time, ‘the supreme sacrifice offered on the 
Cross’. And to these perhaps John Colet may be added, not as a systematic 
theological writer, but as a typical representative of the New Learning 
writing immediately before the outbreak of controversy: ‘Jesus Christ’, he 
says, ‘was sacrificed and offered and died that we may feed on this sacrifice 
until He come’; ‘God Himself was offered on the altar of the Cross.’34

Such terminology, according to Dr Hicks, illustrates the ‘back
ground at first of precarious uncertainty, and in the end of positive 
error, about the meaning of sacrifice’. In Western theology, as a 
result of this way of thinking, the Eucharist came to be related 
primarily to Christ’s death; from this root, he suggests, sprang the 
mediaeval conception of the Mass with its many undesirable con
sequences — neglect of holy communion, exaggeration of the 
priestly function in worship, a ‘mechanical’ massing system, pro
pitiatory offering for the souls in purgatory, and so forth. Hence 
he concludes that this mistaken emphasis on ‘the sacrifice of the 
cross’ has a vital bearing on the interpretation of the Anglican 
Reformation formularies, for it explains the growth of the corrupt 
practices that provoked Cranmer’s reforms:

It was the wrong theory of sacrifice which made these developments 
possible. It was these developments which produced the situation con
templated in the XXXIX Articles (Art. XXXI). It was upon this background 
that the language of Article XXXI about ‘the sacrifices of Masses’ was 
framed. ... It is only in the fight of these accretions and developments that we 
can estimate rightly what the Reformers had to face, and the bearing of what 
the Protestant world would call the abuses of the Mass upon the far deeper 
question of the true relation of the Eucharist to the Sacrifice of Christ and of 
Christians.35

3 2ibid. pp. 301, 307. 33 ibid. pp. 309, 316. 31 ibid. p. 317. 35 ibid. pp. 310, 312.
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By a transference of ideas which he takes to be legitimate, but 
which surely requires more justification than he gives it, Bishop 
Hicks assumes that, because the mediaevals related the Eucharistic 
sacrifice to Christ’s passion, they therefore thought that Christ was 
killed anew in every Mass. This particular aspect of his theory, of 
which Dr Mascall makes much use, is discussed in Chapters 
XVIII-XX below; for the present we may limit ourselves to 
Bishop Hicks’s thesis in so far as it concerns the ‘heavenward 
reference’ of the Eucharistic rite. (I use this expression in the fol
lowing pages to refer to the relation of the Eucharist to the myster
ies of Christ’s triumph: to his resurrection, ascension, glorification 
and heavenly intercession. A convenient abbreviation is needed to 
express all this, and ‘heavenward reference’ seems the least un
satisfactory. Some authors use the expression ‘eschatological 
reference’ to sum up this aspect of Eucharistic theology; but this 
phrase has the disadvantage that it is more often used to mean, not 
the relation of the Eucharist to the events of Christ’s triumphant 
return to his Father, but its relation either to his second coming at 
the end of time, or to the events of the Messianic age—whether 
this eschatological age is still in the future or, as some put it, 
already ‘realized’.36)

Was pre-Reformation theology, then, guilty of distorting the 
true doctrine by restricting the redemptive sacrifice to Calvary, to 
the exclusion of other equally or even more important aspects—in 
particular the heavenly offering, which is claimed to be the 
essential climax of the sacrificial work of Christ? Was there a 
corresponding defect in Eucharistic doctrine ? And if Brightman, 
Gore and Hicks are right on that question, to what extent does the 
mistake detected by them make necessary a re-interpretation of 
the attitude of the English Reformers to the Mass? Since it is 
largely from Bishop Hicks’s premises that Dr Mascall and others 
conclude that ‘by the end of the middle ages the whole conception 
of sacrifice had got distorted’, it is well to examine those premises; 
and because Bishop Hicks’s book has been an influential factor in

36 Oscar Cullmaiin allows for both senses of the ‘eschatological reference’ of the 
Eucharist in his Early Christian Worship, English trans., London 1953, pp. 15-20, 
118. cf. ‘La signification eschatologique du repas eucharistique’, by Y. de Mont- 
cheuil, in Recherches de science religieuse, 1946, pp. 5-43.
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the contemporary movement to express the doctrine of Eucharistic 
sacrifice in a manner acceptable to all Anglicans (and also to non- 
Anglicans37), some comment on its value may be of interest in a 
wider context.

Many of its pages are indeed of permanent value. The author’s 
analysis of biblical conceptions of sacrifice and his exegesis of the 
underlying analogies in the Epistle to the Hebrews can claim sub
stantial support from the specialists, both Protestant and Catholic.38 
His development of the scriptural and Augustinian concept of 
Christ’s sacrificial will, as persevering for ever from the first 
instant of the Incarnation, accords with the ‘oblationist’ theory of 
many theologians, which we have already discussed. All must agree 
with him that the mere death of a victim does not by itself con
stitute the rehgious act of sacrifice, and that on Calvary it was not 
the destruction of Christ’s life that was pleasing to God but the 
love and obedience which inspired the offering of his death. Non 
mors sed voluntas placuit sponte morientis?9 The book also has the 
special merit of pointing to a facet of revealed truth which is often 
left in the shade, namely that Christ’s resurrection from the dead, 
his ascension, and his taking his place in heavenly glory as the eter
nal high priest and victim, form an integral part of the total 
economy of salvation by which man is united to God.

Nevertheless other points in Bishop Hicks’s work, and they are 
those on which his thesis chiefly depends, are open to criticism. 
One may question the very wide and general extension he gives 
to the term ‘sacrifice’, which he takes as practically synonymous

37 cf. D. M. Baillie, God was in Christ, London 1948, p. 196.
38 Among Catholic studies may be cited M. J. Lagrange, Etudes sur les religions 

sémitiques (Paris 1905); A. Médebielle, L’Expiation dans l’Ancien et le Nouveau 
Testament (Rome 1924), vol. I, pp. 125-58; the article ‘Expiation’ by the same 
author in Dictionnaire de la Bible, Supplément; C. Spicq, L’Epître aux Hébreux 
(Paris 1953) vol. II, pp. 271-85; L. Moraldi, Espiazione sacrificale e riti espiatori 
(Rome 1956). Fr. Spicq gives a long bibliography of works which illustrate the 
meaning of sacrifice in Hebrew worship (pp. 137-9 and 284-5). Fr F. X. Durrwell 
in his workLa Résurrection de Jésus, mystère de salut (Paris, 3rd ed. 1954, pp. 79-98), 
makes a synthesis of the data which is in many respects similar to Dr Hicks’s 
explanation of the nature of sacrifice, and he refers to many Catholic authors who 
have come to similar conclusions.

39 St Bernard, De erroribus Abaelardi, no. 21 (P.L. CLXXXII, col. 1070); simi
larly St Anselm, Cur Deus homo?, book I, chap. 9-10 {P.L. CLVIII, coî. 370-6); 
St Thomas, commentary on Romans, cap. 5, lect. 2.
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with the term ‘religion’. The sources of revelation do not lay 
down a philosophical definition of sacrifice, but from what they 
say about sacrifices in the concrete the concept has surely a more 
precise denotation than he gives it. If Christ’s sacrifice is taken to 
mean all that he does in time, in eternity and through his Church 
to bring men to God, then evidently there is no difficulty in placing 
his sacrifice in heaven, and also in Christian worship on earth. It is 
not surprising that authors who allow such a wide sense to the term 
find it easier to express a doctrine of Eucharistic sacrifice which 
is acceptable even to those with a traditional hostility to the Mass.

Dr Hicks’s soteriology raises another doubt. His predecessors in 
this way of thinking, Milligan, Brightman, Gore and Gayford, 
had been influenced by the work of German Protestant scholars 
who tended towards a Socinian exegesis of Hebrews, and the ex
planations of Bishop Hicks in his turn are not always free from 
ambiguity. If he does not go so far as Gore, who interpreted 
Hebrews to mean that ‘it is at Christ’s entrance into heaven, and 
not upon the cross, that He accomplishes His atonement for us’,40 
he does at times seem to lay himself open to the charge of minimi
zing ‘the cruciality of the cross’, and of making the heavenly 
offering the essential moment of our Lord’s priestly office. Some 
of his Anglican critics, indeed, understood him in this sense, and 
voiced uneasiness about a theory which seemed to take insufficient 
account of the many passages of Scripture indicating the death of 
Jesus Christ as the central fact of redemption, the saving event that 
reconciles man to God.41 In answering their objections, in the pre
face to his second edition, Dr Hicks explained himself in terms 
which are an implicit justification of the mediaeval theologians 
who, in common with all Christian tradition, saw the Eucharistic 
sacrifice as related primarily and essentially to the death of Christ. 
He wished to dissociate himself, he protested, from a minimizing 
interpretation, and to correct any misapprehension if he had 
‘seemed to underestimate the centrality of the Lord’s death’, or ‘if, 
in dealing, almost incidentally, with the Atonement, I have made 
it appear, in the stress that I have laid upon the after-effects of the

40 The Body of Christ, p. 253.
41 See The Fullness of Sacrifice, 3rd edition, pp. xv-xvii.
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Cross, that I regarded the Atoning Death as only important per 
accidens .42

This clarification of the author’s position makes it easier to 
discuss his theory about the relation of the Eucharist to Christ’s 
resurrection, ascension and heavenly offering, and his contention 
that mediaeval theology was substantially distorted through fail
ure to give prominence to that relation. For purposes of compari
son and to gain a fuller perspective, we may begin by asking what 
are the limits of orthodox speculation on these questions admiss
ible within the Catholic Church today.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

There are two distinct questions: first, what part must be 
assigned to the events of Christ’s glorification in the economy of 
salvation ? and secondly, what reference has the Eucharistic 
sacrifice to the events of Christ’s glorification ? Although distinct, 
these two questions are evidently connected. If the atoning sacri
fice of Christ is identified with his heavenly intercession, as in the 
Socinian theory, it will be inferred that the Eucharistic sacrifice 
takes its essential meaning not from the cross but from a sacrificial 
activity of Christ in heaven. If however the true Christian belief 
is that the centre and climax of the atoning sacrifice was the death 
of Christ upon the cross, it will appear that the primary reference 
of the Eucharistic sacrifice is to that death; and it will then be a 
further question to inquire what connection the Eucharist also has 
with the events of Christ’s triumph consequent upon his atoning 
death.

First, then, what part does Catholic theology assign to Christ’s 
resurrection and glorious Efe in the economy of salvation? In 
recent times theologians have devoted much attention to this 
question, seeking a profounder understanding of such texts as, 
‘He was delivered up for our sins, and rose again for our justi
fication’ (Rom. iv. 25; Col. u. 12-14 etc.). All are agreed that the 
resurrection of Christ is the cause of our personal salvation at least 
in the sense that it provides an outstanding motive for believing in 
the Christian revelation, and that faith is the foundation of all

l2 ibid. p. xvii.
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justification.43 Some authors are content to say that Christ’s 
triumphant return to life and to heavenly glory was a necessary 
condition, ordained by divine decree, without which his atoning 
sacrifice, complete and all-sufficient in itself (i.e. in what is called the 
order of‘objective redemption’), would not have been applied to 
men (i.e. in the order of ‘subjective redemption’).44 A greater 
number of theologians today, however, judge it inadequate to 
seek an explanation only in the moral or juridical order, and they 
attribute to the resurrection and glorification of Christ a more real 
and direct efficacy in the divine plan of salvation. According to 
one interpretation of the teaching of St Thomas, the events of 
Christ’s incarnate life, both of his mortal life on earth and of his 
glorious life after rising from the dead, are in some way instru
mental causes mediating his grace to his members.45

The saving action of God [writes T. Tsclnpke] transcends all limits of space 
and time. In his eternity he acts in the present. . . . Events accomplished long 
ago in the human nature of Christ can still have an instrumental operation. . . . 
The death of Christ and the other mysteries of his human nature united to the 
person of the Word are universal instruments, effective, in the divine plan, 
for the restoration of the supernatural order. The life, death and resurrection 
of Christ belong to all ages and all men.46

A difference must be noted between this explanation and the 
celebrated ‘mystery-presence’ theory of the school of Dom Odo 
Casel. According to the latter, the resurrection and ascension, like 
the other mysteries of Christ’s life, become present to us in the 
sacramental liturgy by some ‘meta-historical’ process which 
transcends the time-order and brings them into our present;

43 cf. T. Zapelena S. J., De Ecclesia Christi, vol. II (Rome 1954), pp. 398-423 : 
‘De Christi clarificatione eiusque momento soteriologico’; especially pp. 401-3.

44 This view was defended by Toletus (Zapelena, ibid. pp. 402-3) and appears 
in a passage of Cardinal Newman, Letters on Justification, IX, sect. 2 : ‘His rising 
again was the necessary antecedent of His applying to His elect the virtue of that 
Atonement which His dying wrought for all men’. (7th edition, London 1897, 
p. 206).

46 This theory is well explained by F. Holtz in Ephemerides Theologicae Lovani- 
enses, XXIX, 1953, pp. 609-45, ‘La valeur sotériologique de la résurrection du 
Christ selon S. Thomas’. W. A. Van Roo S.J., in his article, ‘The Resurrection of 
Christ: Instrumental Cause of Grace’, in Gregorianum, XXXIX, 1958, p. 273, 
gives references to other works.

46 T. Tschipke, Die Menschheit Christi als Heilsorgan der Gottheit, (Freiburg-im- 
Ereisgau 1940) pp. 186 seq; quoted by Holtz, art. cit., pp. 617-8.
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according to Tschipke and others these events, remaining ‘past’ to 
ns, are used by God, acting in his eternal ‘now’, as instrumental 
causes through which to produce supernatural effects at other 
points of the time-series.

In the theory just described it is in their actual happening in the 
past (in fieri) that Christ’s resurrection and ascension are used by 
divine power as instrumental causes for our sanctification in the 
present. According to another interpretation, they have that in
strumental efficacy only as events which have happened (in facto 
esse), that is, in so far as their effects are still virtually contained in 
the glorified humanity of Christ.47 Those who hold this view 
appeal especially to the Greek Fathers for support. Since Christ by 
his Incarnation has brought the human race into a mysterious 
solidarity with himself, a union that is perfected by sanctifying 
grace, he communicates to the redeemed, his members, a share of 
that same glorious fife into which he entered by his triumph over 
death. Thus in the Eucharist there is the influence not only of his 
death but also of his victory over death and of his entry as eternal 
high priest into the heavenly sanctuary.

On the question whether the resurrection and glorification of 
Christ belong essentially to his atoning sacrifice, there are differing 
shades of opinion. Evidently those authors, for whom Lepin is the 
spokesman, who consider the whole of Christ’s Efe from the first 
instant of his Incarnation to be a sacrifice in the proper sense, since 
every action of that Efe was inspired by and manifested his inner 
dedication to the Father’s wih, find their definition of sacrifice 
verified also in the events of his glorified Efe. They would agree 
with Bishop Hicks that those events belong to ‘the fullness of 
Christ’s sacrifice’; but although they see no intrinsic difference 
between Christ’s sacrificial activity as exercised in his mortal life 
and as exercised in his risen life, they are always careful to add the 
vital quahfication that his self-oblation on Calvary was unique 
because it was to that, by divine decree, that our redemption was 
conclusively attached. The heavenly oblation is made, Lepin ex-

47 This was substantially the interpretation of Cajetan, Suarez, Sylvius, Gonet, 
the Salmanticenses, John of St Thomas, and Billuart; cf. Van Roo, art. cit. p. 273, 
note 5. The theory is explained by A. Janssens, ‘De valore soteriologico resurrec- 
tionis Christi’ in Ephemerides TheologicaeLovanienses 1932, pp. 225-233.
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plains, ‘not, obviously, for a new redemption, but as an eternal 
ratification of the redemption already wrought’. There is this 
difference, too, that in the state of glory Christ no longer merits, 
for merit belongs only to the state of a viator, a wayfarer on earth, 
and not to that of a comprehensor, one who has passed beyond the 
conditions of mortal life.48

Other theologians, however, find the theory of Lepin, even 
with the strictly orthodox qualifications he gives to it, unsatis
factory; they consider that his definition of sacrifice, by embracing 
too much, means too little. In such a theory, objects Mgr Joumet 
rather severely,

the name of sacrifice of Christ is given to something other than what 
Scripture calls the sacrifice of Christ. The unique act by which the world is 
redeemed, which Jesus calls his ‘hour’, is no longer the sacrifice of Christ; it is 
connected with the permanent sacrifice as a subordinate rite, a temporary access
ory. The logical system is preserved, but the mystery of the Gospel is lost.49 

The objection is also brought that sacrifice, as an institution 
which belongs to the order of signs and figures, is essentially the 
act of wayfarers on earth, and can no longer properly have place 
in the realm of heavenly beatitude where signs and symbols give 
place to vision.50

De la Taille, whose definition of sacrifice includesdivine accept
ance as a necessary sequel, explains Christ’s triumphant return to 
his Father as the solemn ratification by God of the redemptive 
sacrifice ritually offered at the Last Supper and immolated once for 
all upon the cross. The heavenly intercession of which the Epistle to 
the Hebrews speaks he interprets as the continuation in Christ’s 
glorious humanity of his quality of eternal victimhood and eternal 
priesthood, the effect of the historical sacrifice once offered.51 
Although the heavenly priest and victim is himself present in the 
Eucharist, the sacrifice of the Mass essentially relates not to some 
celestial liturgy at an altar on high, but to the sacrifice of the cross.

48 L’Idée du sacrifice, pp. 745-9.
49 La Messe: Présence du sacrifice de la croix, p. 344.
60 Hugon, Tractatus Dogmaticus, vol. III p. 484; Esteve, De coelesti mediatione 

sacerdotali (Madrid 1949) pp. 17-23,101-8 ; Bonsirven,Epître aux Hébreux pp. 65 seq.
61 Mysterium Fidei, elucidatio I, sect. 3 (De acceptatione sacrificii) and elucida- 

tiones XII-XV; English translation, The Mystery of Faith, vol. I, pp. 15-17, 
185-214.
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Whereas de la Taille saw the resurrection and glorification of 
Christ as a necessary sequel of the offering of his sacrifice, not a 
few authors see them as an intrinsic constituent, as the completion 
of the sacrificial action and even in some sense essentially belong
ing to it. Fr F. X. Durrwell writes : ‘Death and glorification con
stitute complementary aspects of the same sacrificial action, of 
which they form the immolation and the consummation’. He 
even says that Christ’s glorification ‘is the term without which the 
sacrifice remains incomplete in its essence, and caimot be called a 
sacrifice—-just as a movement which stops without terminating in 
anything cannot be imagined, or as a donation is not made unless it 
is accepted by someone’.52 These speculations are also to be found in 
the work of Fr Joseph Lécuyer, Le sacerdoce dans le mystère du Christ. 
This author stresses the analogy in Hebrews between the Jewish high 
priest’s entry into the sanctuary with the piacular blood on the Day 
of Atonement and Christ’s entry into the heavenly sanctuary. 
Nevertheless he is careful to insist, like all Catholic authors :

We must straight away remove a possible misunderstanding. There is no 
question of diminishing the importance of the sufferings and of the death of 
the Lord, and so in a new way ‘making void the cross of Christ’ [I. Cor i.17]. 
We cannot think of forgetting, certainly, the vehement protests of the 
Apostle: ‘God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified to me, and I to the world’ 
[Gal. vi.14]. And it remains true that it is the cross that reconciles us to God 
[Ephes, ii.16], and that it is the blood of the cross that establishes true peace 
[Co/. i.2oj53

Catholic theologians of whatever school are well aware that any 
theory of atonement tending to ‘make void the cross’ falsifies 
the Christian revelation. In this they are at one with Evangelical 
Protestants, who have not ceased to oppose modern theories 
which would make the death of Christ upon the cross no longer 
the central act by which the world is saved, but at most a pre
liminary condition for the atonement and a striking lesson to men 
of the power of love and of sin.

From this review of opinions held by theologians today it is
62 Lti résurrection de Jésus, mystère de salut, 3rd edit., pp. 91 and 97; also pp. 

165-174. cf. E. Masure, Le sacrifice du chef, (8th edit., Paris 1954) pp. 233-4.
53 op. cit. (Paris 1957), p. 21.
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plain that the doctrine which they arc seeking to develop—the 
part of Christ’s resurrection, ascension and heavenly intercession 
in his work of salvation—is not yet fully unfolded in the Church. 
One may say that the present phase of theological speculation on 
this subject is concerned with the question whether those trium
phant events have an effect only in the order of what is called 
‘subjective redemption’ (by which the effects of the redemptive 
sacrifice are applied to us), or whether they belong in some man
ner even to the order of ‘objective redemption’, as the essential 
term and seal of the atoning sacrifice of the cross. Although the 
first of these alternatives is the common opinion, there are 
authors of repute who are exploring the second.54

Despite their differences of opinion about many points which 
are open to free discussion, the Catholic theologians are agreed on 
essentials. In accordance with Scripture and all Christian tradition, 
they hold that the atoning passion of Christ is the one propitiatory 
sacrifice by which the world is saved; consequently, when they 
consider the relation of the Eucharist to Christ’s saving work, they 
see it as primarily and essentially related to the sacrifice of Calvary. 
(Some hold that the heavenly reality is the means by which this 
essential connection with the sacrifice of Calvary is maintained. 
Fr G. Filograssi S.J. writes: ‘The conjunction and continuation of 
the Eucharistic sacrifice with the sacrifice of the cross is brought 
about through the permanence in heaven of the victim and priest 
in the state of glory’.55) All theologians would admit that the 
Eucharistic celebration also has reference to Christ’s resurrection, 
ascension and heavenly triumph—as the canon of the Mass expli
citly testifies—but just as the saving efficacy of those events must 
be understood as consequent upon what was done on Calvary, so 
the relationship of the Eucharist to the mysteries of Christ’s 
triumph is consequent upon its essential relationship to the one 
sacrifice which was accomplished when Christ cried, ‘It is con
summated’, and died.56

54 cf. S. Lyonnet S. J., ‘La valeur sotériologique de la résurrection du Christ 
selon saint Paul’ in Gregorianum XXXIX, 1958, no. 2, pp. 305 seq. Some authors 
wish to avoid making too rigid a distinction between the orders of ‘objective’ 
and ‘subjective’ redemption.

66 De Eucharistia, 6th edit. Rome 1957, p. 408. 66 cf. Journet, La Messe, p. 31.
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The development in the present century of the theology of the 
Mass provides corroboration of these conclusions. It is now estab
lished that the essential rite by which the Eucharistic sacrifice is 
effected is the twofold consecration alone (and therefore is not 
dependent upon the offertory, or the fraction of the host, or the 
communion, or any other parts of the Mass, as some earlier 
writers suggested). Pope Pius XII declared in the encyclical 
Mediator Dei that by the twofold consecration is symbolized the 
death of Christ:

By the transubstantiation of the bread into Christ’s body and of the wine into 
his blood, both body and blood become really present; but the Eucharistic 
species under which he is present symbolize the separation of body and 
blood in his passion. His death happened in reality on Calvary, yet a com
memorative showing forth of that death is renewed whenever the sacrifice of 
the altar is celebrated, when by those separated tokens Jesus Christ, in his 
state of victimhood, is represented and shown forth.67

What makes the Eucharistic rite a sacrifice, then, is what relates 
it to the passion of Christ; the sacramental immolation caused by 
the words of consecration mystically shows forth his death, not— 
directly—the events of his glorification. Undoubtedly the liturgy 
has reference to those events too, but it is a reference which is not 
expressed in the essential sacrificial action. In other words, in the 
Eucharistic offering it is the connection with Christ’s death that is 
primary; the ‘heavenward reference’ follows only as a conse
quence of that.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

In the light of present-day orthodoxy, what judgment must be 
passed on the teaching of the mediaeval theologians, early and 
late? Do they deserve the severe reproach of having corrupted the 
doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice by excluding from it an essen
tial truth? Or do they at least deserve this milder criticism of Dr 
Dugniore:

Anamnesis is one of the most ancient features of the liturgy and of eucha- 
ristic theology but the (often) morbid concentration upon the Passion of
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57 ‘ . . . quandoqttidem per distinctos indices Christas Jesus in statu vidimae signi- 
ficatur atque ostenditur.’ (A.A.S. vol. XXXIX, 1947, p. 549).
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Christ which we find in this later medieval period—the emphasis upon the 
death of Christ, which was an event in tune—pushed into the background 
the eschatological facts of His resurrection, ascension, session in heaven and 
judgement, which equally had their place in the anamnesis of the early 
Church. The Reformers were inheritors of this late medieval Western 
tradition.58

58 The Mass and the English Reformers, p. 78; similarly, pp. 120-1, 133-
89 See Chapter V, pp. 78-81.
00 Lepin, L’idée du sacrifice pp. 132-5; de la Taille, Mystermm Fidei, elucidatio 

XXI; St Bruno, P.L. CLIII, col. 527.
61 Shape of the Liturgy, 1st edit. pp. 621-2.

In the pages of the late-mediaeval theologians we find indeed 
httle discussion of this ‘eschatological’ aspect of the sacrifice of the 
Mass ; but it must be remembered that they gave little discussion 
to any questions connected with the sacrificial nature of the 
Eucharist.59 hi the earlier middle ages, it seems, there had been 
greater interest in the idea of the heavenly altar. Among the 
authors who, from the ninth to the twelfth centuries, treated of 
the connection between the Eucharistic liturgy and the heavenly 
intercession of the eternal high priest were Paschasius Radbertus, 
Hincmar of Rheims, Yvo of Chartres, Isaac de Stella, Alger of 
Liège, Stephen of Beaugé, Gerhoch of Reichersberg, William of 
St Thierry, Adelmann, St Bruno, William of Auvergne.60

It is hardly a matter for severe censure that the theologians from 
the thirteenth to the sixteenth century neglected to develop the 
doctrine of the ‘heavenward reference’ of the Eucharist, and that 
their lack of interest in it compares unfavourably with the fertile 
speculation on the subject in modern times. Neglect is not denial. 
Both in behef and worship there was predominant (and rightly 
predominant) emphasis on the essential relationship of the Mass to 
Christ’s atoning passion ; but it was never denied that the Eucharis
tic rite also has reference to the mysteries of Christ’s triumph over 
death. Indeed, as Dix and many others have observed,61 it was 
impossible for that truth to be forgotten, since there was a con
stant reminder of it in the liturgy. In the canon of the Mass the 
prayer Unde et memores was daily recited immediately after the 
consecration :
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Wherefore commemorating . .. the blessed passion of the same Christ thy 
Son our Lord, and also his resurrection from the dead, and also his glorious 
ascension into heaven, we offer to thy illustrious majesty ... a pure victim, a 
holy victim, an immaculate victim . . .

Reference to the heavenly altar followed hi the prayer Siipplices 
te rogamns:

O almighty God give thy bidding, suppliant we beseech thee, that these 
things should be borne by the hands of thy holy angel to thy altar on high, in 
the sight of thy divine majesty; that we who by this partaking of the altar 
receive the most sacred body and blood of thy Son may be filled with every 
heavenly blessing and grace.

The two foregoing prayers from the canon were in use through
out Latin Christendom. Another prayer, the Suscipe saucta Trinitas 
of the offertory in the Roman Mass, occurred in various forms in 
many of the other Western rites: ‘Receive, O holy Trinity, this 
oblation which we offer to thee in memory of the passion, resur
rection, and ascension of Jesus Christ our Lord. . . .’ As Dix re
marks, ‘such language as this could not allow the clergy who used 
it to forget the older and wider understanding of the rite’, and it is 
not surprising to find that the late-mediaeval theologians were not 
after all ignorant of the reference of the Eucharist to the events of 
Christ’s triumph after death. At the end of the fifteenth century 
Gabriel Biel, their faithful representative, wrote in his commentary 
on the Mass :

Our Lord’s precept, ‘do this in commemoration of me’ can be understood in 
the sense, ‘do this in commemoration of me suffering, rising, and ascending 
into heaven’. Our Lord, then, did not wish a commemoration to be made of 
his passion alone, but also of his resurrection, ascension and other actions.62

Similar statements are found quite frequently in the Mass-com
mentaries of the pre-Reformation period, whether written in the 
vernacular for the use of the devout laity or in Latin for the use of 
pastoral clergy in instructing their flocks. Some examples are cited 
below in Appendix B.63 A feature of the allegorical explanations 
of the Mass, continued throughout the middle ages, as Jungmann

62 Sacri caiionis missae expositio, lectio LIV, lit. B (edit. Brescia 1576, p. 483).
63 nos. xiv, xxii, xxxii, xxxvi.
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points out,64 was to see in the rite of the ‘commingling’ (i.c. the 
dropping of a particle of the host into the chalice after the fraction) 
a symbol of the revivifying of Christ’s body and blood at the 
resurrection.

The suppression of the connection between the Eucharist and 
the mysteries of Christ’s triumph and glory was not, as some have 
supposed, a theological defect which the Reformers inherited un
awares from their mediaeval predecessors; it was the achievement 
of Protestantism. Bishop Hicks himself observes that liturgical 
witness to that connection survived throughout the period which 
he calls ‘the age of misconception’, and he notes that the first 
liturgies defective in this respect are those of the Reformers :

Whatever may have been the later adventures in interpretation of eucha
ristie theology, or in experience of eucharistie devotion, the liturgies survive 
as unmistakable evidence of the earlier conceptions. It is not until we come to 
liturgies drawn up at the time of the Reformation that, as in the Consecration 
Prayer of the second English Prayer Book, first issued in 1552, the com
memoration of our Lord’s redeeming work is limited to his death.65

This fact was not without doctrinal significance ; the reason is to 
be found, not in a debased mediaeval tradition, but rather in the 
Protestant theories of soteriology and justification. The Reform
ers were so convinced that the Eucharist was not a sacrifice, and 
(as Dr Hebert points out) that ‘the Sacrifice of Christ consisted 
solely in His death on the cross, so that when He died the whole 
ordinance of sacrifice was at an end’,66 that many of them regarded 
even the notion of a heavenly sacrifice with disfavour. The 
Christian sacrifice, they maintained, was the punishment of the 
innocent Lamb of God substituted in the place of guilty mankind; 
as such, it was finished for ever when Christ paid the penalty to 
divine justice upon the cross, and it could not be brought forward 
from the past into the present by any sacrificial rite, either at an 
earthly or at a heavenly altar.

64 The Mass of the Roman Rite, vol. II, pp. 314, 318.
65 The Fullness of Sacrifice, p. 281.
66 A. G. Hebert, in Inter-Communion (1952) p. 246. N. Dimock, an Evangelical 

writer, criticizing the current theory of the Anglo-Catholics, rejected the notion 
of a continuous sacrifice in heaven and of a properly sacerdotal activity of Christ 
there (Our One Priest on High, London 1899).

IO 289



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

It is in the ranks of those same scholastic theologians who are 
accused of banishing the ‘heavenward reference’ from Eucharis
tic doctrine that, at the time of the Reformation, the champions 
of the heavenly oblation are to be found, and they appeal to it in 
order to defend the sacrificial character of the Mass against the 
Protestant attack. Cajetan made use of this argument, as also did 
four theologians in the debates of the Council of Trent (John 
Gropper, Francis Sonnius, James Ferrusio and Bishop Nogueras of 
Alife). Lepin quotes interesting passages from these and a few 
other sixteenth-century Catholic apologists who, he says, were 
persuaded that ‘the most cogent manner of proving the truth of 
the sacrifice of the Mass is to see it as a replica, or an earthly adap
tation, of the great sacrificial action in heaven’.67 They did not 
hold that the redemptive sacrifice was first enacted in heaven, but 
they visualized the heavenly oblation as the enduring result of the 
redemptive sacrifice of Calvary.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

A just estimate of mediaeval thought must, then, acknowledge 
a certain neglect of the riches contained in the traditional belief 
concerning the relationship of the Mass to the events of Christ’s 
triumph, but a neglect which was by no means complete and 
which never issued in denial and error. But even if this neglect had 
been complete—which, thanks to the liturgy, it could never be— 
that would not have meant an essential corruption of Eucharistic 
doctrine. The paramount emphasis on the relationship of the Mass 
to the passion sacrifice was not a distorted emphasis, because it was 
the true emphasis. The pre-Reformation theologians held fast to 
what Dr Mascall describes as ‘the evangehcal fact that, in whatever 
way it may be, it is the Passion itself with which we are con
cerned in the Eucharistic Sacrifice’.68 As St Cyprian wrote in the 
third century, ‘The passion of the Lord is the sacrifice we offer’ ;69 
as St Justin wrote in the second century, the Eucharist is ‘the

67 L’idée du sacrifice, pp. 277-80, 318, 749. Cajetan uses the argument from the 
heavenly offering in his Opuscula, vol. Ill, tract. 10, cap 6 (Lyons edition 1631, 
p. 287). See also the quotation from John Fabriin Appendix A below, no. 49.

68 Christ, the Christian and the Church, p. 170; see also Iris Corpus Christi, p. 149.
69 Epistle LXIII, 11. 17; P.L. IV, col. 388-9.
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anamnesis of the passion’ ;70 and as St Paul wrote in the first cen
tury, ‘It is the Lord’s death that you are heralding, whenever you 
eat this bread and drink this cup, until he comes’.71

The conjecture of Dr Hicks, when he ‘ventured to generalize’, 
that about the fourth or fifth century'' there occurred a significant 
change in the maimer of interpreting Christ’s sacrifice and that his 
passion and death were thenceforward given undue prominence, 
is not borne out by examination of the evidence.72 This singular 
hypothesis—that after the eclipse of paganism Christians became 
mistakenly preoccupied with the ‘sacrifice of the cross’ because the 
technique of ancient sacrifice then faded from their memory—has 
been left politely aside even by most of thosewho are impressed by 
Dr Hicks’s main conclusions.73 It seems rather far-fetched to sug
gest that because the Jewish Christians of the early centuries could 
still recount descriptions of the Temple ritual as it had existed 
before A.D. 70, and because Gentile Christians had either seen 
pagan sacrifices performed or at least had heard their non
Christian kinsfolk and friends speaking about them, therefore the 
men of the first four centuries possessed an insight into the pro
found meaning of sacrifice, for lack of which the Fathers and 
churchmen of succeeding ages, despite their knowledge of the 
Old Testament, went seriously astray. In point of fact, concen
tration on the saving death of Christ is found in Christian writings 
from the earliest times.

It is true that Ritschl, Harnack, Sabatier and other scholars pro
posed a contrast between two theories of redemption in the early 
centuries: a ‘soteriology of the cross’, favoured chiefly in the 
West, and a ‘soteriology of the incarnation’, preferred by the 
Greek Fathers. At first sight it might be thought that this distinc
tion corroborates Dr Hicks’s assertion that in the theology of the 
Western Church exaggerated emphasis was placed on the sacrifice 
of the cross. In reality, however, the two theories which Dr Hicks 
wishes to distinguish are not at all the same as the two which were 
distinguished by the Liberal Protestant scholars. The latter were

70 Dialogue with Trypho, cap. 41; P.L. VI, col. 564. 711. Cor. xi. 26.
72 cf. C. Ruch and A. Gaudel, article ‘Messe’, in D.T.C. vol. X, col. 864-980.
73 It has been repeated with approval, however, by Dr A. G. Hebert, in his 

Interconmumion (London 1932), p. 57.
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not concerned with a contrast between the sacrifice of Calvary and 
the celestial sacrifice, but with a contrast between a juridical 
theory of redemption, which they ascribed to the West, and a 
theory of salvation by ‘deification’ put forward by the Greek 
Fathers. (This difference of emphasis was certainly there, but it 
was not a conflict of doctrines. Both aspects of the truth were 
safeguarded in both East and West.74 The Greek Fathers believed 
as firmly as their Latin brethren that Christ’s sacrifice was offered 
on the cross; and their concept of the ‘deification’ of men through 
the assumption of human nature by God was not absent from 
Latin theology.) In any case the Protestant scholars mentioned 
above provide no support for Bishop Hicks’s suggestion that 
preoccupation with the death of Christ arose only in the fourth or 
fifth century. Harnack finds that the ‘soteriology of the cross’ was 
present in the thought of the pre-Nicene Fathers, and was 
equally primitive with the ‘soteriology of the incarnation’.75

74 cf. J. Riviere, Le Dogme de la Rédemption, p. 209; and his article, ‘Rédemp
tion’, in D.T.C. vol. XIII, col. 1938-9, 1941-2. J. Fraigneau-Julien has studied 
the synthesis of these two aspects of soteriology in the writings of St Cyril of 
Alexandria. (Remie Thomiste, LV, 1955, pp. 614-28.)

75 Harnack, History of Dogma, English trans. (London 1894-9), vol. h PP- 83-4, 
199, 210-2; vol. II, pp. 221-3, 289-90, etc.

Similarly the hypothesis, popularized by Brightman and also 
adopted by Hicks, of an opposition in the liturgies between a 
‘Western ethos’, which saw the Eucharist as the anamnesis of 
Calvary, and a more primitive ‘Eastern ethos’ according to which 
the Eucharistic rite was originally the re-evocation of the resur
rection, has been discredited by the liturgiologists. Dix agrees that 
East and West were at one from the first in recognizing the 
Eucharistic rite as ‘the shewing forth of the Lord’s death’, and that 
the exaggerated emphasis placed by some Eastern churchmen on 
the ‘celestial’ aspect of the liturgy dates from a much later period. 
He comments rather caustically :

The interpretation of the whole eucharistie action as essentially an ‘anamnesis 
of the resurrection’ from a passion accomplished, as it were, in the sacristy 
‘before the liturgy begins’ (for that is what the whole conception amounts to) 
is first found only in Theodore of Mopsuestia early in tire fifth century ; and 
it is fully developed in expression by the Byzantine prothesis only after 
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another 500 years. ... It is an interpretation artificially imposed on liturgies 
which were originally framed on a quite different interpretation of the 
eucharist.76

76 The Shape of the Liturgy, pp. 288-9.
77 Brightman, The Eucharistic Sacrifice, pp. 9-11; Kidd, Later Mediaeval Doctrine,

pp. 109-13. 78 The Recovery of Unity, pp. 70-1.

Eastern theology has remained substantially faithful to the 
primitive tradition. It used to be said—the idea was also proposed 
by Brightman and taken up by Kidd—that Western mediaeval 
devotion and religious art parted from the purer Eastern tradition 
by linking the altar too closely to the cross, and by recalling at 
Mass the suffering rather than the triumphant Christ.77 But as Dr 
Mascall points out this is one more of ‘the myths to be exploded’ 
concerning alleged differences between East and West. The theory 
‘that the Eastern Orthodox Church is the Church of the Resurrec
tion, while the Western Church is the Church of the Passion’ he 
dismisses as unsound; and he quotes the Archimandrite Lev Gillet 
to that effect: ‘The outworn commonplace of the Cross being 
given more centrality in the West than in the East should be 
resolutely discarded’.78

The erudite conjectures of Brightman and Hicks, then, do not 
survive close analysis; they are found in the end to provide no 
firm basis for convicting Western mediaeval theology of deviation 
from the right path, either in soteriology or in Eucharistic doc
trine. Christian revelation presents the oblation of Christ on the 
cross as the true and all-sufficient sacrifice of man’s redemption. 
Its acceptance and ratification in Christ’s victorious return to life, 
its prolongation and pleading in his state of glory, are the com
pletion and crown of his salvific work. These triumphant events 
belong to the total economy of salvation brought to mankind by 
the Incarnation of the Son of God; but they always presuppose 
and draw their meaning from the one essential sacrifice of atone
ment accomplished with Christ’s death. It was expressly for the 
perpetual re-presentation of that death that our Lord instituted the 
Holy Eucharist in the night that he was betrayed. What he gave 
in the sacrament was the body delivered over to death, the blood 
poured out for many. Hence it is his death before all else that is 
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mystically presented in the sacrifice of the altar, and is shown 
forth in the symbolic separation of blood from body through the 
twofold consecration.

It is here that the argument of Bishop Hicks and of those who 
agree with him falters. He can only convict the mediaeval theolo
gians of having adopted a radically distorted doctrine—and so of 
providing a false premise which led to the Reformation deadlock 
about sacrifice—by maintaining that they erred in holding that 
the one sacrifice of atonement was decisively offered when Christ 
suffered death upon the cross, and in holding that it was on Cal
vary that he performed his supreme act of priesthood. Dr Hicks’s 
position is logical if he will accept the full theory of Seeberg, 
Milligan, Gore and the neo-Socinians: namely, that the passion of 
Christ was only a preliminary to his essential priestly work of 
atonement, enacted only in heaven. Despite some remarks which 
seem to tend towards that conclusion, he draws back, conscious 
that orthodoxy and ultimately the words of Scripture will not 
allow him to go thus far.

In fine, interesting though these questions are, it is difficult to 
see how they affect the interpretation of the Anglican Reforma
tion formularies. Drs Kidd and Dugmore think that failure to 
grasp the heavenward reference of the Eucharist was a symptom 
of the general decadence of scholastic teaching about the Mass at 
the time of the Reformation; Bishop Hicks suggests rather 
vaguely that the same defect explains the practical abuses which 
aroused the Reformers’ ire, and that it illustrates the background 
of Article XXXI, which condemns ‘the sacrifices of Masses’. It has 
been shown that the charge of error brought against the mediae
vals on this score fails, but hi any case it is difficult to see what 
bearing all this has on the meaning of Cranmer’s reforms. If it is 
suggested that he and his colleagues rejected the Roman doctrine 
of Eucharistic sacrifice because the Romanists had neglected the 
reference of the Mass to the events of Christ’s triumph after death, 
the argument is a puzzling one. As Bishop Hicks himself notes, 
Cranmer omitted from his liturgy of 1552 the anamnesis of the 
resurrection and ascension, and the mention of the heavenly altar, 
contained in the Latin rite. This omission was, in fact, in harmony 
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with the Reformers’ general doctrine of redemption and justi
fication. Even supposing, however, that Cranmer lost sight of 
the heavenward reference of the Mass because the schoolmen 
had neglected it before him, that might explain why his own 
liturgical work was defective hi this (secondary) respect; but it 
would not explain why he also rejected the essentials of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice which the traditional theology and liturgy 
had tenaciously retained.
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Chapter Fourteen

THE ‘BALEFUL MEDIAEVAL BEQUEST’ 
OF NOMINALISM

—that ‘most insidious and vicious system' which 
is said to have dominated and perverted all theo
logical thought by the time oj the Reformation

I I Ihc so-called Nominalist system of philosophy and theology, 
I which gained a considerable vogue in the schools of the 
1 fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, has long been held in 

general disrepute. Both Catholic and Protestant scholars have 
joined in exposing the faults of what has been called ‘a crippled 
parody of true scholasticism’.1 They censure it for its intricate 
logic-chopping which reduced the pursuit of wisdom to a mere 
dialectical exercise; for its excessive empiricism which enfeebled 
both philosophical and theological speculation; for its narrowly 
juridical outlook which, in the quest for a superficial clarity, 
impoverished the mysterious richness of Christian truth. The 
decadence of late-mediaeval scholasticism is laid squarely at the 
door of the men who are referred to by the rather ill-defined title 
of Nominalists. Critics of pre-Reformation Eucharistic teaching 
infer, from a supposed Nominalist corrosion of theology in 
general, that there must have been a corrosion of Mass-theology 
in particular. Nominalism therefore calls for consideration in 
these pages, first in general, then in its particular bearing on the 
doctrine of the Mass.

Several Catholic authors, notably the Dominican historians 
Denifle and Weiss, have seen in Nominalism a chief factor in the 
break-up of Christendom2. They recognize in the theories of 
William of Ockham ^1349), who was the chief master of that

1 H. Grisar,Luther, vol. I, p. 130.
2 H. Denifle, Luther und Luthertiim in der ersten Entwickelung, vol. I, Mainz 1906, 

pp. 591-612; vol. II, edited by A. Weiss, Mainz 1909, pp. 297-341.
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school, the antecedents of the Protestant doctrines of grace and 
justification. Luther had been educated in the Ockhamist system 
and could with truth say, ‘I am of Ockham’s party’.3 Grisar 
argues that this Nominalist background was both a negative and 
a positive factor in the formation of Lutheranism; negative, be
cause it was in vehement reaction against many features of the 
debased scholasticism on which he had been brought up that 
Luther went to opposite extremes; positive, because it was by 
developing still further some of the other principles of Nominalism 
that the Reformer arrived at his radical doctrines concerning 
grace and nature, faith and reason, law and damnation, sin and 
justification.4 There is said to be an unmistakable affinity, for ex
ample, between Luther’s doctrine of imputed righteousness and 
Ockham’s speculations about divine acceptance. Ockham had con
jectured that God could, absolutely speaking, justify a sinner by a 
merely extrinsic acceptance by the divine will, without inwardly 
sanctifying the man by an infusion of habitual grace. What the 
Nominalists asserted as a speculative possibility in an unreal 
hypothesis, the reformer of Wittenberg could present as a 
theological fact.5

It is not only on the Catholic side that the importance of 
Ockhamist influence on Luther has been emphasized. Adolf Har
nack was one of several non-Catholic scholars who have recog
nized that the reformer was affected by Nominalism, not only 
in his reaction against some of its tenets but also in his approval of 
others, which he carried to new conclusions.6 Most Protestant 
scholars, however, while agreeing readily that the scholasticism 
which confronted Luther in his earlier days was radically corrupt, 
were by no means ready to agree that he took the germ of Re
formation doctrines from such a vitiated source. His source-book, 
they objected, was not the Nominalist quodlibets but the Bible; 
his guide not William of Ockham but St Paul. If Luther owed

3 Werke, Weimar, vol. VI, p. 600. Luther’s Ockhamist education is discussed 
by L. Meier in ‘The Ockhamism of Martin Luther at Erfurt’, in Archiviuin 
Franciscanum Historian», XLIII 1950, pp. 56-67. 4 Luther, vol. I, pp. 133-64.

5 Denifle, op. cit. vol. I, pp. 593 seq. ; C. Ruch, art. ‘Biel’ in D.T.C., vol. II, 
(1910), col. 824-5; Grisar, Luther, vol. I, pp. 155-8.

6 Lehrbuch der Doguiengeschichte, 4th edition, vol. Ill, p. 868 etc.
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much to pre-Reformation theologians, it was to the Augustinian 
tradition, of which traces had survived even in the mediaeval 
Church, or to the spiritual heritage of the mystics.7 The picture of 
scholasticism usually painted by those authors, who relied too 
uncritically on the polemical rhetoric of the reformer in his later 
years, was black indeed. Did not Luther say that he had forsaken 
scholasticism because scholasticism had forsaken God ?

7 A. V. Müller, Luthers theologische Quellen, seine Verteidigung gegen Denifle und 
Grisar, Giessen 1912; also Luther und Tauler auf ihren theologischen Zusammenhang 
neu untersucht, Berne 1918. (This author’s work has been discredited to a con
siderable extent). O. Scheel, Martin Luther: vom Katholizismus zur Reformation, 
4th edition, Tübingen 1930, vol. II, pp. 465 seq. W. Dress, Die Theologie Gersons: 
eine Untersuchung zur Verbindung von Nominalismus und Mystik im Spätmittelalter, 
Gütersloh 1931, pp. 193-208. J. Mackinnon, Luther and the Reformation, London, 
1928, vol. II, pp. 336-8. B. Haegglund, ‘Was Luther a Nominalist?’, in Theology, 
LIX, June 1956, pp. 226-34. For a discussion of the various theories about the 
influences which affected Luther’s thought, see H. Boehmer, Luther and the 
Reformation in the light of Modern Research, English trans. London 1930, pp. 61 seq.

8 Der katholische Luther, Munich 1952, pp. 104-6, 109.

In recent years a movement of intensive research into the his
tory of late-mediaeval thought has thrown a flood of new light on 
Nominalism and on other contemporary movements, and the 
views hitherto accepted are in process of revision. As an example 
may be cited the work of a Lutheran scholar, Dr Karl Meissinger, 
who concludes that the judgments of the past, coloured by pre
judice on both sides, were too facile.8 He is impressed by the 
reflowering of Ockhamist studies in recent years, which has re
vealed the richness and cohesion of late-mediaeval Nominalism, 
hitherto misjudged by both Catholics and Protestants together. 
‘Thomistic prejudice’ against Ockhamism, he thinks, has been 
too readily shared by Protestants, who in the light of the new 
researches should now be prepared to acknowledge the role of 
that maligned system in preparing the ground for the change from 
the old to the new at the Reformation. On the extent of Luther’s 
debt to Ockhamism he cautiously reserves judgment, awaiting the 
fruit of further studies. On the Catholic side there is a correspond
ing readiness to put aside ‘Thomistic prejudice’ against the late- 
mediaeval schoolmen and to see them in a new and more favour
able light. Some now question the hypothesis of an Ockhamist
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provenance for Luther’s distinctive doctrine of justification.9 J. 
Lortz comes to this judicious conclusion: ‘It can be shown that the 
positive and negative influence of Ockham on Luther was import
ant, and on many points decisive; but certainly this in no way 
calls in question Luther’s independence in relation to previous 
theological tradition and environment.’10

9 e.g. L. Meier, art. cit. p. 57.
10 Introduction to Gnadc und Eucharistie in der philosophischen Theologie des 

Wilhelm von Ockham by E. Iserloh, p. xvi.
11 London 1956; see especially chap. VII, ‘The Negative Elements of the 

Reformation’.

A recent contribution to the literature on this subject which has 
attracted much attention is the stimulating work of Fr Louis 
Bouyer, translated into English under the title, The Spirit and 
Forms oj Protestantism.11 The author accepts as the basis of his argu
ment the view that scholastic teaching on the eve of the Reforma
tion had been vitiated by a corrosive Nominalism, and he assumes 
too that Luther was the unwitting victim of that virus of error. 
While praising what was constructive and truly Catholic in the 
reformer’s theology, Fr Bouyer judges that the sterile and hetero
dox aspects of that theology are to be blamed on the atmosphere 
of pernicious Nominalism which he had breathed in the schools of 
the day. Similarly he holds that the Catholic opponents of the 
Reformation were unable to give a satisfactory defence of the old 
faith because they too were infected with Nominalism and set out 
from the same false premises as their adversaries.

Dr E. L. Mascall is much impressed by Fr Bouyer’s indictment 
of Nominalism as the seedbed of sixteenth-century misconcep
tions. He thinks the exposure of this ‘baleful mediaeval bequest’ 
of major importance for corroborating his own thesis about the 
general corruption of scholastic theology—including, of course, 
Eucharistic theology—at the time of the Reformation. He writes 
in The Recovery oj Unity:

I believe that Pere Bouyer is fundamentally correct in his assertion that the 
deadlock between Catholics and Protestants on the theological level has been 
mainly due to their common inheritance of uncriticised, but highly criti
cisable, assumptions and thought-forms from the theologically decadent late 
Middle Ages, and that of these by far the most insidious and vicious, with its 
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barren and spectral extrinsicism, was the nominalist outlook which had come 
to dominate philosophy and theology alike.12

Other authors, without formulating such a general and drastic 
criticism, had already asserted a connection between Nominalist 
theories and the sixteenth-century controversies about the 
Eucharistic presence of Christ.13 Kidd several times named Gabriel 
Biel, the leading figure among the fifteenth-century Nominalists, 
as teaching erroneous opinions about the sacrifice of the Mass.14

If then the Nominalist theology which swayed pre-Reforma- 
tion thinking is condemned by Catholic as well as Protestant, may 
one not conclude that here at last is proof of the decadence of the 
late-mediaeval theology of the Mass’ If the Nominalists were in 
error about grace and justification, is it not likely that they were 
in error also about the Eucharistic sacrifice’ It is in this setting, 
some say, that Cranmer’s measures against the Mass are to be 
interpreted. Even if, as Dr Mascall declares, Cranmer himself, 
‘like most of his contemporaries, was hamstrung by Nominal
ism’,15 at least his policies may be seen in a new light when set in 
the context of that degenerate system of thought, hi view of the 
importance attributed to these factors in recent years some dis
cussion of the principles, conclusions and influence of Nominalism 
seems to be unavoidable here. This is an inquiry which must necess
arily range over a wide field: we must ask what was the general 
character and impact of Nominalism before attempting to assess its 
effect on the pre-Reformation doctrine of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice.

The history of late-mediaeval scholasticism is a field in which a 
great deal of research has been done in the past forty years 
(research which critics tax Fr Bouyer with neglecting16), and a 
great deal more remains to be done. A wide new perspective has 
opened upon the whole period. If one conclusion emerges from 
all these studies, it is that sweeping generalizations in this matter

12 The Recovery of Unity, London 1958, p. 91.
13 e.g. H. E. Symonds, The Council of Trent and Anglican Formularies, London 

1933, PP- 62-6; he judges that ‘the Nominalist authors held here to a truth of 
theology at the expense of their philosophy’.

14 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 38, 67, 102 etc. 16 Recovery of Unity, p. 121.
16 e.g. I. T. Hale, in Downside Review, autumn 1958, pp. 365-6.
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'can only mislead. The hypothesis that there was one dominant 
thought-pattern, uniform, Nominalist and decadent, in the schools 
does not correspond to the historical reality. Nominalism is 
found to be only one among the schools of the time; the title 
itself proves to be an over-worked term grouping together men 
and movements sometimes very different in themselves; and the 
tenets even of those who can be called Nominalists in a stricter 
sense (i.e. the school of Ockham and Biel) have been imperfectly 
presented by unsympathetic critics in the past. These findings must 
now be set out in more detail. Although the term ‘Nominalism’ 
now seems unavoidable, I must preface this discussion with the 
warning that it is a loose and unsatisfactory term.

Ockhamism had by no means captured Catholic theology. The 
revitalized school of Thomism, prominent in which were Cap- 
reolus (41444), Sylvester of Ferrara (41526) and Cardinal Cajetan 
(fi534), was vigorously anti-Nominalist, upholding the perman
ent place in Catholic theology of the profound insight and massive 
good sense of Aquinas.17 There was a flourishing school of 
orthodox Scotism, later to be well represented at the Council of 
Trent, who defended the system of the Subtle Doctor both 
against the Thomists and against the radical developments which 
the Ockhamists had introduced into the Franciscan tradition. 
Leading figures among these Scotists were Peter Tartaret, Rector 
of Paris (fl. 1490), Maurice de Portu or O’Fihely ^1513), Anthony 
Trombetta (41518), and Francis Lychetus (41520).18 Meier, who 
has made a detailed study of manuscript sources, finds that the 
Franciscan school at Erfurt at the time of Luther was ‘pure from 
any Ockhamism’.19

There was also a current of Augustinian thought, sometimes 
called the Schola Aegydiana after Giles of Rome, sharply opposed 
to what its defenders deemed the ‘Pelagianism’ of many of their

17 Particulars of the later Thomist school in M. Grabmann’s Mittelalterliches 
Geistesleben, vol. Ill, Munich 1956, pp. 370-410, ‘Johannes Capreolus O.P., der 
“Princeps Thomistarum” (41444) und seine Stellung in der Geschichte der 
Thomistenschule’; and ibid. vol. II, Munich 1936, pp. 602-13, ‘Die Stellung des 
Kardinal Cajetan in der Geschichte des Thomismus und der Thomistenschule’. 
For the attack of these Thomists on Nominalism, see Werner, Die Scholastik des 
späteren Mittelalters, vol. II, Vienna 1883, pp. 438-575-

18 Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy, p. 533. 18 art. cit. p. 63.
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Ockhamist contemporaries.20. This trend can be called a ‘school’ 
only in a loose sense; it was not an organized system of scholastic 
theology like Scotism or Thomism; but it was a tradition con
tinued by individual theologians, mostly within the Augustinian 
order, who devoted special study to the writings of St Augustine. 
Its most eminent representative in the first half of the sixteenth 
century was Cardinal Seripando, papal legate at the earlier sessions 
of the Council of Trent.21 There were in addition several lesser 
schools and tendencies in the late-mediaeval period. There was a 
revived ‘Albertism’, the school of followers of Albert the Great, 
who were subtle disputants in philosophy but who also prided 
themselves on their vigilant fidelity to the teachings of the Fathers 
of the Church, ‘sine aliqua moderatione, without watering them 
down in any way.22 There were also some devout Platonists and 
some humanist theologians of the New Learning.23 There were 
individual doctors who were not committed to the system of any 
one school: such as John Gerson, Chancellor of Paris (f 1429),24 
whose writings Luther found so consoling, Cardinal Nicholas of 
Cusa (11465), reformer and Plotinist, and Denis the Carthusian 
(fi47i), one of the noblest figures of fifteenth-century scholar
ship. There were not a few in that age who turned away from the 
arid debates of the schools and sought wisdom by the way of 
pietism and mysticism, having as their guides such masters of the 
spiritual life as Tauler, Suso and Ruysbroeck.25

20 K. Werner, Der Augustini sums in der Scholastik des späteren Mittelalters, 
Vienna 1883, section B, pp. 234-300: ‘Der scholastische Augustinismus als 
Antipelagianismus’. P. Vignaux, Justification et prédestination au XlVe siècle, 
Paris 1934, chap. 4. Paquier, D.T.C. vol. IX, col. 1190-1206. D. Trapp gives the 
fruits of much origmal research in ‘Augustinian Theology of the 14th Century’, in 
the volume Augustiniana (New York 1956), pp. 146-274.

21 H. Jedin, Papal Legate at the Council of Trent: Cardinal Seripando, English 
trans., St Louis 1947, esp. pp. 344 seq. To what extent the trend of late-mediaeval 
Augustinianism formed a well-defined school is discussed by W. Werbeck in 
Jacobus Perez von Valencia, Tübingen 1959, pp. 210-4.

22 A detailed account is given by P. Meersseman, Geschichte des Albertismus, 
Heft I, Paris 1933 ; Heft II, Rome 1935. ‘It was certainly not the Nominalist move
ment’, writes this author, ‘that had the upper hand at Cologne at the turn of the 
fifteenth century’, (ibid. Heft II, p. 8).

23 H. Hermelink and W. Maurer, Reformation und Gegenreformation, vol. Ill, 
Tübingen 1931, pp. 58-90. F. Copleston, History of Philosophy, vol. Ill, London 
1953, chapters 13 and 14.

24 J. L. Connolly, John Gerson, Reformer and Mystic, Louvain 1927, pp. 356-68.
25 J. A. Bizet, Henri Suso et le déclin de la scolastique, Paris 1946, pp. 303-7.
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No doubt the multiplicity of schools and opinions, and the 
reaction against their subtleties and controversies which showed 
itself in a kind o£fiii de siècle weariness with theological speculation, 
were symptoms of the decline and impoverishment of mediaeval 
Christian learning;—which was at the same time threatened from 
another quarter by the revival of secular and pagan values in the 
Renaissance. At least this historical background shows up as un
tenable the hypothesis that pre-Reformation theology had been 
captured by a single school, that a homogeneous Nominalism was 
everywhere in control of the teaching of Christian doctrine. Even 
among those called Nominalists (because they subscribed to the 
anti-realist position in the philosophical controversy about univer
sals) there were very diverse currents in theological speculation. 
Cardinal Ehrle, in a remarkable monograph, brought to light the 
multiplicity of opinions and trends among fourteenth and fif
teenth-century ‘Nominalists’, and sounded a much-needed warn
ing against the misleading vagueness of this term.26 Many of 
those who accepted Ockham’s philosophical method did not 
accept his theological conclusions.27

26 Der Sentenzenkommentar Peters von Candía: ein Beitrag zur Scheidung der 
Schulen in der Scholastik des vierzehnten Jahrhundert, Münster 1925, pp. 106-7. The 
author describes the very varied ‘Nominalist’ schools in detail, pp. 108-251. 
E. Hochstetter, in an article ‘Nominalismus?’ in Franciscan Studies 1949, pp. 370- 
403, argues that the term is a misnomer when applied to Ockhamism. P. Boehner 
suggests instead the term ‘realistic conceptualism’ (Traditio, IV 1946, pp. 3°7~35)-

27 A. Lang, Die Wege der Glaubensbegründiing bei den Scholastikern des 14 Jahr
hunderts, Münster 1931 (Beiträge, vol. XXX), p. 131.

28 G. Ritter, Studien zur Spätscholastik (P): Marsilitis von Inghen und die okkam- 
istische Schule in Deutschland, Heidelberg 1921, pp. 165-179; C. Feckes, Die 
Rechtfertigungslehre des Gabriel Biel und ihre Stellung innerhalb der nominalistischen 
Schule, Münster 1925, pp. 124-38; A. Lang, Heinrich Totting von Oyta, Münster 
1937, pp- 154-7; N. Häring, Die Theologie des Erfurter Augustiner-Eremiten 
Bartholomäus Arnoldi von Usingen, Limburg 1939, pp. 52-8.

An illustration of this diversity of theological thought is seen in 
the existence of two diametrically opposed trends—pointed out by 
several scholars in recent years28—in questions relating to the pow
ers of nature and the sphere of grace. Ockham himself and a num
ber of the earlier Nominalists (including Robert Holkot, Adam 
Wodham, Jacob Almain), as well as Gabriel Biel and his disciples 
in the following century, veered towards semi-Pelagianism in 

303



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

their optimism concerning the condition of human nature after 
the Fall, in their discussion of merit de congruo, and in their view of 
what man could do to dispose himself for grace. (They were at 
pains to safeguard themselves from the Pelagian heresy, however, 
by their insistence that nothing that man’s natural powers could 
do or merit was of any avail without the divine acceptance, which 
was not due by any necessity but sovereignly free.29) On the 
opposite side there was another current, strongly critical of the 
first and sternly Augustinian in asserting the prerogatives of grace. 
Among the men of this tendency were Gregory of Rimini, 
Marsihus of Inghen, Agostino Favaroni, John Major, Henry of 
Oyta, and—with modifications of opinion—Peter d’Ailly, Henry 
Heimbuche, John Gerson. Some of these authors fell into an 
excessive pessimism in their estimate of the condition of fallen 
human nature. Gregory of Rimini, who was singled out for 
praise by Luther in this connection30, maintained that without a 
special grace from God every act of man is a sin, and that ‘con
cupiscence itself is original sin’. Marsihus of Inghen agreed 
that original sin had left the human will powerless to 
do good. Usingen, a disciple of Biel, called this ‘Hussite teach
ing’.31

29 Ockham, I Sent. dist. XVII, qu.i; Biel, I Sent. dist. XVII, qu. i. See P. 
Vignaux, ‘NominaEsme’, inD.T.C. vol. XI (1931), col. 773-5.

30 Gregory of Rimini, In II Sent. dist. 30-33.1.2. Luther, Werke, Weimar, 
vol. II, p. 295.

31 Häring, op. cit. pp. 52-3, 56. James Perez of Valencia (41490) was another 
rigid Augustinian who was strongly anti-Ockhamist in his teaching on grace. 
(Werbeck, op. cit. pp. 236 seq.)

32 Häring pp. 25-8. Prantl made a plea for substituting the term via modema for 
‘Nominalism’, which, he said, had been introduced as a catch-word through the 
party spirit of opponents. {Geschichte der Logik, Leipzig, 1927 reprint, vol. IV,

From this example it appears that ‘Nominalist theology’ must 
become a very elastic term if it is to include the theological 
opinions of all those who subscribed to the anti-realist position in 
the philosophical controversy over universals. If a general category 
is required to comprise all those schoolmen, a better term is the 
via modema, the one they themselves used to distinguish their out
look from the via antiqua of their opponents, of all, namely, who 
upheld the scholastic method of the earlier middle ages.32 The via 
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modema was in fact a dialectical method rather than a theological 
system.33 The moderni, although varying considerably in their 
particular theories, had certain general characteristics in common. 
In their reasoning they applied the principle of economy (also 
called ‘Ockham’s razor’, since he wielded it with special vigour): 
‘Postulates must not be multiplied without necessity’.34 That is, 
they pruned away, wherever they saw an opportunity, the many 
hypotheses by which their predecessors had explained the struc
ture of reality, material and spiritual. They were also noted for 
subtle speculations about what God could do, absolutely speaking, 
but does not, and for a spirit of criticism directed against previous
ly accepted metaphysical theories. In the main they subscribed to 
the Ockhamist logic, an esoteric discipline with its own technical 
complexities which are today being studied and mastered anew.35 
Confident in their own acuteness of logical analysis and in the 
inner consistency of their system, the ‘unconquerable Ockhamists’, 
invicta secta Occamistamm, too often displayed—like some nom
inalists of a later day—an intellectual arrogance towards all who 
did not philosophize as they did.

They were called Nominales (or Terministae, or Conceptistae) 
because they held that universal concepts or class-names do not 
represent any objective reality in the structure of the universe, 
which is made up only of individual existent beings. Universals 
are, therefore, nothing but logical entities. Thus the Nominalists

33 Many diverse opinions are put forward as to what precisely distinguished the 
via antiqua and the via modema; they are related by G. Ritter, Studien zur Spät
scholastik, II, Heidelberg 1922, p. 17.

31 ‘Non est ponenda pluralitas sine necessitate.’ Usingen called this ‘the common 
principle of the via modema’, and cited with approval a similar principle of 
Scotus: ‘Ponenda est semper naturae nobilitas dum non occurrit rei impossibilitas’. 
(Häring, op. cit. p. 28).

35 See E. A. Moody, The Logic of William of Ockham, London 1935. There is 
much relevant matter in P. Boehner’s Collected Articles on Ockham, edited by E. 
Buytaert, New York 1958. An earlier study of the complex technical vocabulary 
of Ockham and his followers was made by Prantl, Geschichte der Logik, vol. Ill, 
pp. 331-420, and vol. IV, pp. 6-146.

p. 194.) Trapp avoids the term ‘Nominalist’ and speaks instead of ‘the logico- 
critical attitude’ (art. cit. Augustiniana, pp. 146-52). The Ockhamists were only 
one group among the moderni.
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were given their title because they were said to make universals 
mere names—nomina.36 Yielding to the perennial temptation to 
mistake logical analysis for the exploration of the real, they 
introduced that dichotomy between the content of conceptual 
knowledge and the content of reality which was to become 
characteristic of post-mediaeval philosophies.37 C. Feckes sums up 
Ockhamism as follows : ‘An often unmeasured criticism; an exag
gerated simplicity, to which a hecatomb of metaphysical concepts 
is sacrificed; a strong mistrust of the power of the intellect; a 
quite new theory of knowledge’.38

The metaphysical postulate behind the Nominalist system was 
that every reahty was a sealed island of being, and therefore could 
not participate in the existence of another reahty. Since two 
entities cannot be one and the same, they reasoned, even God’s 
potentia absoluta could not cause the being of one to be shared 
by another, or create an objective reahty common to and trans
cending the separate individuals of a species. This was, as Vignaux 
puts it, l’affirmation radicale de l’individu, typique du nominalisme39 
By it was excluded not only the exaggerated reahsm of the Platon- 
ists and of some earlier scholastics but also the moderate reahsm of 
St Thomas and of the other thirteenth-century doctors, as well as 
the subtle distinctio formalis of Duns Scotus.

In their theodicy the moderni were voluntarists. That is, follow
ing Scotus and earlier Franciscan masters, they attributed the ulti
mate reasons for the order of the universe, for the ‘quiddity’ of 
each thing, and for God’s dealings with men, to a series of in-

36 Boehner, however, protests against this charge, on the grounds that the 
Ockhamists did not deny that universal concepts convey truthful knowledge of 
external reality, that is, of existent individuals which resemble one another. 
(‘The Realistic Conceptualism of William Ockham’, in Traditio IV, 1946, pp. 307- 
35-)

37 C. Michalski argues, however, that a sceptical trend, calling in question the 
probative value of metaphysical reasoning, was already present in scholasticism 
before the rise of Ockhamist 'Nominalism. He attributes it to the influence of 
Judaeo-Arabian philosophy.—Le Criticisme et le sophisme dans la philosophie du 
XlVe siècle, Cracow 1926, pp. 8 seq. 30 seq.; Les Courants critiques et sceptiques 
dans la philosophie du XIVe siècle, Cracow 1927, pp. 23-37.

38 ‘Die religionsphilosophischen Bestrebungen des spätmittelalterlichen Nom- 
inalismus’, in Römische Quartalschrift, 1927, p. 187.

39 P. Vignaux, Nominalisme an XIVe siècle, Montreal and Paris 1948, p. 27; 
also pp. 89-94.
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scrutable divine decrees, each depending only on the sovereign 
freedom of God’s will.40 Their Thomist opponents, on the other 
hand, sought the ultimate reasons in the eternal ideas in the divine 
intellect, fotuided upon the immutable perfections of the divine 
essence.

40 R. Guelluy {Philosophie et Théologie chez Guillaume d’Ockham, Louvain and 
Paris 1947, p. 365) points out that theological voluntarism was not a distinguishing 
tenet of the Nominalists; they shared it with the Scotists and others.

41 History, p. 498.
42 G. M. Manser, Das Wesen des Thomismus, 2nd edit. Fribourg 1949, pp. 194-5.
43 Denz. 553-70; Copleston, op. cit. pp. 127-48. In Paris as late as 1473 the ban 

on reading the works of the ‘nominales terministae’ was reimposed. ‘The reales, that 
is the Scotists and the Aquinists’, it was declared, ‘are to be allowed their own 
honour and liberty, although they mutually dispute and quarrel between them
selves’. (Prantl, vol. IV, p. 186, note 62). This ban did not long survive.

An ‘anti-essentialist’ philosophy and a form of fideism which 
tends to sever all intercourse between faith and reason, between 
grace and nature, will always hold danger for Catholicism. At the 
heart of Nominalism there was something uncatholic; for all the 
good intentions of its practitioners, latent in its principles was a 
force, which could be—and later was—turned to doctrinal disin
tegration. ‘Faith was intact’, writes Gilson, ‘but to follow Ockham 
was to give up any hope of achieving, in this life, a positive philo
sophical understanding of its intelligible meaning’.41 In the devel
opment of Protestantism it is not fanciful to see a new and radical 
application of Ockham’s minimalism in metaphysics and of his 
voluntarism in theodicy.42

To suppose, however, that the Nominalists and moderni were 
sceptics and revolutionaries engaged on undermining Cathohc 
doctrine with a subversive positivism, is to form a quite false 
picture of the period preceding the Reformation. In the early 
days of the movement, indeed, there had been innovators like 
John of Mirecourt and Nicholas of Autrecourt whose provocative 
propositions had brought down the ban of Church and university 
on their lectures and writings.43 But there is a great difference 
between those few radicals of the first half of the fourteenth cen
tury and the Nominalists who in the later period gained a place of 
repute in the schools of theology. Early Nominalism was impatient 
and anti-traditional, as new movements are prone to be; later
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Nominalism was self-confident, respectable, and jealous of its 
good name for orthodoxy. After the period of prohibitions and 
recurring proscriptions there emerged a school which, while de
lighting in the subtleties of Ockhamist logic, was theologically 
conservative, ‘following an eclecticism based on tradition’, as A. 
Lang puts it.44 Gerhard Ritter came to similar conclusions in his 
fair and painstaking study of the via moderna.^ He shows how 
Nominalism became respectable, and how wide of the mark it is 
to take the few sceptical extremists as representative of the via 
tuoderna. He sums up:

44 ‘Nominalismus’ in Lexicon für Theologie und Kirche, vol. VII (2nd edition 
1935), col. 612; Lang enlarges on the same theme in Die Wege der Glaubens
begründung, pp. 166-8. Prominent figures in the ‘respectable’ Nominalism which 
developed after 1350 werejohn de Ripa, Peter of Candia (later Pope Alexander V), 
Jolin von Brammart, Marsilius of Inghen, Henry Totting.

45 Studien zur Spätscholastik (II): via antiqua et via nwderna auf den deutschen 
Universitäten des XVJahrhunderts, pp. 22-86.

46 ibid. p. 86.
47 For a bibliography see V. Heynck O.F.M., ‘Ockham-Literatur 1919-1949’, 

in Franziskanische Studien, XXXII, 1950, pp. 164-83.

We have traced in detail how the radical-sounding propositions of Ockham’s 
theory of knowledge take on an ever more harmless tone in the mouths of 
his followers, and how the Ockhamist school was able to gain a position in 
the University of Paris only because the anti-metaphysical venom-fangs in 
the teaching of the Venerabilis Inceptor had been plucked out.46

To what extent the Ockhamist philosophy, even in its unmiti
gated form, deserves the severe condemnations that have been 
meted out to it in the past, is a matter which is today sub judice. 
The fruitful development of Ockhamist studies in recent years, 
especially within the Franciscan Order, has already brought about 
a revision of certain commonly-assumed opinions. Many pre
viously unpublished manuscripts have been edited and discussed, 
new evidence has been brought to light, and scholars have pro
tested against what they consider the unjustified denigration of 
Ockhamism in the past and the prejudice which must at all costs 
make that school the scapegoat for the Reformation tragedy.47 
The leading part in these new researches has been taken by Fr 
Philotheus Boehner O.F.M., who boldly claimed in 1948 that 
‘Ockham’s supposed scepticism, agnosticism, fideism, empiricism, 
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etc. have disappeared in the light of original text-analysis’.48 Other 
Catholic scholars, on the other hand, remain strongly critical of 
Ockhamism and its influence; while prepared to allow that certain 
details hi the previously-accepted picture of Ockhamist Nominal
ism must be modified, they hold that the general picture remains 
substantially as it was.49 In this controversy it seems prudent to 
suspend judgment and to await the results of further research. A 
critical edition of Ockham’s works is being prepared, and much 
manuscript material remains to be collected and published; a fully 
informed and balanced judgment of Ockhamist metaphysics and 
epistemology is yet to be made.

48 ‘Ockham’s Philosophy in the Light of recent Research’, reprinted hi Col
lected Articles on Ockham, p. 27.

49 In Germany J. Lortz and his disciples adopt tins view; cf. also A. Pegis, 
‘Concerning William of Ockham’ in Traditio 1944, pp. 465-80.

60 L. Baudry, in introduction to Le Tractates de principiis theologiae, attribue a 
Guillaume d’Occam, Paris 1936; J. Paulus, ‘Sur les origines du nominalisme’ in 
Revue de Philosophie, VI, 1937, pp. 327-9; Gilson, History, pp. 501, 530-2; 
A. Maurer, ‘Scotism and Ockhamism’, in A History of Philosophical Systems, 
edit. V. Ferm, New York 1950, pp. 212-26. E. A. Moody, in a stimulating essay, 
interprets the clipping of the wings of metaphysics in the later middle ages as the 
victory, not the defeat, of mediaeval Cathode thought. (‘Empiricism and Meta
physics in Mediaeval Philosophy’, in The Philosophical Review, April 1958, 
pp. 145-63.)

61 loc. cit. N. Häring too observes that the voluntarism of the via moderna in 
Luther’s day was by no means heretical or anarchic. (Usingen, p. 41.)

Several authors have brought into rehef the deeply religious 
appeal which the via tnoderna could have to serious minds. Its 
defence of the sovereign freedom of God’s inscrutable decrees and 
its rejection of eternal ideas as the ultimate explanation of his 
loving condescension to his creatures were seen by men like John 
Gerson as an evangelical reaction against the influence in Christian 
thought of the necessitarian doctrine of Greek and Arabian philo
sophers, which would reduce the omnipotent God of revelation 
to a metaphysical principle, acting with inexorable necessity ac
cording to an eternally determined pattern.50 Defence of the 
Christian revelation against this latent peril was, writes Gilson, ‘the 
profound theological reason for so many famous adhesions to 
Nominalism’. The new movement ‘prepared a reform of theology 
conceived as a discipline of faith, based on tradition and linked up 
to the tradition of the Fathers’.51 That Luther was influenced by

309



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

Nominalism can hardly be denied; but it seems arbitrary to pre
suppose that the influence could only be for the bad. If his doc
trine of extrinsic justification is to be traced to an Ockhamist 
origin, why not also his deeply religious conviction of the holiness 
and absolute freedom of God’s omnipotent will?

If the precise bearing of Ockhamist metaphysics and episte
mology still remains a matter of dispute among scholars, there is 
no similar uncertainty about the dogmatic theology—in particular 
the theology of the Mass—which was commonly taught by the 
Nominalist schoolmen on the eve of the Reformation. The 
Nominalism that Luther knew can be studied in one man, to 
whose influence more than to anything else it owed its place in 
German thought at the beginning of the sixteenth century. That 
man was Gabriel Biel ^1495), whose renown and orthodoxy has 
already been described in an earher chapter.52 Regent master at 
Tübingen from 1484, Biel soon won fame throughout Germany 
and beyond for the clarity of his pedagogical method, for the 
comprehensive synthesis in which he presented the Ockhamist via 
moderna, for his unswerving devotion to tradition and to the teach
ing authority of the Church, and for the uprightness and piety of 
his hfe. He became the Nominalist doctor par excellence, and in 
some places the school came to be called ‘Gabriehsts’. His writings, 
especially his Collectorium (commentary on the Sentences') and his 
Exposition of the Canon of the Mass, had a rapid and very wide 
diffusion.53 In these text-books of the contemporary schools is to 
be found the answer to the question whether the Nominalism of 
Luther’s day had corrupted Catholic Eucharistic theology.

As a young student in the Faculty of Arts at Erfurt, and again 
when studying theology in the Augustinian monastery, Martin 
Luther eagerly imbibed Ockhamism.54 In later hfe he could still 
recite from memory long passages from Gabriel Biel and Cardinal

62 See pp. 81-9.
63 C. Feckes, ‘Gabriel Biel, der erste grosse Dogmatiker der Universität 

Tübingen, in seiner wissenschaftlichen Bedeutung’, in Theologische Quartal
schrift CVIII, 1927, p. 54. Biel’s Expositio Canonis was largely made up of matter 
first put together by Egeling of Brunswick (ibid. pp. 63-4).

54 L. Meier, art. cit. pp. 58 seq. Meissinger, Der katholische Luther, pp. 44-5, 
104-6. In after years Luther said of the Ockhamist via moderna: ‘Penitus imbibitam 
teneo’ (Werke, Weimar, vol. VI, p. 195).
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d’Ailly.55 The leading masters of the via tnodertia in the university 
at that time—both of them Biel’s disciples and Luther’s teachers—■ 
were Jodocus Trutfetter, the Doctor Erjordiensis and Princeps 
modemistariitn, and Bartholomew Arnoldi von Usingen; both 
were, like Biel, pillars of Catholic orthodoxy.56 When Luther de
cided to become a monk his choice fell on the Hermits of St 
Augustine, the only religious order of those incorporated in the 
university that was Nominalist hi its scholastic allegiance. Through 
J. Nathin, a disciple of Biel at Tübingen and later Luther’s ‘own 
master’, Ockhamism had come to the Augustinians at Erfurt.57 In 
Luther’s brief course of theology at Erfurt the writings of Biel 
were the staple fare. Later on, Nominalists and ‘Gabrielists’, chief 
among them John Eck and Usingen, were to be leading oppo
nents of the reformer.

Paradoxical as it may seem, the devotion of Biel and his followers 
to Cathohc orthodoxy was not in spite of their Nominalism but 
because of it. C. Ruch, after showing how for Biel the decisions 
of the Church and of the Pope ‘demand an entire and unreserved 
adherence’, and that ‘what characterizes Biel above all is concern 
for doctrinal orthodoxy’, makes the following comment:

It is Nominalism that dictated tills attitude. It was a consequence of that 
system that the less one can rely on the power of human reason, the more one 
must take one’s stand upon revelation, authentically interpreted. Biel’s 
orthodoxy is ensured by . the distinction to which he constantly refers, 
between what God has in fact ordained (potentia ordinata) and what he could 
have decreed (potentia absoluta). To know what is, what the Creator has in 
fact willed, Biel has recourse to revelation; to investigate what God could 
have done, he turns to speculation. The Cathohc believes what is; the 
Nominalist theorizes on what could be. Faith and reason have their own 
proper domains and do not come into conflict. For Biel, to be orthodox was 
the only possible path.58

In the light of this well-attested orthodoxy of Biel and the other 
theologians of his school in the period preceding the Reformation,

55 Vignaux, Luther, Commentateur des Sentences, Paris 1935, pp. 45-6.
59 Häring, Die Theologie Arnoldi von Usingen, pp. 27, 39, 49-5°- On the teaching 

and influence of Trutfetter and Usingen at Erfurt, see O. Scheel, Martin Luther: 
vom Katholizismus zur Reformation, esp. sect. 15.

57 Meier, art. cit. pp. 60-5.
88 Art. ‘Biel’ in D.T.C. vol. II, col. 817.
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one may well ask how Catholic historians of theology have been 
able to make such severe strictures on the Nominalists. The answer 
is that those historians are right if Nominalism is judged hi the 
abstract, in the form it could have taken if the most radical prin
ciples of Ockhamism had been pursued to extreme consequences; 
and not in the concrete, taking Nominalism as it actually was in 
the schools at the end of the fifteenth century, with its ‘anti- 
metaphysical venom-fangs’ rendered innocuous. (Denifle and 
Weiss, for example, who wrote before the new era of research 
into late-mediaeval scholasticism had removed much of the 
obscurity surrounding the period, practically equiparated the 
Nominalism which confronted Luther with the positivism and 
empiricism of post-Humian philosophy.59) A non-Catholic 
scholar has protested against this attribution of a sceptical character 
to the via moderna, as if it had abandoned metaphysics for pure 
logic, and speculative theology for mere fideism.60 Similarly Carl 
Feckes, who emphasizes Biel’s unswerving devotion to Catholic 
dogmatic teaching, makes the point that he was thoroughly repre
sentative of contemporary Nominalism, which was never con
demned by the Church. Biel was to be held in high honour by the 
Fathers of Trent, who on several occasions changed the wording 
of their decrees hi order not to cast reflection upon him.61

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

This much it has seemed necessary to say about the meaning and 
influence of Nominalism at the close of the middle ages, in order 
to sift fact from misunderstanding and to place the Nominalists’ 
teaching about the Eucharistic sacrifice in its general theological 
context. At some points indeed, chiefly concerning the theology of 
grace, there were real defects in the theories of Biel and his fellow 
Nominalists, which now stand exposed hi the light of the doctrinal 
progress of the succeeding centuries.62 On most questions of dog
matic theology, however, there was no theory peculiar to the

69 Luther undLuthertuni, vol. II, pp. 302-3.
60 G. Ritter, Studien zur Spdtscholastik, II, pp. 86, 94-5. Trapp likewise defended 

the Augustinian luodemi from misrepresentation. ‘The Antiqui won the victory 
and wrote the history of this quarrel’, he wrote, ‘but the “truth of victory”, alas, 
is not always the “victory of truth” ’ (art. cit. p. 186).

61 art. cit. Theoiogische Quartalschrift 1927, pp. 53-5, 66-75. 62 ibid. pp. 73-5.
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Nominalist school; the question of the Eucharistic sacrifice was of 
this number. With their conservative respect for doctrinal tradition, 
Gabriel Biel and his disciples were usually content to repeat the 
explanations of the great mediaeval doctors, especially those of the 
Franciscan tradition, St Bonaventure and Duns Scotus. For Biel, 
Scotus was of exceptional audiority; what some have thought to 
be distinctive features of Biel’s treatment of the Mass will be found 
to be no more than an echo of Scotus’s statements.

An account of what Biel actually taught about the Mass has 
already been given above in Chapter V.63 There it was shown that 
the Nominalist doctor gave an orthodox presentation of the doc
trine which agreed in essentials with that of the Thomist cham
pion, Cardinal Cajetan. Catholic tradition said that the Mass was 
a sacrifice, the commemorative sacrifice of the new law, applying 
the efficacy of the redemptive sacrifice of Christ. That was enough 
for Biel. It was not a point on which Nominalist metaphysics had 
anything to contribute. Commenting on the Sentences, he wrote:

Upon the cross Christ was offered up once, seen openly in the flesh: yet the 
same Christ is offered up daily on the altar, veiled under the appearance of 
bread and wine. He is not here offered, of course, with suffering as he was 
then, but he is offered to the same end: namely, to propitiate the Father for 
the offence of sin and to implore the graces of eternal salvation. And therefore 
because in die Eucharist the same Christ is offered who was immolated upon 
the cross, and to the same end, it is truly said in our text to be a sacrifice . . .

Hence, to conclude in brief: whatsoever our Saviour merited when he 
offered himself upon the cross, with universal efficacy, for all men—the 
taking away of evil, the procuring of good for wayfarers on earth, for the 
souls in purgatory, and for those who attain to the bliss of heaven—all this is 
applied to each man in particular by means of this sacrifice. Accordingly, 
when celebrating the sacrifice, the priest prays in the canon of the Mass, 
‘that all who participate may be filled with every grace and heavenly 
blessing’.64

It has been argued that because Biel, in common with the other 
Nominalists, insisted on the individuality and incommunicability 
of each being, he would not have been able to ‘accept that each

83 pp. 84-9.
64 Commentary on Sentences, lib. IV, dist. 12, quaest. 2, A & C; Brescia edition 

1574, p. 206. cf. parallel passages in Biel’s Expositio Canon is, pp. 87, 89 above.
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Mass was in any sense an instance of the one unique sacrifice of 
Christ, but had to make the relation between the particular 
Masses and that sacrifice one of similarity only’.65 Although Biel 
nowhere discusses this point, the inference is justified to this ex
tent, that Biel would have found it difficult to reconcile with his 
habits of thought and language some of the modern theories of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice described above in Chapter XII, which postu
late a mysterious identity, by way of participation, between the 
saving immolation of Calvary and its sacramental re-presentation 
at the altar.66 Instead, Biel and his fellow Nominalists accepted 
(without discussion) the Scotist position, according to which the 
Mass-sacrifice was the Church’s liturgical presentation before the 
Father of the same sacrificial victim, really present, who had once 
been immolated on the cross for mankind.67 They can hardly be 
convicted of error for having failed to arrive at the ‘mystery
presence’ theory of the Mass, as elaborated in recent years by the 
school of Maria Laach and by others, according to which the Mass 
is the same as the mystery of Calvary in the strictest numerical 
identity. (Some enthusiasts for this theory suggest that for lack 
of it the Catholic apologists who opposed Luther could not give a 
really satisfactory answer to his attack on the Mass68).

In the course of Chapter XII it was pointed out that in the 
Catholic Church there were and still are several theories current 
on this question, all compatible with Cathohc orthodoxy. The 
simple Scotist theory, which the Nominalists followed, explaining 
the Mass as the liturgical oblation of Christ present, and the ‘plead
ing’ of his sacrifice, remains tenable today. Biel said the Mass was 
‘the same sacrifice’ as that of Calvary; but it was not required by 
Cathohc faith, as Fr J. H. Crehan observes,69 that he should regard 
them as idem numero, numerically identical in every respect, ‘hi 
Biel’s opinion’, writes A. Gaudel likewise, ‘the unity of the Chris-

95 Fr J. H. Crehan, ‘Biel on the Mass’, in Clergy Review October 1958, p. 610.
86 cf. pp. 255-60.
97 cf. Chapter XII, pp. 262-3.
88 e.g. E. Iserloh, Der Kampf uni die Messe, p. 59.
89 ‘Biel would agree, of course, that the Cross and the Mass are idem sacrificium 

specie, but then, what did species mean to him? He does not seem to have thought 
of the two as idem numero, nor was that necessary’. (Clergy Review, October 1958, 
p. 610, note.)
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tian sacrifice does not exclude a certain plurality’.70 This feature of 
Biel’s thought is seen to be due not to his Nominalist metaphysics 
but to his adoption of the Scotist conception of the Mass. Many 
later doctors have also held that the essential oneness of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice with the original redemptive sacrifice is com
patible with a certain distinction between them, and the Council of 
Trent itself defined that the manner of offering is different in each.71

When Biel says that the Mass is a commemorative sacrifice 
resembling the passion-sacrifice, he does not mean, any more than 
the later theologians who have held similar views, that the Mass 
is a rival sacrifice to the cross, with an independent efficacy. On 
the contrary, he declares repeatedly that it is the same sacrifice. 
The Fathers and the mediaeval doctors have said so, and they are 
his guides. Like Billot and some others today, he understood the 
expression, ‘the same sacrifice’, to refer to the reality contained in 
the Mass, the same Jesus Christ who was the victim of the sacrifice 
of Calvary, truly present with all his merits in the sacrifice of the 
altar:

It is called both sacrifice and host because it was directly instituted as a 
memorial of the supreme sacrifice offered on the cross and contains the same 
sacrifice, and through it the Son is again offered before the Father, and the 
benefit of his sacrifice is applied for each to receive.72

In the corresponding passage of his Exposition of the Canon of the 
Mass Biel uses almost the same words, with the exception that he 
speaks of the Eucharistic offering as having ‘similar effects’ to 
those of the immolation of the cross.73 The use of the word 
‘similar’ in this place has been taken as an indication that here 
Biel’s Nominalism led him to ‘the one fatal flaw in his teaching on 
the Mass’.74 It has been thought to suggest that he viewed the

70 ‘La Messe dans 1’Eglise latine’, in D. T.C. vol. X (1928), col. 1074.
71 Trent, Sess. XXII, chap. 2, Denz. 940. cf. Suarez, De Eucharistia, disp. 76, 

sect. I, nos. 4-6 (Vives edition, Paris 1877, pp. 681-3). Manuel Alonso S.J. (in El 
Sacrificio Eucaristico, a work directed chiefly against the theory of de la Taille) 
gives many relevant texts from sixteenth-century authors. Billot’s opinion on 
this point is quoted in Chapter XII above, note 3 3.

72 In IV. Sent. dist. 8, qu. I, lit. E. (1574 edition p. 168).
73 The parallel passage from Biel’s Expositio Canonis (lect. 85, lit. F) is cited in 

Chapter V above, p. 87, third excerpt.
71 cf. Clergy Review, April 1959, p. 255.
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Mass as a sacrifice only similar to, and therefore different from and 
additional to the sacrifice of the cross—with like but separate

Biel does not say, however, that the Mass is a sacrifice only 
‘similar’ to that of Calvary; but rather (as appears from the pas
sages already cited) he says that in the Mass ‘the same sacrifice’ 
works ‘similar effects’ to those wrought on Calvary. He says like
wise that the Mass is offered ‘to the same end’, and that it applies 
the very fruits of the sacrifice of the cross.75 More than that: he 
also says explicitly, in an illuminating passage shortly to be quoted, 
that the offering of the altar works ‘the same effects’ as that of the 
cross. A study of the relevant texts shows that Biel uses the expres
sion ‘similar effects’ in the passage in question, not in order to 
assert that the Mass-sacrifice has an efficacy of its own, apart from 
that of the cross, but in order to observe a necessary distinction 
between what was proper to the redemptive sacrifice in its origin 
on the cross, when it opened for all future time and for all men 
the way of salvation, and what pertains to its later application 
through the Mass: a distinction, that is, between the efficacy of 
Christ’s sacrifice as unlimited and universal and the same efficacy 
as limited and particular when applied for the benefit of individual 
men. It is legitimate to say that the effects of the Mass are hi one 
sense ‘the same’ as those of the redemptive sacrifice, and in another 
that they are ‘similar’. More precisely, it maybe said that the efficacy 
is the same but the effects are not in every respect the same.

75 See quotations above, pp. 87, 313, 315. Similarly in his First Sermon on the 
Feast of Corpus Christi Biel says: ‘Effectum quem passio Christi fecit in niundo, hoc 
sacramentum facit in homine disposito’. (fermones 1517 edit. fol. 270).

76 Sermones dominicales et serniones de festivitatibus Christi; quotations here are 
from the Hagenau edition of 1517. Five editions of this work were printed 
between 1499 and 1520.

That this was Biel’s own meaning is not mere conjecture. It can 
be found explained with his usual clarity in another of his works, 
his book of collected Sermons, which although little known today 
was widely used at the beginning of the sixteenth century.76 Here 
in the concrete can be studied one of the sources of that ‘popular 
theology’ of the Mass which takes on so dark a hue in Kidd’s 
surmises. In several sermons on the Eucharist Biel again treats of 
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the relation between the offering of Christ in the Mass and on the 
cross, using almost the same terms as in his academic writings, but 
with interesting variations of phrase. It is in Iris ‘Third Sermon on 
the Feast of Corpus Christi’ that he says both that the effects of the 
Mass are ‘similar’ to those of Calvary and then, without incon
sistency, that they arc ‘the same’. He explains first:

He offered himself once unto death on the altar of the cross, and by that 
oblation he did what was all-sufficient to liberate all men from eternal 
death, and he merited all that pertains to eternal life, as the Scripture says. 
[There follow several texts], . . . Now although Christ was offered once for 
all upon the cross, nevertheless he, the selfsame, is offered daily, veiled under 
the appearance of the sacramental bread. He is not offered, of course, in a 
sense which entails suffering, as if he were again wounded, again suffered and 
died; for he rose from the dead in an impassible and glorious body and dies no 
more (Roni. vi). But in two other senses: first, because the consecration, 
oblation and reception of this sacramental bread at the altar is the representa
tion and perpetual memorial of that unique sacrifice immolated upon the 
cross; secondly, because it works in the individuals who offer or partake of it 
effects similar to those which that unique oblation on the cross worked as a 
universal cause.77

Then after quoting St Thomas and the inevitable text from ‘St 
Ambrose’—‘the same, always the selfsame is offered, and so this is 
the same sacrifice’—Biel goes on to amplify his statement that the 
Mass works effects ‘similar’ to those of the sacrifice of the cross. It 
is here that he says expressly that they are ‘the same effects’, while 
explaining that they are now operative only in a finite degree, 
since Christ’s merits, infinite hi their source, are canalized to a 
finite measure in their sacramental application: ‘Although the 
offering at the altar works the same effects, yet they are not equally 
perfect in every respect’.78

That the effect of the offering of Christ hi the Mass is not 
universal and unlimited as it was on the cross is evident, Biel 
argues, from the practice in the Church of offering several Masses 
for the same intention. To explain why this is so he adduces a

77 ibid. fol. 276-7- Further extracts from Biel’s sermons are in Appendix B, 
nos. xxv-xxvii.

78 ‘Verum etsi altaris oblatio eosdem effectus operatur, non tamen aeque per 
omnia perfectos; quia meritum oblationis Christi in altari non aequat merito 
oblationis Christi in cruce’ (ibid. fol. 277.)
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theological argument, taken faithfully from Duns Scotus. This 
Scotist opinion will be criticized in the next chapter; it is men
tioned here to point out that it was not Nominalism but Scotism 
that led Biel to speak of the effects of the Mass as ‘similar’ to those 
of the redemptive sacrifice. At all events his use of that expression 
has nothing to do with the controversy over universals, nor does 
it betoken an attempt to attribute to the Mass an efficacy of its own 
apart from that of the cross.79

*****

While the Nominalist schoolmen did not indulge hi speculation 
about the nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice, but simply took it as 
a doctrinal fact, they did have their own distinctive outlook and 
theories about certain other points of Eucharistic theology freely 
debated in the schools, which must be mentioned here since they 
have been mistakenly supposed to have a vital bearing on the 
sacrificial doctrine.

When commenting on the Cathohc doctrine of transubstantia- 
tion they applied the Ockhamist theory that quantity is not really 
distinguishable from individual substance. This postulate naturally 
influenced their reasoning when they came to discuss the nature of 
the Eucharistic ‘accidents’ after the consecration, and the manner 
in which the dimensional quantity of Christ’s body is present in 
the Eucharist.80 Some authors, following H. E. Symonds, suppose 
that this theory of quantity was a consequence of the Nominalist 
denial of any objective reality to universals; it is said that the 
Reformation rejection of the doctrine of the real presence was a 
logical working out of Nominalist principles.81

79 C. J. F. Williams made this comment on the suggestion that it was Biel’s 
Nominalism which led him to use that expression: ‘I cannot see that the “nomina
list—moderate realist” controversy is relevant here. . . . Welcome as it is to find 
someone going to the texts to substantiate comments on the theology of the 
period immediately preceding the Reformation, there would appear to be need 
for even greater accuracy hi the use of the term “nominalist” for the description of 
what is found there’ {Clergy Review, February 1959, pp. 126-7.).

80 Ockham’s application of a ‘Nominalism of quantity’ to the questions 
arising from the Eucharistic presence of Christ is discussed by G. Buescher, The 
Eucharistic Teaching of William Ockham, New York & Louvain 1950, pp. 74-89, 
119-22.

81 Symonds, The Council of Trent and Anglican Formularies, pp. 63-4; Mascall, 
The Recovery of Unity, p. 104.
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Here again the questions have been somewhat confused. The 
mediaeval dispute about universals was not the point at issue in 
these differences of opinion about quantity and about the nature 
of the Eucharistic presence. It is a misapprehension to suppose that 
Christ’s body was conceived by the mediaeval Realists as a uni
versal reality individuated in particular hosts, in the same way that 
they conceived of a specific nature as realized in the individuals of 
the species. Rather, both Realists and Nominalists were united in 
believing that God’s omnipotent power caused the one individual 
body of Christ to be simultaneously present not only in heaven 
but also at altars throughout Christendom. When speculating how 
this marvel could be possible, the Nominalists followed the ‘multi
location’ theory of Scotus (himself a Reahst) rather than the 
explanation of St Thomas, less congenial to the imagination but 
more profound.82

82 The difference between the Thomist and the Scotist-Nominalist expla
nations is treated acutely by Billot, De Sacramentis, vol. i, 7th edit, theses 38-48; 
and by de la Taille, Mysterium Fidei, elucidado 50.

83 P. Vignaux, ‘Nominalisme’ in D.T.C. vol. XI (1931) col. 783-4.

Similarly, it was not their doctrine about universals but their 
facility with Ockham’s razor and their theory of conceptual dis
tinctions that led the Nominalists to deny a real distinction 
between quantity and individual material substance, and so to 
conclude that in the Eucharist the quantity of bread could not 
remain after the substance had ceased to be present.83 (In this 
Wycliff agreed with them and went even further, denying the 
possibility of any accidents being sustained in existence without 
substance; yet on the question of universals Wycliff was no 
Nominalist but an intransigent Realist). The Nominalists believed 
nevertheless, without reserve or logical inconsistency, that divine 
omnipotence sustained in separate existence the qualities which 
would naturally have belonged to the quantified substance of 
bread and wine, which had ceased to exist. They held that since 
these qualities, or ‘absolute accidents’, could—unlike quantity— 
be conceived by the mind as adequately distinct from substance, 
they could, by divine power, be separated from substance. They 
beheved too, again without inconsistency, that the substance, 
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quantity and qualities of Christ’s body were by supernatural 
power truly present in the Eucharist, but inaccessible to the senses 
of men, because by divine power it was so ordained that there 
Christ’s bodily quantity should not issue in external, three- 
dimensional extension.84

84 Biel, Collectorinm, IV Sent. dist. io, qu. i.
85 De Captivitate Babylonica, Werke, Weimar, vol. VI, p. 508; Peter d’Ailly, In 

IV Sent. qu. 6, art. 2.
86 Seeberg, Dogmengeschichte, vol. Ill, 1913, pp. 664-5; E. Iserloh, Gttade mid 

Eucharistie in der Théologie des Ockham, pp. 196 seq.
87 Ockham himself was at pains to conform his Eucharistic speculations to the 

teaching of the Roman Church, and ‘was neither the sceptic nor the heretic he is 
sometimes made out to be’: G. Buescher, The Eucharistic Teaching of William 
Ockham, p. 156.

In two instances the speculations of Nominalist schoolmen can 
be said to have given Luther a hint for his own views about the 
Eucharistic presence. The first was the remark of Cardinal Peter 
d’Ailly that, if the Church had not defined otherwise, it would be 
preferable to suppose that when Christ became present by the 
Eucharistic consecration the substance of bread and wine remained 
unchanged. Luther himself relates how this remark suggested to 
him his own theory of the real presence, later called consubstantia
tion.85 Secondly, there was the following assertion in a work 
ascribed to William of Ockham: ‘The body of Christ can be 
everywhere, as God is everywhere’. The Nominalist author argued 
that in the Eucharist Christ’s quantity was reduced miraculously 
to a point without extension ; and hence that there was no abso
luteimpossibility in Christ’s body being present, by multilocation, 
at every point of space. This hypothesis may have suggested the 
Lutheran theory of Christ’s ‘ubiquity’, as an explanation of the 
real presence in the Eucharist.86

No doubt there is much that is justly criticizable in all that subtle 
word-spinning about the sacred mystery. One may wish that those 
schoolmen had been rather more reserved in their speculations 
concerning the nature of the Eucharistic presence and rather less 
confident in their philosophic system as an aid to discussing the 
mystery. But their respect for Catholic dogma regarding the 
Eucharist was unquestionable.87 The Protestant denial of the real 
presence was not the logical sequel of the theories of the Nominal-
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ists or of the Scotists. Indeed those theories continued in honour at 
the time of Trent and later; the chief Jesuit theologians of the 
post-Reformation age favoured the Scotist-Nominalist rather 
than the Thomist theories on questions relating to the nature of 
the Eucharistic presence.88

88 As an example of this similarity can be cited the theory of Suarez that the 
quantity of Christ’s body is present in the Eucharist without producing its 
normal effect of actual extension (De Eucharistia, disp. 50, sect. 4 & 5). cf. Biel, 
In IV Sent. dist. 10, qu. 1; Peter d’Ailly, Commentary on 4th Book of Sentences, 
quaest. 5, art. 2 (Paris c. 1515, fol. 254-5).

89 Eastern Churches Quarterly, winter 1958, p. 333. I. T. Hale comments in the 
Downside Review, autumn 1958, p. 365: ‘Pere Bouyer’s attribution of all the ills of 
the sixteenth century to nominalism is more than usually superficial’.

90 Dr Mascall qualifies Iris strictures with this remark: ‘However much we are 
prepared to abuse nominalism—and I am ready to go a long way in this direction 
myself—I doubt whether it can bear alone the weight which Bouyer places upon 
it’. (The Recovery of Unity, p. 92).

II

The Nominalist speculations about transubstantiation and about 
the maimer of Christ’s presence in the sacrament had in any case 
no influence whatsoever on the late-mediaeval doctrine of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice, which is our present concern. They have been 
discussed here only because some authors have pointed to them as 
symptoms of a corrupt teaching about the Mass.

* * * * *

‘The emphasis on nominalism and its influence’, writes Er 
Bernard Leeming, S.J., ‘seems to me to indicate a wish to find one 
key to too large a number of doors, and to solve complicated 
historical situations by a formula far too facile.’89 The picture of 
late-mediaeval theology as rotten with an all-pervasive and all
corrosive Nominalism does not survive confrontation with the 
facts. Generalizations and sweeping censures are no substitute for 
examination of the writings and records of the age in question. 
Before the Nominalists are held to blame for all Christendom’s 
ills, there should at least be calm and careful inquiry to make 
clear what is really known about them and about their teaching 
and influence.90 It is legitimate to criticize their inadequate meta
physics, their exaggerated voluntarism hi theodicy, their arid logic 
which dulled the living spirit of theology; it is justifiable to see in 
their system a decline from the heights of thirteenth-century 
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scholasticism, and to conclude that some of their speculations pro
vided a springboard for certain Reformation doctrines; but it is 
not possible to maintain that they had captured and corrupted all 
Catholic theology. Theirs was only one among rival schools, and 
an examination of what they actually wrote and taught discredits 
the assumption that they must have fatally disfigured whatever 
dogmatic truth they touched. Pre-Reformation Nominalism must 
be judged as it actually was, in the form which Luther knew—in 
the teaching of such men as Biel, Trutfetter and von Usingen. The 
Reformers undoubtedly found more in Ockhamism that was apt 
for their purpose than in Thomism, but their title to originality is 
none the less intact; the change from the theology of Gabriel Biel 
to that of Martin Luther was not an evolution but a revolution.

To pass from the wider theological context to the particular 
doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice, it is in vain that one will seek 
in Nominalist errors a key to the Reformation deadlock over the 
Mass. On the question of the Eucharistic presence of Christ the 
Nominalists, even when they speculated unprofitably, remained 
orthodox; on the question of the nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice 
they speculated not at all, but briefly repeated, with rather stolid 
conservatism, the doctrine that had been handed down to them. 
In so far as they adopted any scholastic theory on the subject, it 
was that of Duns Scotus. This must be the theme of the following 
chapter.
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Chapter Fifteen

‘THE SCOTIST DOCTRINE WHICH 
UNDERRATED THE WORTH OF THE MASS 

AND DENIED THAT IT IS CHRIST WHO 
OFFERS THE SACRIFICE’

In previous chapters mention has several times been made of 
the opinion of Duns Scotus (fi3o8) regarding the Eucharistic 
sacrifice, an opinion adopted and repeated by many of the later 
schoolmen, including the Nominalists, who on other questions 

were opposed to the Scotists. It is time to look more closely at 
what Scotus said on the subject, since his position, taken over with
out any significant modification by others and widely accepted 
at the beginning of the sixteenth century, is an important part of the 
doctrinal background to the Reformation. That so many authors 
dealt with the question of the sacrificial character of the Mass with 
only brief and passing reference is better understood when it is 
realized that they took for granted the Scotist conception of it.

The material provided by Scotus himself for this inquiry proves 
to be disappointingly scanty. Almost the sum of what the Doctor 
Subtilis has to say about the sacrificial aspect of the Eucharist is 
contained in one of his Quaestiones Quodlibetales,1 and even there 
he discusses it only incidentally, when dealing with a casuistical 
problem concerning Mass stipends. How Scotus conceived the 
nature of the sacrifice appears clearly enough in this opuscule. He 
held a simple theory of ‘liturgical oblation’: namely, that the 
Eucharistic offering is the commemoration of the redemptive 
sacrifice of Calvary and is also the ritual presentation of Christ, 
really present, before the Father in order to plead the merits of his 
passion for the welfare of the Church:

1 Quodlibet XX, in Opera Omnia, Vives edition, Paris 1895, vol. 26, pp. 298- 
331-
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The Mass consists both in representation of that offering made upon the 
cross and in pleading thereby: that is, pleading that through it God would 
accept the sacrifice of the Church. (When one pleads he usually does so by 
adducing somcdiing which is more acceptable to him whose favour is 
sought than is the entreaty of the petitioner himself).2

Several High Church divines in England have held a theory 
similar to this,3 and Anglo-Catholic writers do not usually include 
Scotus among the patrons of the late-mediaeval errors. Kidd, how
ever, does not allow him this exemption. Taking up a suggestion 
from A. Vacant,4 he finds in some aspects of Scotist thought 
evidence of the degeneracy of pre-Reformation teaching. Whereas 
elsewhere he suggests that the prevalent heresy was to make the 
Mass a sacrifice in its own right, a rival to the cross, he here takes 
the Scotist theologians to task for so insisting on the commemora
tive nature of the Mass and on its subordination to the sacrifice of 
Calvary that they made it of inferior worth. On the other hand, 
he says, by their theory of the delegation of Christ’s priestly 
power to the Church and to her ministers they ended by conclu
ding that the Mass was ‘no act of Christ Himself’.5 This trend of 
thought, he adds, led to a progressive depreciation of the Mass, and 
prepared the way for the complete repudiation by the continental 
Reformers (but not by the Anglican Reformers) of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice and of the sacerdotal office:

By denying our Lord’s direct co-operation in the Mass as Priest, and pointing 
to its inferiority as a sacrifice to that of the Cross, the Scotists prepared men’s 
minds for the merely negative teaching of Protestantism, which, rightly 
jealous for the uniqueness of the Sacrifice on Calvary in view of the Mass 
system which obscured it, wrongly but naturally threw itself for support 
upon Scotism, and denied in the Eucharist the existence of any sacrifice at all, 
and in the Church the very name or need of Priest.6

J. H. Srawley and Bishop Hicks echo this criticism, agreeing that 
the Scotist teaching may be said to have paved the way for the Pro
testant denial of the sacrifice of the Mass.7 Dr Mascall says that pre
Reformation theology, by insisting that the priest was the offerer of

2 ibid. no. 22, p. 321. 3 See Chapter XII above, p. 263.
4 Histoire de la conception du sacrifice de la inesse, (1894) pp. 48-9.
6 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 102-3. 8 ibid. p. 105.
7 Srawley, article ‘Eucharist’ in E.R.E. vol. V, p. 562; Hicks, The Fullness oj 

Sacrifice, 3rd edit. p. 317.
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the Mass, lost hold of the truth that Christ is one with his Mystical 
Body and offers the Eucharist through and with his Church. 
The Protestant Reformers fell into the same error in another form:

What in fact is offered in the Eucharist, and who is doing the offering ? Late 
mediaeval Catholicism had a quite simple answer: the priest is offering 
Christ. The Reformers had a quite simple answer too: the worshippers are 
offering, first their praise and then themselves. It is not Christ that is being 
offered; he offered himself once for all upon the Cross; all that we can do is to 
remember his offering with gratitude and then offer ourselves. Now what 
has happened with both these answers is that the unity of Christ with his 
Church has simply fallen to pieces.8

Kidd is correct in saying that the Scotists attributed less absolute 
efficacy to the Mass than did the Thomists. Although in his syste
matic works Scotus only touched on the sacrificial aspect of the 
Eucharist,9 contenting himself with accepting Peter Lombard’s 
time-honoured text, he did treat of the efficacy and of the offerer 
of the Mass in the opuscule already referred to, with reference to 
the practical question of stipend obligations. He opposed the 
opinion of some theologians that the Mass was of equal—and 
therefore infinite—efficacy with the sacrifice of the cross. He held 
that whereas the offering on Calvary had (by divine ordination) a 
universal and unlimited efficacy, the commemorative offering in 
the Mass, while certainly applying the fruits of the former sacrifice 
in rich measure, was of only finite value:

The Mass is not equal in worth to the passion of Christ, although it has a 
special worth inasmuch as it is a special commemoration of the oblation 
which Christ offered on the cross. . . . When the Eucharist is offered it is 
not the will of Christ, as if he were the proximate offerer, that determines 
the measure of its acceptability; but rather it is the collective will of the 
Church, the merit of which is of finite degree.10

8 Recovery of Unity, pp. 140-1.
9 Commentary on the fourth book of the Sentences, dist. 13, q. 2 (Opera, 

Vives edit. vol. 17, p. 699).
10 Quodlibet XX, n. 22. From examination of his argument it is clear that 

Scotus does not mean that the Church’s action ‘merits’ the salutary effects of the 
sacrifice; rather, he says that only the merits of Christ’s passion can avail for 
salutary effects. By meritum Ecclesiae here and elsewhere he means the disposition, 
or corporate holiness, of the Church on earth, which is a condition limiting the 
measure in which she receives the benefit of Christ’s sacrificial merits for 
distribution through the Mass. (See W. Moran, Irish Ecclesiastical Record, LX, 
Dec. 1942, p. 393 note, and p. 395).
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The same opinion was repeated in the works of the later Scotist 
and Nominalist schoolmen. Gabriel Biel, as was noted in the last 
chapter, adopts Scotus’s argument and agrees that the com
memorative sacrifice of the altar is of lesser worth in comparison 
with the passion-sacrifice which it recalls:

The merit of the offering of Christ in the sacrifice of the Mass is far less than 
was the merit of his offering on the cross. For on the cross Christ offered 
himself directly (immediate). ... In the celebration of Mass there is the same 
sacrifice and oblation, not in the sense that his death is reiterated, but by 
reason of the commemorative representation of the death that he suffered 
once for all. Who indeed would doubt but that his death, with shedding of 
blood and bitter sufferings, which took place but once, is of greater efficacy to 
offer for sinners in the sight of his loving Father than only the memorial of 
that death’11

The Scotists’ conception of the sacrificial aspect of the Eucharist, 
as consisting in the ritual oblation of the Lamb of God before the 
Father, explains why they said that the priest offers ‘in persona 
Ecclesiae’ and not directly ‘in persona Christi’. They supposed that 
the ritual oblation was performed not precisely by the consecra
tion (although they saw this as an essential requisite for the 
oblation, making present the redemptive victim) but also by the 
accompanying prayers and ceremonies of the Mass that express 
the notion of offering, both at the offertory12 and in the canon 
(especially the prayers immediately following the consecration). 
From the wording of these prayers the Scotists found corrobora
tion of their theory. When consecrating, the priest says, ‘This is 
my body’, and thus speaks directly in the person of Christ; but in 
the prayers of oblation (‘offerimus’—‘we offer’) he seems to be 
speaking not directly in Christ’s person but in the person of the 
Church.13

11 Saari canonis missae expositio, lectio 27, lit. K (Brescia edition, 1576, p. 180). 
Compare this passage, however, with what Biel says in a sermon, cited below in 
Appendix B, no. xxv.

12 One passing and often-quoted remark in Scotus’s Commentary on the 
Sentences might be taken to mean that he placed the liturgical oblation of the 
sacrifice in the offertory prayers alone: ‘Offertur hostia non consecrata et tunc est 
sacrificium et non sacramentum’. (IV Sent. dist. XIII, qu. 2, no. 5). This im
pression must be corrected in the light of the context, and of what he says in 
Quodlibet XX, where he clearly supposes that the canon pertains to the oblation.

13 Biel, In IV. Sent. dist.13, qu. 1, art. 3, dub. 2; Usingen says the same (Häring, 
Die Theologie Bartholomäus Arnoldi von Usingen, p. 149).
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The Thomists, led. by Cardinal Cajetan, opposed these argu
ments, vindicating the limitless worth and power of the Mass on 
the grounds that it contained and applied the selfsame sacrifice of 
Calvary with its infinite efficacy. The sacramental sacrifice was 
equivalent to the passion-sacrifice, they reasoned, not only 
because the same victim was truly present (that was doctrine 
common to all Catholic theologians), but also because the proxi
mate offerer was the very same, Christ himself, in whose person 
the ministers of the Church acted and who exercised a direct 
causal influence in offering the Mass. Scottis had admitted : ‘If the 
one who offers were the same as the one who is offered in the Mass, 
its value would seem to be equal to that of the passion of Christ’. 
The Thomist theologians used the same major premise, and, by 
maintaining that the direct offerer was the same, accepted the con
clusion which Scotus had thought inadmissible.

Both Scotists and Thomists insisted that the Mass had no value 
or efficacy of its own apart from Christ’s one redemptive sacrifice, 
which it represented and whose saving force it applied; but where
as the Scotists held that the measure in which that force was applied 
was limited, according to the degree of holiness and merit of the 
offering Church at any one time, the Thomists held that it was 
unlimited, because it was in no way less than the efficacy of the 
passion. This question is discussed more fully in Chapter XVII 
below. To some extent the dispute was about terms. The Council 
of Trent was careful not to seem to favour one view against the 
other. While defniing that in the Mass the victim is the same and 
the principal offerer is the same as in the sacrifice of Calvary, it did 
not say that the effects are in every respect ‘the same’. The phrase 
chosen was : ‘The fruits of that bloody offering are applied most 
abundantly through this unbloody offering’.

No doubt it is possible to conjecture, as did Vacant, Kidd and 
Srawley, that the Scotist opinion was a factor in preparing the way 
for the denial of the Eucharistic sacrifice by the Protestant Re
formers. The emphasis on the commemorative nature of the sacri
fice of the altar may have given a handle for the Protestant asser
tion that in the Eucharist there was no more than the commemora
tion of a past sacrifice. Yet it would be unwarranted to conclude 
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from this that Scotus’s teaching was unorthodox. Nor were 
heretical aberrations a necessary consequence of his theory of 
the limited efficacy of the Mass. Some of the chief champions of 
Catholic orthodoxy in the sixteenth century, while stoutly de
fending the properly sacrificial nature of the Eucharist, continued 
to hold that theory, which even in post-Tri den tine theology still 
found eminent supporters.14 It is a misapprehension to suppose 
that, because the Scotists held the application of the benefits of 
Calvary through the Mass to be limited rather than unlimited, 
they therefore held the Mass in slight regard or taught others to 
do so. On the contrary, the opposite reproach was to be levelled 
against them by the Reformers: namely, that by teaching that 
only a determined measure of benefit was available through each 
Mass they led the people to regard that benefit as a treasure to be 
die more diligently sought after, prized and guarded against 
division.15

14 References are given by the Salmanticenses, De Eucharistia, disp. XIII, dub. 6, 
n. 116; others in Chapter XVII below, pp. 376-7. Gaudel, after criticizing 
certain aspects of the Scotist opinion, writes: ‘All the same, it has the merit of 
putting in clear relief the subordinate and relative character of the Church’s 
sacrifice, relative to the unique sacrifice of Christ; the one perpetuates the other by 
representing it, by commemorating it, by applying it.’ (D.T.C. vol. X, col. 1068).

i6 See Chapter XVII, p. 378.

If it is a just criticism, from a Cathohc viewpoint, that the 
widely-held Scotist opinion tended to minimize the reality of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice by stressing its commemorative aspect, this is 
evidently a criticism which, accords ill with the argument of 
Bishop Hicks and others who would explain the Reformation 
rejection of the Mass as a reaction against an error, universal in 
late-mediaeval Catholicism, which crassly exaggerated the reality 
of the sacrifice. These two propositions cannot be simultaneously 
true: that the Reformers repudiated the Mass because the pre
vailing Cathohc view had made it a realistic immolation, a re
petition of the slaying of Christ on Calvary; and that they re
pudiated the Mass because the prevailing Cathohc view had 
taught them to see it as a mere commemoration of Calvary.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★
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The reason Scotus gave for his opinion about the limited 
efficacy of the Mass demands a closer scrutiny. Combining two 
elements, namely the teaching of the Epistle to the Hebrews that 
Christ made one oblation by which he ‘perfected for ever them 
that are sanctified’16 and the Augustinian tradition which emphas
ized that the Eucharist is the sacrifice of the Church, Scotus argues 
that it was on Calvary only that the Saviour directly made an 
oblation, and that thenceforward he imparted to his Church the 
power to make the Eucharistic oblation of himself, in order to 
apply to all men the effects of his redemptive sacrifice. Thus al
though the Mass is the same as the sacrifice of Calvary in respect of 
what it contains, namely the same victim truly and substantially 
present, it is different in respect of the proximate offerer, and 
therefore its efficacy is less:

When the Eucharist is offered, it is accepted [by God] only in a measure 
proportioned to the good will of the offerer. . . . Now this acceptance is 
not proportioned directly to the will of Christ as offerer, since although 
he is offered, being the reality contained in this sacrifice, yet he is not here 
the proximate offerer of the sacrifice. As we read in Hebrews ix, ‘nor does 
he make a repeated offering of himself’; and again, ‘Christ was offered 
once’—that is, with himself as the offerer.17

hi passing, a rather strange irrelevancy in Kidd’s commentary on 
this argument calls for mention here. Because the Scotists held that 
Christ offers the Mass only mediately, he takes them to mean 
that Christ did not institute the priesthood personally, but left it to 
his Church to do so. This, says Kidd, bears on ‘the really vital 
question whether the Ministry is from above or from below’, and 
he expresses astonishment, in the light of the scriptural evidence, 
that anyone could have so belittled Christ’s part in instituting the 
ministry as to suggest ‘that the Christian Priesthood has no more 
than a mediate guarantee from Him’.18 This confusion between a 
mediate offering of the Mass and a mediate institution of the 
priesthood doubtless made it difficult for Kidd to gain an accurate 
appreciation of the point at issue.

The theory of Scotus about the offerer of the Mass recurs in the

16 Heb. x.14. 17 Quodlibet XX, n. 22,
18 Pater Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 103-4.
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writings of the later Scotist and Nominalist schoolmen and of the 
Catholic apologists at the time of the Reformation. It was re
ferred to by John Eck and John Gropper; it can be recognized as 
underlying some of the statements of Stephen Gardiner in his 
controversy with Cranmer.19 Were the Scotists unorthodox on 
this question’ Was their opinion incompatible with what was 
later to be taught by the Council of Trent, which in 1562 affirmed : 
‘He who now offers, through the ministry of priests, is the same 
as he who once offered himself on the cross’ ? On turning to the 
opuscule of Scotus which was the single source-text for the 
opinion in question, we find that in the same paragraph in which 
he says that the Church is the offerer of the Mass, and that the 
individual priest offers the sacrifice ‘in the person of the Church’, 
he also says, ‘Christ offers as high priest—Christus ut summus 
sacerdos offert’. He repeats this expression later in the work.20 He 
sees no contradiction between these two aspects, Christ’s offering 
and the Church’s offering. In the Mass the act of oblation that 
directly presents and ‘pleads’ Christ before the Father is that of the 
Church’s priesthood, for when he instituted the Eucharist the 
eternal high priest committed to his Church authority to make 
this offering. He offers now not proximately but through his 
ministers, and he continues to supply to the Mass, from his in
exhaustible merits, all its efficacy.

19 cf. Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 363.
20 Quodlibet XX, nn. 2 and 18 ; Vives edit., vol. 26, pp. 299, 318.

A study of the text of the Tridentine decree and of its back
ground shows that this Scotist theory of the Church’s offering was 
not excluded by the Council. It is antecedently unlikely that the 
Fathers of Trent meant to condemn the opinion of the Scotist 
school, since they declared in advance that they did not wish to 
censure any opinions freely discussed and defended by Cathohc 
doctors, and since, moreover, a large number of those present 
were favourable to Scotism. From the carefully chosen words of 
the decree (‘He instituted a new Passover, his very self, to be. im
molated under visible signs by the Church through the ministry of 
priests’, and, ‘He who now offers through the ministry of priests, is 
the same as he who once offered himself on the cross, the manner 

330



WHO OFFERS THE SACRIFICE OF THE EUCHARIST?

of offering alone being different’), it is seen that the Council’s teaching 
permits both the Thomist doctrine, according to which Christ 
directly exercises his priestly function in the Mass, and the Scotist 
explanation, according to which the eternal high priest offers in a 
more remote manner, by communicating to his Church the power 
to offer, which she exercises through her ministers.

Between these two views there was a real difference, but both 
were orthodox, as even the severest critics of Scotus admit.21 The 
Scotist opinion still survived after the decree of Trent, and was 
defended by Vasquez, Azorius, Hickey and several others.22 From 
that time onwards it steadily lost ground to the rival theory, 
which seemed to the post-Tridentine authors to suit better the 
words of Trent. (The Thomist theory underwent, however, a 
significant modification in post-Reformation theology. The 
scholastics of that time, intent on fidelity to the wording of the 
Tridentine formulary, seem to have considered it necessary to . 
postulate new and repeated acts of Christ’s will, corresponding 
to every Mass offered.)23 This concentration, in the post
Reformation age, on the truth that Christ offers the Mass and that 
the priest is an alter Christus offering in the person of Christ, led in 
some quarters to a neglect of the complementary truth that had 
been emphasized, sometimes to excess, by the Scotist and Nom
inalist schoolmen—that the whole Church truly offers the Mass

21 For remarks of Thomist authors on this point, see Salmanticenses, De 
Eucharistia, disp. 13, dub. 3, n. 48; R. Garrigou-Lagrange, De Eucharistia, Rome 
1946, p. 290, and his article in Angelicum 1942, pp. 105-18.

22 Hickey’s defence of Scotus is in Iris commentary on the Opus Oxoniense, in 
Scotus’s Opera, Vives edition, vol. 17, pp. 736-42; Vasquez, In tertiam partem 
disp. 225, cap 3. cf. W. Lampen O.F.M., ‘De Christo non actualiter sed virtualiter 
offerente in Missa’, in Antonianum, October 1942, pp. 253-68; references to other 
post-Tridentine authors who defended the Scotist theory of Christ’s mediate 
offering are given by de la Taille, Mysterium Fidei, elucidado XXIII.

23 cf. Suarez, De Eucharistia, disp. 77, sect. 1, no. 6; Salmanticenses, De Eucha
ristia, disp. 13, dub. 3, nn. 49-50. In a valuable article, ‘Theologians and the 
Offerer of the Mass’, in Irish Theological Quarterly (1958, vol. XXV, no. 1), 
Canon Gerard Mitchell throws much light on this subject; he shows that it has 
been complicated by a confusion of terms, and that even today authors have been 
arguing at cross-purposes. The first theologian whom he finds to have proposed 
the novel theory of a new act of Christ’s will to correspond to the offering of each 
Mass is J. Naclantus (1567). As de la Taille observed, such a theory was a natural 
corollary of the attempt of the post-Tridentine theologians to find a new im- 
molatory action in every Mass (Mysterium Fidei, elucidado XXIII). That attempt 
is discussed in Chapter XX below.
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through and with the priest. To suppose that the Scotist view of 
the Mass was an individualist one, exalting the act of the priest in 
isolation from the Church, is to ignore what was most characteris
tic of that view. ‘In times before the Reformation, when the 
stream of thought about the Mass was running undisturbed in the 
channel of tradition’, writes Fr Jungmann, ‘it was the customary 
mode of expression to say “The Church offers; we offer” ’.24 The 
Scotist opinion regarding the offerer of the Mass has had a return 
to favour during the past forty years, mainly owing to the 
authority of de la Taille. It has been stoutly defended by an Irish 
theologian, Dr William Moran.25

The Scotists and Nominalists were not unaware that ‘Christian 
tradition looked on the Mass as both the sacrifice of the Church 
and the sacrifice of Christ, and not as either of these to the ex
clusion of the other’.26 While Scotus and his followers say that the 
Church is the proximate offerer, they also say that Christ is the 
high priest of the Mass. They are well aware that to deny our 
Lord’s priestly office in the Eucharist would conflict with the teach
ing of the fourth Council of the Lateran, which in 1215 declared 
that in the Church’s worship ‘Jesus Christ is himself both priest and 
sacrifice’—a decree that is cited by both Scotus and Biel.27

It was nevertheless a defect of the Scotists’ position that, in in
sisting that Christ offers the Mass only mediately through his 
ministers, they tended to explain the offering in terms of the rather 
juridical concept of deputed authority. When the priest’s offering 
of the Mass is conceived, more profoundly, as a present partici
pation in the ever-operative offering made by the will of Christ 
the high priest, it is seen that there is no difficulty in saying that 
the Church directly offers the sacrifice and that Christ directly and 
proximately offers it. The corporate personality of the Church 
comes from being the Mystical Body of Christ, in which he dwells,

24 The Sacrifice ofithe Church, London 1956, p. 5. ‘This sacrifice’, says Biel, ‘is the 
sacrifice of the whole Church’ (Expositio, lect. 26, lit. G).

25 ‘Who offers the Mass?’, in Irish Ecclesiastical Record, LX, Nov. 1942, pp. 324- 
35; ‘The place of the Mass hi the scheme of man’s salvation’, ibid. Dec. 1942, 
pp. 385-99; ‘Summus Sacerdos, principalis offerens’, ibid. LXI, June 1943, 
pp. 361-75. 28 Canon G. Mitchell, art. cit. LT.Q. 1958, p. 4.

27 Denz. n. 430; Scotus, in IV Sent., dist. n, qu. 3, no. 13; Biei, S.acri canonis 
pfissae expositio, lectio 40, lit. A.
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and when the Church offers his sacrifice through her ministers it is 
truly and directly he who does so. ‘Christ is offered today . . .’, 
wrote St Ambrose; ‘and he himself, as priest, offers himself, in 
order that he may remit our sins. Here on earth is the counterpart 
of that reality above where, as our advocate, he intercedes for us 
before the Father’.28 If the Augustinian tradition—like the 
liturgy—stresses the truth that the Mass is the sacrifice of the 
Church, it is equally in the Augustinian—and in the hturgical— 
tradition that Christ’s mysteries do not cease to be his own acts 
when his ministers perform them. ‘Peter may baptize,’ says 
St Augustine, ‘but it is Christ who baptizes; Paul may baptize, 
but it is He who baptizes; Judas may baptize, but it is He who 
baptizes’.29 So of the Eucharistic oblation St Augustine declares: 
‘It is everywhere offered under Christ the priest’.30 A. Gaudel 
makes this comment:

The theologians of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, by giving so much 
prominence to the Church’s part in the Eucharistic sacrifice, certainly 
showed themselves faithful followers of the age-old tradition which we find 
set forth by Irenaeus and Augustine. But did they do sufficient justice to the 
teaching of such authors as Ambrose, Paschasius and Hincmar, who show us 
that Christ offers himself in the Mass, and in heaven continues to present the 
offerins: made in his human nature ? It must be admitted that in their oudook 
this aspect of the truth is not given direct attention. But their teaching by no 
means excludes it. When, on occasion, authors like Biel and Altenstaig 
repeat the traditional doctrine about Christ the eternal priest, and about 
earthly priests as the vicars of Christ at the altar, they are implicitly acknow
ledging that Christ ‘offers himself’ at the altar, at least in so far as he offers 
himself through our instrumentality.31

Despite its shortcomings, the Scotist theory about the offerer of 
the Mass was fundamentally orthodox, and it is not difficult to 
supply the appropriate modifications to make it accord with later 
doctrinal development. De la Taille, whose explanation of the 
sacrificial nature of the Eucharist may be said to be in the same 
general line as that of Scotus (since both understand the Mass
sacrifice to be the hturgical oblation, accepted by the good pleasure

28 De officiis ministrorum, lib. i, cap. 48 (P.L. XVI, col. 101).
29 InJoaimis evangelinm, tract. 6, n. 7 (P.L. XXXV, col. 1428).
30 De Civitate Dei, XVII, 17 (P.L. XLI, col. 551).
31 D.T.C. vol. X (1928), col. 1082.
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of the Father, of Christ the saving victim really present), expresses 
a concordance of the two aspects of the truth, Christ’s offering 
and the Church’s offering, in terms which a pre-Reformation 
Scotist would have found acceptable :

We now offer conjointly with him; one may even say that he only offers 
through our intermediation. Our offering has its force in virtue of his, in 
virtue of that unique offering which had its origin in Christ once in the past, 
but which is for ever operative as a universal cause governing all the par
ticular and subordinate offerings through which its efficacy is extended to the 
whole Church throughout time and space.32

32 Esquisse du mystère de la foi, Paris 1924, p. 19; cf. Mysterium Fidei elucidatio 23, 
where de la Taille quotes Scotus with approval.

33 Homily on the treason of Judas, no. 6; P.G. XLIX, col. 379. For a use of these 
words of Chrysostom in a sermon by a fourteenth-century English bishop, see 
Appendix B, no. vi.

34 Commentary on Psalm 109; P.G. LXXX, col. 1773.

Patristic authority was not lacking for the Scotist position. With 
the passage just quoted from a twentieth-century theologian may 
be compared the following, written by St John Chrysostom in the 
fourth century :

Christ is present here, and the same who presided at the table of the Last 
Supper presides now at this table too. For it is no mere man who causes the 
offerings to become the body and blood of Christ, but Christ himself, 
crucified for us. The priest stands there representing Christ and pronouncing 
those words, but the power and the grace are from God. ‘This is my body’, 
he says, and by that phrase the offerings are transformed. Just as those other 
words, ‘Increase and multiply and fill the earth’ (Gen. i.28), although spoken 
only once, endowed our nature for all time with the power to procreate 
children, so these words, although pronounced once, still effect the perfect 
sacrifice on every altar-table in all the churches, as they have done from that 
day to this and will do until the day of the second coming.33

Similarly Theodoret of Cyrus (tc.458) wrote :

Now Christ is priest, not as personally offering anything, but acting as the 
head of those who offer. For he calls the Church his body, and through her he 
performs his priestly function as man, while he receives the oblations as 
God.34

By acknowledging that Christ is the summus sacerdos of the 
Eucharistic oblation, Scotus and his followers conformed to a 
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patristic tradition going back to apostolic times. ‘Jesus Christ is the 
high priest of our offerings’, St Clement of Rome wrote to the 
Corinthians.35 Dr Mascall supposes that by the time of the Re
formation the act of the earthly offerer was understood in so 
faulty a sense that in the contemporary Cathohc teaching ‘the 
unity of Christ with his Church had simply fallen apart’. This sug
gestion is not borne out, however, by the writings of the period. 
The Scotists and Nominalists themselves are found to defend that 
unity in express terms. Here, for instance, is the retort which 
Luther’s former master at Erfurt, Arnoldi von Usingen, gave to 
the Lutherans’ gibe that the offering of the Mass was not divine 
worship (Gottesdienst) but idolatry (Götzendienst):

How can an offering that is the highest form of the worship of God be 
idolatry? Who is there so crude and senseless as to separate Christ, the head of 
the Church, from his Mystical Body? As if he who has willed to take flesh for 
the sake of his Church, and will never cease to be incarnate, should abandon 
the Church with which he has promised to remain for ever I36

Kaspar Schatzgeyer (fijzy), provincial of the Franciscans at 
Strasburg and a theologian educated in the Scotist tradition whose 
works in defence of Catholicism won considerable renown, ex
plained likewise: ‘The sacrifice that Christ presents to God the 
heavenly Father belongs not to Christ alone, but also to his holy 
Church. I establish this truth from the unity that exists between 
Christ and his Church’.37 While many of his Franciscan brethren 
emphasized the Church’s part as proximate offerer of the Mass in 
subordination to Christ, Schatzgeyer stands out for his clear ex
position of the unity between the offering of the high priest and 
that of his ministers. In a previous chapter the striking passage has 
already been quoted in which Schatzgeyer appeals to the timeless
ness of the union between Christ and his Mystical Body, in order 
to show that what is done in the Mass is the perpetuation of what 
Christ did in the sacrifice of the cross.38 Elsewhere he wrote: ‘It is 
one who offers the sacrifice—Christ the head and his body the

35 Epistula prima, XXXVI, i; F. X. Funk, Patres Apostolici, 2nd edit. Tübingen 
1901, vol. I, p. 144.

36 Collectanea (MS), fol. 4a; cited by N. Haring, Usingen, p. 149.
37 Eingietliche undfreuntlicheAnntwort, Munich 1526, sig. EIV.
38 See p. 266.
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Church’ ;39 and again, ‘It is more truly the offering of Christ than 
of the Church or of her minister’.40 Jerome Emser, a Scotist and 
the most energetic of the controversialists who first opposed 
Luther and Zwingli, wrote in 1521:

I hold that the priest celebrates Mass more in the person of Christ than in the 
person of the whole community. It is certainly true that he celebrates it as the 
minister, ambassador and agent between God and man for the sake of the 
whole congregation and in the name of us all, but not in the person of us all.41

The answers of these apologists, the first to meet the objec
tion that the Church’s priesthood derogates from the priesthood 
of Christ, are of special interest, since they show what was being 
taught on the Cathohc side about the offerer of the Mass in the 
quarter-century preceding Cranmer’s reforms. Many of these men 
were in the Scotist and Nominalist tradition, and there is found 
among them the same current of opinion—that Christ offers the 
Mass mediately and virtually, rather than proximately and actually 
—that had distinguished the Scotist view before the Reformation. 
E. Iserloh, who has collected relevant texts from their writings on 
the Mass, is somewhat perplexed to fmd in the works of these 
authors some passages vindicating Christ’s office as high priest of 
the sacrifice, and at the same time other passages which state that 
the primary offerer is the Church, in whose person the individual 
priests offer. He interprets this as evidence of inconsistency or 
indecision in the authors concerned.42 But from what has been 
said above it is seen to be quite in accord with the Scotist tradition 
to include both those aspects in one theory.

It is also worth pointing out that some misunderstanding is 
caused by different uses of the term ‘priiicipaliter offerens’ by 
authors of the late-mediaeval period. Some Scotists and Nominal
ists said that the Church is the principal offerer, meaning not that 
Christ is only the secondary or subordinate offerer (for they 
described him as the summits sacerdos) but that the Church is ‘prin-

38 Text cited in Appendix A below, no. 17.
40 Tractatus de missa, Tübingen 1525, fol. d. 2. See also pp. 530-1 below.
41 L. Enders, Luther und Emser, ihre Streitschriften aus dem Jahre 1521, Halle 

1892, vol. II, p. 149 (cited by Iserloh).
42 cf. Der Kampf um die Messe, p. 55; also his earlier monograph on Eck, Die 

Eucharistie in der Darstellung des Johann Eck, Münster 1950, pp. 342-3. 
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cipal in relation to the individual minister, who, even if he is 
unworthy hi his own person, can still offer ‘in the person of the 
Church’. (For a clear illustration of these ideas, sec Appendix A, 
no. 8). Others, however, said that Christ is the principal offerer, in 
the sense that the will of the Church and her ministers is subordin
ate to his.43 This difference hi the use of the word ‘principal’ was 
one of terminology, not of doctrine. The ambiguity was eventu
ally removed when theologians conformed to one usage, 
reserving the term ‘principal offerer’ to be apphed to Christ the 
high priest alone. Among all these authors there was in any case 
uniform agreement that the Church’s priestly function derives 
from and is wholly dependent on the priesthood of Christ.

John Cochlaeus (1479-1552), another Catholic champion, de
clares that it is the universal teaching that Christ is the priest of the 
Mass. Luther’s attacks on the sacrifice are ultimately directed 
against the Saviour himself, ‘since He is the true founder and per- 
fecter of the Mass, the true high priest of the Mass and also the one 
who is sacrificed, as all Christian teachers acknowledge’.44 In 
another work Cochlaeus writes: ‘We devoutly confess and firmly 
believe that our sacrifice in the Mass is brought about by Christ 
our Lord as principal cause, and by the priests as his ministers.’45 
John Eck, who often repeats the Scotist-Nominalist formula that 
the priest offers Mass ‘in persona Ecclesiae ,46 also insists that Christ 
offers, that he is the supreme priest of the sacrifice, that the earthly 
priest performs the offering as his minister.47 He applies to the 
Eucharist the saying in St Augustine’s City of God that ‘Christ 
himself is both offerer and what is offered’;48 and he declares 
again: ‘It is a principle common to the holy Fathers that the Lord 
Jesus is simultaneously priest, victim, and God. . . . And so while

43 For an example of the first usage, see Biel, Expositio canonis, lectio 26; of the 
second, Cochlaeus, in the passage quoted on this page.

44 Text in Iserloh, Der Kampf um die Messe, p. 34.
45 Necessaria et catholica consyderatio super Lutheri articulis, Ingolstadt 1546, 

fol. nr.
46 For instance: ‘The priest, acting in the person of the Church, presents before 

God the Father the oblation made by the Son on the altar of the cross’. {En
chiridion locorum communium adversus Lutheranos, 1525, fol. 116).

47 De sacrificio missae contra Lutheranos, 1526, p. 80. Similar passages are 
quoted by Iserloh, Der Kampf, pp. 35, 55> 59 etc-

48 ‘Ipse offerens, ipse et ablatio’ (De Civitate Dei, X.21).
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the priest is the minister of the offering, each day the Church offers 
the sacrifice and Christ too offers it.’49 Thomas Murner O.F.M. 
wrote likewise: ‘We know as well as Luther that the Mass does 
not consist hi our work and merit; so too it is not our sacrifice but 
Jesus Christ’s’.50

A favourite argument of Eck, Cochlaeus and the other Catholic 
apologists was to appeal to the messianic text, ‘Thou art a priest 
for ever according to the order of Melchisedech’ (Psalm cix.4; 
Hebrews vii.17). How is that true of Christ, they asked their 
opponents, if it is not fulfilled in the sacrifice of the Mass ? Priest
hood according to the order of Melchisedech requires a sacrifice 
in which bread and wine are concerned; such a sacrifice was 
offered by Christ at the Last Supper, and the continuance for ever 
of his priestly office ‘according to the order of Melchisedech’ 
is verified only if he still as high priest continues his Eucharistic 
sacrifice through his Church on earth.

Far from it being the case, then, that in the late-mediaeval 
theology of the Mass ‘the unity of Christ with his Church has 
simply fallen to pieces’, it is to that truth that the theologians of the 
time constantly appeal. In Appendix A further passages, referring 
to the offering of the Eucharistic sacrifice by Christ the high 
priest through his body the Church, are cited from the writings of 
Denis the Carthusian, Brulefer, Altenstaig, Thomas Illyricus, 
Pighius, Tunstall, Hoffmeister, Latomus and Aldrich.51

* x- x- x- x-
If even the Scotist and Nominalist theologians prove to be 

orthodox on this question, how is it that several of the Reformers, 
both on the Continent and in England, accused their Catholic op
ponents of making the Church’s priesthood independent of 
Christ’s priestly power, of teaching that the Church alone offered 
the Mass by her own authority? The explanation is again to be 
found in the habit of sixteenth-century controversialists of cari-

49 See Appendix A, no. 24. Gardiner stressed the same truth in his controversy 
with Cranmer (p. 155 above). The Dominican theologian Catharinus put it 
succinctly : ‘ The very power that we have to offer this sacrifice as priests under 
him, indeed in him, we have received by gift of his grace’ (Speculum haereticorum, 
Cracow 1540, sig. G. i, v).

60 Cited by J. Lortz, Die Reformation in Deutschland, 2nd edit. vol. II, p. 180.
61 Appendix A, nos. 5, 6, 7, 8, 13, 31, 32, 33, 38, 39, 47.
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caturing the views of opponents : a notorious failing not limited to 
one party alone—the Lutherans in their turn had cause to protest 
that their doctrine of salvation by faith alone was unjustly inter
preted by their adversaries as advocacy of antinomianism.

hi the present case the objection cited was part of a general 
campaign by which the Protestant controversialists, in their aver
sion from the idea of any creaturely participation or instrumen
tality in the economy of grace, travestied their opponents’ teaching 
by making it out to be a worse-than-Pelagian exaltation of human 
works. Thus the Catholic behef that Christians can merit by their 
good works performed hi grace, because they are able thereby to 
participate in the merits of Christ, was misrepresented as if it 
meant that men should achieve salvation by their own merits, 
independently of Christ’s. (A. Zumkeller has made a painstaking 
study of the mass of pubhshed and unpublished sermon-collec
tions from German-speaking lands in the pre-Reformation period, 
and has brought to light the care with which the popular preachers 
of that age excluded Pelagian notions and insisted on the absolute 
prerogative of grace. His conclusion is : ‘As far as the Germany of 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries is concerned, the legend of a 
Catholic Werkheiligkeit, a belief in salvation through one’s own 
works, is indeed nothing but a legend.’52)

So too in the present instance, the Cathohc teaching that the 
Church’s priests perform a truly sacrificial offering, in subor
dmation to and with the authority of Christ the high priest, was 
misrepresented as if the priests claimed to offer by independent 
authority, to the exclusion of Christ’s offering. At other times, 
however, the Protestant theologians clearly acknowledged that 
what their adversaries claimed was not an hidependent but a vicar
ious priesthood, and they rejected that claim on the grounds, as 
Cranmer put it, that Christ in his priesthood ‘admitteth neither 
partner nor successor’. Once again, the real roots of the dispute are 
to be found in the difference between two fundamentally diverse 
conceptions of the Church, of the economy of grace, and ulti
mately of Chris tology.

52 ‘Das Ungenügen der menschlichen Werke bei den deutschen Predigern des 
Spâtmittelalters’, in Z. k. Th. 1959, pp. 265-305.
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Eirenic attempts have been made to interpret Luther’s attack on 
the Mass as due to a genuine misconception on his part, occasioned 
by a debased Mass doctrine which confronted him; as if he really 
thought Cathohc theology explained the Eucharistic offering in 
an ultra-Pelagian sense as a meritorious act of men and not of 
Christ, as a mere Menschenwerk. But the reformer knew the 
Cathohc doctrine too well, from Biel’s book on the Mass and from 
other works, to have fallen into such a simple misunderstanding; 
moreover he did not in any way abate his hostility to the Cathohc 
doctrine of the Mass when his opponents with one accord re
pudiated the heresy he attributed to them. Dr Joseph Lortz, who 
is the most distinguished figure in the recent movement among 
German Cathohc scholars for a new, eirenic approach to Refor
mation history, and who is noted for his readiness to admit 
wherever possible the scandals and weaknesses of late-mediaeval 
Cathohcism, comments here:

This much must be taken as unequivocally established: neither ‘the Church’ 
nor a single Cathohc theologian had ever asserted that the Mass was in its 
essence a Menschenopfer [a sacrifice merely from men]. Nicholas of Lyra and 
Faber Stapulensis, whom Luther knew and made use of, and still more 
plainly his ‘teacher’ Gabriel Biel, had clearly emphasized both the unicity of 
the sacrifice of the new law and the identity between the sacrifice of the 
cross and the Mass. They teach that when ‘we’ present the Mass-sacrifice 
before God, Christ is truly the offerer. Luther boldly inverts their position; 
as if a human work has been substituted for the divine and ‘it is the work 
that does it’.63

Luther’s reason for this attitude can be seen most plainly in the 
Babylonian Captivity of 1520 before the issue was overlaid by later 
controversies ;54 the fundamental reason, already several times dis— 
cussed in these pages, for the denial of the Mass by the Reformers. 
There in his original manifesto it is clear that Luther’s rejection of 
the sacrifice of the altar stemmed naturally from his first and cen
tral intuition: that is, from his gospel of justification by faith alone,

63 op. cit. vol. I, p. 398.
64 For fuller discussion of this reason, see pp. 103-11 above. Dr Lortz recog

nizes that the theological key to Luther’s hostility to the Mass is to be seen in his 
original objection to it as a ‘good work’, stated in the Babylonian Captivity. He 
observes that Luther there ‘takes his attack to the very crux of the matter, where it 
is linked with his key doctrine of “faith alone” ’. (op. cit. p. 398). 
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from the opposition lie proclaimed between tbe word of God 
which heralds from on high the divine decree of pardon to men, 
who can do nothing but receive it, and on the other hand the 
objective efficacy of the Catholic sacramental system, by which 
grace is mediated to men so that they participate in divine life, and 
by which the Church, her priests and members, are privileged to 
have an active share in Christ’s power of conveying that life to 
others.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From this study of the Scotist teaching about the Mass it appears 
that the two main objections brought against it by Kidd and others 
stand in need of revision. First, when he says that the Scotists held 
‘that priests on earth are the members and instruments not of our 
Lord but of the Church’, and that ‘the Mass was thus no act of 
Christ Himself’, he is stretching their view to an erroneous ex
treme which they themselves excluded. Secondly, granted that the 
minimizing aspect of Scotist teaching about the commemorative 
aspect of the sacrifice may have been a factor which made easier 
the success of the Protestant attack on the Mass (it was certainly 
not the reason for that attack), it is difficult to see how this is of 
service to Kidd’s general argument in defence of the English 
Reformation. The more the Scotist-Nominalist teaching tended 
to depreciate the efficacy of the Mass and to stress its function as a 
commemorative rite, the less fault would the Reformers have to 
find with it. (Archbishop Brilioth, a Lutheran, is able to pass a 
favourable judgment on the doctrine of Biel and his school, saying 
that they were seeking ‘a higher expression’ and an ‘evangelical’ 
explanation of the Mass55). Kidd can hardly mean to suggest that 
the English Reformers’ reason for expunging all reference to 
sacrifice from their liturgy and from their ordination rite, and for 
protesting vehemently against ‘the sacrifices of Masses’ in their 
Articles, was to show their displeasure that a school of Catholic 
theologians had, by underrating the sacrifice of the altar, given 
occasion to the continental Reformers to repudiate it altogether.

55 Euchari,stic Faith and Practice, p. 89.
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Chapter Sixteen

‘CORRUPT NOTIONS ABOUT THE
REMISSION OF SINS BY THE MASS:

IN PARTICULAR, THE THEORY OF ITS 
MAGICAL EFFICACY TO REMIT SINS 

EVEN WITHOUT REPENTANCE’

A ccording to Catholic teaching the sacrifice of the Mass is, 
Z—\ in the divine plan of grace and salvation, a means for the

1 V remission of sins; through the sacramental offering of 
Christ at the altar there is called down on mankind in every age 
the divine forgiveness won for all by the merits of the Redeemer. 
The Council of Trent formulated this traditional belief in the 
following terms:

This holy synod teaches that the sacrifice [of the Mass] is truly propitiatory, 
and that through it, if we come before God with a sincere heart and right 
faith, with fear and reverence, contrite and penitent, we obtain mercy and 
find grace to help us in our need. Indeed, appeased by the offering of this 
sacrifice, the Lord, granting grace and the gift of repentance, forgives sins, 
even the greatest crimes.1

The orthodox sense in which the late-mediaeval theologians 
defended the traditional behef in the propitiatory character of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice has already been pointed out in Chapter XI. 
To this Catholic behef the Protestant Reformers, with their 
watchword ‘faith alone’ and their rejection of any instrumental 
‘work’ in the economy of salvation, were from the first inflexibly 
opposed. Anglo-Cathohc authors, on the other hand, while well 
content to allow that there were late-mediaeval errors about the 
Mass, are not willing to agree that behef in the salutary value of 
the Eucharistic offering was one of them. The error must have 
lain, then, not in the belief itself but hi some distortion of it. Two

1 SessionXXII (1562), chap. 2; Denz. 940.
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theories are proposed to explain, what that distortion was: the 
first, a milder one, put forward by Puller; the other, a much more 
serious charge, preferred by Kidd, Srawley, Bicknell andDugmore.

According to Puller, a principal error against which the 
Anglican 31st Article was framed was the opinion ‘that if the sacri
fice of the Mass was offered for a baptised person, living in a state 
of mortal sin but also with attrition, the sacrifice would obtain 
for and confer on that person the grace of pardon and justification, 
so effectively that he would have no need of absolution in the 
sacrament of penance.’2 Puller based this charge on a paragraph in 
Vasquez’s commentary on the Summa theologica, written about 
1590-1600 and first pubhshed in 1613, which reads as follows:

Some have openly taught in recent times (recentiores nonnulli aperte docuerunt) 
that by the sacrament of the Eucharist, in so far as it is a sacrifice offered to the 
Father, not only the venial sin of those for whom it is offered, but also their 
mortal sin is remitted ex opere operato, according to their dispositions, in the 
same way that it is remitted through the sacrament of penance. That is, they 
say that for this result to follow in one for whom the sacrifice is offered, 
attrition is sufficient, and in all cases the grace of forgiveness of sins is con
ferred immediately by virtue of the sacrifice, as in the sacrament [of penance], 
without any further working of the will.3

After citing Suarez and Melchior Cano as additional witnesses 
to the currency of this strange opinion, Puller declares: ‘I have no 
doubt in my mind about this, namely that when our 31st article 
was conceived, stating that “the sacrifices of masses, in which it was 
commonly said that the priest didoffer Christ for the quick and the 
dead to have remission of pain or guilt, were blasphemous fables 
and dangerous deceits”, it was with the intention of condemning 
the lamentable error mentioned above.’4 The weakness in Puller’s 
case is that the opinion he thinks so significant was develop
ed by a few eccentric authors only after the dogmatic decree of 
Trent in 1562, and therefore could have had no bearing on the 
Edwardine Reformation in England. Vasquez, in the very passage

2 Revue Anglo-Romaine, 1895, vol. I, p. 405; his arguments were repeated in 
articles in C.Q.R. January and April 1896. Another principal error, in Puller’s 
judgment, was the ‘monstrous doctrine’ attributed to Catharinus, which is 
discussed in Chapter XXI below.

3 In tertiampartem, disputatio 228, cap. 1; vol. Ill, Antwerp 1614, p. 593.
4 Revue Anglo-Romaine, art. cit. p. 408; C.Q.R. April 1896, pp. 43 seq.
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to which Puller appeals, said in the previous sentence that on this 
point ‘some controversy has arisen in the present time’. And he 
added that the authors to whom he referred as ‘recentiores’ tried 
to support their opinion by citing the text of Trent—from which 
it appears that they belonged to a generation later than that of 
Cranmer and his contemporaries.

Who were these ‘recentiores , ‘certain recent authors’, who held 
the incriminated theory? Vasquez does not name them, nor does 
Suarez, who, writing about the same time, also rejects the opinion 
referred to.5 Puller, indeed, understands Suarez to say that it was 
the foremost opinion of the age concerning the efficacy of the 
Mass. Suarez’s practice is to give a full list of the authors who have 
proposed the various opinions he discusses, but in this case he simply 
begins by describing ‘an opinion’ without ascribing it to any 
particular theologian. Making, as usual, a methodical division of 
his matter, he deals with this error first, as erring by excess in ex
plaining the efficacy of the Mass. Under the second opinion, 
which he attributes to several named theologians, he deals with an 
opposite view which erred by defect. In this he follows the order 
already adopted by Melchior Cano. It is because Suarez begins by 
describing the error about attrition first, hsting it as ‘prinia opinio’, 
that Puller takes him to mean that it ranked first in importance 
among the theories of the day.

5 Commentary on third part of the Summa, disp. 79, sect. 3; first published 1595 
(Opera omnia, vol. XXI, Paris 1861, pp. 720 seq.).

6 ‘Recentiores quidam theologi’; J. Hellin, art. ‘Vasquez’ in D.T.C. vol. XV, 
col. 2603,

The anonymous description ‘recentiores’ is habitually used by 
Vasquez to denote his contemporaries, especially the holders of 
neighbouring chairs. (So when refuting Suarez, his brother in 
religion but rival in the lecture hall, he refers to him too as 
‘certain more recent theologians’.6 Suarez countered by referring 
to Vasquez as ‘quidam’, ‘a certain person’.) It seems probable that 
by his reference to ‘recentiores’ in the present case Vasquez meant 
Peter Aragon, a Spanish Augustinian and moral theologian, who 
died in 1595 and whose first published works had appeared in 
1584. He held a chair at the University of Salamanca, and both
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Suarez and Vasquez had personal contact with Inni. Aragon is the 
only theologian cited by the Salmanticenses as certainly teaching 
the error we are considering.7 They also name Gaspar Casal 
(■I1584) as proposing it tentatively. Casal, another Augustinian, 
was a Portuguese bishop and had been present at Trent. After the 
issue of the decree on the Mass at the 22nd session of the Council, 
he wrote a work De sacrificio missae8 in which he commented on 
the Tridentine teaching that the Mass was efficacious for the 
forgiveness of sins. In order to defend this efficacy, he put forward 
as a possible explanation the view which Aragon later defended 
with more assurance: namely, that the sacrifice of the altar has a 
direct action in conferring the grace of forgiveness, in the case of 
a penitent with attrition, similar to the action of the sacraments of 
baptism and of penance.

According to the common teaching of theologians, attrition— 
that is, sorrow for sin proceeding from some less than perfect 
motive, such as fear of God’s justice or shame for having sinned—• 
was held to be a sufficient disposition for a penitent to seek sacra
mental absolution. All agreed that merely servile fear or merely 
natural shame was not enough, but rather that attrition must be 
God-regarding. There was—and still is—-dispute about the precise 
definition and necessary qualities of attrition.9 The mediaeval 
theologians used the phrase ‘ex attrito fit contritus’ to express the 
idea that the condition of such a penitent is perfected by the grace 
of the sacrament of penance. St Thomas held that the penitent’s 
will elicited an act of full contrition at the moment of absolution 
under the impulse of that grace.10

The theory proposed by Casal and Aragon, then, postulated a 
similar efficacy for the Eucharist in its sacrificial aspect, so that if

7 Cursus theologicus, tract. XXIII, disp. 13, dub. 5 (Paris edit. 1882, vol. XVIII, 
p- 815).

8 Venice 1563.
8 The question is discussed at length with ample bibliography by E. Doronzo, 

De Poenitentia, Milwaukee 1951, vol. II, pp. 2-36, 236-339.
10 An important study of this question, defending the original Thomist 

doctrine and criticizing later ‘attritionist’ theories, is that of H. Dondaine, O.P., 
L’Attrition suffisante, Paris 1943. See also P. De Vooght, ‘La justification dans le 
sacrement de Pénitence d’après S. Thomas’, in Ephemerides theologicae lovanienses 
1928, and his later articles, ibid. 1930, 1949; and M. Flick, L’attimo della giustifica
zione secondo S. Tomrnaso, Rome 1947, pp. 173-81.
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Mass were offered for a penitent with attrition his dispositions 
would be perfected by sanctifying grace and he would thus be 
restored to the friendship of God. This view, although untradition
al and mistaken, hardly deserves to be censured as a blasphemous 
heresy, as Puller would have it. It was indeed an error to suppose 
that the offering of Mass has a direct sacramental action like the 
sacraments of baptism and penance; for it was the teaching of 
Catholic theologians—and of the Council of Trent, in the decree 
quoted at the beginning of this chapter—that the efficacy of the 
Mass-sacrifice for the forgiveness of sins is not direct, but medi
ate.11 That is, it does not confer justifying grace on the penitent 
soul ex opere operato in the manner of those two sacraments; but 
the offering of Christ at the altar obtains from God by way 
of impetration the grant of actual graces for sinners, by which 
they are moved towards repentance and contrition, and so event
ually may receive forgiveness ‘even for the greatest crimes’.12 
This effect does not infallibly follow, of course, since it can be 
thwarted by the obstacle which a rebellious will opposes to the 
promptings of grace.

11 Suarez, disp. 79, sect. 3, nn. 8,14.
12 Some mediaeval authors had thought that venial sins only were remitted 

through the Mass. Gardiner quotes Peter Lombard to this effect in his controversy 
with Cranmer (text in Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 358). Their opinion was 
based partly on certain patristic texts which said that the offering was for ‘our 
daily faults’, and partly on failure to distinguish between the effects of the Eucha
rist as sacrifice and as sacrament. The sacrament of holy communion was not 
instituted for the remission of grave sins, but one of its effects is to act as a remedy 
for venial sin, as St Thomas explains in his Summa theologica, III. 79.3 & 4.

In Catholic teaching, therefore, the Mass is a general instru
mental cause by which the salutary effects of Christ’s sacrifice are 
applied in every age and place; but its particular causality in 
bringing about the conversion and justification of an individual 
sinner is nevertheless indirect, gaining for him those graces which 
will lead him to seek forgiveness through the means established by 
God for that purpose. It was clearly the mind of the Council of 
Trent, as can be seen both from its decree and from the report of 
its debates on the subject, that the sacrifice of the altar, in its 
propitiatory function for the remission of sins, is not a rival to or 
substitute for the sacrament of penance, but rather the means by
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which men are led to repent of their sins and so to submit them to 
the Church’s power of the keys.13

Although the Mass has only an indirect action in obtaining 
forgiveness for the guilt of sins, it is, according to Cathohc teach
ing, a directly efficacious means for obtaining remission of the 
punishment due for sin after the guilt has been forgiven; but in 
what measure has not been revealed.14 This distinction between 
culpa 2nd poena is necessary for an understanding of the mediaeval 
documents which speak of the propitiatory effect of the Mass. The 
Anglican Article XXXI refers to the distinction when it uses the 
phrase, ‘remission of pain or guilt’. In strict use, the term ‘pro
pitiation’ is apphed to the effect of sacrifice inasmuch as it 
obtains forgiveness of the guilt of sin, while the term ‘satisfaction’ 
applies properly to making up for the debt of punishment, or the 
reparation which the sinner still owes even when his guilt is for
given15. CathoEc theology has always taught that the sole source 
both of propitiation and of efficacious satisfaction for sin is the 
atoning sacrifice of Christ, the effects of which are apphed through 
the Eucharistic sacrifice to the members of his Mystical Body. 
Whereas the propitiatory efficacy of the Mass is mediate, by way 
of impetration, its satisfactory efficacy can be direct, remitting the 
debt of punishment by virtue of the solidarity which joins Christ 
the head with his members who are in grace. The eccentric theory 
ridiculed by Cano, Suarez and Vasquez erred in postulating a 
direct instead of a mediate operation of the Mass in remitting the 
guilt of mortal sin.

The novel and ill-contrived speculation of Casal and Aragon 
hardly deserved resuscitating from the limbo of forgotten theories. 
It cannot be the quarry of our present pursuit, since it was first 
proposed after the Reformation, not before, and was brushed 
aside by the contemporary Cathohc theologians. Melchior Cano

13 The first draft of the Council’s decree included this explanation: ‘Atque et is 
fructus inter ceteros huius praestantissimi sacrificii invenitur, ut, cum in eo 
immoletur qui est propitiatio et propitiatorium pro peccatis nostris, possit illud 
ingentium criminum dolorem excitare ac tandem remissionem acquirere. 
Ecclesia enim semper credidit et docuit, hoc sacrificio ita remitti mortalia delicta, 
ut non eo tollatur paenitentiae sacramentum, sed potius confirmetur’. (Ehses, 
Acta Concilii Tridentini, p. 753). 14 Suarez, disp. 79, sect. 6.

15 On the ‘satisfactory’ effect of the Mass, see St Thomas, III.79.5.
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referred to it with scorn as something new and singular with no 
authority or probability in its favour. ‘All theologians, with one 
voice and one mind’, he says, witness by their contrary teaching to 
the falsity of this theory.16 He lists it as one of three untenable 
opinions, ‘if opinions they can be called which are in conflict with 
the common judgment of Catholics’. Although Puller represents 
it as one of the two great Eucharistic heresies in the pre-Reform
ation Church that fired the indignation of the English Reformers, 
the Protestant authors, whether in England or on the Continent, 
showed neither interest in nor any knowledge of this obscure 
theory about the direct efficacy of the Mass in conferring the grace 
of forgiveness on a penitent with attrition. Doubtless nothing 
would have been heard of the matter today if Puller had not 
chanced on thatparagraph of Vasquez criticising certain recentiores.

The Lutherans in the early days of the Reformation did indeed 
charge the papists with a much more radical error concerning 
sacramental efficacy, a charge which Kidd took up and applied to 
the Mass in particular. In the later middle ages, he says, it was 
taught that the Mass bestowed forgiveness in a magical manner, 
not merely upon a penitent with attrition, but upon a sinner with
out any faith, repentance or good inclination of his will at all. 
Puller’s earlier misunderstanding may serve as an introduction to 
this more serious allegation, which must now be considered. What 
he wrote in that connection is not without a bearing on this latter 
question, since Kidd borrowed from him the quotations from 
Cano, Suarez and Vasquez, and applied them—somewhat in
appropriately—to substantiate his own graver charge.17

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

According to Kidd, then, it was currently taught before the 
middle of the sixteenth century that the Mass forgave sinners re
gardless of their moral dispositions. He quotes Bishop Gibson 
(who, however, was not referring here to the Mass in particular 
but to the sacraments in general) to the effect that the expression 
opus operatum was all too easily misconstrued at the time, ‘to imply

16 De locis theologicis. lib. 12, cap. 12, ad 9. (Melchioris Cani Opera, Padua 1734, 
p. 429).

17 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 61 seq.
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that the sacramental act became almost of the nature of a magical 
charm, bringing grace to the recipient ex opere operate, whatever 
his spiritual condition might be’.18 Kidd applies this criticism to 
pre-Reformation teaching about the Mass and comments: ‘If we 
may conclude anything at all from the writings of the Reformers, 
this was the sense to which the phrase was perverted by the 
popular theology of the later Middle Age’.19 J. H. Srawley agrees: 
‘An almost magical conception of the operation of the sacraments 
came to be current which took no account of the spiritual condition 
of the recipients. Thus the benefits of the Mass were regarded as 
operating mechanically for the good of those on whose behalf 
it was offered’.20 Kidd’s allegation was assured of wide circulation 
by its inclusion in Bicknell’s standard commentary on the Thirty- 
nine Articles. The sounder doctrine of the earlier middle ages was, 
the author declares, ‘perverted into the teaching that the sacrifice 
of the Mass apart from Communion could automatically obtain 
blessings for those on whose behalf the priest intended to offer it, 
whatever their moral state’.21

Dr C. W. Dugmore’s treatment of this question in his recent 
work, The Mass and the English Reformers, contains a rather puzz
ling discrepancy. On one page he agrees that ‘this understanding 
of the ex opere operato nature of the sacrament became current in 
some circles in the later Middle Ages’: the notion, that is, that ‘the 
participation in the fruits of Christ’s Passion, the remission of sins, 
was mechanically operative apart from the right intention and faith 
of the recipient’.22 He supports this assertion by a reference to 
Kidd, and to the quotations from scholastic authors about the 
efficacy of the Mass which Kidd took over from Puller. In a foot
note, however, Dr Dugmore refers us to another page of his book, 
on which he quotes with approval a passage from a work by O. C. 
Quick containing these words: ‘It has never been taught that the 
sacrament is efficacious in the recipient ex opere operato, in the 
sense that it confers a spiritual gift independently of the state of 
mind or faith of him who receives it’. Dr Dugmore comments

18 Gibson, The Thirty-nine Articles, vol. II, p. 613. 10 op. cit. p. 60.
20 Art. ‘Eucharist’ in E.R.E. vol. V, p. 562. The same charge is made by A. 

Barclay in The Protestant Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper, Glasgow 1927, p. 21.
21 3rd edition, p. 417. 22 p. 63.
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that, in this passage, ‘Quick disposed succinctly of a popular mis
conception, under which many of the Reformers laboured, as we 
shall see, and which has been shared by some modems.’23

Kidd’s charge is grave indeed and one which, it may be thought, 
would not be lightly made. That some perverse and superstitious 
individuals may have fallen into such presumption as to imagine 
that they could obtain forgiveness of their sins through the Mass 
without repenting, is conceivable; but the question is not whether 
any such antinomians were to be found, but whether such a 
blasphemous principle had any currency, whether it was taught 
to and accepted by the people, whether it was tolerated in any 
way by the ecclesiastical authorities. If this can be substantiated, 
and if such a vicious notion was in fact commonly known and 
countenanced in die pre-Reformation Church, then Kidd’s stric
tures are fully warranted. And if to eliminate this scandal was the 
real motive of the English Reformers’ stem measures against the 
massing priesthood of their age, then indeed their radical policies 
must be seen in a new and favourable light.

What is the evidence for the present charge ’ Its origin proves to 
be a polemical allegation by the early Lutherans. Kidd cites the 
words of Philip Melanchthon, who, in his Apology for the Con
fession ofAugsburg in 1531, denounced‘the whole tribe of scholastic 
doctors’ for teaching that the sacraments conferred grace sine bono 
motu utentis, ‘without any good movement on the part of the one 
who receives them’.24 This allegation was not made with 
reference to the Mass alone, but was part of a general campaign 
against the whole doctrine of sacramental causality as held by the 
Catholics.

From the first, the Reformers had found cause for offence in the 
Catholic doctrine that the sacraments of the new law confer grace 
ex opere operate. The campaign against this belief was originally 
and fundamentally an attack on the objective character of the 
sacramental means of grace.25 It was a first tenet of the Reformers 
that nothing man could do or use, no priestly power or created

23 ibid. p. 45. 24 Apology, cap. VII, no. n.
25 cf. C. von Schazler, Die Lehre von der Wirksamkeit der Sakramente ex opere 

operato, Munich i860, pp. 504 seq.; Moehler, Symbolism, English trans. 3rd edit., 
p. 201.
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means, could ‘work’ any good in the order of salvation, or pro
duce any intrinsic effects in man’s soul. Insisting on the truth that 
one cannot be religious by proxy’, they went to an exaggerated 
extreme hi their denials. The grace of justification they held to be 
essentially the favour of the divine will, and neither Church nor 
priest nor rite could have any efficacious part in mediating that 
favour and friendship to others. Christ’s righteousness and merits 
were imputed to the behever, who was assured of the divine 
acceptance hi the experience of saving faith, and were not, as the 
Cathodes taught, imparted to him by an ennobling influx of dei- 
form grace, of which the Church and her sacramental institutions 
were the channel. Thus the notion of the sacraments as instrumen
tal means by which divine grace is dispensed to bring about the 
justification and inward sanctification of men was abhorrent not 
only to the followers of Carlstadt and Zwingli but (at least in the 
earher period) to the Lutherans too. ‘It is beyond doubt’, Fr Bouyer 
admits in his eirenically-intended study, The Spirit and Forms of Pro
testantism,26 ‘that Luther closely linked the subj ective side ofjustifica- 
tion by faith, personal religion in fact, with denial of the objective 
value of the sacraments and of all the other means of grace’. This 
denial of the opus operatum is considered by Fr Bouyer to be one 
of the main destructive negations of the Reformation, logically 
separable from the positive truth proclaimed by Protestantism.

It was this fundamental difference of outlook that lay behind the 
Reformers’ rejection of the technical phrase of Catholic theology, 
ex opere operato, which, in accordance with the controversial 
fashion of the day, they proceeded to caricature as if it were an 
unethical and magical concept. Although, under the stress of con
troversy with radical extremists, Luther modified his earlier 
opinion, and in later years many of his followers came to allow 
some place to objective sacramental efficacy, they felt in loyalty 
bound to continue the traditional hostihty to the expression that 
had featured so prominently in the reformer’s early protests.27 In 
Luther’s writings of 1520 the origins of Kidd’s charge can already 
be recognized. In his Babylonian Captivity, attacking the Catholic 
sacramental doctrine, he declared that the scholastic theologians

26 p. 140. 27 Moehler, op. cit. p. 203. 
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attribute such power to the sacraments of the new law that they would have 
them benefit even men in mortal sin, and they say that neither faith nor 
grace is required to that end, but it is enough to interpose no hindrance, that 
is, no actual resolve to sin again. ... But it cannot be true that there is an 
efficacious justifying power in the sacraments, or that they are efficacious 
signs of grace. To say that is to make faith worthless, through ignorance of 
the divine promise—unless by ‘efficacious’ you mean that, if unwavering 
faith is present, grace is most certainly and most efficaciously conferred. But 
that they [the scholastic theologians] do not understand the sacraments to be 
efficacious in that way is plain from their assertion that the sacraments are 
profitable to all, even to the wicked and unbelievers, provided they interpose 
no obstacle—as if unbelief itself were not the most stubborn and resistant of 
all obstacles to grace.28

Luther here presented his adversaries’ teaching in terms of his 
own presuppositions. Because, according to Catholic doctrine, 
grace is conferred in and through a sacrament, and a penitent can 
submit himself to the sacraments of baptism and penance while not 
yet in a state of grace, Luther complained that his opponents 
would make the sacraments effective to justify the sinner without 
the need of grace. And since by ‘faith’ he meant the assured confi
dence of being in God’s favour, and the Catholics did not admit 
such ‘faith’ to be requisite for receiving sacramental forgiveness 
and grace, he was able to convict them of teaching that faith is not 
required for justification.

In the same year the papal Bull Exsurge Domine was issued, con
demning forty-one propositions taken from Luther’s writings, of 
which the first was: ‘It is an heretical opinion, though very com
monly held, that the sacraments of the new law give grace to 
those who interpose no obstacle’.29 Defending this proposition in 
a work written soon afterwards, the reformer introduced the 
celebrated phrase about ‘a good movement of the heart’, with 
which so much play was to be made and to which Kidd attaches 
so great importance. Luther names Duns Scotus as the author of 
the opinion that the sacraments give grace to those who interpose 
no obstacle. He objects that in holding this view the scholas
tics are heretical ‘because they teach that it is not necessary to have 
faith, that is, to believe that you are to receive what the sacrament

28 De captivitate babylonica, Luther’s Werke, vol. VI, Weimar 1888, pp. 532-3. 
29 Deuz. 741.
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promises , and because the opinion of Scotus dispenses with the 
need for any good purpose of amendment: ‘For certain of them 
say that not even a good movement of the heart is required (iiec 
bonum motum cordis re quin).’30

This then is the origin of the ‘sine boito motu accusation, which 
was taken by Kidd from Melanchthon’s Apology and is adduced 
today as an objection against the late-mediaeval doctrine of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice. The phrase, ‘no good movement is required’, 
can indeed be traced back to the writings of Scotus, but is not to 
be found there with the sense alleged. It occurs in a passage in 
which Scotus is discussing whether the circumcision of the Jews, 
unlike the other ceremonial rites of the old law, had a properly 
sacramental efficacy to confer grace, like the sacraments of the new 
law.31 Scotus, following St Bonaventure, decided that it had such 
efficacy, although it was much inferior in dignity to Christian 
sacraments. In those other ceremonial rites, he reasoned, the 
Jews obtained grace only if they had a meritorious act of will, that 
is, if they performed the religious act with charity. But, he ex
plains, it is the nature of a true sacrament (and he allows circum
cision to be such) that its action is not conditional upon a preced
ing meritorious act of will. It is enough that the recipient should 
not oppose an obex, or obstacle of a rebellious will, to God’s 
gracious action. Evidently in the case of an infant receiving cir
cumcision there could be no question of a meritorious ‘good 
movement of the soul’, and yet in the Jewish rite as in Christian 
baptism, Scotus maintains, grace was conferred ex virtute operis 
operati. hi common with all Catholic doctors, of course, he held 
that an adult in a state of mortal sin must repent and seek God’s 
pardon before he can receive forgiveness through the sacraments32. 
This setting shows the meaning of Scotus’s famous remark which 
the Reformers construed to mean that the sacraments justify a 
sinner without any repentance or conversion on his part:

30 ‘Assertio omnium articulorum Martini Lutheri per Bullam Leonis X 
novissimam damnatorum’, in Luther’s Opera Latina, Frankfurt-am-Main 1868, 
vol. V, pp. 167-8. He repeats the charge on other occasions.

31 Opus Oxoniense, In IV. Sent. dist. 1, qu. 6; Opera, vol. XVI, Paris 1894, 
pp-195-228.

32 Texts in Joatmis Duns Scoti doctrina philosophica et theologica, by P. Minges, 
Quaracchi 1930, vol. II, pp. 630-48.
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A sacrament confers grace by the force of what it does (ex virtute operis 
opcrati), so that it is not necessary for there to be a good movement of the soul 
such as is meritorious of grace (ita quod non requiratur ibi bonus motus interior 
qui mereatur gratiairif, but it is enough that the recipient should oppose no 
obstacle. But hi those actions [sc. the ceremonial rites of the Jews, other than 
circumcision] it was not enough merely that no obstacle was opposed 
to grace, but grace was there conferred only by reason of a good movement 
of the soul, inasmuch as it was meritorious.33

These words of Scotus were repeated later by Scotist and 
Nominalist commentators, including Gabriel Biel,34 who may 
have been the proximate source from whom Luther quoted the 
phrase, ‘there is not required a good movement of the heart’, 
while he truncated it of the qualifying clause, ‘such as merits 
grace’. It was after the Diet of Augsburg in 1530 that the phrase 
picked out by Luther gained widest notoriety. In the 13 th article 
of the Confession of Augsburg, the Protestant profession of behef 
presented to the Emperor Charles V in 1530, the sacraments were 
defined as ‘signs and testimonies of the will of God towards us, to 
stir up and confirm the faith of those who use them’, and in a 
paragraph added to the Confession shortly afterwards, Melanch
thon condemned ‘those who teach that the sacraments make men 
righteous ex opere operato, and do not teach that in the use of the 
sacraments is required a faith which believes one’s sins are for
given’.35 In the Apology jor the Confession, published in the follow
ing year, Melanchthon used sharper language; here occurs the 
passage which Kidd uses as a chiefindictment of the late-mediaeval 
doctrine of the Mass. By their doctrine of ex opere operato causality, 
Melanchthon now alleged openly, the Cathohc theologians meant 
that the sacraments forgave the sinner without any conversion, or 
faith, or ‘good movement’ on his part:

We condemn the whole tribe of scholastic doctors, who teach that the 
sacraments confer grace ex opere operato on one who interposes no hindrance, 
without any good movement on the part of the recipient (sine bono motu 
33 Opera, vol. XVI, p. 222.
34 ‘Non requiritur bonus motus interior in suscipiente quod de condigno vel de 

congruo gratiam mereatur; sed sufficit quod suscipiens non ponat obicem’; In IV. 
Sent. dist. 1, qu. 3, lit. B.

35 P. Tschackert shows that this paragraph was not in the original manuscript of 
the Augsburg Confession, but was added in the autumn of 1530. (Die unver
änderte Augsbiirgische Konfession, Leipzig 1901, pp. 61 & 93, note.)
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Mentis). This is nothing but ajudaical opinion, to think that we arejustified by 
a ceremony without any good movement of the heart, that is, without 
faith. And yet this impious and pernicious opinion is taught with great 
authority in the whole papist realm. . . . No one can express in words all the 
effects that have pullulated in the Church from this fanatical opinion about 
ex opere operate, without any good movement on the part of the recipient of 
the sacrament. From that source arose the unbounded profanation of Masses; 
but of that we shall speak later.36

36 Apologia confessions augustanae, cap. VII, xi; Friedrich Francke, Symbola 
oecumenica: confessio augustana et apologia confessionis (Leipzig 1846), pp. 201-2. 
Melanchthon made a similar charge in his Indicium de missa, written about the 
time of the Diet, Opera, in Corpus Reformatorum, vol. II, col. 212.

37 In tertian partem, disp. 131, cap. 1; Antwerp edit. 1621, p. 231.
38 cf. von Schazler, op. cit. p. 515.
39 There has been some dispute between Lutheran writers on this point. The 

early Lutheran doctrine is well set out by W. Herrmann, ‘Die Busse des evan- 
gehschen Christen’, in Zeitschriftfilr Theologie imd Kirche, I, 1891, pp. 28-81.

40 Denz. 819.

The allegation of Luther and Melanchthon was, incidentally, 
inconsistent with another of their chief accusations against the 
papists, namely that the latter taught that the sinner, in using the 
sacraments and performing other good works, must gain justifi
cation by his own merits and endeavour. Such teaching would 
evidently accord ill with the supposition that the sinner was 
justified ‘without any good movement on his part’. Vasquez 
later pointed out the incongruity of the two accusations.37 It was 
an irony of the situation that the early Lutherans themselves were 
strenuously denying that man could make any ‘good movement’ 
before or while being justified, that is, when receiving through 
faith the divine imputation of Christ’s merits. Even saving faith 
was not a ‘good movement’ in which man did anything.38 On 
Luther’s principles there was no place for a ‘good movement’ of 
repentance except as a consequence of the gift of grace in saving 
faith.39 The Council of Trent accordingly condemned the theory 
of justification by faith alone, understanding that theory to mean : 
‘It is in no way necessary for the sinner to be prepared and 
disposed by a movement of his will.’40

The objection that the papists taught the sinner to expect grace 
from the sacraments without faith or any ‘good movement’ on 
his part was understood by its authors in a special sense, depending 
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on their persuasion that to receive God’s testimony hi a sacrament 
a man must already have fiducial faith, that is, unwavering per
sonal assurance of the divine favour. The Catholics certainly 
taught that ‘faith’ in that sense was not required for reception of a 
sacrament. But the surface meaning of Melanchthon’s words was 
that in the papists’ doctrine the sacraments conferred grace and 
forgiveness even upon a sinner who remained unbelieving and 
unrepentant. This suggestion naturally aroused the indignation of 
the Cathohc theologians. John Gropper, the redoubtable canon of 
Cologne, commented in the Encheiridiou drawn up after the pro
vincial council of 1536: ‘But these calumnies of the adversaries 
ought not to offend anyone in the Church, because the mind and 
judgment of the orthodox always have been and are altogether 
different from what they pretend’.41 Albert Pighius likewise re
torted to Melanchthon:

And as for saying that it is a judaical, wicked and pernicious opinion to 
imagine that by a ceremony (for that is how they refer to a sacrament) a man 
is justified without any good movement of his heart, the first requirement is 
to prove the Catholic Church guilty of that wicked and pernicious opinion. 
. .. Not a single scholastic [so] teaches. . . . But that concept is an invention of 
our adversaries, which they falsely try to father on the scholastics.42

The works of the scholastic doctors were there to read, with 
their plain and unanimous teaching that actual faith, repentance, 
and conversion to God were essential to the process of justification. 
(They excepted, of course, the case of infant baptism, as did the 
Lutherans too.) St Thomas’s treatment of the matter can be taken 
as typical of all mediaeval theologians, earlier or later. In the 
Summa theologica he has three articles: ‘Whether for the justifi
cation of the sinner a movement of free will is required’; ‘whether 
a movement of faith is required’; ‘whether a reaction of the will 
against sin is required’; and hi each case he answers affirmatively.43 
This basic scriptural doctrine was assumed as common ground in 
all the Catholic schools. The Scotists and Nominalists gave to 
those three questions the same affirmative answers as the Thom-

41 Darwell Stone, History of Doctrine of Eucharist, vol. II, pp. 78-79.
42 Controversiae, X (Paris 1549), fol. 166. Similarly, fol. 51 and 117.
43 Summa theologica, I. Ilae. qu. 113, art. 3-5.
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ists.44 It is true that there was a difference of opinion among them 
about the quality and intensity required in the sinner’s sorrow for 
his sin before he could receive forgiveness through the sacrament 
of penance. Scotus required less than other theologians, and has 
been accordingly accused of laxity by some Catholic authors and 
by many Protestants, especially Harnack and Seeberg; he has been 
stoutly defended by Minges and Heynck.45 Scotus says expressly 
that a ‘good movement’ on the part of the penitent is required for 
reception of the sacrament of penance, and that attrition is the 
‘good movement’.46

Many Ockhamists, including Gabriel Biel (from whom Luther 
inherited his distaste for Scotist attritionism), were strict ‘con- 
tritionists’, holding with Peter Lombard and some earlier mediae
val doctors that perfect contrition must precede absolution from 
sin.47 This was a debate which became somewhat entangled as it 
proceeded, and which was to be protracted within the Church 
well after the time of Trent, when ‘attritionism’ in one form or 
another gained more general favour in the schools. Today the 
controversy is being reconsidered in a calmer atmosphere.48 It has 
been mentioned here because it helps to explain the Lutheran

44 For texts of Scotus see De Montefortino, Ioannis Duns Scoti suiwna theologica, 
vol. 4, Rome 1902, pp. 734-6.

46 Minges, ‘Die angebliche laxe Reuelehre des Duns Scotus’, in Zeitschrift fur 
katholische Theologie, XXV, 1901, pp. 231-57; references to the objections of 
Harnack and Seeberg are on pp. 231-2. (See also his Joannis Duns Scoti Doctrina, 
vol. II, pp. 636-48). V. Heynck, ‘Attritio sufficiens’, in Franziskanische Studien, 
XXXI, 1949, esp. pp. 105-122. Dondaine, in chap. II of his L’Attrition suffisante, 
had assumed that the criticisms brought against Scotus by Morinus were justified. 
After reading Heynck’s study he gracefully modified his judgment, acknowledg
ing that the doctrine of attrition of the pre-Tridentine Scotists was not the 
ethically debased notion some critics had made it out to be. (Revue des sciences 
philosophiques et theologiques, XXXVI, 1952, pp. 665-7).

46 ‘Dico quod bonus motus praecedens sacramentum poenitentiae tantum est 
attritio et dispositio de congruo ad deletionem culpae et infusionem gratiae .... 
Sed haec attritio post collationem gratiae, quae confertur in susceptione 
sacramenti, fit contritio formata’ (Reportata Parisiensia, IV dist. 14, qu. 4, no. 12; 
Vives edit., vol. XIV, p. 223).

47 Biel, Collectorium, III Sent. dist. 27. 3, 5; IV Sent. dist. 18. 1.
48 Among most recent works may be mentioned J. de Blic, ‘Sur l’attrition 

suffisante’ in Melanges de science religieuse, II, 1945, pp. 329-66; P. De Letter, 
‘Two Concepts of Attrition and Contrition’, in Theological Studies, XI, 1950, 
PP- 3—33, and ‘Vi clavium ex attrito fit contritus’, ibid. XVI, 1955, pp. 424-32; 
and the studies of H. F. Dondaine already cited, especially L’attrition suffisante, 
pp- 31 seq.
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accusations against the Scotists, but it has no real relevance 
to the late-mediaeval doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice. It may 
be that there were elements of the Scotist theory of attrition 
which were open to objection; however that may be, this con
troversy about the degree of contrition required in the recipient of 
the sacraments of baptism and penance may be left aside here, 
since it is clearly not the same as the question which is our present 
concern—that is, whether the offering of Mass was said by the 
late-mediaeval teachers to justify an unbelieving and unrepentant 
sinner.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Melanchthon’s Augsburg accusation against the scholastic doc
tors was often repeated. It appeared in the 1540 revision of the 
Confession of Augsburg, and again in the Saxon Confession of 
1551.49 It was used in the Simple and Religious Consultation of Her
mann von Wied, apostate Archbishop of Cologne, which was 
translated into English in 1547. It had already found its way to 
England before that date. The thirteen articles of 1538, drawn up 
for discussion between a delegation of visiting German Lutherans 
and a committee presided over by Cranmer, echoed Melanch
thon’s words, but no longer asserted the universality of the error 
among scholastic doctors: ‘Nor is it true, as certain men say, that 
the sacraments confer grace ex opere operate, without any good 
movement on the part of the recipient’.50 An allusion to the 
charge survived in the 26th of the 42 Enghsh articles of 1552-3, 
which declared that the term ex opere operate ‘engendereth no 
godly but a very superstitious sense’. In Ehzabeth’s reign Bishop 
Jewel repeated the charge in a modified form, in a passage which 
Kidd utilized (and which evidently suggested to him several of his 
other objections against late-mediaeval Catholic theology).51 
Calvin joined with the Lutherans in attacking the Catholic con
cept of ex opere operate bestowal of grace in the sacraments. In his

49 N. M. Halmer, Divus Thomas (Fribourg) vol. XXI, 1943, pp. 75-6; Darwell 
Stone, History, vol. II, p. 31.

60 Article IX; in Cranmer’s Works, P.S., vol. II, p. 477.
61 Jewel’s Works, part III (P.S. Cambridge 1848) pp. 556-7. So too John 

Bradford, in ‘The Hurt of hearing Mass’: ‘What needeth repentance when 
Sir John will save me by masses ?’ (Letters, Treatises, Remains, P.S. p. 314.)
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Antidote to the decrees of the Council of Trent, he said that the 
papists believed in sacramental ‘magic’ which justified a man 
without faith or conversion:

Those homed beasts. . . pretend there is a magical force in the sacraments, 
independent of efficacious faith. . . . Those swine, leaving out of account 
faith and regardless of penance (I mean not that ceremony of penance about 
which they prate so grandiloquently, but the inner penitence of the heart by 
which man is wholly converted to God), say that what is needed for the due 
reception of a sacrament is some kind of simulated devotion.52

52 Acta synodi tridentince cum antidoto, on session VII, cap. 5 and 7; Corpus Reforma
torum, vol. XXXV, Brunswick 1868, col. 494-5.

53 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 59.

From their own words it is clear that in this controversy the 
original objection of the Reformers was against the whole notion 
of ex opere operato causality, against the objective efficacy of the 
sacramental means of grace as Catholics understood it, not merely 
against the contemporary doctrine of the Mass. Kidd, however, 
does not wish to bear the Protestants company in their ‘solifidian- 
ism’ and in their repudiation of the instrumental efficacy of the 
sacraments; he admits that ex opere operato, rightly understood, ‘is 
not only an innocent but, as against merely subjective types of 
religion which make the disposition of the recipient not the con
dition but the cause of the benefits to be received, a necessary 
phrase. As such it was vindicated by the Council of Trent’.53 To 
impugn the doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice current on the eve 
of the Reformation, he adapts the Lutheran accusation according
ly, disregarding its general bearing and giving it a special reference 
to the Mass. It is instructive to follow the course of the argument 
by which he shows that, by the time of the Reformation, it was 
generally taught and believed that the Mass bestowed forgiveness 
on sinners regardless of their moral dispositions. After quoting 
the words of Melanchthon as witness that the ‘sine bono motu error 
had been current, he writes:

Perhaps, however, this evidence might be suspected as based on the charges of 
opponents, and some of them Solifidians. We have already seen how easily 
Jewel produced passages from the later Scholastics containing tins teaching in 
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its most objectionable form.54 But is it not enough to note that the Council of 
Trent, while vindicating the phrase ‘ex opere operate’, quietly omitted to say 
anything in support o£‘sine bono motn utentis’, and dropped all allusion to it? 
A tenet thus abandoned did not, however, cease at once to afford matter for 
attack; but it soon became possible for the ‘Pontificians’ or Romanensian 
divines to deny that it had ever been held.55

54 Kidd must have penned this sentence in haste, yielding to the temptation of a 
rhetorical flourish; for on turning back to the place in winch Jewel is referred to 
(Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 37-8), we find nothing to substantiate the charge 
that the mediaevals had taught that the Mass remitted sms without regard to 
moral dispositions. Nor is any such proof produced—easily or otherwise—by 
Jewel in the relevant passage (Works, P.S. pp. 747-8).

55 ibid. p. 61.
56 Cap. 4, de contritione; Denz. 898.

Is it not enough ? Could further proof be needed that in the 
later middle ages it was currently taught that the Mass bestowed 
forgiveness and grace on the wicked, without repentance, conver
sion or good will on their part, than this significant failure of the 
Council of Trent to say a word in support of that opinion? An 
error which is not defended is abandoned, so Kidd reasons; 
and if abandoned it must previously have been held. (In point of 
fact the Council was not silent about the ‘sine bono motu fable. Its 
decree of the fourteenth session included this protest: ‘Certain 
men falsely calumniate the Catholic authors, making out that they 
have taught that the sacrament of penance confers grace without 
any good movement on the part of the recipients; which is a 
thing never taught or imagined by the Church of God.’56)

This is not to say that Kidd offers no documentary evidence in 
support of Iris charge against the late-mediaeval schoolmen. Indeed 
the following pages of his work are liberally sprinkled with 
references to and quotations from scholastic authors, which, while 
they must leave the uninitiated reader rather mystified, may at 
least give him the impression that scholarly research has provided 
a documented foundation for the allegation in question. On ex
amination however it is seen that what Kidd has done here is to 
borrow, incongruously, the argument and supporting references 
which Puller had put forward in a different context: the argu
ment about the ‘recentiores’ already discussed earlier in this chapter 
and seen to be a mare’s nest. Puller had quoted Melchior Cano,
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Suarez and Vasquez in his attempt to establish the existence of an 
opinion in pre-Reformation theology according to which the 
Mass was supposed to have a direct action in remitting the sins of 
a penitent with attrition, similar to that of the sacrament of pen
ance. We have seen that this eccentric opinion was first proposed 
by some individuals after the Council of Trent, who were 
criticized by Suarez, Vasquez and Cano for going counter to all 
Catholic tradition. Kidd thereupon presses Suarez, Vasquez and 
Cano into service to support his much more radical accusation. 
He assumes that the recentiores mentioned by Vasquez were pre- 
Reformation scholastics who taught that the Mass remitted the 
sins, not indeed of a penitent with attrition, but of an unrepentant 
sinner with no ‘good movement’ or sorrow for his sins at all.

Vasquez, when refuting the theory of the recentiores (Casal and 
Aragon) as untraditional, notes that they named Gabriel Biel as 
supporting their theory. In reply he points out that Biel, like all 
the pre-Tridentine doctors, taught that the efficacy of the Mass for 
the remission of sins is indirect, that is, by supplicating from God 
graces of repentance for sinners. Kidd takes the passage from Biel 
to which Vasquez refers and turns it into an indictment of the 
Nominalist doctor. Here at last is something tangible. In scores of 
works written during the past 120 years, alleging grievous cor
ruption of the late-mediaeval doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice, 
one searches in vain for verifiable references to passages in the 
works of the theologians of that age which may offer some justifi
cation for the allegations. It is something at least to have one such 
passage pointed out. Does this text of Biel provide the long- 
sought documentary proof that in pre-Reformation teaching the 
Mass was said to remit sins magically, regardless of the moral 
dispositions of the penitent? Kidd thinks it does. After quoting the 
passage (in Latin, but not in full) he concludes: ‘We have in Biel’s 
language all the elements of a merely mechanical theory of sacra
mental operation abundantly provided for.’57 This is a conclusion 
that may perplex the reader who inspects the passage in question, 
for he will fmd there that Biel, far from imagining that the Mass 
remits sins magically, without repentance or any ‘good move-

67 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 67.
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ment’ on the part of the sinner, says that the sacrifice of the altar, 
pleading before God the Father, obtains the remission of men’s 
sins ‘according to their dispositions’; and he repeats, in St Thomas’s 
words, the ordinary Catholic teaching that the Mass obtains the 
forgiveness of sins not directly but by entreating for sinners grace 
to repent. The part of Biel’s text that Kidd abbreviated is worth 
quoting in full, since it illustrates the normal teaching at the end 
of the fifteenth century:

The sacrament of the Eucharist, inasmuch as it is a sacrifice offered to the 
supreme Father, takes away not only venial but also mortal sin, both the 
guilt of conscience and the punishment due, to a degree corresponding to the 
dispositions of those for whom it is offered. I am not speaking now of those 
who receive the sacrament, but of all those for whom the offering is made. 
Wherefore, as St Thomas says (In IV Sent. dist. 12, qu. 2, art. 2), ‘the Eucha
rist as sacrifice has an effect even in others for whom it is offered, in whose 
case it is not essential that they should already be actually in a state of grace, 
but potentially. Hence if they are duly disposed, the Eucharist obtains grace 
for them by virtue of that true sacrifice [of the cross] from which all grace 
flows to us, and consequently it cleanses them from mortal sin—not as a 
proximate cause but inasmuch as it obtains for them the grace of contrition.’56

It is this common doctrine of the mediaeval theologians, as 
expressed in the words here italicized, that makes Kidd’s case 
implausible. If, as they hold, the remissive effect of the Eucharistic 
offering is in pleading for God’s grace to enable sinners to 
repent and to seek forgiveness, it is evidently doing them an 
injustice to suppose that they held the unethical notion of a magi
cal power in the rite to cancel the sins even of unheeding sinners. 
One might think that the text of Biel just cited is enough to clear 
him of any suspicion on this head. But no; Kidd will not allow 
him acquittal, for the reason that, when explaining the notion of 
the Mass’s mediate efficacy by way of impetration, Biel did not 
use his own words but only those of St Thomas:

Whether or no Gabriel Biel and the later Scholastic divines taught that all 
this [i.e. remission of sins and penalties through the Mass] took effect ‘per 
modum impetrationis’, it is noticeable that his own words here, as distinct 
from his reference to St Thomas, make no mention of any such qualifica-

68 Sacri canonis missae expositio, lect. 85 (edit. Brescia 1576, p. 869).
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non. . . . His language lacks the safeguards of St Thomas; and if teachers 
wanted balance, it is easy to see what would be the consequences in the 
practical system.59

For a record of what actually was taught on this subject in 
popular theology’ and in contemporary preaching it is appro
priate to go to Biel’s own sermons on the Eucharist. In his ‘Third 
Sermon on the Feast of Corpus Christi’ he says :

The Eucharist, inasmuch as it is a sacrifice, is efficacious both for the offerer 
and for those for whom it is offered. It is offered not only for the just, but 
also for sinners, that they may be justified; indeed, it is offered for infidels, 
that they may come to the faith. This we see from the Masses and collects 
authorized by the Church for sinners, for infidels, for those that stray, and so 
forth. And therefore it [the Eucharistic sacrificel calls down the grace of 
contrition and conversion, and thereby the remission of sin; not indeed 
for all, but for those who are predestined and who do not continue to 
oppose an obstacle to grace through obstinacy of will. On this blessed 
Thomas says... [Biel here quotes in full the passage from St Thomas, In 
IV Sent. dist. 12, qu. 2, art. 2, already given in the citation above.] And there
fore if it finds them disposed, it obtains grace for them by virtue of that true 
sacrifice from which all grace comes to us, and consequently it wipes out 
mortal sins in them, not as a proximate cause, but inasmuch as it impetrates 
for them the grace of contrition.60

In an eirenic quest for reasons which may justify both sides in 
the Reformation doctrinal conflict, it is tempting to explain the 
Reformers’ rejection of the Mass as a reaction against a crude and 
superstitious concept of ex opere operate sacramental working. 
There was indeed in the late-mediaeval period, as was shown in 
Chapters IV and X above, a naïve popular credulity about 
the temporal advantages promised for pious attendance at Mass. 
In the new spirit of give-and-take among German scholars in dis
cussing the Reformation, some are eager to concede a very im
portant role to the far-fetched assurances about ‘the meeds of 
the Mass’, as retailed in certain popular pastoral handbooks. F. X.

69 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 66. In Kidd’s excuse it can be said that he seems to 
have quoted the passage from Biel’s Expositio at second hand, from a source 
which abbreviated the citation, giving only the reference to St Thomas’s words 
without setting them out in full as they were originally set out in Biel’s treatise.

80 Sermones, Hagenau edit. 1517, fol. 279; again on fol. 280 Biel explains that it 
is as a prayer for grace that the Eucharistic offering is a remedy for sins. See ’ 
Appendix B below, no. xxvii.
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Arnold, for instance, suggests that such abuses may in large 
measure explain Luther’s anger against the sacrifice of the altar.61 
Doubtless those foolish extravagances of ill-instructed piety added 
fuel to the fire of the Reformers’ animosity against the Mass, but 
they did not light that fire. To take a balanced view, one must 
admit they are given only a minor place in the Protestant objec
tions against the Mass in that age. What was at the root of the 
Reformation opposition to the sacrifice of the altar was something 
far more profound—a deep divergence in the manner of conceiv
ing God’s dealing with man. Arnold himself would seem to realize 
this when he writes that Luther’s doctrine of justification ‘struck at 
the heart of the Catholic sacramental system in general and of the 
Mass in particular’.62

The allegation that by the ex opere operato concept the pre- 
Reformation theologians taught an unethical and magical doc
trine of remission of sins by the Mass proves to stem from another 
of the polemical inventions of the sixteenth century. Kidd, 
Srawley and Bicknell embraced it too readily and have accordingly 
led others into an unfortunate misapprehension.

61 ‘Vorgeschichte des Trienter Messopferdekrets’, pp. 131-3.
62 ibid. p. 133. What really lay behind the attack on the ex opere operato concept 

is recognized in a discerning article by a Lutheran scholar, Dean Karl Bernhard 
Ritter: ‘Zur Lehre vom opus operatum’ in Una Sancta, May 1959, pp. 34-9. He 
regrets that in retreating from the opus operatum Protestantism was retreating 
from an authentic theology of objective sacramental efficacy which, he points 
out, ‘is rooted in the doctrine of the Incarnation’ (p. 36).
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Chapter Seventeen

‘THE “COMMON ERROR OF MANY” 
DENOUNCED BY CARDINAL CAJETAN:

THE BELIEF THAT THE MASS BESTOWED 
SATISFACTION AND MERIT ON 

INDIVIDUALS BY A PURELY 
MECHANICAL OPERATION’

It is all very well, someone may say, to show that the late- 
mediaeval theologians were innocent of the error described in 
the last chapter; it is all very well to protest that they never 
thought that the Mass had a magical or mechanical efficacy to 

remit the sins of an unbelieving, unrepentant and unheeding 
sinner; it is all very well to reject as a calumny the allegation that 
this was the sense in which the expression ex opere operate was 
understood at the time; notwithstanding all that has been said to 
the contrary, is there not a tell-tale piece of evidence which shows 
that the charge was well founded after all—the confession of its 
truth by no less an authority than Cardinal Cajetan ? An apparent
ly damning admission in his work, De niissae celebratione,1 has now 
become a familiar exhibit in writings on this subject:

We see the common error of many in this, that they think this sacrifice has a 
certain definite amount of merit or makes a certain definite amount of 
satisfaction merely ex opere operato, which is applied to this person or that.

Do not these words of the Dominican Cardinal seem to refer 
to the same error that Philip Melanchthon denounced in his 
Apology for the Confession of Augsburg, namely, the persuasion that 
forgiveness and merit were conferred by the Mass on anyone at 
all, no matter what his moral state’ And if Cajetan, determined 
foe of the Lutherans, papal legate and foremost Catholic theolo
gian of his age, was forced to admit that this was a ‘common

1 Opuscula omnia, tomus II, tractatus 3, cap. 2 (Lyons edition 1581, p. 147).
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error of many’, the case can be taken as proved. Dr Mascall, while 
noting that the sources of his information are Puller and Kidd, 
accepts this sentence of Cajetan as evidence that pernicious theor
ies about the Eucharistic sacrifice and priesthood were current at 
the beginning of the sixteenth century.2 Dr Dugmore also cites 
Cajetan’s words (naming Kidd as his authority) as attesting the 
currency of a notion which would make the Mass ‘mechanically 
operative apart from the right intention and faith of the recipient’.3 
For Kidd, the statement of Cajetan was conclusive. While appeal
ing to the testimony of the Dominican theologian to prove that 
a mechanical and debased theory of the Mass’s efficacy was pre
valent, he also conveyed the impression in passing that Cajetan 
himself was guilty, on another occasion, of a similar error:

The very man who, on October 12, 1518, called upon Luther to revoke his 
assertion that faith is necessary to the effectual reception of the Sacraments, 
thought it necessary to raise his voice against the notion of their operating 
mechanically on the ground that it was a widespread delusion of his own 
side. ‘In hoc videtur communis multorum error quod putant hoc sacrificium ex solo 
opere operato habere cerium meritum vel certain satisfactionem quae applicatur huic 
vel Uli’. Further proof that the later mediaeval doctrine of the Eucharistic 
Sacrifice had degenerated into a hard and perfunctory theory as to the mode 
of operation can hardly be required.4

Kidd’s assertions concerning Cajetan can be traced to a passage 
in the works of Bishop John Jewel, the Elizabethan controversial
ist. In his Apology, first published in 1562, Jewel wrote:

Where they say, and sometimes do persuade fools, that they are able by their 
masses to distribute and apply unto men’s commodity all the merits of 
Christ’s death, yea, although many times the parties drink nothing of the 
matter and understand full litde of what is done, this is a mockery, a 
headrenish fancy, and a very toy.5

To this Harding, Jewel’s Catholic antagonist, rephed: ‘Ye make 
us to affirm that by our Masses we distribute and apply to men 
indifferently, howsoever they be disposed, ... all the merits of

2 C.Q.R. 1957, no. 1, pp. 17-8 and note 33. Puller, Essays, p. 128.
3 The Mass and the English Reformers, pp. 63-4.
4 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 71-2.
B Apologia pro Ecclesia Anglicana, chap. XV, 2; English translation 1564. In 

Jewel’s Works, P.S., vol. Ill, p. 556.
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Christ’s death. But tell us, who ever taught this doctrine in the 
Catholic Church ?’6 In his Defence of the Apology, published in 1567, 
Jewel retorted: ‘If you be so unskilful, Mr Harding, and so far to 
seek in your own doctors, then it may please you to understand 
that the most catholic pillars of your catholic church have ever 
thus taught us.’7 In support of Iris statement Jewel first alleges that 
at Augsburg ‘Thomas de Vio, otherwise called Cajetanus, a 
catholic cardinal of your catholic church of Rome’, tried to im
pose upon Martin Luther assent to the proposition that faith is not 
necessary for one who goes to receive the Eucharist.8 Secondly, he 
quotes the incriminated sentence from Cajetan’s opuscule on the 
Mass, concerning ‘the common error of many’, from which he 
concludes that the Cardinal, inconsistent with himself, acknow
ledged therein that the position he defended elsewhere was wrong, 
although ‘commonly received and believed of many’.

Examination of the first of these two charges, which refers to 
the celebrated meeting at Augsburg in October 1518 when Luther 
appeared under safe-conduct before Cajetan, then papal legate, 
shows that Jewel was disingenuous in his presentation of the facts. 
It is certainly true that the Cardinal legate summoned Luther to 
recant his proposition, ‘accessuro ad sacramentum necessarium est ut 
credad—‘it is necessary, for one who goes to receive a sacrament, 
that he should believe’; but Jewel omits to quote the second half 
of the proposition defended by Luther, which determines the 
sense of the first part:
Accessuro ad sacramentum necessarium est 
ut credat sese gratiam consequi, et in hoc 
non dubitare sed certissima fiducia confid
ere, alìoquin in iudicium accedit.9

It is necessary, for one who goes to 
receive a sacrament, that he should 
believe that he obtains grace, and in 
this he must have no doubt, but must 
trust with most assured confidence. 
Otherwise he incurs condemnation.

It is evident what was in question. With all Cathohc theolo
gians, Cajetan held that faith was essential to justification; the 
kind of ‘faith’ he declared not necessary to the recipient of a

6 ibid. p. 556. 7 ibid. p. 557.
8 Jewel repeats this charge elsewhere, in his treatise ‘Of opus operatum’; 

Works, P.S. vol. II, p. 751. In both places he substitutes ‘eucharistiam’ for ‘sacra
mentum’ when quoting the Augsburg proposition.

9 Luther’s Werke, Weimar edition, vol. II (1884), p. 13.
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sacrament was Lutheran fiducial faith, or certain assurance of 
being in God’s favour. He objected to Luther’s theory of justifi
cation on the grounds that no one could be absolutely certain of 
having due dispositions, nor could one believe, with the theologi
cal virtue of faith, in one’s own state of grace. That this was the 
sense of his objection is plain from Luther’s own record of the 
encounter,10 and from Cajetan’s pubhshed refutation of Luther’s 
doctrine.11 Jewel’s suppression of the true sense of the proposition 
to which the legate objected, in order to represent Cajetan as 
maintaining in the Augsburg interview that the Mass bestowed 
merit on men ‘howsoever they be disposed’, is perhaps not so sur
prising in a sixteenth-century polemical writer. (In point of fact 
the sacrifice of the altar was not even under discussion at the Augs
burg interview of 1518, and Luther’s attack on the Mass had not 
yet begun. What was at issue was the justification of the sinner in 
receiving the sacraments of forgiveness. Jewel partly meets this 
difficulty by substituting eucharistiam for sacramentum when citing 
the proposition in question). If Kidd accepted Jewel’s presentation 
of the facts here too unwarily, he doubtless revised his opinion in 
after years, since in his useful collection of Documents Illustrative of 
the Continental Reformation12, he later reproduced Luther’s account 
of his meeting with Cajetan, and the full text of the proposition 
which the Reformer defended.

This experience of Jewel’s method of handling his material 
prompts us to be wary before accepting the construction he placed 
upon his second piece of evidence, the quotation from Cajetan 
about ‘the common error of many’. In fact, when we refer to the

10 ibid. p. 13. The quotation given by Jewel is taken from an account of the 
legate’s objections written by Luther after the interview. In an earlier paragraph of 
this work the Reformer relates Cajetan’s objection in these terms: ‘Objectio 
altera est, quod in conclusione mea septima declaranda, dixi neminem iustificari 
posse nisi per fidem, sic scilicet, ut necesse sit cum certa fide credere sese iusti
ficari et nullo modo dubitare quod gratiam consequatur. Si enim dubitat et 
incertus est, iam non iustificatur, sed evomit gratiam. Hane theologiam novam 
videri putant et erroneam’.

11 In a paper, ‘Whether faith is necessary for the fruitful reception of sacramental 
absolution’, written at Augsburg immediately before Luther’s visit, Cajetan made 
clear his reasons for objecting to Luther’s doctrine. (Opuscula, vol. I, tract. 18, 
quaest. 4.) He repeated them later in his Treatise concerning faith and works, against 
the Lutherans. (Opuscula, vol. Ill, tract. 9).

12 Oxford 1911, pp. 33-7.
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original we find that here too the Elizabethan controversialist 
seriously misrepresented the bearing of the sentence he quoted, 
and consequently the modern Anglo-Catholic writers to whom 
his allegation has been handed on have been once more misled. 
The common error of many’ to which Cajetan alludes is found 
to have nothing to do with the erroneous notion alleged to have 
been common among Catholics, namely that the Mass conferred 
merit on individuals regardless of their moral dispositions.

The incriminated sentence is to be found in a short treatise, 
Utnuii sacerdos celebrans pro pliiribus satisfaciat pro singulis, written by 
Cajetan in Rome in December 1510. It was published, together 
widi a short work on another topic, under the title, Tractatus de 
missae celebratione.13 It is enough to consult the text of this treatise 
to see that Cajetan is there dealing with a question quite different 
from the one supposed by Kidd and the authors who follow him. 
He was giving his opinion on a technical and subde controversy 
which was—and still is—freely debated in the schools of Cathohc 
theology. The point at issue, which has been already touched on 
in Chapter XV above, was whether the efficacy of the sacrifice of 
the altar, as appEcable to individuals for whom a priest offers Mass, 
is available only in a certain determined measure (as the Scotist and 
Nominalist theologians held14), or is unlimited and therefore 
capable of being extended without diminution to an unlimited 
number of individuals (as Cajetan, Sylvester de Prierio15 and other 
Thomists maintained).

It was a question of not merely speculative interest. The age-old 
practice of the Church and the universal persuasion of the faithful 
imphed that a Mass offered specially for one person brought him 
a special measure of spiritual fruit, as well as the general fruit 
which each Mass brings to all members of the Church. Similarly 
the practice of offering Mass repeatedly for the same intention 
supposed that one offering did not necessarily bring all the 
spiritual benefit that could be obtained through the Eucharistic

13 Opuscula, vol. II, tractatus 3, cap. 2. The numbering of Cajetan’s Opuscula is 
not always consistent in the various editions. The reference here follows the 
numbering adopted in the sixteenth-century Lyons editions.

14 e.g. Gabriel Biel, Sacri canonis missae expositio, lectio XXVII.
16 Summa Silvestrina (1516), Venice edition 1606, vol. II, pp. 179-81.
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sacrifice for one person or object. From these premises it was 
inferred by many theologians that each Mass made the fruits of 
Christ’s passion available only in a certain determined measure, 
and that consequently a Mass offered for one person alone was 
more advantageous to him than a Mass offered for him and for 
several others as well, in which the benefit was shared among 
all. Ecclesiastical discipline seemed to support this theory by for
bidding priests to satisfy more than one stipend obligation by one 
offering of Mass. (In England a provincial council of Lambeth had 
decreed in 1281: ‘A priest must not think that by saying one Mass 
he can satisfy two separate obligations for which he has given his 
promise to make specific offerings. . . . For although the sacrifice 
—which is Christ himself—is of infinite efficacy, it does not here 
exercise to the full its limitless power’.16)

16 Hardouin, Acta Conciliorum, Paris 1714, vol. VII, col. 862.
17 De rebus ecclesiasticis, cap. 22; P.L. CXIV, col. 948.
18 Book IV, dist. 45, c. 4.
19 Commentary on the Sentences, lib. IV, dist. 45, art. 2, qu. 3; Opera omnia, 

(Quaracclii 1889) vol. IV, pp. 946-7.
20 Commentary on the Sentences, IV, dist. 45, 2, 4; Summa theologica, III, 79, 5.

The question already had deep roots in the tomes of the mediae
val doctors. Walafrid Strabo, a monk of Fulda, had broached the 
subject in the ninth century, declaring it ‘a foolish opinion’ to 
think that the celebration of the Eucharist was not ‘a universal 
medicine’, as if particular supplications for individuals during the 
offering gave them a special benefit denied to others.17 Prae- 
positinus of Cremona (fc.i2io), commenting on a text in the 
Sentences of Peter Lombard,18 held that suffrages for the dead, if 
offered for several persons together, availed as much for each 
individual as if they were offered for that one only. St Bonaven
ture (fi274) took the opposite view, and considered that the 
benefit available for each decreased as the number among whom 
it was shared increased.19 St Thomas, bringing the discussion to 
bear not only upon suffrages in general but upon the Eucharistic 
offering in particular, said there was truth on both sides. He 
declared, however, that the sacrifice of the altar was, in itself, of 
unlimited efficacy to obtain the remission of all sins and of 
punishment due for sins.20
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Duns Scotus followed the opinion of St Bonaventure, already 
common among the Franciscans, and adapted it to the question of 
suffrages in the Mass, whether for the dead or for the living. He 
reinforced this solution with his argument concerning the offerer 
of the Eucharistic sacrifice. As was shown in Chapter XV, he 
taught that Christ was the high priest and mediate offerer of that 
sacrifice, and that all its salutary efficacy came from the merits 
of his passion. Scotus held, however, that the acceptability of the 
sacrifice of the altar was channelled and proportioned in accordance 
with the merit of the proximate offerer, the Church militant. And 
since this merit was offinite degree, it followed that each Mass avail
ed to apply Christ’s merits and to impétrate God’s merciful favour 
only according to a certain restricted measure, and that conse
quently the spiritual benefit obtainable would diminish in inverse 
proportion with the number among whom it was shared.21 These 
subtleties of the Doctor Subtilis were rejected by Thomist theolo
gians, who argued that since the efficacy of the Mass is the selfsame 
as that of the sacrifice of the cross—which is of infinite value— 
the fruits of the sacrifice are available for distribution in unlimited 
measure, and are no more diminished when shared among many 
than the light of the sun is weakened by falling on many objects 
rather than on few.

21 See pp. 325-32 above. Scotus sums up: ‘Sic ergo patet quod Eucharistia 
oblata acceptatur non ratione voluntatis Christi ut immediate offerentis, ratione 
ergo voluntatis Ecclesiae generalis; ilia autem habet rationem meriti finitam. Et 
esto quod acceptaretur ratione voluntatis Christi ut offerentis, hoc est instituentis 
oblationem et dantis sibi valorem et acceptationem, tamen non aequivaleret nec 
acceptaretur sicut passio Christi, et ita esset nieritum finitum, cui corresponder 
bonum debitum virtute sacrificin’. (Quodlibet XX, no. 22; Opera, vol. XXVI, 
p. 321.)

22 References in Vives edition of Scotus’s Opera Omnia, vol. XXVI, p. 298.

The Scotist opinion that only a limited measure of spiritual 
benefit is available to be applied by each Mass won much favour 
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,22 since it seemed to many 
to offer the best theological explanation for the traditional practice 
and discipline of the Church. Among authors who defended it 
were Durandus of St Pour^ain (J 13 3 4), Peter Paludanus (a Thom
ist, fi342), Robert Holkot (Ji349), Peter d’Ailly (J 1420), John 
Gerson, Chancellor of Paris University ^1429), Denis the
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Carthusian (f 1471), and Gabriel Biel ^1495), who in hisExposition of 
the Sacred Canon of the Mass repeated the arguments of Scotus and 
illustrated them with quaint arithmetical analogies.23 Like Scotus, 
Biel distinguished three kinds of fruits of the Mass: the general 
fruit gained for the whole Church, the personal fruit bestowed on 
the priest who offers worthily, and the special fruit available for 
particular application to others according to the determination of 
the celebrant’s will.24 It was with this third kind that the contro
versy was concerned.

Biel enlarged on two questions already discussed by Gerson: 
whether it was unjust for a priest to apply a Mass for other in
tentions as well as that for which he had pledged his word to the 
donor of a stipend, and whether it was permissible for a donor to 
stipulate that all the available fruits of a Mass should be reserved 
to himself or to his particular intention. (Such a stipulation, at 
first sight, seemed to be contrary to the universal charity due 
among Christians, but Biel concluded that the practice, if rightly 
understood, was not reprehensible.25) To the first question Biel’s 
answer is clear-cut:

A priest who is under two distinct obligations to celebrate for two intentions 
does not satisfy those obligations by celebrating one Mass for both of them 
together. . . . And if he has contracted to celebrate Mass for one person in 
particular, he defrauds that person if he includes another, or others, in his 
application of the Mass, giving them parity or preference in his intention.

Biel’s reason for this conclusion is the familiar Scotist principle:

The fruit and benefit which corresponds, according to divine justice, to the 
merit of the Mass is less than that which corresponds to the passion and death 
of Christ, and consequently is limited and has a certain determined measure.2 6

From all this it is plain what Cajetan meant to discuss in the 
opuscule from which Jewel extracted the now celebrated sentence. 
The title refers directly to the disputations of Gerson, Biel and 
the others: ‘Whether a priest, celebrating one Mass for many in
tentions, satisfies his obligation to each’. The adversaries Cajetan

23 e.g. lectio XXVII, lit. N (Brescia edition 1576, p. 182).
24 On the existence of this fruit, see the teaching of Pius VI, Denz. no. 1530.
26 Expositio, lectio XXVII, lit. P-T; 1576 edition, pp. 183-6.
26 ibid, lectio XXVII, lit. N. and lit. L; pp. 182-3, and p. 181. 
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had in view were the same Scotist and Nominalist theologians 
with whom he had often joined issue in other questions open to 
free debate in the schools. When he spoke of ‘the common error 
of many he was not, after all, referring to a widespread belief that 
the Mass bestowed forgiveness and merit on sinners in a magical 
manner, regardless of their dispositions. That heresy had no place 
in mediaeval theology. But he meant the opinion of his scholastic 
rivals, of Scotus, Durandus, Biel and their numerous disciples, 
who, as he said, thought ‘that this sacrifice has a certain deter
mined amount of merit or makes a certain determined amount of 
satisfaction to be applied to this person or that’. Far from objecting 
to the notion that the Mass procures spiritual benefits for men ex 
opere operato, Cajetan considered that ‘the common error of many’ 
was to think that the Mass made those benefits available only in 
restricted measure. He, on the contrary, held that the ex opere 
operato power of the Eucharistic sacrifice was unlimited, because 
the very same as that of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. The Domi
nican theologian recognized that very many of the schoolmen 
of his time favoured the opposite opinion and that their view was 
in accord with a common persuasion of the faithful. Nothing 
daunted, he defended with vigour and subtlety the view which he 
believed to be the correct one and for which he claimed the 
authority of St Thomas. The sequence of his argument is as fol
lows.

The Eucharist, as a sacrifice, has an efficacy both ex opere 
operands (i.e. as a meritorious act performed by a good priest and 
piously attended by the faithful) and ex opere operato (i.e. as a 
salutary work producing objective effects in the divine economy, 
independently of the merits of the priests and the assistants). It is 
the latter kind of efficacy alone which is in question here. Now the 
efficacy of the Mass ex opere operato is the efficacy of the immo
lation of Christ on the cross. And because the sacrifice of the cross 
is a universal and unlimited cause of spiritual benefit on man’s 
behalf, because it has infinite worth before God to merit divine 
favour and to offer inexhaustible satisfaction and impetration for 
all men, the efficacy of the Mass is likewise unlimited and not 
restricted a priori to a determined degree or measure of spiritual 
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benefit. It is at this point of Cajetan’s argument that occurs the 
famous sentence which Jewel wrested out of its context. A fuller 
quotation will show how it fits into that context:

The magnitude of this sacrifice is unlimited, so that it is impetratory, meri
torious and satisfactory to an unlimited degree; and thus its efficacy is 
unlimited, as is that of the passion of Christ. . . . Now just as the effect 
wrought by Christ on the cross is unlimited in its all-sufficiency, but not in 
its actual application, and inasmuch as it has the nature of a universal cause, 
that is, it is undetermined and not apportioned to this person or that; so this 
sacrifice is in itself of unlimited sufficiency and efficacy. ... If we consider the 
effect of this sacrifice in itself, solely under the aspect of ex opere operato, it is 
evident that it has no special effect in any man, but rather its effect of pro
pitiation, thanksgiving, commemoration etc. is directed towards God. And 
so we see that it is a common error of many to think that this sacrifice— 
under the aspect of ex opere operate efficacy alone—has a certain definite 
amount of merit or makes a certain definite amount of satisfaction, to be 
applied to this person or that. That this is not true is evident from what we 
have said.27

27 The concluding sentences in the original are as follows: ‘Ideo loquendo de 
effectu huius sacrificii, ex solo opere operato, secundum se patet nn11nm habere 
particularem effectum in quocumque homine, sed tantum in ordine ad Deum 
habet acceptabilitatem, gratiarum actiones, commemorationem, et si quid est 
huiusmodi. Unde in hoc videtur communis multorum error, quod putant hoc 
sacrificium ex solo opere operato habere certum meritum, vel certain satis- 
factionem, quae applicatur huic vel illi; hoc enim non esse verum, iam patet’. 
(Opuscula, vol. II, tract. 3; Lyons edition 1581, p. 147).

Cajetan then proceeds to show how his explanation does not 
go counter to the traditional sense and practice of the Church in 
offering Masses for particular intentions. Although in itself, ‘in its 
sufficiency’, the sacrifice of the altar is of limitless efficacy, it is 
obvious that in its actual operation and effect it does not in fact 
obtain all the salutary effects possible, as is seen from the custom, 
encouraged by the Church, of offering repeated Masses for the 
same intention. As received by individuals, the fruits of the Mass 
are clearly limited. Whence comes this limitation? Rejecting the 
view of the Scotists that there is an objective measure of efficacy 
for each Mass determined a priori before its actual appheation, 
Cajetan will admit only an a posteriori limitation, depending on 
subjective factors in the actual application of the fruits of the Mass. 
These factors are the dispositions of those for whom the Mass is 
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offered, the intention of the celebrant, and, more particularly, the 
devotion of those who in any way procure or co-operate in the 
offering of the holy sacrifice. The will of the priest, in so far as he 
apphes the Mass for a particular intention, does no more than 
designate those for whom the sacrifice will be specially offered 
(the number of whom in no way affects the amount of spiritual 
fruit available, since that is inexhaustible); but the actual limitation 
of the effects to a certain determined measure corresponds to the 
degree of devotion of those, priests or layfolk, who cause the 
sacrifice to be offered, either for themselves or for others. In his 
commentary on the Summa theologica of St Thomas, Cajetan re
sumes his conclusions, and with evident reference to the questions 
raised by Gerson and Biel, remarks: ‘If men in their ignorance 
come asking or stipulating that in consideration of their stipend 
the whole of the Mass should be applied to themselves or to their 
deceased relatives, they must be both reproved and enlightened. 
For a man will get no less if a thousand others bespeak the same 
Mass for themselves or for their deceased than if the offering were 
made for him alone’.28

Since Cajetan’s time this debate has continued down to our 
own day and is not yet finished. Although the point at issue was 
not of major doctrinal importance, it had important practical 
consequences, and it was one of those on which the scholastics 
delighted to exercise their talent for close and skilful reasoning. 
Dominic de Soto (fl 560) who disagreed with the solution of his 
fellow Dominican, wrote: ‘This is a celebrated question among 
the theologians, and one not as easy to solve as it is useful to 
understand’.29 Melchior Cano (fijdo), also of the Order of

28 In tertiam partem, quaest. 79, art. 5 (in Opera Omnia of St Thomas, Leonine 
edition, vol. XII, Rome 1904, p. 224). Evidently the opinion here criticized 
could take a distorted form in popular imagination. A disagreeable illustration of 
this can be seen in a fourteenth-century metrical tale which relates how the soul of 
a Suffolk man, which had not been liberated from purgatory when the benefit of a 
requiem Mass had been shared between him and others, was freed when a Mass 
was offered wholly for him. (The Minor Poems of the Vernon MS, edit. C. Horst
mann, E.E.T.S. London 1892, pp. 211-3).

29 De Institia et lure, IX, 2, 2 (Lyons edition 1582, p. 279). De Soto says of 
Cajetan’s opinion that it seems to him false, contrary to the most ancient practice 
of the Church, and, ‘ut apeiore verbo abstineam, parum excitandae piebi ad eleemosynas 
pro celebrandis missis eiaroiendas conducens'.
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Preachers, called it ‘a most obscure question’, but expressed him
self astonished at the stupidity of those who followed the Scotist 
opinion.30 Cardinal Gasparri says it is a subject ‘much disputed 
among the doctors’, and complains that they ‘usually propose and 
argue it in very obscure terms, and the arguments on neither side 
are decisive’.31

30 De locis theologicis, XII, io (Padua edition 1734, p. 432).
31 Tractatus canonicus de sanctissima Eucharistia (Paris 1897), vol. I, no. 492. cf. 

De Lugo, De Eucharistia, disputatio XIX, sect. 9, no. 145.
32 A. Van Hove, Tractatus de sanctissima Eucharistia, 1st edit. p. 280; cf. V. 

Coucke, ‘De efficacia finita vel infinita sacrificii missae’, in Collationes Brugenses
1932, pp. 377-84. 33 In tertiam partem, disp. 79, sect. 12, no. 7; Opera, XXI, p. 762.

34 Van Hove, p. 281; De Aldama, Sacrae theologiae summa (Madrid 1956) 
vol. IV, tract. 3, no. 226. For a critical review of this controversy, see Fr Karl 
Rahner’s Die vielen Messen und das eine Opfer (Freiburg-im-Breisgau, 1951).

Cajetan’s explanation was continued by the Thomist theolo
gians, notably by Gonct, John of St Thomas, the Salmanticenses, 
and in recent times by Hugon and many others. On the more 
weighty point at issue, whether the sacrifice of the Mass, considered 
in itself before appheation to individual needs (in technical terms, 
quoad sufficientiam and in actu primo) has the same unlimited efficacy 
as that of the cross, the Thomist opinion can be said to have gener
ally gained the day. But on the secondary point which is our 
present concern, namely whether the Mass, under its propitiatory 
and satisfactory aspect, makes available only a limited measure of 
spiritual benefit to be shared among those for whom it is specially 
offered, the opinion of Cajetan’s rivals, which he dubbed ‘the 
common error of many’, is still held by many today. Probably 
the majority of post-Tri den tine authors have accepted it, and 
although it has recently declined in favour, it was still possible only 
a generation ago to describe it as ‘the common opinion’.32 The 
theologians who hold this view no longer support it with Scotus’s 
argument (namely, that the limitation of the value of the sacrifice 
comes from its being the Church’s offering) but they follow the 
explanation of Suarez33 that the spiritual benefit of the Mass, in 
itself limitless, is available only in a certain determined measure in 
each case because of a positive ordination of Christ.34 They think 
this view is demanded by the Church’s long-established practice 
and by the common consent of the faithful.
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Thomists reply that the Church’s rule that priests may not 
satisfy two or more stipend obligations by the same Mass has not 
necessarily any doctrinal implications. This discipline (which has 
been made stricter since Cajetan wrote) is explained as a safeguard 
against cupidity and abuses. A stipend is not the price of a Mass — 
to give or accept it as such would be simony—but a conventional 
offering for the support of the celebrant during the day on which 
he discharges Kis priestly function to the spiritual advantage of the 
donor. If a priest has received such an offering from one donor, 
the Thomists explain, it is a prudent safeguard to forbid him to 
accept another in respect of the same Mass, but it does not follow 
from this that the fruit available for distribution from the Mass is 
limited in principle, or that it would suffer diminution if shared 
between two intentions.

Whichever may be the stronger case in this controversy, 
Cajetan’s comments in 1510 certainly do not attest the prevalence 
of a late-mediaeval belief in a magical efficacy of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice. On a speculative point that was still undecided in 
Catholic theology he was at liberty to attack the opinion of his 
scholastic rivals, but what he described as a common error of 
many’ was by no means heretical or dangerous. It remains a solid 
and respectable opinion to this day—so much so that all priests, 
even those who think the Thomist explanations more probable, 
have in practice to make allowance for the Scotist view when 
formulating their intentions for applying the fruits of a Mass, if 
either justice or obedience obliges them to assign priority to one 
intention in particular. We today are disposed to criticize those 
mediaeval schoolmen for excessive dialectical ingenuity about 
spiritual realities which transcend our sense-bound concepts, but 
their reasoning contained nothing inherently objectionable, and 
the problem they were concerned to elucidate was a real one.

Misled by Jewel, Kidd thought ‘the common error of many’ 
referred to by Cajetan was a grievous heresy, and failed to recog
nize it as an opinion that he himself had already discussed earlier 
in his work. The view defended by St Bonaventure, Scotus, Biel 
and the others—that the fruits of the Eucharistic sacrifice have a 
limited and divisible measure—may be open to criticism, but it is
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clearly something very different from the view that the Mass 
is ‘mechanically operative apart from the right intention and 
faith of the recipient’. Kidd had in fact mentioned on an 
earlier page the difference of opinion between Cajetan and his 
domestic opponents, and had criticized the explanation of the 
latter as a ‘quantitative’ notion of the worth of the sacrifice:

It was assumed that each Mass was in itself a distinct act of sacrifice; and that 
the more Masses the faithful got applied for them, the more fruit they 
obtained. . . . Each Mass has a quantitative, and so assignable, value of its 
own: and it is upon this doctrine that the practice of so many ‘sacrifices of 
Masses’ obviously and directly rests.35

This criticism too goes back to the Confession of Augsburg of 
1530, in which the multiplicity of private Masses was attributed 
to the influence of the scholastic controversy about the measure of 
the fruits of the Mass: ‘It began to be disputed whether one Mass, 
said for many, availed them as much as if a Mass were said for each; 
this dispute gave rise to that infinite multitude of Masses.’36 With
out doubt there were crude ‘quantitative’ notions in the middle 
ages, in the sense that some men set store by the precise number of 
Masses offered and were prone to think of the benefit as given in 
some mathematical measure. The Scotist opinion about the divisi
bility of the fruits of the Mass could—like the system of Mass
stipends itself—be an occasion for abuse and superstition; but it 
was not for that reason erroneous. From a Catholic viewpoint, 
the underlying belief in the value of repeated Masses was not 
false, nor could it be falsified by any abuse. For the Reformers, 
undoubtedly, that underlying belief was reason for offence. 
Cranmer and his associates considered it a grievous error to set any 
store by Masses, whether many or few; but the present objection 
seems ill adapted to the case of those who acknowledge the value 
of repeated offering of the Eucharistic sacrifice. After protesting 
against the notion that ‘the more Masses the faithful got applied 
for them, the more fruit they obtained’, and that ‘one Mass would 
not be so beneficial as many’, Kidd reahzes that his reasoning is 

s&Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 36, 39. Srawley, Bicknell, Hicks and others 
follow Kidd in this objection.

38 Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutheranischen Kirche, p. 93. cf. Jewel’s 
Works, P.S. vol. II, pp. 747-8 (a passage to which Kidd appeals).
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leading in a direction he does not wish to follow. The objection 
he has made is quite logical for a Protestant who rejects the doc
trine of the Mass altogether; but Kidd, writing from the Anglo- 
Catholic standpoint, does not wish to deny that each celebration 
of the Eucharistic offering brings spiritual benefit to the faithful. 
Somewhat lamely he adds an admission which practically cancels 
his own objection: ‘Not that repeated Masses, like reiterated 
prayers, are not of more value than one Mass’.37

If the often-quoted remark of Cajetan proves to give no 
support for the case that has been based upon it, it may at least 
serve as a cautionary tale for all of us, to be recalled if ever one 
is tempted to deduce important consequences from an isolated 
sentence, accepted at second hand without verification of its con
text. The ‘common error of many’ in this long misunderstanding 
may rather be said to belong to the many who, from the six
teenth century to the present day, have too trustingly accepted the 
construction that Bishop Jewel put upon Cajetan’s words.

37 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 39.
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Chapter Eighteen

‘THE UNIVERSALLY ACCEPTED EQUATION, 
SACRIFICE = DEATH’,

SAID TO BE THE ROOT CAUSE OF THE 
REFORMATION DEADLOCK

OVER THE EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE

Several authors today attribute a very significant influence to 
the doctrine, which they say was universally taught and 
believed in the pre-Reformation Church, that the sacrifice 
of the Mass involved a real daily slaying of Christ. As the root 

cause of the whole Reformation deadlock over the Eucharistic 
sacrifice, they single out the ‘fatal assumption’ that sacrifice must 
be identified with death. Both sides were deceived, they say, by 
this false premise; the Catholics could only deduce from it that 
Christ must be done to death anew in the sacrifice of the altar, 
while the Protestants in reacting against this objectionable theory 
saw no recourse but to reject the sacrifice altogether. It is in recent 
years that this explanation of the sixteenth-century conflict has 
been developed and widely accepted, and the chief part hi formu
lating it and in giving it authority is acknowledged to belong to 
Dr Nugent Hicks, later Bishop of Lincoln, whose influential work 
The Fullness oj Sacrifice was first published in 1930.

For a better appraisal of Dr Hicks’s argument it will be useful 
to say something about its antecedents. It was Pusey who cast 
what was probably the seed of these later developments. In his 
introduction to Tract 81 (1836) he quoted a remark from a con
troversial tract by Le Courayer written in the previous century: 
‘It is true, and impossible to deny, that many theologians of the 
Romish Church took occasion of the name of sacrifice given to the 
Eucharist, to tell us of a fresh immolation and death’ fl P. Goldsmith

1 Tract 81, pp. 7-8; see Chapter II above, p. 25.
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Medd followed tliis up thirty years later with the forthright claim 
that the Anglican 31st Article had been aimed against a current 
belief in a real, bloody ‘mactation’ of Christ at the altar:

The gross, carnal and almost Capernaite views which, seemingly counte
nanced by the Transubstantiation theory of the Real Presence in the Holy 
Eucharist, prevailed in the centuries immediately preceding the Reformation; 
the material view, which naturally followed, of the Eucharistic Sacrifice, its 
perversion in popular current practice into the ‘blasphemous fables and 
dangerous deceits’ of‘Sacrifices of Masses, in the which it was commonly said 
that the priest did offer Christ’ (i.e. by way of re-enacting the Sacrifice of 
Calvary by an actual mactation afresh) ‘for the quick and the dead, to have 
remission of pain or guilt’—all this, in the great ferment of the Reformation, 
led not unnaturally to an extreme reaction in the opposite direction.2

Medd says that it was ‘most probably that very current abuse 
of the Catholic doctrine’, that is, ‘a renewal of the Sacrifice, with 
shedding of blood, offered as propitiation for sin’, that the English 
Reformers had directly in view when they worded their strong 
expressions of disapproval of the Romish Masses. Bishop Connop 
Thirlwall of St Davids judged this suggestion to be the most un
likely of the theories put forward by the Tractarians on this 
subject.3 While Anglo-Catholic authors continued to assert that 
the pre-Reformation doctrine supposed in some sense a new pro
pitiatory sacrifice in the Mass, hardly any of them repeated the 
‘mactation theory’ of Medd, which seemed too bizarre to be 
plausible. Medd himself hastened to add: ‘It may also be affirmed 
with confidence, that the monstrous notion of any renewal or 
reiteration of the Sacrifice of Calvary is not, and probably never 
was, held by any educated theologian in Christendom.’4 Pusey in 
his later writings, as well as Haddan, Lee, Lacey, Puller, Words
worth and other authors of the same school, left the ‘new slaying’ 
theory aside, and instead indicated other errors as the mischief that 
provoked the English Reformers’ attack on the Romish Mass.5 
Perhaps the course of nineteenth-century controversy had some
thing to do with the abandonment of this charge. As the revival

2 ‘The Eucharistic Sacrifice’, in The Church and the World, edited by O. Shipley, 
London 1866, p. 343. The parenthesis is in the original.

3 Remains, vol. II, p. 196. 4 op. cit. p. 344.
5 References in Chapter III, pp. 39-44.
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of the doctrine of Eucharistic sacrifice gathered momentum 
among Catholic-minded Anglicans, some of their Protestant 
critics began to tax them with the same error that Medd alleged 
to have been current in the pre-Reformation Church. In The One 
Offering, pubhshed in 1875, M. Sadler protested:

No one, Father or Church Doctor, Roman or Anglican, any more than any 
Zwinglian, has ever asserted, or even dreamt of asserting that the Sacrifice in 
the Eucharist is of such a sort that in it Christ suffers over again His atoning 
Agony and Death. And yet many respectable Protestant writers, in their 
zeal against Romish corruptions, seem anxious to fasten this charge, not only 
upon Romanists, but upon all who hold the sacrificial character of the 
Eucharist.6

For a time it seemed as if the protest of Sadler and others had 
given the quietus to this particular allegation in High Church 
circles. Twenty years later, however, Kidd pointed the way for a 
new advance of the argument. He revived the suggestion of Medd, 
and connected with it a definition of sacrifice given by St Thomas 
Aquinas, to which his attention had been drawn by an essay from 
the pen of J. M. Vacant.7 This definition, which he excused as an 
ill-considered obiter dictum, he took to mean that ‘sacrifice to be 
such, involves the destruction, quasi-destruction or physical modi
fication of the victim’ ;8 and he concluded that St Thomas’s un
fortunate remark contributed to the rise of a pernicious error in 
popular behef about the Mass in the later middle ages. Of this 
error, however, he acquitted the theologians : ‘The Schoolmen as 
a body are not guilty of even approximation to if.9 With his 
criticism of St Thomas’s definition Kidd linked the objection of 
Brightman and others (discussed in Chapter XIII above) that the 
mediaevals had concentrated too much on the relation of the 
Eucharist to Christ’s death on Calvary, to the exclusion of his 
heavenly sacrifice. S. C. Gayford, who developed this objection, 
provided Bishop Hicks with a key phrase when he referred to ‘the 
false and mischievous identification of Sacrifice with death and 
with death alone’.10

8 p. 71. 7 Histoire du sacrifice de la messe (1894) p. 46.
8 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 98. This definition of St Thomas is discussed 

below, pp. 445-6, 464-6. 9 p. 49.
10 S. C. Gayford, Sacrifice and Priesthood, (1924), p. 161.

382



‘the mediaeval equation, sacrifice = death’
Here, then, were the materials for Bishop Hicks’s synthesis. He 

does not seem to have known of the assertions of Le Courayer and 
of Medd, but the factors indicated by Kidd and Gayford seemed 
so obviously connected that he saw the further stage of Luis argu
ment as merely putting two and two together. (He acknowledges 
his ‘profound obligation’ to Gayford’s work, and cites Kidd as his 
authority for the late-mediaeval developments.11) The first ele
ment of his synthesis is the assertion of Kidd that there existed a 
popular debased belief in a daily killing of Christ in the Mass. But 
since Kidd himself expressly acquitted the schoolmen of 
such an error, how is Dr Hicks able to conclude that it was univer
sal among them? The answer is to be found in the second of the 
two elements that he used in his synthesis, the theory of heavenly 
sacrifice adopted since the closing years of the nineteenth century 
by several prominent Anglican scholars, including Brightman, 
Bishops Wordsworth and Gore, Puller, Moberly, Darwell 
Stone and Gayford.12 Dr Hicks agrees with these authors that the 
mediaeval theologians were mistaken—and not they alone but 
also the Protestant theologians of the sixteenth century, who un
wittingly shared their mistake—in supposing the death or des
truction of a victim to be of the essence of sacrifice. (Indeed, 
while laying special blame on the late-mediaeval theologians, he 
dates ‘the fatal identification between sacrifice and death’ back to 
the patristic age.) He agrees, too, that consequently both mediae
val and Reformation theology went astray in singling out Christ’s 
death as the essential event of his atoning sacrifice and in relating 
the Eucharist primarily to that death. In the later mediaeval period, 
he affirms, ‘the equation “sacrifice = death” is universally accep
ted. The error is fundamental. ... It is, as I believe, the ultimate 
cause of the Reformation protest on its sacramental side’.13

11 The Fullness of Sacrifice, 3rd edit. pp. xi, 310 seq., 319, 322.
12 See Chapter XIII, pp. 272-4.
13 The Fullness of Sacrifice, 3rd edition, pp. 311-2.

It is by his ‘equation’, which becomes an ever-recurring refrain 
in his writings, that Dr Hicks makes his most distinctive contribu
tion to the debate. Because he thinks the mediaevals all erred in 
assuming that death is of the essence of sacrifice, in identifying
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Christ’s sacrifice with his death, and in relating the Eucharist 
essentially to that death, he goes on, by what seems to be rather 
questionable logic, to infer that they must have supposed a new 
death of Christ to occur in every Mass. By this reasoning, repeated 
more emphatically and clearly by later disciples, it becomes 
possible to present as the universal error of all pre-Reformation 
theologians what Medd and Kidd had tentatively put forward as 
a crass aberration of certain popular teachers, never countenanced 
by the authorized theology of the schools.

With good reason could the authors of the report Principles of 
Prayer Book Revision declare in 1957 that ‘Bishop Hicks’s drastic 
criticism of the mediaeval equation of sacrifice with death, which 
was common to the Reformers and their opponents alike, has 
made a permanent impression on Anglicans’.14 His theory makes 
possible at last an eirenic interpretation of the sixteenth-century 
quarrel over the Eucharistic sacrifice, and holds out hopes of a 
future conciliation of conflicting loyalties through mutual avowal 
that in the past both sides were victims of a fatal false premise. His 
solution has been greeted with growing admiration, and his 
‘equation’ is now heard of on all sides, in tracts and in learned 
works, in reports and addresses at ecumenical gatherings. Even so 
independent a scholar as Dom Gregory Dix came to take it for 
granted that there was a ‘general late mediaeval notion of some 

fresh sacrifice of Christ, and His immolation again at every euchar- 
ist’.15 Not all are yet convinced that the key to the Reformation 
deadlock has been found—Evangelical scholars are still notably 
cautious—but the influence of Dr Hicks’s thesis is shown by the 
attention it received at the Edinburgh Conference of Faith and 
Order of 1937, at the Lund Conference of 1952, at the Minneapolis 
Conference of 1954 and at the Lambeth Conference of 1958.16

One of the most notable adherents won by Bishop Hicks’s 
argument is Dr E. L. Mascall. In his book Christ, the Christian and 
the Church (1946) he gave an appreciative summary of that argu
ment without definitely committing himself to it.17 By the 
time he came to write Corpus Christi (1953) he had adopted

14 London 1957, p. 50. 15 The Shape of the Liturgy, p. 623.
18 Seepp. 6-8, 274-8 above. 17 p. 168.
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Dr Hicks’s explanation wholeheartedly, and attached greatiniport- 
ance to it. It seemed to him to have a significant connection with 
the findings arrived at independently by E. C. Masure and other 
Roman Catholic scholars who have criticized post-Tridentine 
scholastic theology for seeking to explain the nature of the Mass
sacrifice in terms of some real destruction occurring in it. Again 
and again in Corpus Christi Dr Mascall dwells on ‘the mediaeval 
equation of sacrifice with death’ (pp. 82, 83, 84, 91, 140, 142, 143, 
etc.), as the new-found key to the four-centuries-old quarrel about 
the Eucharistic sacrifice. This ‘common assumption which both 
parties had inherited from the Middle Ages’ was, he suggests, ‘the 
ultimate cause of the deadlock between Catholics and Protestants’:

The Protestants were in effect repeatedly asserting ‘Christ being raised from 
the dead dieth no more; therefore the Eucharist cannot be a sacrifice’, while 
the Catholics as constantly replied ‘But the Eucharist is a sacrifice, therefore 
Christ must be in some sense put to death in it’; and neither side observed the 
suppressed major premiss which was common to both arguments, namely 
that sacrifice is simply equivalent to death. For Catholics therefore, the 
Eucharist was seen as a repetition of Calvary, while for Protestants it was at 
most a commemoration of Calvary.18

It is only in modem times, Dr Mascall thinks, that Roman 
Catholic theologians, notably de la Taille, Vonier and Masure, 
have avoided the fatal trap of the ‘mediaeval equation’. In his 
stimulating work, The Recovery oj Unity (1958), he repeats the 
argument with emphasis, using it as a main prop for his general 
theory about the causes of the Reformation. He claims that this 
universal misconception about the nature of sacrifice ‘provides 
perhaps the most striking example’ of how ‘an unrecognized be
quest from the late Middle Ages’ caused centuries of misunder
standing in both Protestant and Catholic camps, and ‘how a head- 
on theological conflict can arise from the unquestioned assumption 
of a common premiss’.19 The reason for Luther’s initial denial of 
the sacrificial character of the Eucharist is given by Dr Mascall as 
follows:

18 Corpus Christi, Loudon 1953, p. 83; Dr Mascall reproduces this passage in 
The Recovery of Unity (London 1958), p. 3. In both places he adds a qualifying 
remark, saying that ‘both sides have tended to mitigate the initial starkness of their 
affirmations’. 19 pp. 3_4- c£ P- IT4-
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Unfortunately, he could only think of the sacrifice in the typically medieval 
way, as simply identical with the slaying of the victim; and since, as he 
rightly saw, Christ is not slain in the Mass, he denied the sacrifice of the Mass 
altogether.20

20 ibid. p. 109. 21 ibid. p. 103.
22 The Mass and the English Reformers, p. 62.
23 False Alternatives at the Reformation, a paper by the Rev. Humphrey Whistler

C.R. (London 1957), p. 18. It would be interesting to be told more about the 
investigations of the modem Professor of Dogmatics referred to.

Other authors have explained Luther’s revolt against the Mass 
as due to other motives: to indignation against mercenary abuses 
of the stipend system, to revulsion from the notion that the Mass 
can remit sins regardless of the sinner’s moral state, to an exagger
ated rehance on the minimizing theory of the Scotists, and so forth. 
But Dr Mascall’s explanation is simpler and more radical. It is, 
he repeats, ‘the identification of sacrifice with the death of the 
victim which leads Luther to a violent and sweeping rejection of 
the Eucharistic sacrifice in anything but a purely metaphorical 
sense; I have shown elsewhere how complete a deadlock this 
identification has introduced into Eucharistic theology’.21

Dr C. W. Dugmore accepts Kidd’s findings as showing that a 
gross doctrine ‘had gained currency in the period just before the 
Reformation’, and that many theologians supposed that ‘in some 
sense Christ is destroyed or suffers change in every Mass’.22 This 
thesis is also making its influence felt at a more popular level. The 
following confident assertions in a recent pubheation illustrate 
this trend:

Present ‘Roman’ theology is beginning to admit that the late mediaeval 
doctrine of the Eucharistic Sacrifice was becoming grossly carnal and 
materialistic, and that there was as a result a popular doctrine of the Mass 
which was superstitious and might well be called blasphemous. It was this 
that Ridley, Cranmer, and Parker, not to mention other and better theo
logians, and the Thirty-nine Articles (published before the reforms of the 
Council of Trent), were intent on eradicating. A modern French priest, a 
Professor of Dogmatics, has given it as his considered opinion, that his 
impartial investigations (at the instigation of an Anglican religious) had 
proved beyond the possibility of doubt the prevalence at that time of teach
ing which, crudely speaking, made the priest’s function at the altar that of a 
butcher. They were even sometimes called ‘The Lord’s Confectioners’.23
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To clarify discussion of Bishop Hicks’s theory a necessary first 
step is to point out a confusing ambiguity in the key proposition 
which is the basic premise of that theory: his assertion, namely, 
that the mediaeval theologians adopted the simple equation, 
‘sacrifice — death’. This proposition can be understood in three 
differing senses, as meaning either:

(A) that the pre-Reformation theologians taught that the 
essential act of Christ’s atoning sacrifice, by which he re
deemed the world, was his death upon the cross; or

(B) that in formulating a theoretical definition of propitiatory 
sacrifice in general, considered as a duty of religion, they 
accepted the principle that the death or destruction of a 
victim is an essential element; or

(C) that they beheved and taught that the sacrifice of the Mass 
involved a repeated slaying of Christ, a passion and death 
daily inflicted upon him anew by the priest at the altar.

Neither Dr Hicks nor those who have followed him seem to 
have detected clearly the ambiguity in his proposition, with these 
three senses latent in it. It is doubtless this ambiguity that has made 
his theory seem persuasive to so many, for it is possible to slip 
from the first or second of these senses to the third, and to assume, 
without observing the logical gap in the process, that the evidence 
which supports the former must support the latter.

Understood in the sense of (A), the proposition is unquestion
ably true. The mediaeval theologians, with the Cathohc doctors 
of all ages before and since, saw the death of Christ as the centre 
of his atoning sacrifice; they held to ‘the cruciality of the cross’; 
with St Paul they had no thought of ‘making void the cross of 
Christ’; with him they beheved that it is ‘by the cross that He 
reconciles all to God’.24 Bishop Hicks’s criticism of their position 
must be seen in the light of the theory of the heavenly sacrifice, 
discussed in Chapter XIII above, which he shared with Bright
man, Gore, Gayford and their colleagues. It has been shown that 
the charge of error brought against the mediaevals on this score 
cannot be sustained; it was not an error to concentrate on the death

241 Cor. i. 17, Eph. ii. 16. See Chapter XIII, pp. 284-7, 290-4.
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of Christ as the climax and essential moment of his atoning 
sacrifice.

Understood in the sense of (B), the proposition requires further 
qualification, for there is a rather complex historical pattern to be 
examined and the principle referred to is still in dispute; more will 
be said on this head in Chapter XX below. Granted for the present 
that the proposition, taken in this sense, is true, it still does not 
establish Dr Hicks’s theory. Even if the theologians in question 
regarded the death or destruction of a victim as essential to con
stitute a propitiatory sacrifice, it still has to be proved that they 
held the Mass to be a different sacrifice of Christ, independent of 
that of the cross, before it can be concluded that they must have 
postulated a new death or destruction of Christ in the Mass. This, 
however, is not proven. On the contrary, as is seen from facts 
reviewed above in Chapter XII,25 those theologians insisted that 
the sacrifice of the Mass is the same as that of the cross, containing 
not a victim slam anew but the same victim who suffered once for 
all and who, gloriously alive in the Eucharist, for ever brings to 
bear through that mystery the merits and power of his passion for 
the sake of mankind. If death is required to constitute a pro
pitiatory sacrifice, the Eucharist is constituted a propitiatory sacri
fice by the one past death of Calvary which supplies it with all its 
efficacy.

Understood in the sense of (C), which is the crux of the present 
question, Dr Hicks’s proposition admits of only one answer, 
and that, I am afraid, a blunt one: in the light of the facts reviewed 
in these pages, it is simply untenable.

If there is one thing that all mediaeval theologians from the 
twelfth to the sixteenth centuries reiterate with almost monoton
ous insistence it is that Christ does not and cannot suffer anew in 
the Mass. They say that the Mass is the memorial of Christ’s 
death, that it is the unbloody sacrifice, whereas on Calvary the 
sacrifice was in bloodshed; and they cite constantly St Paul’s 
words: ‘Christ rising again from the dead dieth now no more. 
Death shall no more have dominion over him.’26 Those who are 
acquainted with the writings of the schoolmen of the period are

26 pp. 245-9, 260-7. 26 ^om vp 9>
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struck by the unanimity with which they stress this truth. Even 
Kidd says of them: ‘One after another, from the twelfth to the 
fifteenth century, they are content to describe it [the Eucharistic 
sacrifice] in language that implies not a new or distinct, but a com
memorative and representative sacrifice’.27 In their commentaries 
on the Sentences the schoolmen of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries simply repeat, with barely a word of comment, the 
paragraphs of Peter Lombard asserting the unbloody and com
memorative nature of the Eucharistic offering.28 The Decretum of 
Gratian was another source-book from which they culled their 
texts. There too they found, and often repeated, passages such as 
the following : ‘This oblation is daily reiterated, although Christ 
suffered only once in his flesh and by that one suffering of 
death once saved the world. Rising from that death to life, death 
shall no more have dominion over him’.29

It has been shown that if the theologians of the later middle 
ages laid themselves open to a reproach it was one exactly oppo
site to that brought by Bishop Hicks: namely, that some so 
emphasized the commemorative nature of the Eucharistic rite that 
if anything they tended to neglect its properly sacrificial character. 
The theory most widely favoured on the eve of the Reformation 
was the Scotist conception of the Mass as the liturgical presen
tation, before the Father, of Christ really present in his state of 
glorious life, and the pleading by the Church of the merits of his 
past death.30 The Thomists in their turn were at one with the 
Scotists in teaching that Christ’s body, present in the Eucharist, 
is incapable of suffering or impairment, because it is the same 
glorious and impassible body which is in heaven.31

27 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 44. References to similar statements by other 
Anglican authors are given in Chapter V above, p. 81. Similarly R. Seeberg, 
Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 3rd edit. Leipzig 1920, p. 753 ; Lepin, pp. 213-40.

28 e.g.: ‘Since we sin daily and he can die no more, he has given us this sacra
ment of salvation that through it we may obtain remission of sins’. (IV Sent. 
dist. 12, cap 6.) This text, attributed to Augustine, was also given by the canonists.

29 Corpus Itiris Canonici, pars III, De consecratione, dist. 2, cap. 71 ; edit. 
Friedberg, vol. I, Leipzig 1879, col. 1341. This passage was taken from Paschasius 
Radbertus. (The mediaeval schoolmen, when citing it, attributed it to ‘Papa 
Paschasius’).

30 Scotus, Opus Oxoniense, In IV. Sent. dist. 10, qu. 5. The Scotist opinion is 
discussed above, pp. 261-4, 323 seq. 31 St Thomas, III. 76. art. 1 andò, etc, 
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Relevant passages have already been quoted from Gabriel Biel 
and Cardinal Cajetan as the representative spokesmen for the two 
chief theological schools on the eve of the Reformation. Christ is 
offered in the Mass, says Biel, ‘not through a reiterated death, but 
through the commemorative representation of the death once 
suffered’. ‘His offering entailed his death, ours not so—for 
“Christ, rising again from the dead, dieth now no more”.’ ‘This 
offering of him does not, of course, entail any suffering, for 
Christ is not wounded, does not suffer and die each day.’32 
Cajetan writes likewise: ‘The sacrifice was then offered in a 
material manner, now it is offered in a spiritual manner; then it 
was offered in the reality of death, now it is offered in the mystic 
figure of death.’ ‘Neither the death of Christ nor the state of 
his being dead is brought about here in reality. Christ is living and 
reigning in heaven, and consequently in this sacrifice his death is 
not contained but signified.’33 In Appendix B extracts are 
cited from contemporary sermons and devotional literature, show
ing that the same teaching was given in ‘popular theology’ too.34

In the course of the preceding chapters many other references 
have been made to the mass of evidence that reveals the unreality 
of Bishop Hicks’s hypothesis—evidence taken not only from the 
works of the Catholic theologians and preachers but also from 
those of the Reformers, who often acknowledged what their 
opponents’ teaching on this question really was.35 One may well 
think that these testimonies should suffice, but in view of the ex
traordinary impression which Bishop Hicks’s assertions have 
made upon Anglican thought it does not seem superfluous to cite 
still more of the evidence here.

Was the sober and traditional teaching described above aban
doned by the Catholic theologians under the stress of the first 
controversies with the Reformers ? Dr Mascall affirms that while 
the Protestants repeatedly denied the sacrificial nature of the

32 See Chapter V, p. 87. Other similar passages from Biel are cited in Chapter 
XIV, pp. 313, 317.

33 See pp. 87-8.
34 nos. xv, xviii, xxiii, xxxi, xxxiv, xxxvi, xxxvii.
36 See for instance Chapter VII, p. 121; Chapter VIII, pp. 132-3, 135, 148-52, 

155, 160; Chapter XI, pp. 232, 242; Chapter XII, pp. 262, 265-7; Chapter XV, 
p. 326.
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Eucharist on the ground that ‘Christ being raised from the dead 
dieth no more’, the Catholics constantly replied that, since the 
Eucharist was a sacrifice, ‘Christ must be in some sense put to 
death in it’. The following extracts from the writings of leading 
Catholic apologists of the early Reformation period tell in their 
own words what it was that they ‘constantly replied’ to the Re
formers’ denials:

Jerome Emser
Thus we refute Zwingli. Christ died only once, he offered himself on 
the cross only once; once only in that unique sacrifice of the cross has he 
for all time perfected those who are to be sanctified. But as this re
demption and. perfection won for us does not mean that we do not 
again and again fall into sin, so we daily repeat the mystery of this 
sacrifice; and we present and offer up the flesh of Christ, not bleeding 
but in his state of glory. (1524)36

Josse Clichtovaeus
After his own offering of himself on the cross, Christ did not will to be 
offered again by others in the same form and manner as before, that is, 
visibly and passibly under ordinary bodily appearances. But he willed 
to be offered in another manner thenceforth and even to the con
summation of the world, namely under the species of bread and wine, 
truly containing his body and blood, invisibly and impassibly present. 
(1524)37

Kaspar Schatzgeyer
Now we need no new mortal sacrifice for sins, through a new passion 
and death of Christ; but because we sin daily we need a daily presenta
tion, before God the Father, of Christ’s passion and sacrifice for sins.

From the impossibility of one kind of sacrifice, namely of a reiterated 
passion and death of Christ (since now he is immortal), they try to 
infer the impossibility of the other, saying, that is, that he cannot be 
offered in the sacrament of the altar. They err because they do not 
understand—or do not wish to understand—the maimer in which the 
Church presents him before God the Father and offers him in the 
Mass, as I have explained above. (1525)38

38 Canonis missae contra Huldricum Zwingli defensio, 1524, signature EIV-F I.
37 Antilutherus, II. 13; Paris 1524, fol. 78.
38 The first of these two extracts is from Schatzgeyer’s Vom hochwirdigsten 

Sakrament des zartten Fronleichnam Christi, Munich 1525, sig. C. iv. The second is 
from his Tractates de missa, Tübingen 1525, sig. d.jv. See also Appendix A, no. 16.
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John Mensing
We are to do the same that Christ did at the Last Supper. . . . Christ 
himself is here in person offered, although not under his own outward 
appearance. He is offered in portrayal of his passion; yet he does not 
here suffer or die—-just as he offered himself at the Last Supper and 
nevertheless did not die there. (1526)39

38 Von dem Opffer Christi yn der Messe; Iserloh, Der Kampf, p. 49.
40 The first extract is from Homiliae adversus Lutherum et caeteros haereticos de 

sacramentis, no. 29, Paris 1528, fol. 86; the second is cited by Kidd, Documents of
Continental Reformation, pp. 295-6. The threefold distinction given here by Eck 
was traditional.

41 Apologia Sactificii Eucharistiae, Basle 1528, fol. 21.

John Eck
As he was once offered upon the cross really and corporally, so now he 
is offered daily in an unbloody manner, in the mystery of this sacrifice. 
(1528)

Lest there should arise a verbal contention about the words ‘obla
tion’, ‘victim’ and ‘sacrifice’, we have explained that there are three 
oblations: i.e., in the paschal lamb of the Old Testament Christ was 
offered figuratively or typically; upon the cross he offered himself by 
way of suffering to God the Father for our sins; and in the Mass there is 
daily offered, mystically and representatively, a memorial of his 
passion and oblation made once upon the cross. The Mass is therefore 
not a bloody sacrifice, but a mystical and representative one. (Discourse 
at the Diet of Augsburg. 15 31)40

Ambrose Storch (Pelargus)
Christ was once offered in seipso, that is, in his own fleshly form, and is 
daily immolated in mysterio, or after another manner. The body of 
Christ was offered with shedding of blood once, and it is offered hi its 
glorious state every day. It is this word ‘once’ that is the occasion of the 
whole error and stupidity of our adversaries, because they do not 
distinguish between the cross and the mystic enactment. And they go 
to such a point of folly that they say that the Son of God is slain by us as 
often as he is sacramentally immolated. Albeit it seems to me that those 
men are prompted to say this by malice rather than by error; for who 
could be so crassly mistaken as to suppose that we crucify Christ, when 
we constantly confess that he has risen to immortal life? (1528)41

JOHN CoCHLAEUS
Christ was offered only once in a carnal manner with torture and 
death, upon the cross, and he dies no more. But he is offered every day 
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in a spiritual manner, not with torture and death but mystically, 
through reverent commemoration of his sacrifice made in the flesh. 
(1530)42

42 Ernstliche Disputation vom heyligen Sakrament des Altars, Dresden i53O,sig.H IV.
43 Text in Laemmer, Die vortridentinisch-katholische Theologie, p. 270.
44 Aduersus onmes haereses, book 10, art. ‘Missa’, first published 1534; Opera 

omnia, Paris 1578, p. 683.
45 Encheiridion christianae institutionis, published at Cologne in 1537; Paris 

edition 1550, fol. 67.
46 De Eucharistia, Leipzig 1539, PP- 388-9.

The Confutation of the Augsburg Confession by Eck, John Faber, 
Cochlaeus and others (1530)
Only once was he offered with shedding of blood, on the cross; but 
today he is offered in the Mass as a peaceful and sacramental victim. 
Then he was offered in visible form, suffering; now he is offered in the 
Mass veiled in the sacramental mysteries, suffering no longer.43

Alphonsus de Castro
Christ made two very different offerings: one the unbloody offering at 
the Last Supper, the other the bloody offering on the cross. . . . This 
offering made by Christ upon the cross is not reiterated or repeated by 
the priests when they sacrifice and make offering to God in the Mass; 
because, although they celebrate Mass in commemoration of the 
Lord’s passion, they do not make in the Mass such an offering as he 
himself made upon the cross, but such as he made at the Last Supper, 
namely one that is unbloody and without the death of the victim 
offered or any shedding of his blood. (1534)44

John Gropper
Christ is not killed again and again, but what was once done is here 
represented. . . . Nor is the immolation which is performed at the 
hands of the priests called a passion of Christ. . . . Christ is no more 
killed by this immolation than he is when his body is eaten. (1537)45

George Witzel
Christ died once, he dies no more, his body is no longer handed over to 
death, nor his blood shed. This High Priest does not enter a second 
time with blood into the holy of holies. And who is there who does not 
believe this? Who has any doubt about it? (1539)46

Testimonies like these abound in the writings of the Catholic 
apologists of the Reformation period. In Appendix A further 
passages to the same effect are cited from the works of St John 
Fisher, Herborn, Murner, Driedo, the Provincial Council of
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Cologne, Tunstall, and Fabri of Heilbronn.47 Not only is there 
no suggestion by any of those authors of the strange notion of a 
new death or suffering of Christ in the sacrifice of the Mass, but 
with one voice they explicitly exclude such a notion. It is this that 
they ‘constantly replied’ to their Protestant opponents.

*****

It is not difficult to trace the real origin of the equation, ‘sacri
fice = death’, which Bishop Hicks thinks was an axiom in 
mediaeval Mass-theology and which Dr Mascall likewise takes to 
be the major premise of the following syllogism, supposedly re
peated by the Catholic apologists of the sixteenth century:

Every sacrifice must involve a putting to death.
But the Mass is a sacrifice.
Therefore Christ must in some way be put to death in the Mass.

That both equation and syllogism were referred to in the 
sixteenth-century disputes is true enough; but their source and 
use were other than Drs Hicks and Mascall suppose. They origin
ated not as a blunder of pre-Reformation scholasticism but as a 
satirical weapon devised by the champions of the Reform in the 
cut-and-thrust of controversy. It was the fertile mind of the Swiss 
reformer Ulrich Zwingli that elaborated this argument against 
the Mass; and his taunt against the Cathohc theologians was not 
that they accepted the equation, ‘sacrifice = death’, but that they 
denied it. He testified, not that the papists pretended to slay 
Christ anew at the altar, but that they protested against any such 
notion. It was in 1523 that Zwingli first formulated his argument 
that there can be no offering of sacrifice in the Eucharist unless 
there is actual bloodshed and slaying therein. In his De canone 
missae epichiresis of that year he ridicules the Romanists because 
they deny this principle:

While saying ‘it is true that Christ offered himself only once’, they assert, 
‘we offer him often’.. . . And they cry: ‘We do not deny there is only one 
victim. That he was offered once, we understand in the sense that he died 
only once, never to die thenceforth. But now living, he can be offered by us 
daily’. As if, forsooth, there could be a difference between Christ’s death and

47 Nos. 10,11,12, 25, 28, 29, 30, 33, 48, 49.
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the offering of Christ, or as if anything different is done in his offering than in 
his dying! Or as if any victim can be slain before God without also being 
offered to him, or offered without being slain.48

In the explanations appended to his Book of Articles in the same 
year (1523) Zwingh had already proposed his equation: to say 
that Christ is offered in the Mass is the same as to say that he dies in 
it.49 Now in his De catiotie missae he formulates his syllogism:

Christ is offered when he is slain and his blood is shed; and conversely when 
he is slain, then is he offered. But Christ was slain only once, and his blood 
was shed only once. Therefore he was offered only once. . . . Hence it is 
plain that these three propositions mean the same: the blood of Christ was 
shed but once, Christ died but once, and Christ was offered but once, to take 
away completely the sins of men.50

In the following year, 1524, the Zurich Reformer repeated his 
logic in his Antibolon against Jerome Emser:

Understand this: 1) Christ is only offered when he suffers, pours forth his 
blood and dies, for these things mean the same. (Proof: from Hebrews ix . . .) 
For an oblation is performed when what is offered is killed. 2) Christ cannot 
again die, suffer, or pour forth his blood (Romans vi).. . 3) Therefore 
Christ cannot again be offered.51

The Catholic apologists answered Zwingli by denying the 
validity of his principle that sacrifice is offered only when death is 
inflicted. It was misapplied to the Mass, they insisted, because that 
was a sacrifice of a special nature—commemorative, mystical, 
sacramental. Although it was indeed the death of Christ that gave 
meaning and efficacy to the Eucharistic sacrifice, it was not a new 
death that did so but the one past death never to be repeated.52 
Some countered Zwingli’s definition by pointing to examples 
of sacrifice in the Old Testament in which there was no putting to 
death.53

Other Reformers adopted Zwingli’s argument, and from time
48 Opera omnia, vol. Ill, Zurich 1832, p. 101.
49 Explanation of Article 18; Opera, vol. I, Zurich 1829, p. 264.
50 Opera, vol. Ill, pp. 101-2.
61 Antibolon adversus Hieronymum Emsemm canonis missae adsertorem; in Opera 

Omnia, vol. Ill, p. 142.
52 e.g. Cajetan in De erroribus contingentibus in Sacramento encharistiae (1525), 

chap. 9; cited in Chapter V above, pp. 87-88.
63 e.g. George Witzel; text in Laemmer, op. cit. pp. 352-3.
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to time added it to the more usual objections against the Mass
sacrifice. CEcolampadius dismissed as a ‘vain phantasy’ the pap
ists’ belief that there was a third kind of sacrifice, apart from 
thanksgiving sacrifice on the one hand and death-dealing sacrifice 
on the other.54 Calvin used the same objection in an interesting 
passage in the Institutes which shows that the Reformers were 
under no misapprehension about their opponents’ doctrine on this 
point. Although in the same chapter Calvin is prepared to credit 
the papists with other blasphemous beliefs, he here testifies that 
they do not defend, but rather indignantly reject, the fantastic 
notion of a slaying of Christ in the Mass. Since his words provide 
an illuminating commentary on the present question they are 
worth quoting rather fully:

Is not the tendency of the Mass such that, if it were possible, Jesus Christ 
should there suffer and be killed again? For, as the Apostle says, ‘Where there 
is a testament, it must needs be that the death of the testator should inter
vene’. The Mass claims to be a new testament of Jesus Christ: dierefore it 
requires his death. Moreover, where a sacrifice is offered it is necessarily 
slain and immolated. If Jesus Christ is sacrificed in every Mass, he must be 
cruelly struck down and killed every moment in a thousand places. This is 
not my argument but the Apostle’s, who says: ‘If Jesus Christ had need to 
offer himself often, he must needs have suffered many times since the 
beginning of the world’. I know they have an instant reply to this, and 
accuse us of calumniating them; for they say we charge them with some
thing they never imagined, nor indeed could imagine. We know, of course, 
that die life and death of Christ is not in their hands. Whether they mean to 
kill him is not the point of our argument; our purpose is only to show what 
an absurd consequence should follow from their impious and wicked 
dogma. Let them reply a hundred times, if they wish, that this sacrifice is 
avaipaKrov, without bloodshed; I will deny that sacrifices change their 
nature at the whim of men, or are dependent on what men decide, for that 
would mean that a sacred and inviolable institution of God could be over
thrown. So it follows drat the principle laid down by the Apostle is nn- 
shakable—that in every sacrifice, in order to have cleansing thereby, shedding 
of blood is required.55

64 ‘S omnium igitur est quod hie fingitur, medium quoddam sacrificandi genus, 
inter gratiarum actionem et mortem, cui nescio quod vocabulum imponi debet, 
quum et somniatores ipsi nullum imposuerint’. Cited by St John Fisher in his De 
veritate corporis et sanguinis Christi in Eucharistia contra Joannem CEcolampadium, 
book III, chap. 2; Opera, Wurzburg 1597, col. 938.

65 Institutes of the Christian Religion, book IV, chapter 18; I translate from the 
text in Corpus Reformatorum, vol. XXX, col. 1055.
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The Lutherans made less use of the ‘new slaying’ taunt than did 
the Swiss Reformers. In the Babylonian Captivity of 1520, in which 
Luther first launched the campaign against the Mass, there is not a 
word about it. He states clearly enough the reason that led him to 
his ‘violent and sweeping rejection of the Eucharistic sacrifice’, but 
it is not, as Dr Mascall surmises, revulsion from a mediaeval identi
fication of sacrifice with death. What he is setting out to over
throw, he explains, is the universally-held notion that the Mass 
is a ‘good work’ offered by man to God, instead of purely a 
testament and a promise of God’s favour to men.56 This primary 
objection was soon amplified by Melanchthon and Luther with 
the reproach that the sacrifice of the altar derogated from the 
sufficiency of that of the cross.57

56 See above, pp. ioo-i, 106-8, 340-1.
67 See pp. 109-10.
68 Opera Latina, Frankfurt 1872, vol. VI, p. 130.
69 Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche, pp. 353~77-

There is a passing comment hi Luther’s De abroganda missa 
privata, printed at the beginning of 1522, that may be seen as a 
cue for Zwingli’s celebrated syllogism of the following year. 
Since the Eucharist is a commemoration of Christ’s sacrifice, 
Luther challenges the papists, ‘By what audacity do you make a 
sacrifice out of this commemoration?’. Why do they not say by 
the same token that there is a birth, a resurrection, a miraculous 
heahng, whenever those events of Christ’s hfe are commemor
ated ? Then he adds:

But I fear, yea alas I see, that your sacrificing is indeed an offering of Christ 
again, as was foretold in Hebrews chap, vi: ‘Crucifying again to themselves 
the Son of God and making him a mockery’. In truth your re-sacrificing is a 
most impious re-crucifying.58

Luther did not imagine that the papists believed in some kind 
of new slaying- of Christ in every Mass, but his contention was 
that their offering of that ‘work’ was a grievous sin of the kind 
which, according to the Apostle, set at naught Christ’s expiatory 
death. In later Lutheran formularies, such as the Confession of 
Augsburg of 1530, and in the long discussion of the notion of 
sacrifice in Melanchthon’s Apology,59 other allegations are added 
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concerning the Romish doctrine of the Mass, but the ‘new slay
ing’ charge is not one of them. In the Schmalkaldic Articles of 
1537, where Luther’s objections against the Mass are set out in 
definitive form, the substantial reasons given are still what they 
were when first proposed in 1520-1: the Mass is said to be ‘the 
greatest and most horrible abomination’ because it is a ‘work’ and 
because it derogates from the completeness of Christ’s atonement.

The satirical argument of the Swiss Reformers—that the Mass 
ought to involve a killing—naturally found its way to England. 
Tyndale repeated it, and in 1533 John Frith, who suffered under 
Henry VIII for his opinions concerning the Eucharist, argued that 
if Christ was really present as the Catholics held, and not merely 
in figure, then must he be really slain when offered in the Mass.60 
Hooper, who during his exile in the reign of Henry VIII was the 
guest of Bullinger, Zwingli’s successor at Zurich, published a 
book there in 1547 which he dedicated to the Duke of Somerset 
and in which occurs this passage:

60 This objection was related and answered by Dr Richard Smith in liis 
Assertion and Defence (1546), fol. 142-3.

61‘A Declaration of Christ and His Office’; Hooper’s Early Writings, P.S. 
Cambridge 1853, pp. 60-1.

It is manifest that it [the Supper] is not a sacrifice for sin, as men teach 
contrary to the word of God. . . . And to take away all doubt that remission 
of sin cannot be obtained for the merits of the Mass, Paul saith plainly that 
without bloodshedding no sacrifice can merit remission of sin. ... If they 
sacrifice Christ in the Mass, let them hang him like tyrants again upon the 
cross, and thrust a spear to his blessed heart, that he may shed his blood: for 
‘without shedding of blood is no remission’.61

Similarly Cranmer wrote in his book on the Eucharist in 1550:

The papists, to excuse themselves, do say that they make no new sacrifice, 
nor none other sacrifice than Christ made (for they be not so blind but they 
see that then they should add another sacrifice to Christ’s sacrifice, and so 
make his sacrifice imperfect); but they say that they make the self-same 
sacrifice for sin that Christ himself made. And here they run headlongs into 
the foulest and most heinous error that ever was imagined. For if they make 
every day the same oblation and sacrifice for sin that Christ himself made, 
and the oblation that he made was his death and the effusion of his most 
precious blood upon the cross, for our redemption and price of our sins; 
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then followeth it of necessity, that they every day slay Christ and shed his 
blood, and so be they worse than the wicked Jews and Pharisees, which 
slew him and shed Inis blood but once.62

Several like passages are to be found in the works of the other 
Edwardine Reformers.63 Indeed Sadler thought they were so mis
led by the logic of the Swiss Protestants that they could not con
ceive of a sacrifice in the Mass except as a killing; and he suggested 
—in this anticipating in one respect the theory in vogue today — 
that Calvin’s misrepresentation of the Cathohc position was ‘at the 
root of the divisions in our own Church’.64 This well-meant 
suggestion, however, outstrips the facts. The English Reformers, 
no less than Zwingli and Calvin, show that they are well aware of 
the vehement repudiation by the Catholics of the theory of a new 
slaying. Hooper writes in his True Doctrine and Use of the Lord’s 
Supper:

They say they offer and celebrate before God a propitiatory sacrifice, yet an 
unbloody one. That is, they do not shed the blood of Christ, which they 
claim to offer in their Masses, nor do they put his body to death; but in their 
rite they offer him alive to God the Father unto remission of sins—for they 
do not wish to seem to crucify him anew.65

Hooper returns to the point several times, and his answer is 
always the same: although the papists never cease to insist that 
theirs is an unbloody offering, he retorts that a true sacrifice must 
be one of bloodshed. He adds that in any case St Paul’s teaching 
shows that there can be no oblation except the one oblation 
finished on the cross, which gave quittance from doom to those 
who by faith receive their pardon:

It is an impious thing these innovators say, namely that Christ offered 
himself by a bloody sacrifice but the priestlings offer him by an unbloody 
sacrifice. For God allows no unbloody sacrifice to avail for remission of sins. 
Wherefore Paul says that ‘without shedding of blood there is no remission’. 
. . . Whence therefore have the innovators got their propitiatory sacrifice
62 Defence of the True and Catholic Doctrine, book 5; Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 348.
63 e.g. in the New Dialogue of Ochino, translated by William Turner. In this 

libel Mistress Missa is accused: ‘Thou offerest up Christ again, and, as much as 
lieth in thee, killest him a thousand times in one year’ (J. Strype, Ecclesiastical 
Memorials, Oxford 1822, vol. II, part 1, pp. 216-7).

64 The One Offering, p. 128.
65 Hyperaspismus de vera doctrina et usu coenae Domini, written in prison in 1554; 

Later Writings, P.S. p. 515; similarly, pp. 500, 506, 509, 513.
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which is pacific and unbloody, unless from the spirit of the devil and of 
Antichrist?. . . . They say that in the Mass they do not offer another sacrifice 
but the same that Christ offered on the cross, alleging this difference only, 
that Christ offered the sacrifice in bloodshed, but they unbloodily. But 
Paul. . . , inspired by the Holy Spirit, simply denies that there can be any 
further oblation. The innovators thereupon wrangle and find fault with 
Paul’s simple denial, and assert that there is still an unbloody oblation for the 
remission of sins. If this is not to wage war against God, I know not what is.66

The Catholic theologians in England, while their voices could 
still be heard, continued to repeat: ‘We offer Christ, not to the 
death, but in commemoration of his death; there is here not only 
a commemoration of that death, but also the very presence 
of Christ’s body and blood.’67 Zwingli’s equation of true sacrifice 
with actual shedding of blood, based upon the text of Hebrews, 
became a favourite argument of the Edwardine Reformers for 
refuting what they called the ‘dry sacrifice’ of their opponents. It 
was used by Bishops Ridley, Latimer, Coverdale, and Bale, by 
Thomas Becon, chaplain to Cranmer, and by Roger Hutchinson:

If Christ be sacrificed or offered in his supper, for the expiation of sin, 
lais precious and most comfortable blood is shed again, is poured forth 
again, ‘for without bloodshed is no remission’. It must be a bloody sacrifice, 
not a dry sacrifice, for which sin is pardoned.68

Cranmer was well enough read in the works of ‘the rabblement 
of school authors’ to know their unanimous insistence on the 
doctrine of the unbloody sacrifice. He was also aware of, and in 
his controversy with Gardiner made astute reference to, the 
difference of opinion among the scholastics as to what rites or 
prayers in the Mass constituted this commemorative sacrifice. 
Gardiner, in his criticism of Cranmer’s earlier work, had written 
that Christ’s death ‘is not reiterate’ in the Mass, and that ‘the same 
body is offered daily on the altar that was once offered on the

66 ibid. pp. 506-10.
67 Dr Glyn, in the disputation held in Ridley’s presence at Cambridge in June 

1549: Foxe, Acts and Monuments, vol. VI, p. 320.
68 Roger Hutchinson, in The Image of God (1550); Works, P.S. Cambridge 

1842, p. 48. Ridley formulated the same argument in a syllogism to be read at the 
disputation at Oxford in 1555 (Works, P.S. p. 209-10). Bale, Select Works, 
P.S. p. 393; Becon, Catechism and other Pieces written in the Reign of Edward VI, 
P.S. pp.246-7 and 450-1.
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altar of the cross; but the same manner of offering is not daily that 
was on the altar of the cross, for the daily offering is without 
bloodshed, and is termed so to signify that blood-shedding once 
done to be sufficient’. Cranmer retorted:

Whereas you call the daily sacrifice of the Church an ‘unbloody sacrifice’, 
here it were necessary, if you would not deceive simple people, but teach 
them such doctrine as they may understand, that you should in plain terms 
set forth and declare what the daily offering of the priest without blood
shedding is, in what words, deeds, crosses, signs, or gestures it standeth . . . 
and wherein chiefly resteth the very pith and substance of it. . . . Then also 
shall you be more fully answered, when I know better what you mean.69

It would be easy but rather wearisome to go on quoting docu
ments which show how explicit and unanimous was the teaching 
of the Catholic theologians on the point at issue, from the thir
teenth century until the middle of the sixteenth. Well-intended 
though it is, Bishop Hicks’s theory evaporates when tested by the 
facts. It is not a fact that the mediaeval schoolmen taught that the 
Mass somehow dealt death to Christ each day. It is not a fact that 
the Reformers believed they taught such a perverse doctrine. It is 
not a fact that both sides were bemused by a prevailing late- 
mediaeval confusion of ideas on this point. The so-called ‘mediae
val equation’ proves to be a misnomer. ‘Sacrifice = death’, taken 
to mean, ‘The Eucharistic sacrifice = a new putting to death of 
Christ’, is an equation that was imagined not by the mediaeval 
theologians but by Zwingli in 1523, and was put forward by him 
and by his fellow Reformers as a controversial taunt. Would it 
not bejuster to rename it, ‘The Reformers’ equation’?

It may be thought, after this positive study of what the 
late-mediaeval theologians actually taught and of what the Re
formers understood them to teach, that enough has been said on 
the subject of this much-misunderstood ‘equation’. The question 
has been complicated, however, by a number of arguments which 
have been repeatedly urged in support of Bishop Hicks’s thesis, 
and which have led many to assume that it was well founded. 
First, the application of the term ‘immolation’ to the sacrifice of 
the altar hi mediaeval theological writings is cited as evidence that

69 Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, pp. 364-5.
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the Mass was, after all, regarded as a slaying. Secondly, corrobora
tion of this charge is found in the popular tales about bleeding 
hosts, said to indicate a grossly reahstic belief in a daily shedding 
of Christ’s blood. Thirdly, it is regarded as highly significant that 
Roman Catholic audiors today criticize their own post-Reform
ation theologians for teaching the erroneous theory of a new 
destruction in each Mass, which appears to be the very same as the 
error attributed by Anglican authors to the pre-Reformation 
theologians. The present inquiry will not be complete until each 
of these objections is given its due consideration. To the first of 
them the remainder of this chapter is devoted, the second is the 
theme of the following chapter, and the third is discussed in Chap
ter XX.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

For Bishop Hicks, the ‘language of immolation’ is one of the 
main proofs that the mediaevals believed in a recurrent killing of 
Christ in the Eucharist. He is impressed to find, in excerpts from 
the writings of the schoolmen, that the term immolatio is frequent
ly used by them to describe the Eucharistic rite, and immolare to 
describe the priest’s action at the altar. Darwell Stone, it is true, 
translates these words, when they occur in the text of Peter 
Lombard, as ‘offering’ and ‘to offer’, but Dr Hicks demurs at this 
rendering: ‘It is one thing to say that our Lord is “offered” daily: 
it is another, and, for our present purpose, much more serious and 
significant, to say as Peter Lombard does, that He is killed, or 
“immolated” daily.’ Similarly, when Stephen of Autun (f 1139) is 
cited as saying that, in the Eucharist, immolatio iteratin', Dr Hicks 
translates without hesitation: ‘The act of killing is repeated’.70 He 
returns several times to this point, and considers that this use of 
the sinister word ‘immolation’ by the learned led on to the gross 
superstitions of the unlearned:

If the sacrifice was thought of as in some sense an ‘immolation’, then, 
however insensibly, it was bound to follow that the Body and Blood should 
be thought of as the Body and Blood of Christ as slain. The path was open, to 
popular faith, for visions of bleeding hosts, and to popular interpretations of 
the Presence which can only be called materialistic.7 1

70 The Fullness of Sacrifice, 3rd edition, p. 308. 71 ibid. p. 314.
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Even during and after the Council of Trent, Dr Hicks thinks, 
the Cathohc theologians, despite their pathetic attempts to resist 
the temptation, still continued to succumb ever and again to their 
fatal tendency towards the doctrine of immolation. The result 
was, he says, that they oscillated inconsistently between blasphemy 
and Zwinglianism:

It is the language of immolation, however, which must remain the stumb
ling-block: in spite of the anathema of Trent, if, and so far as, that language 
is used in any sense approaching to that of a real slaying of Christ upon the 
altar, the word ‘blasphemy’ in our Articles is justified. Not once or twice only 
the peril of this is seen in Roman language, and almost automatically 
corrected by a reminder that the Mass is not, after all, a real immolation but a 
memorial of the one death. Yet a memorial is what Zwingli taught: and the 
paradox, as well as the pathos, of the more extreme developments of the 
Trent teaching is always this strange oscillation between ‘blasphemy’ and 
Zwinglianism. I say this in no spirit of harshness, or of controversy. It is only 
an illustration of the fatal disability, not of the intentions of the Trent 
theologians, but of the language in which their times compelled them to 
speak.72

The Rev. H. Whistler thinks that ‘immolation’ explains Cran
mer’s attitude to the Romish doctrine: ‘No wonder Cranmer and 
other scholars, pioneers as they were in bringing theology up to 
date, had an obsession against “the extolling of masses far above 
Christ’s passion”—if masses were thus understood as fresh im
molations of Christ’.73 Similarly the authors of Catholicity re
ported to the Archbishop of Canterbury that ‘an inadequate con
ception of sacrifice in terms of immolation’ was one of the faulty 
presuppositions that led to the Reformation conflict.74

It is certainly true that the pre-Reformation theologians often 
said that the Mass is an immolation, that in it Christ is immo
lated daily, and used other similar expressions. In view of their 
unanimous insistence that the Mass is a mystical and unbloody 
sacrifice, that in it Christ cannot die or suffer anew in any way, 
and that it is a memorial of his past death, it would seem to be 
prudent to inquire how they understood the term ‘immolation’ 
in this comiection before assuming that they must have used it in

72 ibid. pp. 323-4.
73 False Alternatives at the Reformation, pp. 18-19.
74 Catholicity, London 1947, p. 43.
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an objectionable sense. Does their use of this word contradict 
what they said so often and so emphatically elsewhere ?

Etymologically, it seems that the word immolare was originally 
derived from the rite of placing a small portion of sacrificial meal 
(mola salsa') on the body of an animal victim. In ordinary classical 
usage ‘to immolate’ came to have the same general meaning as ‘to 
sacrifice’, and was often applied to the sacrificial slaying of a vic
tim. The Fathers frequently use the word in this sense. St Isidore 
of Seville, however, distinguishes between immolation and 
slaying. He derives immolare from the action of placing an animal 
victim on the moles, or massive structure of the altar, preparatory 
to slaying it; thus, he says, ‘mactation comes after immolation’.75 
In the Lathi Fathers the verb immolare was a usual equivalent of the 
Greek Ovetv, which hkewise had the general meaning ‘to offer 
sacrifice’, often—but not necessarily—with reference to the death 
of a victim.76 Thus St Paul’s words in I Cor. v. 7, ‘Christ our 
Paschal victim has been sacrificed (cru^)’, were rendered by St 
Jerome in the Vulgate, ‘Pascha nostrum immolatus est Christus’. Both 
in East and West the ordinary sacrificial terms were apphed to the 
Eucharistic offering, but always with the careful proviso that this 
sacrifice is ‘unbloody’, ‘pacific’, ‘commemorative’ and ‘mystical’, 
that Christ after rising from the dead dies now no more.

76 Etymologies, VI. 31; P.L. LXXXII, col. 254.
76 The verb offerre, ‘to offer’, corresponding to the Greek Trpoa^peiv, was 

used with a similar wide extension, meaning ‘to make sacrifice’, whether with 
bloodshed or not. Thus St Ambrose wrote, in a text often repeated by the 
schoolmen: ‘Formerly a lamb was offered, or a calf was offered; now Christ is 
offered’. (De officiis ministrorum lib. 1, cap. 48, no. 238; P.L. XVI, col. 94.)

77 Epistola 98, 9; P.L. XXXIII, col. 363.

The popularity of the word ‘immolation’ in the Western 
theology of the Eucharist can be traced directly to a passage in a 
letter of St Augustine to Bishop Boniface, written about 408.77 In 
this letter he remarks that Christians are wont to say, during Holy 
Week, that the morrow or the day following will be ‘the Lord’s 
passion’, although all know well that ‘he suffered so many years 
ago, and his passion took place once only’. Similarly they say on 
Easter Sunday, ‘The Lord rose again today’, although ‘so many 
years have elapsed since the day he rose again’. Nevertheless, ‘no 
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one is so foolish as to accuse us of falsehood when we speak like 
this’, since all recognize that the anniversary and the liturgical 
celebration are called by the name of the event that happened 
once long ago. Then St Augustine adds another example of such 
analogical language—the ordinary Christian usage of referring to 
the daily celebration of the Eucharist as the ‘immolation’ of Christ. 
It is here that occurs the passage that was to become a common
place of theology for a thousand years and more:

Was not Christ immolated but once, in his own person? And yet not only 
every year in the Paschal liturgy but every day he is immolated sacra
mentally for the people; and if one were asked whedrer he is now immolated, 
one would reply without falsehood that he is.78

Another patristic text making mention of immolation in the 
Eucharist is the following from the Dialogues of St Gregory the 
Great, which was also known and often cited by the schoolmen:

The soul is saved from eternal death by this unique victim, renewing for us in 
a mystery the death of the Only-begotten; who, although ‘rising from the 
dead dieth now no more, death shall no more have dominion over him’, 
nevertheless is immolated for us again in this mystery of the sacred oblation, 
while living always, untouchable by death or harm. . . . Hence we can 
estimate the value for us of this sacrifice, which for our forgiveness ever 
imitates the passion of the Only-begotten Son. . . . But it is necessary that 
while we perform this rite, we also should mortify (mactemus) ourselves 
before God by contrition of heart, since we who celebrate the mysteries of 
the Lord’s passion ought to imitate what we do. He will then indeed be a 
victim for us before God when we too make ourselves victims.79

It was above all the passage from St Augustine’s letter to 
Boniface that permanently inserted ‘the language of immolation’ 
into the mediaeval theology of the Eucharistic offering. It was 
cited repeatedly by the writers of the succeeding centuries; by 
Paschasius Radbertus (f851), Ratramn (f868), Lanfranc of Can
terbury (fioSp), Alger ofLiege (+1130), Abelard (41142), William 
of St Thierry (fiijo), and others. Alger’s words sum up the teach
ing of these early-mediaeval theologians: ‘The immolation of 
Christ at the altar is so called not because Christ is again killed, but

78 ‘Nonne semel immolatus est Christus in seipso? Et tamen in sacramento, 
non solum per omnes Paschae solemnitates, sed omni die populis immolatur, nee 
utique mentitur qui interrogatus eum respondent inimolari’.

79 Dialogues, book IV, chap. 58-9; P.L. LXXVII, col. 425-8.
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because his true immolation therein represented works the same 
effects now at the altar that it worked then on the cross’.80

In the Eucharistic controversy of the eleventh century Beren- 
garius appealed to Augustine’s words to argue that since the 
immolation was merely figurative, so too was the presence of 
Christ’s body in the Eucharist. The orthodox did not succumb to 
the temptation to say that both were real. Guitmond of Aversa 
(f c. 1095), replying to Berengarius, put the traditional doctrine 
succinctly:

When we say, ‘Christ is immolated’, in the celebration of the rite of the 
Lord’s body, no one ought to take this literally, according to a carnal 
interpretation. For Christ died once and ‘dieth now no more, death shall no 
more have dominion over him’. But when in celebrating Mass we com
memorate his passion, he is symbolized as having died formerly for us. 
Hence if anyone should say that the celebration of the rite of the Lord’s body 
is the Lord’s passion, understanding this in a carnal sense, we will bid him 
begone. For the celebration of this rite is not a passion of the Lord, but the 
symbolic commemoration of the passion formerly accomplished.81

In the Panormia, a collection of texts attributed to Ivo of 
Chartres (finó), two chapters bear the title: ‘What is the meaning 
of the statement, Christ was immolated once and is immolated 
daily’. In another compilation Ivo entitles a chapter: ‘It is no false
hood to say that Christ, although impassible and immortal, is im
molated daily in the sacrament’.82 Gratian (f 1158) gave Augustine’s 
explanation under a similar title in his celebrated Decretum, the 
storehouse of mediaeval canon law,83 and eventually the time- 
honoured text passed into the Sentences of Peter Lombard 
(t c. 1164). Lombard proposes the question: ‘Whether what the 
priest does is properly called a sacrifice or immolation, and 
whether Christ is daily immolated or was only once immolated’. 
After giving Augustine’s text in a shortened form (attributing it 
to Prosper of Aquitaine), he sums up, in words which have already 
been quoted in an earlier chapter:

80 De sacramentis, lib. I, cap. 16; P.L. CLXXX, col. 786. The whole of this 
chapter by Alger provides an eloquent contradiction to Dr Hicks’s theory.

81 De corporis et sanguinis Christi veritate in Eucharistia, book I; P.L. CXLIX, 
col. 1455. 82 Decretum, II. 4; P.L. CLXI, col. 136.

83 Pars III, De consecratione,''dist. 2, cap. 51, 52. cf. cap. 71. (Corpus luris Canonici, 
edit. Friedberg, vol. I, col. 1332-3, 1341.)
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We may briefly reply that what is offered and consecrated by the priest is 
called a sacrifice and an immolation because it is a memorial and a repre
sentation of the true sacrifice and holy immolation made upon the altar of the 
cross. Christ died once, upon die cross, and there he was immolated in his 
own person; and yet every day he is immolated sacramentally, because in the 
sacrament there is a recalling of what was done once.84

Since all the scholastics of the succeeding centuries took Lom
bard’s Sentences as the framework for their theological teaching, 
it became the universal custom to treat of the Eucharistic sacrifice 
by proposing the question, whether the rite could be called an 
immolation. All continued to repeat the reply traditional since 
Augustine’s day. These words of Peter of Poitiers (fi2O5) illus
trate how ‘the language of immolation’ was consistently inter
preted in these commentaries on the Sentences:

It may be asked whether what is done every day at the altar by the priest is a 
true immolation, and whether, if Christ is daily immolated, he is daily slain, 
which would mean that the one death of Christ was not sufficient. To this we 
must say that Christ is immolated sacramentally, and this immolation is 
called an immolation for no other reason than that it is a representation of the 
veritable immolation which took place when he stretched out his hands on 
the cross; just as a picture represents that of which it is the image.85

St Albert the Great (fi28o), the master of St Thomas, proposing 
the usual theme, ‘Is Christ immolated in every sacrifice’’, sought 
to give a technical explanation of the extenuated sense which 
‘immolation’ had come to bear in Eucharistic theology. Immolatio 
did not mean slaying, he explained, but was named after the rite 
of placing a victim for sacrifice on a large stone altar, ‘round like 
a mill-stone (molarisy. Properly speaking, he said, the term refers 
to the rite of offering up the victim, not the killing. Since the 
Eucharistic victim, then,

always remains for us an oblation already offered and still to be offered, it is 
true to say that we are always immolating and always sacrificing. But the 
same cannot be said of crucifying; for that does not denote the act of offering 
up the victim, but rather the wicked act of the Jews, or die suffering inflicted 
by them. Of that there can be no reiteration.86
84 Sentences, book IV, dist. 12, cap. 5.
85 In IV. Sent. 13; P.L. CCXI, col. 1256. Lepin cites many similar passages from 

the mediaeval theologians; op. cit. pp. 158 seq.
86 In IV. Sent. dist. 13, art. 23; Opera Onmia, Vives edition, Paris 1894, vol. 

XXIX, pp. 370-1.
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When therefore the later mediaeval theologians used ‘the lan
guage of immolation’ they were doing no more than repeat the 
language of their predecessors, in the same unexceptionable sense. 
‘The name of host is given to this sacrament’, wrote Herve of 
Nedellec (11323), ‘that is, of immolation or oblation, inasmuch as 
it contains Christ who has suffered’.87 ‘The reason why the cele
bration of this mystery is called an immolation’, said Denis the 
Carthusian (fi47i), ‘is that it is a representative image of the im
molation of Christ on the cross’.88 Gabriel Biel made his own the 
words of St Thomas to the same effect.89 It is in this time-honoured 
sense that the Cathohc controversial theologians at the time of the 
Reformation continue to speak of the Eucharistic immolation.90 
It was also the sense in which the Council of Trent used the term: 
‘In the Mass the same Christ is contained, and is immolated in an 
unbloody manner, who once for ever offered himself in bloodshed 
on the altar of the cross’.91

The suggestion that Cranmer and his fellow Reformers in 
England were confronted with a different and objectionable use 
of the word ‘immolation’ can hardly be sustained. Gardiner, in 
his refutation of Cranmer’s first work on the Eucharist, quoted 
both hi Latin and in English the standard text from Peter Lom
bard’s Sentences, with the explanation of the expression, ‘Christ is

87 In IV. Sent. dist. 8, qu. 2. 88 Summafidei orthodoxae, IV.116.
89 St Thomas had written (Summa theologica, III.83.1): ‘Celebrado autem hujus 

sacramenti, sicut supra dictum est, imago quaedam est representativa passionis 
Christi, quae est vera eius immolatio; et ideo celebrado huius sacramenti dicitur 
Christi immolatio’. For Biel’s explanation see text in Chapter V above, note 27. 
Biel gave the derivation of immolare from mola, flour-meal (Expositio canonis, lect. 
55). Thomas Mumer (1528), repeating this etymology, even says that the term 
‘immolation’ cannot be properly applied to Christ’s death on the cross, but only to 
the Eucharistic oblation, since only there is Christ offered in a rite in which 
flour-meal is used. By this too-ingenious exegesis he finds a direct reference to the 
sacrifice of the Mass in I Cor. v. 7: ‘Unser opfer Lemkin mit met geopffret ist 
Christus; denn immolare heisst mit mel opffren, das in dem criitz nit geschehen 
ist’. (Die Gots heylige Mess, Lucerne 1528, fol. 9).

90 See for example quotations on pp. 87 (note 28), 90, 267, 392, 393; and 
Appendix A, nos. 9, 15.

91 Session XXII, 1562; Denz. no. 940. Perhaps Bishop Hicks’s misgivings 
about the word ‘immolation’ would have been allayed if he could have read the 
following observation, made later by Dr Mascall: ‘There can be an immolation 
which is both “mystical” and “real”; that is to say, real not as a new immolation 
but as a sacramental re-presentation (anamnesis) of the immolation (chronologically 
past) of Calvary.’ (Christ, the Christian and the Church, p. 196).
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immolated daily’, taken from Augustine. Cranmer in his Answer 
reproduces the whole of that passage, as cited by Gardiner, and 
retorts that since, on his opponents’ own admission, the Mass is a 
commemoration, then it is not a sacrifice as they claim.92

The term ‘immolation’ came eventually to take on new shades 
of meaning in the subtle debates of the post-Tridentine schools—a 
development studied on a later page. Whatever may have been 
the innovations of terminology introduced after the Reformation, 
however, it is sure that ‘the language of immolation’, as used in 
Catholic Eucharistic theology from the patristic age until the 
time of the Council of Trent, did not bear the objectionable sense 
Bishop Hicks imagined. This simple misapprehension about the 
use and meaning of a word was, unfortunately, one of the main 
reasons for his sweeping condemnation of the late-mediaeval 
theologians and one of the main props for his general theory to 
explain the Reformation conflict.

92 Cranmer’s Works, P.S. vol. I, pp. 357-9. In his Confutatio (Paris 1552, 
p. 631) Gardiner again explains carefully the sense of the word immolation as 
applied to the unbloody sacrifice of the altar.
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Chapter Nineteen

‘THE GROSS POPULAR BELIEF IN A 
DAILY SHEDDING OF CHRIST’S BLOOD

AT THE ALTAR, ATTESTED BY THE 
CURRENT TALES OF BLEEDING HOSTS’

f I ^here remain the tales about bleeding hosts. Are they not 
I clear testimony, as many writers in England have supposed, 
1. of a gross and prevalent belief in the mediaeval Church 

that Christ’s blood was again shed at the altar in a literal sense 
and that he was therefore wounded and put to death in every 
Mass’

There were indeed many reports, repeated by mediaeval 
writers, of prodigies connected with the Eucharist. Several of 
them concern hosts which bled miraculously or blood which 
appeared visibly in the chalice.11 have sought to collect the crudest 
of these stories of prodigious happenings in order to put the case 
against the pre-Reformation Church in its strongest form and to 
give due weight to all that might suggest a behef in a new slaying 
of Christ in the Mass. To demonstrate the existence of legends to 
that effect would not be enough, of course, to estabhsh Bishop 
Hicks’s general thesis, which has already been shown to be unten
able. There never has been a time when vagaries of popular credu
lity could not be found, despite the orthodoxy of official teaching. 
But is it possible, nevertheless, that popular legends implying a 
bloody slaying and a new death of Christ in the Mass were wide
spread in the late middle ages, and that the Church authorities 

1 Many of these stories are recounted by Peter Browe, Die eucharistischen 
Wunder des Mittelalters, Breslau 1938, especially pp. 111-38. In an article with a 
similar title, in Römische Quartalschrift XXXVII, 1929, pp. 137-9, Browe gave a 
summary Est of the reports referring to miraculous hosts. At Paray-le-Monial 
there is a map of Europe showing 132 places at which Eucharistic miracles are 
said to have occurred.
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countenanced them, or at least did not discountenance them ? This 
is a suggestion that demands serious inquiry.

The roots of this question go back a long way. Already among 
the Christians of the third century Eucharistic miracles and 
portents were freely recounted and credited. St Cyprian relates 
several such happenings: an example is the story of a host which 
changed into a cinder when received by an unworthy communi
cant.2 The earliest known mention of a prodigious appearance of 
blood in the Eucharist is found in the East, in a Greek work of 
popular hagiography dating from the fifth century. The story, 
which is evidently the exemplar for many of the later legends, is 
contained in the Apophthegmata, a collection of sayings of the 
Fathers of the desert.3 The Abbot Daniel relates a tale he heard 
from the Abbot Arsenins concerning a certain old hermit, of good 
life but uninstructed, who contended that the bread and wine in 
the Eucharist did not become the real body and blood of Christ. 
Two other holy men took him to task for his error, and through 
their prayers there was vouchsafed to the three of them at Mass on 
the following Sunday a vision in which a boy appeared above the 
altar. ‘And when the priest stretched out his hand to break the 
bread, behold an angel of the Lord descended from heaven hold
ing a knife, and sacrificially slew the child and poured the blood 
into the chalice’. When the time came for communion the old 
hermit saw that the particle given to him was a portion of blood
stained flesh. Aghast, he uttered an exclamation of faith and the 
flesh straightway returned to the appearance of bread. This narra
tive was repeated in the Latin Vitae Patrum compiled in the sixth 
century,4 which later had considerable popularity. It is also retailed 
in a Gallican Mass commentary of the seventh century.5

2 De Lapsis, 26; C.S.E.L. Ill (i), p. 256.
3 Apophthegmata Patrum, P.G. LXV,' col. 156-60. 4 P.L. LXXIII, col. 978-80.
6 P.L. LXXII, col. 94. On the authorship and date of this work, which was

ascribed to St Germanus, see Tixeront, Histoire des dogmes, Paris 1919, vol. Ill, 
pp. 385-6, and D.T.C. vol. X, col. 1369-70.

6 P.G. XXIX, p. ccxcii. The narrative is on p. cccii.

A similar story appears in another Greek work, a life of St Basil 
by pseudo-Amphilochius, which the Bollandists ascribe to an 
unknown Byzantine writer of the eighth or ninth century.6 In this 
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case it was a Jew who, entering a church while Basil was cele
brating the mysteries, saw a child in the saint’s hands ‘as it were 
cut up into members’. At the time of communion the Jew went 
up to the altar with the others, but saw that the portion he 
received was of flesh, and in the chalice he found blood. He took 
some of the prodigious substances home to show to his wife, and 
the sequel was the conversion of his whole household. The 
popular hagiographers of the ninth century recounted a similar 
incident alleged to have occurred in the life of St Gregory the 
Great, while he was celebrating Mass in the Sessorian Basilica (S. 
Croce) in Rome. As a sign and a warning to a matron who 
disbeheved in the real presence, a host which Gregory had con
secrated was seen by her as a portion of flesh suffused with blood, 
according to one version, or as a child, according to another.7

Another legend suggesting a bloody sacrifice appeared about 
the sixth or seventh century. At Ravenna, in the time of the 
Lombard domination, a Jew attending the liturgy was related to 
have seen on the altar a lamb being slain by the priest. In other 
reported apparitions a lamb was seen standing with blood flowing 
from wounds.8 These and similar marvels were credited both in 
East and West. A collection of such narratives was made by 
Paschasius Radbertus in the fourteenth chapter of his De corpore et 
sanguine Domini,9 written in 831. Among other ecclesiastical 
writers of the earlier middle ages who repeated them were Gezo of 
Tortona (c. 954), who tells the story of still another convert Jew 
who saw the form of a fully-grown man divided on the altar, 
with effusion of blood,10 Lanfranc of Canterbury (J 1089), 
Guitmond of Aversa (J c. 1095), Hugh of St Victor (Jn4i), and 
Giraldus Cambrensis (J c. 1220).11

From the twelfth century onwards no new reports can be found 
of ‘sacrificial’ miracles of the type related by Abbot Arsenius, in 
which either a human being or a lamb was seen to be slain and 
dismembered.12 They had been in any case rare in comparison

7 P.L. LXXV, col. 52-3 and 103; cf. Browe, Die eucharistischen Wunder, pp. 
113-5. The story was later included in the Golden Legend of Jacobus a Voragine.

8 Browe, op. cit. pp. 94-5. 9 P.L. CXX, col. 1317 seq.
10 P.L. CXXXVII, col. 394-5. 11 References in Browe, op. cit. p. 74.
12 Browe, ibid. p. 95.
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with the much greater number of reports of simple ‘real presence 
miracles’, that is, those in which appeared the form of flesh and 
blood, or of a living and radiantly beautiful infant. The archetype 
of this latter class of miracle-stories—which, at least in the West, 
easily eclipsed in popular favour those patterned on Arsenius’s 
disagreeable tale about the dismembering of a child—was a pleasing 
Latin legend first related by Paschasius Radbertus in the ninth 
century. A pious priest called Plecgils was celebrating Mass with 
great devotion one day when he suddenly perceived on the altar 
a child of heavenly beauty. ‘It was the Son of the Father, the infant 
whom Simeon had been found worthy to carry in his arms.’ In
vited by an angel, Plecgils ‘took the child in his trembling arms, 
and pressed his breast to the breast of Christ. Beside himself in the 
joy of the embrace, he poured kisses on his God, and with his bps 
he pressed the adorable hps of Christ’. Then prostrating himself, 
he besought his Lord to return to the sacramental form, and this 
prayer was at once granted.13

13 De corpore et sanguine Domini, cap. 14, no. 5; P.L. CXX, col. 1320.
14 A good summary is given by B. Pesci, ‘Il Miracolo di Bolsena’, in Euca- 

ristia, edited by A. Piolanti, Rome 1957, pp-1025-34.

After the Berengarian heresy in the eleventh century and the 
consequent energetic reaffirmation of belief in the real presence 
throughout Western Christendom, there was a marked increase 
in the number of reports of these ‘real presence miracles’, and 
theologians began to give attention to the doctrinal problems 
they raised. One miracle would be to strengthen the faith of a 
doubter, another to reward the faith of the devout, another to 
reproach a priest of unworthy hfe. One of the most celebrated of 
these miracles was that of Bolsena hi the thirteenth century. It was 
reported that during a Mass celebrated by a German priest, who 
was afflicted by doubts concerning the doctrine of the real pres
ence, blood issued from the host and flowed down so copiously 
that it saturated the corporal-cloth (which is venerated to this day 
in the cathedral of Orvieto). It used to be said that this event 
prompted Pope Urban IV to institute the Feast of Corpus Christi 
in 1264, but the contemporary documents do not support the 
conjecture.14 An example of a marvel widely credited by clergy
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and. laity, on what seems today inconclusive evidence, was that of 
Bois-Seigneur-Isaac in Brabant in 1405; in this case a corporal 
used for reservation of the Sacrament was found one morning 
reddened with blood.15

15 Details in Dictionnaire d’histoire et de géographie ecclésiastiques, vol. IX, col. 
547-52.

16 Browe, Die eucharistischen Wunder, pp. 128-38; also his earlier article, ‘Die 
Hostienschàndungen der Juden im Mittelalter’, in Romische Quartalschrift, XXXIV, 
1926.

17 P. Lefèvre has carefully examined the historical evidence relative to this 
episode. It seems clear that there actually was a sacrilegious theft of the sacra
ment and of the precious vessel containing it, that Jews were held guilty and sent 
to the stake, and that the first certain mention of a miraculous flow of blood from 
the hosts is found in documents dated a quarter of a century after the event. 
(‘Le miracle eucharistique de Bruxelles en 1370’, in Analecta Bollandiana 1933, 
pp. 325 seq.)

18 Browe, Wunder, p. 96.

A prodigy reported several times in the later period was the 
issue of blood from a host as a consequence of sacrilegious abuse— 
usually stabbing—committed by Jews. In many cases the crime 
was said to have been committed in their synagogue on Good 
Friday afternoon. This report recurred especially in lands where 
the Jews were numerous and feeling against them was strong, in 
Germany, the Low Countries, Bohemia, Poland and Spain.16 The 
most famous of these cases is that of Brussels in the year 1370, 
which is still commemorated in the church of St Gudule in that 
city.17

At a very different level there were the visions of the passion 
seen by devout persons at Mass, which corresponded to the tender 
and growing devotion of mediaeval Christians to the suffering 
Christ and to his wounds. Perhaps the first of these to be recorded 
occurred in the life of a Benedictine nun who died in 1165.18 
While St Dominic (J 1221) was offering the holy sacrifice one day, 
Christ on the cross was seen in a vision over the altar with his 
blood flowing into the chalice. It was often supposed that the 
miraculous apparition said to have occurred at St Gregory’s Mass 
in the Sessorian Basilica had been of this kind. The so-called ‘Mass 
of St Gregory’ became a popular subject with mediaeval miniatur
ists and carvers and with later artists, especially in Germany and 
the Netherlands, who depicted the Saviour appearing at Mass as
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the Man of Sorrows, surrounded with the instruments of his 
passion.19 The mystic vision of Calvary appearing above the altar 
at the moment of consecration remains a favourite subject for 
Cathohc art even to the present day.

19 R. Bauerreiss, ‘Pie Jesu’: Das Schmer zensmann-Bild und sein Einfluss auf die 
mittelalterliche Frömmigkeit, Munich 1931, pp. 9 seq.; P. Marsaux, Les messes 
miraculeuses de S. Grégoire, Caen 1907. Sometimes it was the blood of the risen 
Christ that was depicted as received in the Eucharistic chalice.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

The examples given above may fairly be taken as representative 
of the different kinds of miracle stories which for a thousand years, 
between the fifth and the fifteenth centuries, were current in 
Christendom. What is the doctrinal import of these accounts of 
Eucharistic apparitions—some edifying, some merely quaint, 
some repugnant to our modern sensibilities?

Even though many of the stories betray the hand of the legend
monger and have a family resemblance to earlier tales of the same 
genre, they undoubtedly have a doctrinal interest, for they reflect 
—even when they distort—the faith of the ages in which they 
arose. They testify above all to the constant and intense belief of 
Christians in the real substantial presence of Christ’s body and 
blood in the Eucharist, a presence which the pious imagination of 
simple folk was prone to represent in too concrete a fashion. The 
doctrine of the real presence, a hard saying for many who heard 
our Lord’s own teaching, is a hard saying to this day. The temp
tation of human reason and imagination to rebel against or to 
distort this high mystery of faith has recurred at intervals in 
Christian history. There has been the radical denial of the doctrine 
itself, or at least the refusal to admit that Christ can transmute the 
reality of inanimate elements into the living reality of himself; and 
at the other extreme there has been, in the fancy of the ill- 
instructed, a tendency to imagine the presence of Christ in the 
Eucharist in a too material and unbecoming manner. The first 
and more absolute of these two excesses is a reasoned rejection of 
the Catholic belief, a protest of the dialectically-minded; the 
second is a distortion of that belief by crude interpretation, a 
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failing of the naïve and over-credulous. (The present writer has 
known of a little girl who was overcome with nausea when 
receiving her first communion, at the thought that she was eating 
Jesus, alive and real within her.) It is no matter for surprise that 
among the simple folk of mediaeval Europe there should have been 
those whose belief in the real presence was coarsened by childish 
imagination. Undoubtedly there were some crude popular 
notions, especially in the period before the Berengarian con
troversy,20 about the manner in which Christ’s glorified body is 
present in the sacrament, and the bizarre and objectionable details 
of some of the legends which originated in the earlier centuries 
reflect the inadequacy of those notions. What is relevant here is to 
ask whether the Church and her approved teachers gave support 
to an erroneous tendency, and whether all the reports of miracul
ous apparitions of blood in the Eucharist were necessarily ob
jectionable, as has been supposed.

Unless one starts with the presupposition that any supernatural 
intervention in human experience is impossible, such reports are 
not all necessarily false. There have been well-authenticated in
stances of miracles and visions in the history of the Church from 
the age of the Apostles to our own, and there is no inherent 
impossibility in visions and miracles relating to the Eucharist. The 
Christians of the middle ages, firmly believing the doctrine of the 
real presence of Christ’s flesh and blood in the sacrament, found 
nothing incredible in the idea that God might certify that truth by 
a miraculous sign; and they were ready—doubtless too ready in 
many cases—to accept the testimony of others that such signs had 
actually occurred on several occasions.

The common acceptance of those reports, however, by no 
means implied corruption of the Church’s authorized teaching 
concerning the real presence, as is seen from the comments of the 
mediaeval theologians. Even though they gave credence to, or did 
not dispute, the miracle stories vouched for by the pious writers of 
the past, they were careful to explain them in an orthodox sense. 
St Thomas Aquinas, whose doctrine of transubstantiation is al
lowed by Anglican writers to be ‘spiritual’ and free from ‘carnal’

20 See art. ‘Stercoranisme’ by A. Gaudel in D. T.C. vol. XIV, col. 2590-2612. 
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misconceptions of the mystery,21 did not challenge the authenticity 
of the pious tales describing reahstic appearances of a child or of 
flesh and blood in the Eucharist, but he proceeded to discuss their 
theological implications. What appeared on those occasions, he 
explained, could not be the real flesh and blood of Christ, for such 
a possibility was excluded by the nature of transubstantiation and 
of Christ’s sacramental presence; but they were miraculous repre
sentations produced by divine power (either as sense-impressions 
in the eye of the beholder alone or as configurations in the ‘acci
dents’ of bread and wine) as tokens to direct men’s thoughts to, 
and to strengthen their belief hi, the true flesh and blood of Christ 
invisibly present under the Eucharistic species.22

The theologians of the Franciscan tradition favoured different 
explanations. Alexander of Hales said he would not venture a 
definite conclusion, but inclined to the view that what appeared 
in the Eucharistic miracles was the real tissue of Christ.23 Duns 
Scotus also thought this ‘probable’, reasoning that if the miracles 
were to be taken as true testimonies of the real presence it must be 
the reality that appeared in them, and not merely representative 
signs as St Thomas had supposed. ‘It is not God’s will’, said 
Scotus, ‘to confirm men’s faith by imaginary apparitions’.24 Peter 
Aureolus O.F.M. ^1322) gives this reply to the question, ‘When 
such an apparition is seen in the sacrament, is it Christ himself?’:

Sometimes what is seen is a portion of flesh, and I say that in this case it is not 
Christ; sometimes the apparition is in the form of a child, and then it can be 
the body of Christ, reduced, however, to the size of a child by the gift of 
‘subtilty’.25

21 The Report on Doctrine in the Church of England says: ‘A careful examination of 
the theory of Transubstantiation, as stated by St Thomas Aquinas and defined by 
the Council of Trent, vindicates it from any charge of superstitious grossness or 
materialism.’ (p. 173). Similarly, Darwell Stone, History of Doctrine of Eucharist, 
vol. I, pp. 323, 334; W. H. V. Reade, ‘Transubstantiation and Current Debate: 
what Thomas Aquinas taught’, in The Guardian, Nov. 25 1927, p. 880.

22 Summa theologica III.76.8.
23 Summa Alexandri, part IV, qu. ix, mem. 2, art. 4; edit. Venice 1575, fol. 

227V. This compilation of Alexander’s teaching was made by his disciples.
24 ‘Nec vult fidem confirmare per phantasticas apparitiones’: Reportata 

Parisiensia, IV. 10. 9; Opera, Vives edition, vol. XXIV, pp. 100-1. Scotus’s fuller 
teaching about the manner of the Eucharistic presence is in Opus Oxoniense, 
IV Sent. dist. 10, qu. 1-6.

25 In IV. Sent. dist. 9, qu. 3; edit. Rome 1605, vol. IV, p. 82.
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With their theory of multilocation the Franciscan theologians 
maintained that it was possible for Christ’s body to be present 
even visibly in two or more places simultaneously, and hence they 
supposed that, when he willed, Christ could supersede his sacra
mental manner of presence at the altar by a natural manner of 
presence. Several of them held that even the apparitions in which 
flesh and blood were seen separately could be the true tissue of 
Christ. Their reason was that ‘it is in the power of a glorified body 
to make itself visible to a non-glorified eye either in its whole per
fection or even partially, either in its ordinary appearance or in an
other.’26 Thus, although the blood seen flowing separately in the 
Eucharistic prodigies could be truly Christ’s, it would be only ap
parently and not really separated from his living and invulnerable 
flesh. Others modified this subtle argument by saying that if the 
blood appeared for only a short time, after which the sacrament re
turned to its normal form, it could be the blood of Christ; but not 
if it remained permanently, as when it was kept in rehquaries. In 
this case it was a substance miraculously produced as a sign.27

Whatever their explanations, the theologians agreed that the 
Eucharistic miracles could not involve a real dismemberment, 
wounding or loss of blood in Christ’s glorious and impassible 
humanity. Since his blood is inseparably united with his body in 
heaven, Scotus taught, it must necessarily be so wherever else 
he is present.28 There is no doubt, however, that popular 
imagination here outran the caution of the theologians. The 
opinion of many Scotist and Nominalist schoolmen—that the 
miraculous blood was indeed Christ’s—was more easily under
stood by simple folk than were the theological safeguards with 
which those same schoolmen qualified it. An unenlightened piety, 
avid for marvels, had little thought of theological difficulties when

26 St Thomas recounted this opinion, as already put forward in his day, and 
refuted it: Summa theologica, III.76.7, corp. Alexander of Hales put it thus: 
‘ Dominus secundum condescensionem humanae infirmitatis ostendit se talem 
congruit huic, et qualem huic’ (loc. cit. fol. 227V).

27 Later authors also made a distinction between consoling and comminatory 
apparitions; in the former what was seen could be Christ himself, in the latter it 
would be a portentous token. (Browe, ‘Die scholastische Theorie der eucha
ristischen Verwaiidlungswuiider’, in Theologische Quartalschrift, CX, 1929, 
P- 310-) 28 In IV. Sent. dist. 10, qu. 4, no. 13; Vives, vol. XVII, p. 245.
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confronted with a phial said to contain visibly some of the blood 
of the Saviour. The doctrine of the real presence was at the centre 
of Christian devotion, and the miraculously-appearing blood was 
readily acclaimed as a visible confirmation of that truth. Reform
ing churchmen could denounce but not wholly repress the exces
ses to which this naïve devotion led. Cardinal Nicholas of Cusa 
made a sharp reference to them in a pastoral charge of 1451, 
reminding his flock: ‘The Catholic faith teaches us that the glori
fied body of Christ has glorified blood within glorified veins, and 
that his blood is quite invisible to us’.29

There were disputes between rival preachers about the honour 
to be paid to relics of blood which had issued from miraculous 
hosts.30 Some Franciscans were for giving it divine adoration as 
the blood of Christ, but the Dominicans strenuously objected. 
Cajetan and others explained that the honour to be paid to such 
relics should be similar to that paid to relics of Christ’s clothing.31 
In a number of places the Church authorities permitted cult to be 
paid to rehcs believed to come from such hosts, on condition 
that there should be exposed in the same place a recently conse
crated host, to avoid the danger of idolatry.32

In the later mediaeval period the Thomist explanation of the 
Eucharistic phenomena continued to counteract the more 
realistic theories of Scotists and Nominalists. Gabriel Biel devoted 
a chapter to the question {‘De multiplici apparitione’), describing 
the various opinions, but did not opt for any one in particular.33 
Eventually, in the following centuries, the Thomist view came to 
be generally adopted. When modern Catholic theologians discuss 
such miracles they are rightly very cautious about the question of 
fact, which, they point out, must be examined with rigorous 
canons of historical criticism in each particular instance; on the 
doctrinal question, they teach that if any such apparition occurs,

28 Cited by Browe, ‘Die scholastische Theorie’, p. 314, note.
30 Browe, Die eucharistischen Wunder, p. 187.
31 Commentary on Sumina III.76.8. Among other theologians of the later 

middle ages who upheld the Thomist explanation were Peter Paludanus (^1342), 
Durandus of St Pourçain (fi334), Capreolus (fi444)> St Antoninus (fi459). 
Denis the Carthusian T1471).

32 Browe, ‘Die scholastische Theorie’, pp. 327-8.
33 Expositio cauonis missae, lectio 51.
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it is not the true blood or tissue of Christ that appears, but, as 
St Thomas held, a representative sign caused by divine power.

★ A ★ ★ A

Critics of mediaeval Catholicism suppose that the aim of the 
stories describing an appearance of blood in the Eucharist was to 
drive home the idea that each Mass was a realistic expiatory 
sacrifice, with actual bloodshed and a new passion of Christ.34 
Study of those stories current in the pre-Reformation period 
shows, however, that the doctrinal preoccupation underlying 
them is with the dogma of the real presence, not with that of the 
sacrificial nature of the Mass.

Bro we has shown how the various Eucharistic miracles reported 
over a span of some thousand years corresponded to the special 
theological and devotional interests of various periods. He gives a 
number of illustrations of this correlation,35 and it is not difficult 
to recognize others. In St Cyprian’s time the changing of the 
Eucharist into cinders or stones when received by the lapsed or 
schismatic corresponded to the insistence of the orthodox that 
such men were cut off from communion with Christ. The denial 
by the old hermit, in Abbot Arsenius’s tale, that the bread and 
wine in the Eucharist became the true body and blood of Christ, 
suggests an echo of a controversy concerning the real presence 
which arose in the fifth century. In the Christological disputes of 
that period both sides unduly pressed an analogy between the 
Incarnation and the Eucharistic presence. Some opponents of 
monophysitism, chiefly of the Antiochene school,36 thought it 
legitimate to argue to the truth of the duality of natures hi Christ 
from the analogy of a supposed ‘dyophytism’ in the Eucharist. 
While not denying Christ’s presence in the sacrament, they sup
posed that the bread and wine remained unchanged hi their own 
nature; whence they argued agahist the monophysites, by parallel 
reasoning, that in the hypostatic union the human nature of

34 e.g. Dr Dugmore, The Mass and the English Reformers, p. 77.
35 Wunder, pp. 177-83.
36 Among them were Theodoret of Cyrus and Eutherius of Tyana; Pope 

Gelasius I is suspected of the same mistaken opinion. (Bareille, art. ‘Eucharistie’ ir 
D.T.C. vol. V, col. 1165-72).
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Christ was not absorbed by the divine. Thus the story of the old 
hermit’s error about the Eucharistic presence was topical in the 
theological context of that time.

The visions of a lamb victim above the altar may well have a 
connection with a controversy that arose in the seventh century 
over the custom of depicting the Saviour in church art under the 
symbohc form of a lamb. The Byzantine Council in Trullo (692) 
forbade such representations, and there was a natural reaction 
against this proscription of an already traditional practice.37

37 Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne, vol. I, col. 967. Duchesne surmised that 
the addition of the chant of the Agnus Dei to the Roman Mass by Pope Sergius I 
was made as a protest against this 82nd canon of the Council in Trullo.

Again in the ninth century a new interest in Eucharistic miracles 
is found to correspond to a new Eucharistic controversy. The 
realistic appearances related by the biographers of St Gregory and 
by Paschasius Radbertus were of current interest at a time when 
the doctrine of the real presence seemed to be endangered by the 
symbolizing tendencies of Ratramn and others. Similarly the 
multiplication of miracle stories in the eleventh century and there
after was contemporary with the strong reaction in the Church 
against the errors of B erengari us regarding the Eucharistic pres
ence, and with the ensuing new surge of devotion to Christ in the 
sacrament.

Two other interesting illustrations of the connection between 
the miracle stories and contemporary theological speculations may 
be cited. With the spread of the practice of communicating under 
one kind only, some protested against it on the ground that 
Christ’s flesh alone was received in the host and not his blood. 
Alexander of Hales ^1245) relates how two monks who held this 
opinion were disabused of their error by a miraculous host which 
bled when broken. Another question disputed in the schools in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was whether transubstan- 
tiation occurred if a priest consecrated only one species. Caesarius 
of Heisterbach tells how some who denied it were refuted by 
another miraculous effusion of blood from a host which had been 
consecrated alone.

The miracle stories current during the period from the twelfth 
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to the sixteenth century conform to this general pattern. They 
have the obvious purpose of testifying—if too naively at times— 
to the article of faith that what has the outward appearance of 
bread and wine in the Eucharist is in reality the true body and 
blood of Christ. Under the stimulus of the Berengarian contro
versy and of the consequent reaffirmations of Catholic belief, this 
doctrine had become one of the most popular themes of theology 
and piety. There was no similar preoccupation with the doctrine 
of the sacrificial nature of the Mass, which was a belief taken for 
granted and scarcely discussed.

Something more must be said, however, about those earlier 
legends which told of a sacrificial slaying seen above the altar. 
Even though the legends in question appeared a thousand years 
before the Reformation and were in eclipse in the later mediaeval 
period, and even though they were always very few in number 
compared with the usual stories of‘real presence miracles’, they 
evidently demand special attention. They present objectionable 
features and do seem to suggest a grossly realistic notion of the 
sacrificial action in the Eucharist; have they any importance in the 
history of mediaeval theology and popular belief?

Those ‘sacrificial’ legends took two forms. In the first type, as 
in the episode narrated by the Abbot Arsenius,38 an angel was seen 
over the altar during Mass ritually slaying a child or a youth and 
pouring his blood into a chalice, and even dividing his members 
to correspond to the division of the host by the priest. In the sec
ond form a lamb victim was seen upon the altar—according to 
one account, while it was being transfixed by the blade; according 
to another, already slain and standing with blood flowing from its 
wounds.

38 Even there it is evident that the point of the original tale was to stress the 
truth of the real presence (which was what the old hermit doubted) rather than 
that of the ‘real sacrifice’.

The child victim seen in vision above the altar may have been 
suggested by the scene sometimes depicted (especially in Byzan
tine church art) in mosaics above the high altar, showing Abraham 
with knife upraised to sacrifice the boy Isaac. Fine examples of 
this design, linked with representations of the Eucharistic altar, 
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have survived in the sixth-century Byzantinesque mosaics of 
Ravenna.39 The angel performing the sacrificial act in Arsenius’s 
narrative may have been suggested by the prayer, found in almost 
all ancient liturgies, that the sacrifice of the earthly altar should 
have its mystical counterpart or be made effective on high through 
the ministry of an angel or angels. In the liturgy of St Cyril of 
Alexandria the reference to the angelical ministry is linked with 
mention of the sacrifice of Abraham.40

Compared with the visions of the killing and dismemberment 
of a boy during the Eucharistic rite, the accounts of an apparition 
of a lamb standing slain and bleeding upon a throne appear 
to be fairly harmless. They were doubtless connected with the 
text of the Apocalypse (v. 6) describing the vision of ‘a Lamb 
standing as it were slain’. The symbolic allusion would seem to 
exclude a crassly reahstic interpretation of the visions. The im
molated lamb was, like the sacrifice of Abraham (as well as the 
priestly service of Melchisedech and the oblation of a lamb by 
Abel), a theme mentioned in the liturgies and represented in 
church art, especially in apse mosaics or over the chancel arch.41 
The parallelism between those prefigurative sacrifices of the old 
law and the ‘clean oblation’ of the new was an idea expressed in 
the liturgies of both East and West.42

Doubtless the Byzantine writers who repeated the tale of Abbot 
Arsenins and the incident recorded in the legendary hfe of St 
Basil were not aware of anything objectionable in these stories. 
No doubt they thought they were doing no more than express in 
pictorial language the teaching handed down by the Greek 
Fathers, sometimes in bold hyperbole, concerning the truly sacri
ficial nature of the Eucharistic mystery. Yet their crude imagery 
could be misapplied—and was misapplied by some individuals in 
twelfth-century Constantinople, as will be noted later.

If those tales of bloody immolations had originated in the
39 The design is reproduced in Nelson’s Atlas of the Early Christian World, 

London 1958, no. 447. 40 Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne, vol. I, col. in.
41 e.g. in a sixth-century mosaic in old St Peter’s (ibid. col. 895).
42 As in the prayer in the canon of the Roman rite, Supra quae propitius. Another 

suggestive feature of the Eastern liturgies was the Prothesis rite (referred to 
again below, p. 431), in which the division of the bread was described as a 
sacrifice of the Lamb of God.
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Western Church of the later middle ages, no doubt they would be 
taken by the critics as evidence of the corrupt condition of Latin 
theology. But in fact they first arose in the East in the fifth 
century, whence they passed into the religious folklore of the 
West, but without giving rise to any gross doctrinal aberrations. 
As Browe has demonstrated,43 no recurrence of these ‘sacrificial’ 
prodigies is reported after the middle of the twelfth century. The 
date is significant, for it corresponds to the beginning of the golden 
age of scholastic theology. From the time of Peter Lombard on
wards the theologians all included in their commentaries his simple 
and explicit doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice, and they explained 
its commemorative and unbloody character so often that any sug
gestion of a real passion and a new slaying of the victim at the 
altar would have run counter to all the teaching of the time. The 
emphasis of the mediaeval schoolmen on the Scriptural truth, 
‘Christ dieth now no more, death shall no more have dominion 
over him’, was sufficient to discredit any such crass notions.44

In the light of all this it is not difficult to mark the essential 
difference between those naive legends of the earlier age, telling 
of a child or lamb victim, and the later accounts of visions 
during the celebration of Mass, in which Christ was contem
plated in his sufferings on the cross. The new flowering of 
Eucharistic piety from the eleventh century onwards had as its 
counterpart a tender and ever-growing devotion to the passion 
of Jesus. Almost every feature of the Mass was now explained 
as hi some way a symbolic reminder of the passion. It was in this 
spiritual climate that there occurred visions, such as that of St 
Dominic, in which the sacrifice of Calvary was seen by devout 
persons as the mystical background of the Mass. In these visions 
the Saviour was contemplated above the altar, not in a new passion 
and death, newly inflicted, but in the one saving sacrifice once

43 Wunder, p. 95. See also F. Schmidt, ‘Die eucharistischen Wundererschein- 
ungen im Licht der Dogmatik’, in Z.k.Th. 1902, p. 512.

44 The time-honoured legends were still repeated here and there in the re
ligious folklore of the later centuries, without being taken amiss. ‘Lewd people 
loven tales olde’, as Chaucer’s Pardoner said. The story of the old hermit is 
related, for example, in a Middle English poem (Minor Poems of the Vernon 
MS., E.E.T.STpp. 201-2) and in John Bromyard’s Summa Praedicantinm (Venice 
edit. 1586, p. 243).
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offered, which in the Mass was commemorated and made 
mystically present in its saving power. It was this sublime concep
tion that later mediaeval art tried to capture when it pictured the 
precious blood flowing from the wounds of the crucified Christ 
into a Eucharistic chalice held by angels or by a priest. Sometimes 
it was the vision of Christ rising from the tomb that was shown 
above the altar. Another scene depicted in contemporary religious 
art was that of Christ being ground in a mystic mill to make the 
Eucharistic bread, or being pressed in a mystic wine-press with his 
blood issuing below and flowing into a chalice.45 Strange though 
these compositions may seem to us today, the underlying idea is 
clearly symbolic, not grossly realistic.

45 Browe, Wunder, pp. 99-100.
46 Rationale divinorum officiorum, lib. IV, 51.17; Lyons edit. 1612, p. 198. 

Durandus T1296) refers to the point in connection with the rite of the com
mingling of a portion of the host in the chalice after the ‘fraction’, a rite which he 
sees as symbolic of the return to life of Christ’s body at his resurrection. The 
Rationale was the most famous of all the mediaeval expositions of the ceremonial 
of the Mass, and was the source from which many of the Mass-explanations of the 
following centuries were compiled. It was printed in no less than 43 editions 
before 1500. See Appendix B, no. xxx.

The writers and preachers who repeated the miracle stories in 
the later middle ages did so, then, to emphasize the truth of Christ’s 
words: ‘This is my body ... This is my blood’. When they 
narrated that blood had been seen to flow miraculously from a 
host they never drew the conclusion that Christ is therefore 
sacrificially slain anew in the Mass, but they saw the miracle as 
proof from on high that the consecrated host is not mere bread 
but the living flesh of Christ. They could imagine no more vivid 
testimony, to show that what had the appearance of an inanimate 
wafer of bread was in reality living human tissue, than that blood 
should issue from it. The mediaevals were familiar, moreover, 
with die scriptural idea that ‘in the blood is the life’ (Deut. xiii. 23), 
which was also commended to them on the scientific level by the 
authority of Aristotle. Durandus of Mende, for instance, refers to 
it in his celebrated Rationale*6 It is also evident from those nar
ratives that the issue of blood was regarded as an exceptional and 
portentous sign, not as a normal consequence of the offering of 
Mass. Plausible as it may seem at first sight, the tales of bleeding 
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hosts do not after all imply, as Medd, Bicknell, Hicks and others 
have supposed, a current belief in a daily wounding and death of 
Christ at the altar.

There is no need to discuss here how much was authentic in 
those records of Eucharistic marvels, how much was invented or 
imagined, and how much was patient of a natural explanation.47 
Their present relevance is that they serve to show how religious 
folklore reflected—even if the image was distorted at times—the 
doctrinal preoccupations of the day, while the Church’s Eucharis
tic theology progressed through those centuries unharmed by the 
extravagances of popular credulity.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Dr Dugmore, who is persuaded that late-mediaeval piety must 
have believed in a new passion of Christ and in a new expiatory 
bloodshed endured by him in the Mass, adduces as his most 
striking evidence the following remark from the Festial of John 
Mirk, an English fourteenth-century devotional writer: ‘So yet 
each day in the Mass He sheddeth His blood in high meed to all 
that this believe’. The passage occurs in a sermon for the Feast of 
Corpus Christi. Dr Dugmore’s comment is that ‘this teaching 
carries the realist tradition further than anything which we have 
yet encountered’.48

If this is the worst that can be alleged against the religious 
teachers of the middle ages, they escape lightly indeed. That there 
could be found, among all the writers and popular preachers of 
those centuries, one or other who gave voice to a crude and

47 The rare phenomenon of ‘blood-rain’ on wheaten bread, starch paste, etc. 
a chemical reaction caused by the presence of a certain organism (Bacillus pro- 
digiosus') in the wheat, has been investigated in recent years. It is recorded that a 
red secretion resembling blood has been observed to exude from bread made from 
wheat so affected. Is it possible that this natural phenomenon was the starting 
point of one or other of the mediaeval miracle stories ? Dr Hewlett, Professor of 
Bacteriology at King’s College, London, favoured this explanation. ‘The moist 
consecrated wafers’, he wrote, ‘after being left on the altar in the church over
night would be found the next day to be covered with little blood-like drops, 
which rapidly grew larger. What else, it was asked, could it be but blood.. .. ? 
It was a miracle which priest and layman could believe in with perfect honesty.’ 
(Cited in an article, ‘Pink Wheat’, in Milling, March 28th 1936.)

48 The Mass and the English Reformers, p. 77.
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objectionable explanation of the Mass would be no matter for 
astonishment; eccentric opinions are to be found in every age. It 
does not appear, however, that Mirk’s teaching about the Mass 
provides such an exception to the current orthodoxy of his day. 
He explains in the Festial that the Mass is for the ‘mynning’, or 
commemoration, of Christ’s passion, that Christ instituted it as 
‘a perpetual memory of his passion for to abide with his people’, 
in order that the Christian might ‘have sadder mind of Christ’s 
passion in his heart’.49

It is the word ‘shed’, used of Christ’s blood in the Eucharist, 
that leads Dr Dugmore to judge Mirk’s meaning unfavourably. 
He assumes that the phrase cited must imply a new wounding and 
bloody passion in every Mass. The word was indeed used by Mirk 
in several places to refer to the flow of Christ’s blood from his 
wounded side upon the cross. In his rhymed Instructions for Parish 
Priests,50 for example, he tells them to teach their flocks,

That it that is in the altar made 
It is very God’s blood 
That he shed on the rood.

The verb ‘shed’, however, had an even commoner sense in 
Middle English, meaning simply, ‘to pour’, or ‘to let flow’, any 
Equid.51 The New English Dictionary notes that the word was the 
ordinary rendering of the Latin fundere, efundere. It could be used 
with reference to the pouring of blood without necessarily imply
ing a present act of‘bloodshed’ in our modem sense. Wycliff, for 
example, translating the text of Exodus xxiv. 6, which relates how 
Moses took the blood of a victim previously slain and, after 
putting part into vessels, ‘poured’ the rest upon an altar, renders 
the fudit of the Vulgate by ‘shed’.52 It was moreover a common 
usage in Christian tradition, based upon our Lord’s own words 
when instituting the sacrament, to speak of the blood sacramen
tally contained in the Eucharistic chalice as ‘poured out for many

49 Mirk’s Festial, edited by T. Erbe, E.E.T.S. London 1905, pp. 169, 171; 
similarly p. 173.

60 Edited by E. Peacock, E.E.T.S. London 1868, p. 9.
61 Murray’s New English Dictionary, vol. VIII, Oxford 1914, p. 658.
62 ibid. Passages are quoted showing similar usage by several authors of the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, including Chaucer and Mirk himself.
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unto remission of sins’. In a passage often used by the schoolmen 
St Ambrose wrote:

As often as we receive, we show forth the death of the Lord; and if his death, 
we show forth also the remission of sins. If, as often as his blood is poured 
out (effunditur'), it is poured out for the remission of sins, I ought always to 
accept it, that he may always remit my sins.53

Similarly Mirk means that Christ, who once shed his precious 
blood in his passion on Calvary to redeem the world, still ‘sheds’ 
it, that is, still pours it out sacramentally and makes it available for 
all who will believe and who will accept the salvation he has won 
for them. What now flows in the Eucharistic chalice is that very 
same redemptive blood, really present, and Mirk recounts one of 
the ordinary mediaeval miracle-stories to bring the point home. 
The story concerns some doubting clerics whose faith was re
stored by a miraculous issue of blood from a host, which occurred 
during a Mass celebrated by St Odo of Canterbury, after the 
rite of the ‘fraction’. Dr Dugmore supposes that the ‘clear purport’ 
of the story was to emphasize the belief that each Mass involves 
real bloodshed; Christ must therefore be sacrificed daily in a 
renewed propitiatory passion. The actual purport of the story, 
however, is seen from the comments of the clerks for whose 
correction the miracle had been vouchsafed. Their doubts clearly 
referred not to sacrifice but to the real presence, for after they had 
understood, from the miraculous appearance of blood from the 
host, that the latter was not merely bread but Christ’s living flesh, 
they exclaimed to Bishop Odo: ‘Be thou blessed, man, that has 
this grace thus to handle Christ’s body! We believe now fully 
that this is very God’s body and his blood that droppeth there into 
the chalice’.54 The narrative ends: ‘And so the sacrament turned 
into its form of bread as it was before’. Dr Dugmore comments, 
‘The closing words of this strange tale are puzzling’; but in fact 
this had been the normal ending of such stories of ‘real presence 
miracles’ since they first became popular in the early middle ages.

83 De sacramentis, book IV, chap. 6, no. 28; C.S.E.L. vol. LXXIII, pp. 57-8. 
Similar use of the word efftmdere in connection with the blood of the Eucharistic 
chalice is found in St Gregory the Great’s Dialogues, IV. 58, etc.

64 Festia!, p. 171.
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By the ‘realistic’ phrase to which Dr Dugmore takes exception 
it appears that Mirk meant no more and no less than the truth that 
contemporary artists expressed symbolically when they depicted 
the blood flowing from the wounds of Christ on Calvary into 
the Eucharistic chahce. His understanding of that truth appears 
from the full text of the sentence to which Dr Dugmore refers:

Then as Christ that day shed his blood on the cross in help of all mankind, so 
yet each day in the Mass he sheddeth lais blood in high meed to all that tins 
believe; for without this belief there may be no man saved.55

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

The Eucharistic doctrine of Eastern Orthodox theologians 
usually escapes the severe censure levelled against Roman 
theology, and their corporate orthodoxy is justly praised by 
Anglican sympathizers. By one of the quirks of history, however, 
the very heresy that Anglican authors have too readily supposed 
to be the besetting sin of the Latin theologians of the middle ages 
did actually arise in the twelfth century in the Greek Church, 
where it gained a certain limited notoriety. The incriminated 
doctrine was proposed by a number of Byzantine theologians, 
chief of whom was the celebrated Michael Glykas,56 who in his 
work, Chapters on Difficulties in Sacred Scripture, openly put for
ward the view that Christ in the Eucharist is passible and subject 
to destruction until after being received by the communicant; hi 
a strange but real sense he is slain at the hands of the priest, is 
dismembered in the division of the host, is lacerated by the teeth 
of the faithful. Finally, after this physical immolation he passes to 
the stomach of the communicant, is laid there as in a tomb, and 
only then becomes once more immortal and impassible. Just as 
Christ’s resurrection followed his burial, so in the sacred liturgy, 
after being mutilated in the sacrificial rite and buried in the com
municant’s body, he is immediately restored to his glorious state, 
and in this mysterious resurrection he imparts to the communicant 
the vivifying influence of his eternal life.57

66 ibid. p. 170.
66 M. Jugie, Theologia dogmatica christianorum orientalium, Paris 1926, vol. I, 

pp. 413-4.
67 ibid. vol. Ill (Paris 1930), pp. 321-2.
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Glykas and his supporters were able to appeal to a number of 
elements in the Byzantine tradition which seemed to lend colour 
to their strange opinion. There were certain hyperbolical expres
sions relating to the Eucharistic sacrifice in the writings of some of 
the Greek Fathers, who in the use of arresting language easily 
echpsed the staid Latins. Isolated from their context and from the 
general Eucharistic doctrine of the Fathers in question, such 
‘purple passages’ as the following might well have seemed to 
Glykas to support his ultra-realistic theory:

When you see the Lord sacrificed and lying there, and the priest standing and 
praying over the victim, and all there reddened with that precious blood, do 
you think that you are still on earth among men, or rather that you have 
risen above the heavens? (St John Chrysostom)58

When the Holy Spirit bestows his grace, when he comes down and touches 
the offerings with his power, when you see the Lamb, slain and consum
mated, how can you then raise a tumult? (St John Chrysostom)59

O holy man of God, hesitate not to pray and intercede for us when with a 
word you draw down the Word, when with bloodless cut you separate the 
body and blood of the Lord, using speech as the blade. (St Gregory 
Nazianzen)60

The body of a victim is not fit for eating if it is animated.61 Wherefore 
when he exhibited to his disciples his body to be eaten and his blood to be 
drunk, already his body had been sacrificed, according to his will, in a secret 
and ineffable manner, by the power of the One who worked the mystery. 
(St Gregory of Nyssa)62

61 On the Priesthood, book 3, chap. 4; P.G. XLVIII, col. 642.
58 Homilies on Cemetery and Cross, no. 3; P.G. XLIX, col. 398.
60 Letter to Amphilochius, P.G. XXXVII, col. 280-1.
61 Compare the much-criticized remark of Lancelot Andrewes: ‘If an host 

could be turned into Him now glorified as He is, it would not serve; Christ 
offered is it,—thither we must look. To the Serpent lift up, thither we must 
repair, even ad cadaver.’ [Sermons, vol. II, Library of Anglo-Catholic Theology, 
p. 302). As in the case of the fourth-century Greek Father, so with the seventeenth
century Anglican divine, examination of the context clears the author from 
suspicion of gross meaning.

82 Sermon on Easter, P.G. XLVI, col. 612. 63 Jugie, op. cit. vol. Ill, p. 323.

What St John Chrysostom and the other Fathers meant 
as graphic imagery, Glykas took literally.63 (Bishop Hicks inter
prets these Greek patristic texts with fairness and sympathy; he 
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excuses Chrysostom and Nazianzen for these ‘frankly rhetorical’ 
passages on the ground that their orthodoxy is safeguarded by the 
rest of their teaching, which shows that they did not assert a fresh 
killing of Christ in the Eucharist.64) Among other elements in the 
Byzantine tradition to which Glykas could appeal were the early 
legends which had originated in popular Greek words of hagio
graphy—especially the tale told by Arsenius about the child seen 
dismembered above the altar while the priest was dividing 
the host, and that told by the biographer of St Basil, describing the 
gory apparition to a Jew.

Another argument which could not fail to impress him was 
afforded by the symbolism of the Prothesis ceremony in the 
Byzantine Eucharistic rite, as it had been elaborated by the twelfth 
century. Unlike those of the West, the Eastern liturgies had de
veloped a separate rite for the preparation of the elements at the 
beginning of Mass, and had attached to it a detailed and fanciful 
imagery. ‘The symbolism reaches an extreme point’, writes 
Baumstark, ‘when at the outset of the Prothesis the cutting up of 
the bread is considered as a real immolation of the Lamb of God, 
and is accompanied by the formula pronounced by the priest en
gaged in offering the Sacrifice: “The Lamb of God is being 
sacrificed”.’65 The division of the bread was performed with a 
miniature lance, representing that which pierced Christ’s side on 
Calvary. Glykas could also cite in his support some remarks made 
by Byzantine theologians in the monophysite controversy, which 
seem to suppose that the Eucharistic body of Christ is passible 
until received hi holy communion.66

The principal reason, however, that led Glykas to his strange 
theory was, as Jugie points out, a defective theory of transubstan- 
tiation among Byzantine theologians, who so strongly insisted on

64 The Fullness of Sacrifice, pp. 304-6.
65 A. Baumstark, Comparative Liturgy, English edition by F. L. Cross, London 

1958, p. 132. The Latins found fault with this development. See the criticism of 
Cardinal Humbert (1050) cited by Brightman, Liturgies, Eastern and Western, 
vol. I, Oxford 1896, p. 541.

es Thus Anastasius Sinaita, arguing against the heretics of his time (and drawing 
an analogy between the Incarnation and the Eucharist), reasons that the Eucha
ristic body of Christ must be passible before communion because the host in fact 
corrupts in time if reserved. (Hodegos, chap. 23; P.G. LXXXIX, col. 297.) 
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the completeness of the Eucharistic transformation that they 
would not allow, as Latin theology did, that the ‘accidents’ of 
bread and wine remained unchanged when their substance was 
changed into the tissue of Christ. For those who held that even the 
outward dimensions and appearances which the senses perceived 
in the Eucharist were in reality transmuted into Christ’s body and 
blood, it was easy to infer that when the host was broken it was 
Christ that was lacerated and dismembered. This particular mis
conception was corrected, and the opinion of Glykas was repudi
ated as a heresy, Jugie observes, ‘especially after the [Western] 
scholastic doctrine of the Eucharistic accidents became current in 
the East’.67

67 op. cit. vol. Ill, p. 325; cf. D.T.C., vol. XIV, col. 2604-12.
68 The text is given in Lanfranc’s De corpore et sanguine Domini, I.2; P.L. CL, 

col. 410-11.

The contemporary Latin theologians were indeed safeguarded 
from following a line of reasoning such as Glykas’s by their 
doctrine of the Eucharistic species. Not Christ himself, they ex
plained, but the ‘accidents’ of bread and wine, which by divine 
power remain in being unchanged when the substances become 
the body and blood of Christ, are the subject of whatever 
destruction or physical change may be observed in the Eucharist. 
To speak with theological precision, only expressions that refer 
to simple presence can be predicated directly of Christ in the 
Eucharist, whereas those that refer to any physical vicissitudes that 
may occur hi the sacrament must be predicated of the ‘accidents’. 
Thus it is correct to say that the body of Christ is present on the 
altar, is held aloft by the priest at the elevation, is received by the 
communicant; but not that it is broken, divided or crushed by the 
teeth. There is a notorious phrase which offends against this canon 
of theological language hi one of the many professions of faith 
tendered to Berengarius by various authorities. It is found hi a 
document drawn up by Cardhial Humbert at a synod in Rome hi 
1059, asserting that the body and blood of Christ are, ‘not 
only in sacramental figure but in reality, hi a bodily manner 
(sensualiter), handled and broken by the hands of the priest and 
ground by the teeth of the faithful’.68 This ill-sounding phrase
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was in fact chosen with reference to Berengarius’s own termi
nology, and it is clear from the writings of Humbert and his col
leagues that they did not intend the crass sense these words seem 
to imply.69 The doctrine of the Eucharistic ‘accidents’, set out in 
the Sentences of Peter Lombard (J 1164) in any case prevented the 
later schoolmen of the West from taking Humbert’s phrase amiss, 
and from pursuing Eucharistic realism to the excess reached by 
Glykas in the East.70

Against what Jugie calls Glykas’s ‘astounding doctrine’ the 
greater number of Byzantine theologians reacted in indignation. 
Glykas did not lack eminent supporters, however, including the 
Patriarch of Constantinople, George Xiphilinus, and his successor, 
John Camaterus (fi2oó), whose patronage enabled the novel 
doctrine to make some headway. A synod called by the Emperor 
Alexius III tried to impose silence in the controversy, with in
complete success, but finally the capture and sack of Constan
tinople by the Crusaders in 1204 put an end to further discussion.71 
It may be hoped that when some still-unedited manuscripts are 
published it will be possible to put Glykas in a better light. In 
view of his theological eminence in other respects it seems im
probable that he really understood his theory in the crude sense it 
seems to imply. His error was in any case an isolated phenomenon 
in Byzantine theology, opposed by the majority and later almost 
completely discredited,72 and it would clearly be unfair to base 
upon it any general censure of the Eastern Orthodox Church’s 
doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice. Fortunately for the Orthodox, 
they are assured of a sympathetic understanding from English 
critics, so that the singular opinion of that small group of theo
logians in Constantinople will be seen in due perspective.

69 For a concise explanation of the context and meaning of the offending 
phrase see Filograssi, De Eucharistia, 6th edit. pp. 204-5.

70 Lombard refers to ‘some’ who appealed to the wording of the profession of 
faith imposed on Berengarius as reason for holding that ‘the body of Christ is 
essentially broken and divided, and yet exists whole and incorruptible’. He 
dismisses this strange opinion and shows how the doctrine of the Eucharistic 
accidents solves any difficulty in this connection. (Sentences, lib. IV, dist. 12, 
cap. 2-3; Quaracchi edit. vol. II, pp. 807-8.)

71 Jugie, op. cit. vol. Ill, p. 324.
72 Traces of Glykas’s theory are said, on the authority of Athanasius of Paris, to 

be discernible even in some modern Greek writings. (Jugie, ibid. p. 325, note 1.)
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But it is time to return from this digression in the early-mediae
val theology of the East to the late-mediaeval theology of the 
West and to the censures of its indefatigable critics. The mist of 
what has been described, brusquely but justifiably, as ‘the 
mactation nonsense’73 is still not wholly dissipated.

731 . T. Hale in Downside Review, autumn 1958, p. 367. Mgr H. F. Davis 
says likewise: ‘If ever there was a myth, with no other basis than that “what I 
say three times is true”, it is this’. (Clergy Review, July 1959, p. 412).
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Chapter Twenty

‘THE POST-TRIDENTINE “DESTRUCTION 
THEORIES” OF THE EUCHARISTIC

SACRIFICE, WHICH MUST SURELY HAVE 
HAD THEIR ROOTS IN

PRE-REFORMATION THEOLOGY’

f I Hie question of Eucharistic immolation has still another 
I major complication, one which cannot be passed over in

JL silence here, since it is the main reason by which several 
critics are still persuaded that the idea of a new slaying of Christ 
must have been taught and believed in the pre-Reformation 
Church. It is the so-called ‘destruction theory’ of sacrifice, found 
in the writings of some of the leading Catholic theologians of the 
late-sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Renowned Jesuit doctors of the post-Tridentine era, including 
St Robert Bellarmine, Suarez, Lessius, Cardinal De Lugo, as well 
as many other authors even until recent times, accepted the prin
ciple that every true sacrifice involves a destruction or change 
brought about in connection with what is offered. Applying this 
general principle to explain how the Mass was a true sacrifice, 
they proceeded to seek there some destruction or quasi-destruc- 
tion which should constitute the sacrificial act. This approach to 
the problem has been criticized not only by Anglicans but also by 
modern Roman Catholic scholars, many of whom now agree 
that those post-Tridentine theories were a departure from earlier 
tradition and a straying in unprofitable paths.1 The theory of De 
Lugo, for example, is described by Fr H. Boiiesse as ‘a theological 
monstrosity’.2 Particularly strong denunciations from the pen of 
Canon E. C. Masure have been received with satisfaction in 
England. He writes:

1 e.g. M. de la Taille S. J., Mysterium Fidei, elucidatio 24.
2 Theologie ct Sacerdoce, Chambery 1938, pp. 200-2.
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In order to explain the immolation of Christ on the altar, these theologians 
are not satisfied till they have produced executioners to put Him to death, 
or at least a knife to slaughter Him (Lessius), chains to fetter Him (de Lugo), 
or humiliations to abase or diminish Him (Franzelin). The fact of their not 
appreciating the significance of the wounds on Christ’s risen body obliges 
them to deliver Him to death in order to immolate Him again—as if He 
were not the eternally immolated One. They would appear to have no under
standing of the internal principles which govern a sacrifice. . . -3

3 The Sacrifice of the Mystical Body, English translation, London 1954, pp. 59-60. 
Masure makes similar comments in The Christian Sacrifice, English translation, 
London 1944, pp. 223-4.

4 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 131.
B Histoire de la conception du sacrifice de la messe, pp. 44 seq.

English critics of late-mediaeval theology see here a vindication 
of their case. If post-Reformation theologians taught the repellent 
theory that the Eucharistic sacrifice involves killing Christ anew 
at the altar, surely one may assume that it must have had its roots 
in the past, that it must have been the opinion of the pre-Refor
mation theologians as well? In spite of the evidence set forth in 
the preceding chapters to show that the pre-Reformation scholas
tics consistently held the Mass to be an unbloody and com
memorative sacrifice in which Christ, present in his glorious and 
impassible state, could not suffer anew, and despite the texts cited to 
show that the Reformers knew this to be their doctrine, it seems 
that this striking discovery of the opposite error in post-Tridentine 
theology gives the he to all that. It seems to afford at last the proof 
needed to buttress the thesis proposed by Bishop Hicks as the 
ultimate explanation of the Reformation deadlock over the 
Mass.

Beresford Kidd had already sketched out this line of reasoning. 
He asserted that the post-Tridentine ‘destruction theory’ merely 
brought into the open what had long been latent in Roman 
Catholic theology. ‘De Lugo’, he wrote, ‘was the great exponent 
of this theory, and as such was the heir of the behefs of the later 
Middle Ages; for his view involves a repetition of the sufferings of 
Christ at each Mass’.4 Relying upon criticisms contained in the 
essay of J. M. A. Vacant,5 he traced the starting point of the pro
cess that culminated in the objectionable teaching of De Lugo
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back to a ‘new definition of sacrifice’ put forward in the thirteenth 
century by St Thomas Aquinas, who ‘looks for the propitiatory 
effect in the destruction or physical modification of the victim’. 
By this unfortunate definition, Kidd asserts, St Thomas uninten
tionally began that corruption of doctrine about the Eucharistic 
sacrifice which eventually provoked the Reformation: ‘Clearly it 
was a definition directly calculated to produce results such as those 
of the practical system we have reviewed—a popular belief in 
repeated sacrifices’.6

From Kidd’s book this argument passed into Bicknell’s com
mentary on the Thirty-nine Articles, and thereafter into the works 
of Drs Hicks, Dugmore and many others.7 It is now widely 
accepted, that from the time of St Thomas onwards, as Bicknell 
puts it: ‘The study of the Eucharistic sacrifice got, as it were, 
shunted on to a very barren side-track. The absorbing question 
came to be, if Christ is the victim in every Eucharist, what change 
does He undergo in each offering, so that it may rightly be termed 
a sacrifice?’ Even in the twentieth century, Bicknell says, the 
Roman teaching about the Eucharistic sacrifice, ‘hampered by the 
unsound tradition based on the teaching of Aquinas’, ‘rests on the 
later and debased mediaeval theology’.8 Dr Mascall greets with 
satisfaction the criticisms which Masure and other Roman 
Cathohc writers in recent years have levelled against the post
Tridentine ‘destruction theories’. Like Bishop Hicks, he is per
suaded that those theories had their roots in the pre-Reformation 
period, that they were in fact the logical working out of ‘the 
mediaeval equation, sacrifice = death’. The erroneous conception 
of the Eucharistic sacrifice exposed by de la Taille, Vonier and 
others, and pilloried by Masure, must therefore have been active 
in the schools before the Reformation as well as afterwards.9

There is, however, one circumstance that does not harmonize 
well with this presentation of the case: the modern Roman 

6 op. cit. pp. 49-51.
7 Hicks, Fullness of Sacrifice, pp. 309 seq.; Dugmore, The Mass and the English 

Reformers, p. 62; A. G. Hebert, Intercommunion (1932), p. 56. note 1.
8 Thirty-nine Articles, 3rd edit. pp. 414-5, 4TS-9-
9 See especially chap. 4, ‘The Eucharistic Sacrifice’, of Dr Mascall’s Corpus 

Christi (London 1953). Dom Gregory Dix made a similar supposition in The 
Question of Anglican Orders, 1956 edit. pp. 81-2.
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Catholic authors whose criticisms Anglicans cite with approval 
all insist that the theories they censure originated after the Refor
mation, in post-Tridentine scholasticism, and all agree that pre
Reformation Catholic theology was innocent of them. Masure 
himself insists that teaching about the Mass-sacrifice was sound up 
to the time of the Council of Trent, and only after that came what 
he calls ‘the break with tradition’. The objectionable theories 
which were then devised, he says, ‘have no future because they 
have no past’.10 This is evidently a point of some importance. If 
the ‘destruction theories’ of the Mass were not yet thought of in the 
pre-Reformation Church they cannot be at the root of the Reform
ation conflict over the Eucharistic sacrifice, and the foundation of 
the modem Anglo-Catholic argument to that effect is gone.

10 The Christian Sacrifice, chapter 4, pp. 221 seq. So too Vonier, Sketches and 
Studies in Theology, London 1940, p. 86. DelaTaille emphasizes the novelty of the 
post-Tridentine theories in Esquisse du mystere de lafoi, pp. 7-65. ‘To inquire what 
was done to Christ in the Mass to put him in the state of a victim’, he writes, 
‘was a problem nowhere raised before the middle of the sixteenth century’ (p. 18).

11 Corpus Christi, p. 98. In his earlier work, Christ, the Christian and the Church 
(T94d), Dr Mascall seems not yet to have reached this conclusion about the 
pre-Reformation origin of De Lugo’s theory, for he describes it as having been 
‘held by some post-Reformation Roman writers’ (p. 181).

Dr Mascall appreciates that this is a vital point in his synthesis, 
and he returns to it repeatedly. He meets the difficulty by suppos
ing that Masure, and the other Roman Catholic scholars who 
insist on a post-Tridentine origin for the theories they criticize, 
are unwittingly influenced by loyalty pro domo sua. Thus when 
Masure censures De Lugo’s theory as an innovation, Dr Mascall 
demurs: ‘As I have already suggested, it would seem to go back 
into the Middle Ages’.11 Again, he notes that a sound and tradi
tional doctrine of the sacrifice is said by Masure ‘to have been fully 
operative in both St Thomas Aquinas and in the Council of Trent, 
and to have become obscured only in the post-Reformation 
writers under the stress of their controversies with the Protestants’. 
Dr Mascall’s comment here is: ‘We may perhaps suspect that in 
forming this estimate Masure has been too much influenced by 
respect for the exalted position which the Angelic Doctor and the 
Tridentine definitions hold in his own Communion, and that in 
fact the debasement of the tradition which Masure rightly de
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plores call be traced back into the Middle Ages.’12 In another 
passage, while commending the reformulation of Eucharistic 
doctrine by modern Roman Catholic authors, he refers to the 
‘great circumspection’ which they have had to exercise, and com
ments once again: ‘A member of another Communion may per
haps be forgiven for suggesting that the divagation from the 
authentic tradition which they deplore perhaps began earlier than 
they have recognized and may have influenced the outlook, if 
not the dogmatic affirmations, of even the most august teachers’.13

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

It is time to study more . closely the so-called ‘destruction 
theories’ about the Mass, which in recent years have been often 
referred to with disapproval but seldom examined in detail. To 
summarize in advance the results of this inquiry, the following 
conclusions emerge:

(i) The incriminated theories were indeed unknown before the 
Reformation, and arose in the new schools of controversial 
theology which developed after the middle of the sixteenth cen
tury, they were specifically devised to meet the challenge that the 
Protestant rejection of the Mass had presented to the traditional 
doctrine, and to defend the dogmatic definitions of the Council 
of Trent.

(ii) Those theories were by no means the repellent and heretical 
errors suggested by hearsay reports of them. None of the theolo
gians in question—not even De Lugo, to whose opinion is meted 
out the severest criticism of all—ever defended the bizarre notion 
of a new slaying, or of any real destruction or injury suffered by 
Christ in the sacrifice of the Mass. On the contrary, all exclude 
that error. It is for other reasons that their opinions have been left 
aside by modem Catholic theology.

(iii) Those theories, in any case, were never universal in the 
post-Tridentine schools; alternative and sounder explanations 
always remained current.

In the following pages each of these three assertions must be 
discussed in turn. The first, concerning the post-Reformation date

12 Corpus Christi, p. ioi. 13 ibid. p. 107.
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of origin of the theories in question, has often been demonstrated 
by scholars whose agreement on the point can hardly be dismissed 
as the special pleading of Roman apologists. Not only Cathode 
writers (e.g. Renz, Lepin, de la Taille, Gaudel, Diekamp, Arnold, 
Halmer, Jungmann14), who treat of the subject critically and with
out any thought of controversy with Anglicans, but also Protest
ant historians of dogma, Kattenbusch, Scheel, Seeberg and 
Wiegand,15 as well as the Anglo-Catholic scholars F. E. Bright
man and Darwell Stone, agree in assigning a post-Tridentine 
origin to the ‘destruction theories’ of the Mass, and in acquitting 
pre-Reformation theology of responsibility for them. Katten
busch observes that even under the first stress of controversy with 
the Reformers, who challenged their adversaries to explain how 
the Mass could be a real sacrifice, the pre-Tridentine Cathode 
apologists did not attempt to answer with solutions such as those 
contrived by their successors of the fodowing generation. Only 
later, he continues—■

14 Renz, Geschichte des Messopferbegriffs, esp. vol. II, pp. 243 seq,; Lepin, 
L’idée du sacrifice, pp. 340 seq.; de la Taille, Mysterium Fidei, elucidado 24; A. 
Michel, ‘La Messe chez les théologiens postérieurs au Conche de Trente’, in 
D.T.C. vol. XIV, esp. col. 1168 seq.; F. Diekamp, Theologiae dogmaticae ntaiinale, 
vol. IV (Paris and Tournai 1934) p. 236; F. X. Arnold, ‘Vorgeschichte und 
Einfluss der Trienter Messopferdekrets’, pp. 151 seq.; N. M. Halmer, in Dinus
Thomas (Fribourg), 1943, pp. 187-212; J. A. Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman 
Rite, vol. I (New York 1950), pp. 184-5, and note 31. Similarly Fr J. Crehan, 
Clergy Review, Oct. 1958, pp. 610-11; Mgr H. F. Davis, ibid. July 1959, p. 409.

16 O. Scheel, art. ‘Opfer’ in Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, 1st 
edit. Tübingen 1913, col. 974; F. Wiegand was the author of the article on the 
same subject in the second edition of this encyclopaedia (Tübingen 1930, vol. IV, 
col. 728.)

16 Art. ‘Messe’ in Realencyklopddie fiir protestantische Theologie nnd Kirche, 
vol. XII, Leipzig 1903, 692.

In the period after Trent began a new summer of scholastic theology, the 
age of‘neo-scholasticism’. Then speculations about the Mass-sacrifice won a 
place for themselves which developed the question in a manner previously 
unknown to the older, classical scholasticism. . . . Whether it meant an 
advance or a decline, a blessing or a danger for the piety of Catholics, whether 
it was beneficial or prejudicial to their Mass-sacrifice, we Protestants have 
not to decide. But for the scholarly historian there can be no doubt but that 
Renz is right in indicating a great difference between this post-Tridentine 
‘doctrine’ and that of the Church in ancient times, which was also that of the 
middle ages.16
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Secberg, after surveying the Mass doctrine of the Catholic 
apologists in the first half of the sixteenth century, concludes: ‘It 
requires no further research to recognize that they only repeat in 
general the old scholastic teaching, and that there is still no trace 
to be found of the speculations of the later neo-scholastic authors.’ 
Describing the Tridentine decree of 1562 on the Mass, he com
ments: ‘In essentials, Trent kept to the basic lines of the great 
scholastics. But the history of later developments of the concept 
of the Mass-sacrifice shows that the question was not closed by that 
decree. ... In fact, here was the starting point of the neo-scholastic 
speculations’.17 In England Brightman had earlier reached the 
same conclusion. Trent’s decree on the Mass, he said, marked ‘the 
beginning, not the end, of a discussion which has been going on 
since’.18 Darwell Stone, reviewing de la Tailie’s Mysterium Fidei, 
praised it for following ‘the main lines of mediaeval and Triden
tine theology’, and for thus avoiding ‘the many and manifold 
difficulties which have been brought in through the supposed 
need of asserting some form of destruction in the mass for it to be 
a sacrifice, and the subtleties which hence became necessary for 
many of the post-Tridentine Latin divines’.19

What led to the rise of the ‘destruction theories’ in the latter part 
of the sixteenth century, and what precisely was their content? 
From the evidence now to be reviewed, it will be seen that the 
new approach was developed under the pressure of the controver
sial preoccupations of the age. It was an attempt to counter more 
effectively the dialectical objections of the Protestants against the 
Mass, and at the same time it was a movement of speculative 
theology to justify and explain the definition of the Council of 
Trent, which in 1562 declared that the Mass is ‘a true and proper 
sacrifice’ and not a ‘mere commemoration’ of the past sacrifice of 
Calvary. In the course of these developments there came about a 
significant change in the method of treating of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice in the schools.

17 Lehrbnch der Dogniengeschichte, vol. IV, part 2, 3rd edit. Leipzig 1920, pp. 753, 
795- . , . .

18 Church Historical Society Lectures, Series 1, p. 193; cited by Gibson, Thirty-nine 
Articles, vol. II, p. 694.

1SJ.T.S. XXV, 1923-4, p. 310.
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Before the Reformation the scholastic theologians, constrained 
by no controversial need to prove syllogistically the truly sacri
ficial character of the Eucharist, had been content to repeat the 
testimonies to that truth from the writings of the Fathers and 
doctors of the past. They did not seek to establish the dogma by 
applying to the Mass a scientific definition of sacrifice-in-general, 
but they followed the method of‘ostensive definition’. That is, 
they pointed to the sacrifice of the cross and said, in effect: ‘ There 
is the one true sacrifice availing before God, and it is that same 
sacrifice diat we offer daily’. They saw the Mass as a propitiatory 
sacrifice because it was the sacramental application and perpetua
tion of the one atoning sacrifice of Christ. It was the ‘clean ob
lation’ foretold by Malachy and pre-figured by the ritual act of 
Melcliisedech.20 It was enough for them that the unanimous 
teaching of Christian antiquity, interpreting the text of Scripture, 
regarded the Eucharist as the unbloody sacrifice of the new law.

The first generation of Catholic apologists who met the 
Reformation attack on the Mass, Eck, Emser, Cajetan, Cochlaeus, 
Mumer, Fisher, Gropper and their numerous colleagues, con
tinued this traditional method. As the years passed, however, there 
grew a demand for a more rigorously scientific argument to meet 
the challenge of the Reformers. In his Apology for the Confession of 
Augsburg in 1531 Philip Melanchthon taunted the Romanists with 
failing to give a definition of sacrifice. While they poured out a 
spate of books to assert that the Mass is a sacrifice, he said, not one 
of them had defined their basic term.21 Under the pressure of 
these controversies some of the Catholic theologians began to take 
up the challenge on the ground chosen by their opponents. The 
traditional explanation of pre-Reformation theology, that the 
Eucharist was truly a sacrifice because it was the sacramental 
representation and offering of the sacrifice of the cross, seemed to 
them too weak; it seemed to give an opening for the Reformers 
to retort: ‘We agree that the Eucharist commemorates the one 
past sacrifice, and for that very reason we argue that it cannot be

20 Mal. i. 11; Gen. xiv. 18.
21 ‘Toto iam deceimio infinita pene volumina ediderunt adversarii de sacrificio, 

neque quisquam eorum definitionem sacrificii hactenus posuit’. (Melanchthon’s 
Opera omnia, Wittenberg edit. 1562, vol. I, p. 108).
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itself a sacrifice’. Adequately to refute this objection it seemed 
necessary to work out a strict metaphysical definition of sacrifice 
and then to apply it to the Mass. Cardinal Gaspar Contarini 
(fi 542) was one of the first to point to the lack of such an argu
ment as a weak point in the Catholic apologetic. In a work pub
lished posthumously in 1556 he wrote:

It is in vain that we shall try to give an account of our sacrifice unless we first 
understand what sacrifice is—a point, I see, about which many of those who 
so often discourse about our Mass-sacrifice are in the dark. I have found few 
authors who have given a good explanation in their writings of what 
sacrifice is.22

Melchior Cano agreed. In De locis theologicis (published in 1563) 
he said: ‘If there has ever been a dispute in which it is necessary to 
define what it is all about, I am very sure it is this.’23 Matthew 
Galenus, writing about the same time, referred to ‘the inextricable 
labyrinth of the attempt to find a definition of sacrifice in the 
proper sense’.24 The natural place to look for a theological defini
tion of sacrifice was in Catholic tradition, in the writings of the 
Fathers of the Church and of the mediaeval doctors. In those 
writings there could indeed be found many references to sacrifice 
as an institution and a duty of religion, but unfortunately the 
extension given to the term seemed too wide and vague for the 
purpose of the counter-Reformation apologists. It was not easy to 
condense the statements of the Fathers and scholastics in one neat 
formula which could then be used as the major premise of a 
syllogism to prove the Mass to be a sacrifice in a strict and technical 
sense. Nor was this surprising. The pre-Reformation doctors had 
not thought it necessary to seek any such syllogism. It was enough 
for them that Calvary was revealed in Scripture as the one, perfect 
and archetypal sacrifice of all time, and that the Mass was the 
mystical offering of that same sacrifice. When therefore they dis
cussed the nature of sacrifice-in-general it was not with a view to 
formulating an inductive definition, drawn from all instances of 
sacrifice, in order to show how the required notes were verified in

22 De sacramentis christianae legis, III.3. 23 Book XII, chap. 11.
24 De sacrosancto missae sacrificio, chap. 6; Antwerp 1574, p. 80. Cited by Renz, 

vol. II, p. 235.
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the Mass. Rather, when occasion arose they adapted their descrip
tions of sacrifice to allow for the special case of the supernatural 
sacrifice of the Eucharist. For a better understanding of the de
velopments made by sixteenth-century theologians some account 
must be given here of those wide ‘definitions’ of sacrifice that they 
inherited from earlier Christian tradition.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

During the middle ages some often-quoted aphorisms of St 
Augustine and of St Isidore of Seville ^636) served as general 
definitions of sacrifice. In the tenth book of his De Civitate Dei St 
Augustine wrote: ‘A visible sacrifice is a sacrament, that is, a 
sacred sign, of an invisible sacrifice’; the latter, he explained, is 
the dedication of the will to God.25 In the following chapter he 
remarked: ‘Every work which is done that we may cleave to God 
in holy fellowship is a true sacrifice’.26 St Isidore’s etymological 
definition, ‘sacrificium dictum quasi sacrum factum’, was specifically 
adapted by its author to the Christian sacrifice of the Eucharist: 
‘Sacrifice is so called, as meaning “made sacred”, because by a 
mystic prayer it is consecrated on our behalf in memory of the 
Lord’s passion’.27 In later discussion of the nature of sacrifice it is 
possible to recognize two aspects, corresponding to the Augustin
ian and the Isidorian texts just cited: one, an emphasis on the 
dedication of the will; the other, the complementary concept of 
sacrifice as an external act of cult, a ‘making something sacred’ as 
Isidore termed it, by which some material oblation is ritually 
marked out and made over to divine worship by the sacrificial 
action.

When, about the middle of the sixteenth century, some 
Catholic apologists began to cast about for a stricter definition of 
sacrifice, they found that the mediaeval scholastics had made little 
advance beyond the rather generic descriptions of Augustine and

25 Book X, chap. 5; P.L. XLI, col. 282.
2G ibid. chap. 6; col. 283. ‘Verum sacrificium est omne opus quod agitur ut 

sancta societate inhaereamus Deo’. Many have taken ‘verum sacrificium’ here not 
as the predicate but as the subject, as if the sentence were meant to formulate a 
definition of ‘true sacrifice’.

27 Etymologies, VI.19.38; P.L. LXXXII, col. 255. St Isidore’s explanatory 
clause is a borrowing from the De Trinitate of St Augustine (P.L. XLII, col. 874).
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Isidore. William of Auvergne (11249) had amplified Isidore’s 
words: ‘Properly speaking, to sacrifice is to make a gift sacred by 
offering it, and thus to sanctify both the offerer and the one for 
whom it is offered’.28 The SmittHa ascribed to Alexander of Hales 
added a reservation: ‘Sacrifice is an oblation which is made 
sacred in the offering, and which also makes sacred or sanctifies 
the öfterer, unless impeded by Iris irreverence or sin’.29 St 
Albert the Great took sacrifice to mean the producing of a sacred 
effect by the offering up of something already immolated.30 St 
Thomas used both the Augustinian and Isidorian definitions. His 
teaching about the nature of sacrifice (not written in a Eucharistic 
context) is illustrated by the following passages :

Visible sacrifices offered by man to God were instituted, not because God has 
need of them, but in order to signify to man that he ought to refer all that 
he has to God as his last end, and as the creator, lord and ruler of all things.31

Sacrifice is offered to signify something; and the sacrifice that is offered 
outwardly is a sign of the inward spiritual sacrifice, whereby the soul offers 
itself to God.32

Sacrifice is a special act which has its excellence from the fact that it is done 
out of reverence for God.33

In oblations and sacrifices man made offerings out of what he possessed in 
worship of God, as acknowledgment that he held all from God.34

When he came to treat of the redemptive sacrifice of Christ’s 
death St Thomas gave this short definition: ‘Sacrifice in the strict 
sense is something done for the honour due properly to God, for 
the purpose of propitiating him’.35 His most celebrated definition, 
however, and the one that Kidd, Bicknell and others consider to 
have been the chief cause of debasement of doctrine in the later 
middle ages, is contained in the following passage, where a techni
cal distinction is made between oblation and sacrifice, as between 
the generic and the specific:

28 De legibtis, chap. 24; Latin text in Lepin, p. 176. William said that the slaying 
of animal victims in the sacrifices of the old law could be regarded as symbolic 
acknowledgement of God’s right to punish the sinner by death.

29 Summa Alexandri, part III, 55.4.1. 30 In IV. Sent. dist. 13, art. 23.
31 Contra Gentiles, book III, chap. 119. 32 Summa theologica, Ila Ilae. qu. 85, art. 2.
33 ibid. art. 3. 34 ibid. la Ilae. 102.3. 35 ibid. III.48.3.
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There is said to be sacrifice in the proper sense when something is done con
cerning the tilings offered to God [circa res oblatas aliquidfit); as when animals 
were killed and burnt, or when bread is broken, eaten and blessed. And the 
name itself indicates this, for sacrifice is so called because by it man makes 
something sacred. The term oblation, on the other hand, is properly applied 
when something is offered to God, even when nothing is done concerning it 
[circa ipsum nihil fit). In this sense money is said to be offered, or bread placed 
on the altar, without anything being done in its regard, is said to be offered. 
Hence every sacrifice is an oblation, but the converse is not true.36

Neither St Thomas nor the pre-Reformation theologians of the 
three following centuries applied this definition to the Mass, so as 
to suggest that the latter was constituted a proper sacrifice by 
reason of some destructive change produced in the course of the 
rite.37 The later mediaeval schoolmen continued in the traditional 
paths. When they discussed the nature of sacrifice-in-general they 
often placed emphasis on the Augustinian concept of sacrifice as 
‘a visible sign of the invisible offering’ of self.38 John Gerson 
(11429), chancellor of the University of Paris, gave this simplified 
definition: ‘Sacrifice is an oblation made to God in recognition of 
his supreme dominion, whether that oblation is interior in the 
spirit, or exterior in expression and effect’. Biel repeated this 
definition, together with the earlier ones, in his work on the Mass.39 
In the theological dictionary of Altenstaig, which appeared in 
1517 and had a great vogue, three definitions are given under the 
word ‘sacrifice’. First, as a general definition in the widest sense, 
the author gives that of Gerson. Secondly, he says, the term can be 
understood in a proper sense to mean ‘the oblation by which was 
offered to God a victim, of which one part was burnt at the altar 
and the other went for the use of the offerer’. And thirdly, the 
term sacrifice can be understood in its ‘most proper sense’, which 
the author takes to be the Isidorian definition, ‘something made

38 ibid. Ila Ilae. 85. 3 ad 3. Similarly St Thomas says in. the following article 
(Ila Ilae. 86.1): ‘When something is set forth in divine worship as if to be con
sumed and to become thereby some sacred reality, it is both oblation and sac
rifice. ... If, however, it is so set forth as to remain intact [integrum'), either in 
order to be set aside for divine cult or to be allotted for the use of the ministers, it 
is an oblation but not a sacrifice’.

37 St Thomas’s definition is discussed at more length below, pp. 464-6.
38 Texts in Lepin, pp. 233-7.
39 Biel, Expositio canonis, lect. 22, lit. A-B (1574 edit. p. 132). Gerson’s definition 

is in his Tract atus IX super Magnificat, II (cited by Renz, vol. I, p. 801).
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sacred, because by a mystic prayer it is consecrated for us in 
memory of the Lord’s passion’; and this definition, he says, 
‘applies only to the sacrifice of the altar, that of the new law’.40

Surveying all these definitions in their search for a technical 
formula to use as a major premise in the Mass controversy, the 
theologians of the later sixteenth century fastened on the last text 
of St Thomas cited above. Out of all the definitions contained in 
the documents of tradition it seemed to be the one most apt for 
their purpose. Melanchthon, Calvin and other Reformers were 
prepared to describe the Eucharist as a sacrifice in a loose and 
apphed sense; the passage from St Thomas seemed to distinguish 
with the required precision between loose and strict usage of the 
term. The Angelic Doctor there laid down, as the specific note of 
sacrifice in the proper sense, that in it there is not merely the pre
senting of a gift but ‘something is done concerning the things 
offered’, and as examples of such ritual action he mentioned killing 
and burning of animal victims. Certain counter-Reformation 
theologians now took this text as the occasion for starting a new 
development in Eucharistic theology. They set the theme for a 
long debate which was to last a century and more: what precisely 
was the action or change produced in each Mass in order to 
constitute a sacrificial act in the technical sense ?

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Evidence points to the University of Louvain as the seed-ground 
of this new theological growth, and the man mainly responsible 
for planting it seems to have been Ruard Tapper (f 15 59), formerly 
Inquisitor-General for the Low Countries, professor of theology 
at Louvain and later chancellor of that university, which he rep
resented (at the request of the Emperor) at the Council of Trent.41 
He it was who first proposed in a debate at Trent in 1551, and 
later repeated in his writings, the new interpretation of St 
Thomas’s phrase, ‘something done concerning the things offered’: 
the supposition, namely, that the Eucharist was constituted a true

Lexicon theologicum, Lyons edit. 1588, pp. 544-5. Altenstaig takes Gerson’s 
definition from Stephen Brulefer (J c. 1499), and his final remark from Alexander 
of Hales Q1245).

41 D.T.C. vol. XV, col. 52-4.
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sacrifice by some physical modification of the oblata, caused anew 
in every Mass. Tapper was a member of the commission of theo
logians deputed to examine ten articles on the Mass which had 
been presented with a view to condemnation by the Council. The 
first of these offending articles contained the Reformers’ denial:

The Mass is not a sacrifice, nor is it an oblation for sins; but it is only a com
memoration of the sacrifice enacted on the cross. Although it is called a 
sacrifice by the Fathers in an applied sense of the term, it is not so in a true and 
proper sense, but it is only a testament and a promise of the remission of sins.42

Tapper began his discourse on this article by quoting the 
remark of Melanchthon in his Apology of 1531: ‘For ten years our 
adversaries have put forth almost numberless volumes about the 
sacrifice [of the Mass], and not one of them has yet defined what 
sacrifice is’. He proceeded: ‘Therefore we will commence by 
defining what it is’. After considering the definitions of St 
Augustine he came to that of St Thomas, which he applied to the 
Mass as follows:

Christ, as present in the holy Eucharist, is a sacrifice, and that in the strict 
sense. The strict sense is verified when what is offered is intrinsically affected by 
some new quality or disposition^3

Tapper also put forward this definition in his Louvain lectures 
and hi his published apologetical works.44 He explained what he 
understood the new disposition or intrinsic modification in the 
Eucharistic sacrifice to be: it was not only the changing of bread 
and wine into the body and blood of the Lord, but the consequent 
assumption by Christ of a new sacramental mode of existence 
[esse sacramentale] which he did not possess before. In this sug
gestion were already foreshadowed the theories of Suarez and 
Bellarmine. So far there is no talk of destruction, but only of some 
physical modification, as constituting the essence of the Eucharis
tic sacrifice. It is with reason, however, that Renz, Lepin, Halmer 
and others see in Tapper’s speculations the first manifestation of the

42 Theiner, Acta, vol. I, p. 602.
43 Le Plat, Momimentorum ad historian! concilii tridentini. . . amplissima collectio 

(Louvain 1784), vol. IV, p. 341. ItaEcs mine.
44 Explicatio artiailonim veneraiidae facultatis sacrae theologiae louaniensis circa 

dogmata ecclesiastica ab atmis 34 controversa, vol. II, Louvain 1557, p. 410. Here 
Tapper repeats the same definition he had formulated at Trent.
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tendency that was to receive a further questionable development 
in later ‘baroque’ theology.45

45 Renz, vol. II pp. 87-94; Lepin, pp. 289-91; N. M. Halmer O.P., ‘Die 
Messopferspekulation von Kardinal Cajetan und Ruard Tapper’, in Divus Thomas 
(Fribourg), XXI, 1943, pp. 187-212.

46 E. Jamoulle, ‘Le sacrifice eucharistique au concile de Trente’, in N.R.T. 
Nov.-Dec. 1945, pp. 1128-9.

47 F. Diekamp estimates that theologians favouring Scotist views were the 
largest single group at Trent. (Katholische Dogmatik, Munster 1921, p. 83.)

48 Ehses, Acta Concilii Tridentini, p. 734. Hosius and Gropper repeated St 
Augustine’s description of sacrifice; others, like Cano, applied to the Mass the 
Isidorian etymology of sacrifice as a ‘making sacred’, or repeated St Thomas’s 
definition without drawing from it Tapper’s conclusions, (ibid, and Theiner, 
Acta, vol. I, p. 608.)

49 Le Plat, Monumenta, vol. IV, p. 387; Perez de Ayala’s definition is in Theiner, 
Acta, vol. I, p. 643. Kidd makes an unwarranted assumption when he says that 
‘most of the theologians present at Trent’ favoured the view ‘that the physical 
modification of the victim is essential’ to the Eucharistic sacrifice. (Later Mediaeval 
Doctrine, p. 120.)

That development did not come until after the close of the 
Council of Trent, hi 1551 Tapper’s remark was an isolated ex
pression of opinion, a personal speculation which attracted no 
attention at the time. At the later session of Trent hi 1562 Gaspar 
Casal and one or two others proposed a principle similar to 
Tapper’s,46 but with these few exceptions the assembled bishops 
and theologians still kept the traditional approach to the question. 
As an explanation of the Mass-sacrifice many of them favoured 
the Scotist notion of a ritual oblation of Christ, really present on 
the altar, to his Father.47 When the nature of sacrifice-in-general 
was under discussion they repeated the time-honoured definitions, 
or made general statements like that of Melchior Cornelius, 
theologian of the King of Portugal: ‘Sacrifice is the oblation of a 
sacred thing’.48 A formal definition of sacrifice, applied to the 
Mass, had been submitted for the consideration of the Council 
at the earher session, hi January 1552, but was shelved on that 
occasion. Based on a proposal of the Bishop of Guadix, Martin 
Perez de Ayala (Peresius), it was worded as follows:

Since it is plain that an external reality, consecrated by the mystical action of 
a priest and offered to God, is a sacrifice in the proper sense of the term, it 
cannot be denied that the Eucharist, which Christ’s priests consecrate and 
offer by the sacred words of blessing used in the Catholic Church for the 
sacramental form, ought to be called a true and proper sacrifice.49
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When the discussion of the Mass was resumed in the 22nd 
session in 1562, once again a definition of sacrifice was included in 
the draft proposed for the Fathers’ acceptance: ‘Sacrifice in the 
proper sense is constituted by the blessing, consecration and ob
lation of external things’.60 In the event, however, no general 
definition of the term appeared in the decrees of Trent. In its 
doctrinal chapters on the Mass the Council used instead the tradi
tional method of‘ostensive definition’, that is, of indicating what 
is meant by sacrifice by pointing to sacrifice in the concrete, as a 
divine institution revealed in Scripture—above all, to the one true 
sacrifice of Calvary. ‘It was that’, said the decree of September 17, 
1562, ‘which was prefigured by the various semblances of sacrifice 
performed under the natural law or under the [Mosaic] Law; for 
it contains all the good that they signified, as being the consum
mation and perfection of them all’.51

When the Council of Trent finally returned its answer to the 
Reformation challenge by defining that ‘in the Mass there is 
offered to God a true and proper sacrifice’, which is no ‘mere 
commemoration of the sacrifice of the cross’,62 its canon was the 
signal for the beginning of a new phase of active speculation 
about the Eucharistic mystery. Soon in the newly revitalized 
schools of Cathohc theology the precise meaning of ‘true and 
proper sacrifice’ became one of the most canvassed questions of 
the day, as the theologians applied themselves to the task of 
deciding exactly what it was that made the sacrifice of the altar 
more than a mere commemoration of that of the cross. It was hi 
this climate of opinion that the ideas earlier mooted by Ruard 
Tapper (he had died in 1559) now began to find other defenders.

That this new approach to the question was already making 
headway, especially in Louvain circles, is testified by a remark of 
Baius (Michael du Bay) in a work pubhshed in 1563. Baius, who 
was a professor at Louvain and a forerunner of Jansenism, alludes 
to ‘certain theologians’ who—

labour with great pains to show that the celebration of this sacrament is not 
only an oblation but a sacrifice in the strict sense; and for that, they contend,

50 Theiner, Acta, vol. II, p. 75. 61 Denz. 939; cf. also nos. 938 & 940.
52 Session XXII, canons 1 and 3 on the Mass; Denz. 948, 950.
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it is essential that the thing offered should also be sanctified by some change. 
I do not find this difficulty noted and discussed by the authors of former 
times. . ,53

If it is necessary to solve this difficulty, Baius adds, the required 
change can be found in the transubstantiation of the bread and 
wine and hr the new presence of Christ which results. Here he 
evidently reproduces the solution of his former colleague at 
Louvain, Ruard Tapper. For his own part Baius seems to have 
explained the sacrificial character of the Eucharist in a vague and 
general fashion, appealing to the dictum of St Augustine that 
every good work can be called a sacrifice. Among the errors 
attributed to Baius and condemned by Pope St Pius V in a Bull of 
1567 was this: ‘The sacrifice of the Mass is a sacrifice only in that 
general sense which is true of “every work which is done that we 
may cleave to God in holy fellowship”.’54 The papal condem
nation of this proposition was doubtless taken as an encourage
ment by those who were seeking to find some more realistic 
explanation of the sacrificial action in the Mass.

There are several other indications suggesting that the Univer
sity of Louvain was the centre from which was spreading the 
theory that the reality of the Eucharistic sacrifice must be explain
ed by reference to some change therein. Another professor of 
Louvain and sometime colleague of Tapper, John Hessels, shows 
the influence of this concept in his Catechism, published in 1567, in 
which he too discusses the ‘aliquid Jit’ of St Thomas. ‘Now we 
must inquire what change or consumption takes place in the 
Eucharist,’ he writes, ‘in order that it may properly be termed not 
only an oblation but a sacrifice’. Like Tapper and Baius, Hessels 
concludes that this change is the assuming by Christ of a sacra
mental presence under the species of bread and wine.55 Matthew 
Van der Galen (Galenus), yet another contemporary of Tapper in 
the Louvain faculty of theology and later rector of Douay 
University, proposed the following definition of sacrifice, which 
he claimed to have elaborated as a result of a ‘dialectical synthesis’ 
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63 De sacrificio, cap. 10; Opera, Cologne 1596, p. 164.
B4Denz. 1045. Baius protested, not wholly convincingly, that he had been

calumniated in this matter. 65 Lepin, pp. 375-8.
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from the study of sacred and profane writings, including the works 
of poets, historians and philosophers: ‘Sacrifice in the proper 
sense is a sacred action by which the victim is affected and changed, 
so that neither immolation (that is, mactation) nor burning is 
excluded; and it is offered to God.’ This appeared in a work pub
lished at Antwerp in 1574.56 Another reference to ‘conversion or 
change’ aS a distinctive note of sacrifice appears in a work on the 
Mass published in 1576 by Cardinal Allen, who soon after Eliza
beth’s accession had fled from England and taken refuge hi 
Louvain.57 Later he founded the English College at Douay, where 
he was acquainted with Galenus.

A yet more celebrated theologian was at Louvain during those 
years, laying the foundations of his future eminence. He was St 
Robert Bellarmine S.J., who while still a young man was study
ing, preaching and lecturing at the Flemish university between 
1569 and 1576. Thence he passed to his chair of controversial 
theology in Rome, which he occupied from 1576 to 1588. His 
contact at Louvain with the movement of thought which had 
been given initial impetus by Ruard Tapper was not without 
consequence for the history of Eucharistic theology; for it was the 
great prestige and authority of Cardinal Bellarmine that was the 
chief factor in spreading the new opinion throughout Catholic 
Europe. His definition of sacrifice, framed to defend the Triden
tine canon about the Mass, was given out in his lectures to those 
who were to be the teachers of the seventeenth century, and it 
was published in 1593 in the third volume of his Controversies:

A true definition of sacrifice in general, in the strict sense, can be given as 
follows: sacrifice is an external oblation made to God alone, by which, in 
recognition of human infirmity and in worship of the divine majesty, some 
visible and permanent reality is consecrated and changed by a mystic rite, 
performed by a duly constituted minister.58
66 Lepin, p. 342.
57 Libri tres . . . (Ill) De sacrificio Eucharistiae, Antwerp 1576, p. 508. Allen refers 

to Tapper’s explanation of the sacrificial change in the Mass, but finds it in
adequate (ibid. p. 578). Gregory of Valentia, in a work of 1580, wrote that 
sacrifice involves ‘the coming to be or the changing’ of the thing offered to God. 
(De sacrificio missae, book I, chap. 2).

68 De controversiis christianae fidei; De sacrificio missae, lib. I, cap. 2; edit. 
Paris 1613, vol. Ill, col. 715. Italics mine. Earlier (col. 713) Bellarmine states that 
sacrifice ‘requires the change and consumption of the thing offered’.
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Later, treating of the inner nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice, 
Bellarmine stated still more explicitly that the change in question 
must be a destruction or some equivalent action: ‘A true and real 
sacrifice requires a true and real death, or destruction, of the thing 
offered’.59 Applying this principle to the Mass, he explained that 
there the sacrificial action is to be found in the fact that the 
Eucharist is consecrated under the form of food and drink, so that 
the rite is ordained to and consummated by the destruction of the 
esse sacramentale at the priest’s communion, that is, by the ceasing 
of Christ’s sacramental presence when the ‘accidents’ of bread and 
wine are consumed. ‘The body of Christ suffers no injury, nor 
does it lose its natural beino-, when the Eucharist is consumed’, he 
wrote, ‘but it loses its sacramental being and thereupon ceases to 
be really present on the altar’.60

Bellarmine’s definition of sacrifice, writes J. M. Dalmau, ‘ger
minated into the well-known scholastic, theories. They all start 
from the notion which was established in its basic elements by 
Bellarmine’.61 This is true in the sense that it was he who made 
more explicit the principle already put forward by Tapper, 
Hessels, Galenus and the other Louvain doctors, and gave it wide 
currency throughout Europe—especially in the theological 
schools of the Society of Jesus, then approaching their full vigour 
and influence. The original definition of Tapper had required only 
an ‘intrinsic modification’ to constitute a true sacrifice; Galenus 
had added the remark that destruction was not excluded; Bellar
mine taught that death or destruction in some sense was neces
sary. It is well to bear in mind that what was new in this approach 
was not the assertion that sacrifice involves a destructive change 
(a notion for which support can be found in Scripture and earhest 
Christian tradition), but the application of that principle-to the 
sacrifice of the Mass in such a way as to assert the need for a new 
destructive change in every Mass, in order to constitute it a true 
and proper sacrifice.

A spur to further speculation was given by Gabriel Vasquez
59 ibid. col. 792 (De sacrificio missae, lib. I, cap. 27).
60 ibid. col. 794. Among those who adopted Bellarmine’s explanation later 

were Ysambert (f 1642) and St Alphonsus Liguori (f 1787).
51 ‘Jlelarmino y la notion de sacrificio’, in Gregoriamim 1921, p. 577.
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(fl 604), who declared that the purpose of sacrifice was to acknow
ledge God’s supreme dominion over life and death. It was by the 
destructive change wrought in the sacrificial gift, removing it 
from man’s use and making it over to God, he said, that this 
divine dominion was acknowledged.62 Vasquez himself made a 
vital distinction between an absolute sacrifice, in which a new 
destructive immolation was required, and a relative sacrifice (the 
Eucharist) in which it was not. He quoted the definition of 
Bellarmine, said it was put forward by ‘many modem theologians’ 
and answered that to apply it to the Eucharist was a mistake. In 
the sacrifice of the new law, he explained, the sole destructive im
molation was the one past death of Christ, the symbolic repre
sentation of which in the Mass was enough to verify the definition 
of a relative sacrifice.63 Others rejected Vasquez’s theory of merely 
‘representative immolation’ in the Mass as insufficient, but adop
ted his opinion that destruction is what, in ordinary sacrifice, 
acknowledges God’s dominion. Combining this with the already 
current definition of the Louvain doctors, they began to take it as 
axiomatic that the change required in the Mass-sacrifice must be 
a destruction. ‘This restriction of the notion of immutatio, or 
change,’ observes Scheeben, ‘seems to have been the first intro
duced into theology at the end of the sixteenth century. . . . Then 
it was so forced by many authors, and by Vasquez in particular, 
that in the end the expression immutatio was made interchangeable 
with destructio in the definition of sacrifice, and the new formula 
was exalted into an axiom.’64

62 In tertiam partem summae, disp. 220, cap. 3, no. 22. This notion was not 
originated by Vasquez, but it was due to him that it became widely accepted.

83 ibid. cap. 2, no. 11; cap. 8-9, nos. 65-80.
64 Handbuch der katholischen Dogmatik,Freiburg-im-Breisgau 1882, vol.Ill,p.400.

Other theologians agreed with Bellarmine in the general 
definition of sacrifice but differed from him in explaining what 
precisely was the quasi-destruction or change that made the Mass 
a real sacrifice. The most famous of these alternative theories are 
those associated with the names of three Jesuit doctors, Francis 
Suarez (fi 617), Leonard Lessius (+1623) and John De Lugo (fi66o). 
Suarez held a view not unlike that of Tapper and Galenus; the
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required destruction, he said, was that which occurred to the sub
stance of bread and wine in the moment of transubstantiation—a 
destruction which was not merely negative but ‘perfective’, since 
it was done in order that the glorious and impassible body of 
Christ should be made present.65 In conformity with all Catholic 
tradition he insisted that Christ ‘is in no way changed by the 
sacrificial action’.66

Lessius, who lectured in theology at Louvain, agreed with 
his contemporaries that in a sacrifice some kind of destructive 
action, relative to the victim, was required to acknowledge God’s 
supreme dominion. He maintained, however, that it need not be 
an action which produces any real physical change ; it is enough 
if it tends towards producing a destructive result. Accordingly he 
put forward his theory of ‘virtual immolation’ to explain the 
inner nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice : the words of consecration 
have in them, by divine institution, the power to present Christ’s 
blood on the altar apart from his body, and this ‘mystic sword’ of 
the double consecration would cause such a lethal separation if 
that were not rendered impossible by Christ’s deathless and 
glorious state.67

Finally Cardinal De Lugo, criticizing the previous dieories as 
insufficient, arrived at his own singular solution to the problem. 
He maintained that the ‘quasi-destruction’ necessary to constitute 
the Eucharist a true and proper sacrifice occurs when Christ, 
becoming really present at the consecration and thus subject to the 
limitations of the Eucharistic manner of presence, is reduced to 
what is, in human estimation, a lowered state. This status 
declivior consists in his condescending to be sacramentally present 
on earth under the appearance of inanimate substances, in the 
lowly condition of food and drink and without the outward 
exercise of his vital activity. De Lugo explains that there is here no 
suggestion of a real physical destruction of Christ, and that Christ

68 Commentary on the Summa, disp. 75, sect. I; Opera, Vivès edit. vol. XXI, 
Paris 1861, p. 653 (&p. 666).

68 ibid. p. 651, and passim.
67 De perfectionibus moribusqtte div inis, lib. XII, cap. 13; Paris 1620, pp. 280-2. A 

theory similar to Lessius’s was favoured by several Thomists, including Gonet and 
Billuart.
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in his glorious humanity is unchanged by what passes at the altar ; 
but he holds that the humiliating limitations of the Eucharistic 
presence, though extrinsic to Christ in himself, can be regarded as 
a kind of destructive immolation ‘in moral estimation, or accord
ing to human usage’.68

68 De Sacramento Eucharistiae, disp. 19, sect. 5; Lyons 1636, pp. 532-7. De Lugo’s 
theory had had forerunners in Gaspar Casal T1585) and John Van Malderen 
T1633) ofLouvain; texts in Lepin, pp. 378-81, 422-4.

69 Among them was the eccentric Cardinal Cienfuegos T1739); Vita abscondita, 
Rome 1728, disp. 5, sect. 2 seq.

70 ‘Not only the personal prestige of the Cardinal but also the ingeniousness of 
the theory, the erudition with which it was presented, the eloquent terms in 
which it was expressed, the aspects of piety and morality which it stressed, 
appealing to the heart and the affections—all this assured for it a wide diffusion’. 
(E. Hocedez, Histoire de la théologie au XIX siècle, Brussels and Paris 1947, vol. Ill, 
p. 288.)

71Einig, Tractatus de sacrosancto Eucharistiae mysterio, Treves 1888, p. 142. 
Franzelin explains this at length in his De Eucharistia (Rome 1868), pp. 365-97.

De Lugo’s theory found only few adherents,69 and in the 
eighteenth century practically lapsed into oblivion, where it might 
well have remained had it not been for Cardinal Franzelin (1815- 
1886), who in the middle of the nineteenth century revived it and 
developed it anew. Franzelin’s influence from his professorial 
chair in Rome caused the resuscitated theory to have a remarkable 
but ephemeral vogue.70 Like all their predecessors, Franzelin and 
his disciples dismissed as unthinkable any idea that Christ could 
suffer real harm or could be physically changed by the Eucharistic 
immolation. ‘By “emptying himself” to accept the conditions of 
Eucharistic presence’, they explained, ‘he is no more changed in 
himself than God the Son was changed by “emptying himself” 
to become man’.71

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

There, in summary, is the story of the ‘destruction theories’ of 
the Eucharistic sacrifice. From tentative beginnings among the 
theologians of Louvain after the middle of the sixteenth century 
they reached full development in the post-Reformation schools a 
generation later. Today they are no longer in favour. Although 
they have never been officially condemned, the teaching authority 
of the Church and the movement of theological thought have 
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left them aside and proceeded by other paths.72 There is no need 
here to emphasize their defects, general and particular, which have 
often been pointed out.73 On the other hand there does seem to be 
need today, in order to preserve a just balance, to point out what 
those post-Tridentine theologians were not guilty of. Since the 
repute of their theories was undermined a generation ago by the 
criticisms of Billot, de la Taille, Lepin, Vonier and other scholars, 
it has become the fashion in some quarters to heap opprobrium 
upon them too uncritically. For lack of first-hand study of what 
those theologians actually wrote in their ponderous tomes, some 
have come to assume that their opinions about the sacrifice of the 
altar must have been crude and blasphemous errors. The rhetorical 
exaggerations of one or two Catholic writers in this respect are 
perhaps prompted by a well-intentioned desire to show an open 
mind in present-day ecumenical discussion by admitting as many 
past faults on their own side as possible.

These critics seem to be unaware that, of all the post-Tridentine 
authors who postulated some kind of sacrificial change or quasi
destruction in the Mass, not one suggested the objectionable 
notion of a destruction, injury or intrinsic change affecting Christ 
himself, whom all confessed to be present in the Eucharist in 
his glorious and impassible humanity. The age-old belief of the 
Church in that regard, summed up in the definition of Trent, was 
too clear for any contrary opinion to be proposed or tolerated. 
The quasi-destruction suggested by Suarez affected only the sub
stance of bread and wine, while that proposed by Bellarmine 
occurred not in Christ himself but in the esse sacramentale, by the 
ceasing of his sacramental presence. According to the theory of 
Lessius no physical change occurred at all: it merely would occur 
if that were not impossible. Even De Lugo, who has been most 
severely criticized, was careful to explain that the status declivior of

72 ‘Non quod Ecclesia has sententias damnare intendat; sed quod eius magis- 
terium per alias vias de facto procedat’: J. De Aldama, Sacrae theologiae summa, 
B.A.C. vol. IV, Madrid 1953, p. 354.

73 Billot, De Sacramentos, vol. I, thesis 54; de la Taille, Mysterium Fidei, eluci
dario 24. The Thomist explanation of the Eucharistic presence, which these two 
authors did much to revive, is in any case incompatible with De Lugo’s theory of 
the Mass-sacrifice, for it denies his notion of the status declivior, and with Suarez’s, 
fqr it denies any destruction of the bread and wine in transubstantiation,
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Christ in the Eucharist was predicated only according to human 
estimation, and did not involve any real suffering or any lessening 
of Christ’s unchangeable state of glory and bliss.

There is another significant characteristic of the incriminated 
theories that is not observed by some critics. When the post
Tridentine theologians sought to discern some new change or 
quasi-destruction as a sacrificial action in each Mass, they did not 
suppose that the propitiatory character and power of the Eucharis
tic sacrifice derived from that action, as if it were some daily rival 
to Calvary. It was a cardinal point in their system that the salutary 
value of the Mass came wholly from its relation to the unique and 
all-sufficient sacrifice of the cross ; and that relation was secured by 
a ritual action which was a symbolic representation of the immo
lation once made on Calvary. They thought it necessary, indeed, 
to postulate, in addition to this essential symbolism of immolation, 
some other real ‘immolation’ or daily quasi-destructive action 
connected with the Eucharistic elements, in order to safeguard the 
Tridentine dogma and to refute the Protestants. They thought 
that some such feature must be found in order to verify for the 
Eucharist the technical definition of a ‘true and proper sacrifice’, 
and in order to indicate the point at which it was more than a 
mere commemoration of a past sacrifice. Nevertheless this side of 
their teaching must be taken in conjunction with the other 
mentioned above. That is, while they asserted that there was in 
each Mass some physical action which provided a sacrificial ‘im
molation’ in a technical sense, they also asserted that the ritual 
action of the Mass contained a symbolic representation of Christ’s 
death, and that this symbolism, relating the altar to the cross, was 
essential to give the Eucharistic sacrifice its meaning and efficacy.

‘There must be simultaneously a real sacrifice and a representa
tive sacrifice’, says Bellarmine; ‘and indeed that which is real is 
itself representative of another’.74 He means, in accordance with 
his particular theory, that the separate consecration of bread and 
wine is, under one aspect, a real sacrificial action, since it makes 
Christ present under the form of food and thus puts in train that

74 ‘Simul esse debent sacrificium reale et sacrificium repraesentativum ; siqui- 
dem ipsum reale est alterius repraesentativum’ (De Controversiis, loc. cit. col. 794.)
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process which will necessarily involve a ‘quasi-destruction’ when 
his presence is terminated by the consumption of the Eucharistic 
food; and that it is at the same time, under another aspect, a 
symbolic sacrifice representing the separation of Christ’s blood 
from his body and so linking the Mass to Calvary. The same 
general principle underlies the teaching of Suarez and of Lessius, 
with appropriate applications to suit their specific theories.75 De 
Lugo states clearly that the symbolic representation of Christ’s 
death by the distinct consecration of the separate species is essential 
to the Mass.76 Franzelin insists in his turn that it is the ‘mystical 
immolation’, the sacramental symbolism of the separate conse
cration of body and blood, that provides the relation of the Mass 
to Calvary; but in addition (as a technical theological require
ment) he thinks there must be found some present quasi-destruc
tion as well—namely, the Eucharistic kenosis of Christ :

Without doubt the relation to the bloody sacrifice of the cross belongs in
trinsically to the very nature of this unbloody sacrifice as Christ has instituted 
it. Wherefore if this relation, essential to this sacrifice because of Christ’s 
institution, is taken away, then the very being of this sacrifice is gone...

The opinion of Vasquez, inasmuch as it teaches that the Eucharistic sacrifice 
is by its constitution essentially relative to the sacrifice of the cross, is most true 
and is admitted by all Catholics ; but it is an opinion which must be supple
mented by a consideration of the ratio formalis that constitutes this a sacrifice in 
itself, in the proper sense.77

It is easy to pass an excessively severe judgment on those post
Tridentine theologians if the unpleasing features of their theories 
are exaggerated and the redeeming features ignored. When they 
say that there is in the Eucharist both real and symbolic immo
lation they mean that it is real, not in the sense that it inflicts any 
harm on Christ, but in the sense that it provides in some other 
manner the present physical change they consider to be a necessary 
feature of true sacrifice; there is also a symbolic immolation 
in the rite that represents the death of Christ and so links the Mass 
with the inexhaustible efficacy of that one perfect sacrifice. Their 
theorizing about the essence of the Eucharistic sacrifice is seen,

75 Suarez, disp. 75, sect. 4-6; Lessius, De perfectionibus, fib. XII, cap. 13, no. 97.
76 De Eucharistia, disp. 19, sect. 8; 1636 edition, pp. 540-1.
77 Tractatus de Eucharistia, Rome 1868, pp. 364, 370. cf. p. 393. Italics mine.
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when freed from misrepresentations, to be not heretical but arti
ficial. A complaint brought more justly against them by many 
theologians today is that they failed to apply the sacramental 
principle to the Mass; that while realizing that there is both a real 
and a symbolic sacrificial action in the Eucharist, they failed to 
see that reality and symbol are not merely juxtaposed but are one, 
in the sense that the symbol is the sacramental vehicle of the 
reality.78

In concentrating on the theories of the post-Tridentine theo
logians about the inner nature of the sacrifice of the Mass, it is 
also easy to gain an unbalanced impression of their total doctrine. 
Their views about this particular theme—which they always put 
forward as speculative opinions open to free debate—formed a 
relatively small part of all they wrote on the subject of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice. Franzelin, for instance, has sixteen theses on 
this subject, only one of which is devoted to his own particular 
theory of the ‘intrinseca ratio formalis’ of the Mass. It is only just, 
when criticizing the shortcomings of these authors’ theories on the 
theme in question, to reahze that they were theologians of massive 
orthodoxy in the whole field of Eucharistic doctrine.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

An adequate judgment of the post-Reformation destruction 
theories of the Eucharistic sacrifice must also take into account that 
they were never universal in Catholic theology (as Gore, Bicknell 
and others have supposed), nor were they ever officially imposed. 
They always remained merely the opinions of certain theologians 
and schools, and they were always subjected to pointed criticism 
from rival theologians and schools. Their authors were opposed 
by other authors of renown who denied that any new physical 
change in the oblata was required to constitute the Eucharist a true 
and proper sacrifice. Throughout these centuries alternative ex
planations remained vigorously alive.79 There was the opinion of 
Gabriel Vasquez, described on an earlier page, who held that in 
the ‘relative sacrifice’ of the Eucharist the symbolic commemora-

78 cf. Doronzo, De Eucharistia, vol. II, pp. 1024-6.
79 See A. Michel, ‘La messe chez les théologiens postérieurs au Concile de 

Trente’, in D.T.C. vol. X, col. 1143-1224.
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tion of the past immolation of Christ was sufficient to verify the 
definition of true sacrifice. His view was defended by several 
later authors, including Hurtado (IT646), Roncaglia (+1737) and 
Perrone (J 1876).80 Akin to this explanation, but more fully 
developed, was the theory defended at Trent by the Jesuit Sal
meron (fi 5 85) and others,81 which has been persuasively ex
pounded in modern times by Billot. The defenders of this type 
of‘mystical immolation’ theory also deny the need for any new 
destruction or physical change in the oblata to constitute a 
sacrifice; they see the symbolic immolation in the twofold con
secration as the outward sign which expresses the inward meaning 
of the sacrifice. This explanation was proposed, with variations of 
terminology, by Pasqualigo (J 1664), Bossuet ^1704), and by 
several Thomists. Many authors who are accounted partisans of 
Lessius’s theory of ‘virtual immolation’ may be said to be in 
general agreement with this viewpoint.82

80 Texts in Lepin, pp. 453, 532, 566, 604 seq. If the Roman Church were
simply to adopt the Vasquez-Perrone explanation of the Mass, wrote Kidd, 
‘Article XXXI might be blotted out of our remembrance’ {Later Mediaeval 
Doctrine, p. 127.) 81 Lepin, pp. 314-7, 352-5-

82 Michel, D.T.C. vol. X, col. 1152-68. Billot’s theory is summarized in 
Chapter XII above, pp. 251-2.

83 See Chapter XII, pp. 255-60, 264-7.
84 ‘Mors . . . mystica et incruenta, id est, effectus mortis, ceu nunc praesens

adesset’ : De locis theologicis, XII.12.

There are also indications that some of those who used the 
terminology of‘mystical immolation’ understood it not merely in 
the sense that the twofold consecration is a symbolic gesture con
stantly renewing the expression of Christ’s sacrificial will, but in 
the more recondite sense defended by Vonier, Casel, Héris, 
Sôhngen, Joumet and a considerable number of theologians today, 
who see the separate consecration of the Eucharistic elements as an 
efficacious sacramental sign, making present by a mysterious and 
supernatural causality the reality and power of the passion-sacrifice 
of the cross.83 It is claimed that this conception remained alive in 
the Thomist school, who inherited it from Cardinal Cajetan. 
Melchior Cano, for example, referred to Christ’s ‘mystic and 
unbloody death, that is, the effect of his death as if it were now 
present’.84 Cano, like his contemporaries, had turned to St
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Thomas’s definition of sacrifice for guidance. In the Mass, as St 
Thomas seemed to imply, there was ‘something done concerning 
the things offered’; in the threefold action of consecration, fraction 
and communion the Eucharistic bread was ‘blessed, broken and 
eaten’.85 But, unlike the Louvain school, Cano did not conclude 
that these ritual changes constituted the very essence of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice; they were, he said, changes that remained 
wholly extrinsic to what was offered, and their importance lay in 
providing a sacramental image of the true sacrificial immolation 
of Calvary.86

86 cf. p. 446 above. Cano, ibid. XII. 13.
86 N. M. Halmer, ‘Der Opfercharakter der heiligen Messe nach Dominikus 

Soto und Melchior Cano’, in Divtis Thomas (Fribourg) XXII, 1944, pp. 31-50.
87 Ehses, Acta Concilii Tridentini, p. 777. Kattenbusch, who takes Cuesta’s words 

in isolation from their context, infers that he was the pioneer of a theory of a new 
‘real destruction’ of Christ hi the Mass (art. cit. p. 693). But the idea of the 
sacramental re-presentation of the one past death on Calvary was neither new nor 
unorthodox. Cuesta’s words may be compared with this text of St Gregory the 
Great: ‘Is qui in se resurgens a mortuis iam non moritur, adhuc per hanc [hostiam] 
in suo mysterio pro nobis iterum patitur. Nam quoties ei hostiam suae passionis 
offerimus, toties nobis ad absolutionem nostram passionem illius reparamus’ 
{Homilies on the Gospels, 37.7; P.L. LXXVI, col. 1279). cf. text of St Bemardine, 
cited in Appendix B, no. xvii.

Tins conception of ‘sacramental sacrifice’ serves to explain 
a rather startling remark; the most realistic yet found in the 
records of the time, which is reported to have been made by 
Bishop Andrew de Cuesta of León in a debate at Trent in 1562: 
‘Christ in a way dies and is slain [mactatur) by the priest’. Even from 
the abbreviated report of the debate it appears that the Spanish 
bishop, like Cajetan and others before him, meant, not that the 
Eucharistic sacrifice causes some kind of new death of Christ, but 
that the mystical symbolism of the separate consecration of 
Christ’s body and blood is the sacramental link with his unique 
sacrificial death suffered once for all:

The Bishop of León proved the Mass to be a sacrifice by this reasoning: 
Christ in a way dies and is slain by the priest; for the priest, by virtue of the 
sacramental words {vi sacramenti), separates Christ’s body from his blood, 
although by their necessary conjunction {per concomitantiam) both remain 
united, together with his soul and divinity. And it is for this reason that the 
sacrifice of the Mass is said to represent the death of Christ and that it properly 
has the nature of true sacrifice.87
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Meanwhile, during the whole post-Reformation period, the 
‘oblationist’ theories of the Eucharistic sacrifice never ceased to 
find defenders. There was the traditional Scotist opinion, repre
sented by authors such as John Maldonatus S.J. ^1583), which 
explained the sacrifice as the ritual presentation before God of 
Jesus Christ really present, and the pleading of the past death by 
which he had once for all made himself the victim for man’s sin.88 
Other ‘oblationist’ theories flourished in seventeenth-century 
France,89 where the views of Bérulle, Condren, Olier and the 
Oratorians were more favoured than those of Suarez, Lessius and 
De Lugo. The oblation-theories of German and French theolo
gians of the nineteenth century provided a similar counterpoise to 
the opinion of Franzelin and his school.90

•k 'k 'k 'k -k

Today Catholic theologians still debate whether the destructive 
immolation of a victim is an essential element of sacrifice in gener
al. Although all, ‘immolationists’ as well as ‘oblationists’, are 
agreed that no real destructive immolation of the victim occurs or 
can occur in the Eucharistic sacrifice, which is a supernatural 
sacrifice with its own special constitution, many eminent theo
logians maintain that some real immolation belongs to the 
ordinary definition of sacrifice considered as an essential religious 
duty—at least in the case of propitiatory sacrifice. These authors 
accept Bellarmine’s general definition but not his application of 
it to the Eucharist. E. Doronzo, for example, writes : ‘The more 
common opinion, practically traditional among theologians, is that 
besides an oblation there is required some physical and destructive 
change in the thing offered’. When setting out his own explanation, 
which is akin to the theory of‘sacramental sacrifice’, the author 
explains that there is no new destructive change in the Mass
sacrifice, which is essentially relative to the passion-sacrifice.91

There is a parallel scholastic debate on the question whether
88 Opera varia theologica, Paris edit. 1677, col. 217 seq., 260.
89 H. Bremond, Histoire littéraire du sentiment religieux en France, vol. IX, 

Paris 1932, pp. 130-55. Other references in Chapter XII above, note 35.
90 Lepin, pp. 571-85, 624-45.
91 De Eucharistia, Milwaukee 1948, vol. II, pp. 795, 967-1063.
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St Thomas Aquinas maintained the ‘inimolationist’ opinion. A 
word on this point is in place here, in view of the significance 
Kidd, Bicknell, Hicks and others have attached to what they 
called St Thomas’s ‘new definition of sacrifice’. The following 
conclusions are those of several scholars who have devoted special 
study to this field.92

Although St Thomas in several places discusses the nature and 
purpose of sacrifice, considered as an institution and a duty of 
religion, his method in treating of it is analytic rather than 
synthetic. He does not set out to construct a philosophical theory 
of sacrifice, but to interpret the meaning of sacrifice as seen in the 
concrete, that is, in the pages of Scripture. Accordingly he does 
not lay down what constitutive elements—be it immolation or 
oblation, change or destruction—must necessarily be found in all 
sacrifices. Whether such elements are to be found in particular 
kinds of sacrifice is a matter of positive fact and depends on divine 
institution, or on human institution under divine guidance. That 
is why St Thomas, when he describes sacrifice as it is de facto, with 
particular reference to the sacrificial law of ancient times, intro
duces the note of destructive immolation. He does not assert that 
this must be the specific characteristic of sacrifice by reason of 
some metaphysical necessity; it is necessary in so far as it is prescribed 
by the divinely-approved laws governing liturgical worship.

As far as the natural law is concerned, it is obhgatory that there 
should be a duly determined rite which signifies man’s offering of 
the supreme homage due to God alone. It is fitting, but not 
essential, that this should be a destructive immolation, at least in a 
sin-offering. In the Old Testament, and especially in the Mosaic 
law, destructive immolation was decreed for the solemn sacrifices 
of the Israelites, the importance of which lay in their prefiguring 
the sacrifice of Christ. Finally, in that unique atoning sacrifice

92 See especially I. Mennessier, in Bulletin Thomiste, vol. IV, 1936, p. 677. This 
author expresses his basic agreement with the findings of Henricus a S. Teresia, 
Nota sacrificii in communi in synthesi S. Thomae, Rome 1934. cf. also J. Bittremieux, 
‘De nota destructionis in sacrificio missae’, in Divus Thomas (Piacenza) 1927, 
pp. 35-56; G. L. Bauer, ‘Das heilige Messopfer im Lichte der Grundsatze des hl. 
Thomas fiber das Opfer’, in Dinus Thomas (Fribourg) XXVIII, 1950, pp. 5-31; 
A. M. Hoffmann, ‘De sacrificio missae juxta S. Thomam’, in Angelicum, XV, 
1938, pp. 262-85; H. Lamiroy, De essentia sacrificii missae, Louvain 1919,pp. 380-7. 
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of Calvary, the culmination and the deepest meaning of the whole 
economy of sacrifice, there was in fact a destructive immolation— 
the death of the God-man. That fact conditions Christian thinking 
about sacrifice.93

93 cf. Sir Will Spens, in Essays Catholic and Critical, 3rd edit. p. 439.
94 Summa theologica III.79.7; also III.73.4 ad 3, III.83.1. On the term ‘represent’ 

see Chapter XII above, p. 264.

When, therefore, St Thomas discussed the nature of sacrifice in 
general he took it as it was described in holy writ, in which 
destructive immolation appears as an ordinary feature. When he 
discussed the redemptive sacrifice of the new law he taught, out 
of the pages of the New Testament, that the crucifixion was that 
sacrifice. But when he discussed the sacrifice of the Eucharist he 
had no thought to fmd another destructive immolation, since that 
was supplied for all time by the event of Calvary. His descriptive 
definition of sacrifice, which Vacant and Kidd thought a depar
ture from tradition, was no innovation, but was carefully worded 
to allow for those disparate strands that make up the scriptural idea 
of sacrifice. The innovation came more than three centuries later, 
when some authors first applied his definition to the Mass in a 
sense that was foreign both to St Thomas and to his later mediae
val successors.

Although St Thomas makes a passing allusion in his general 
definition to ‘blessing, breaking and consuming’, as ‘something 
done’ concerning the sacramental bread, he shows clearly in other 
passages, in which he deals explicitly with the Eucharistic mystery, 
that those ritual actions only relate to and symbolize, but do not 
constitute, the mysterious reality that gives the Mass the character 
of true sacrifice, ‘This sacrament has the nature of sacrifice’, he 
explains in one of these passages, ‘inasmuch as in it is represented 
the passion of Christ’.94 There was a depth in that apparently 
jejune explanation that escaped the controversialists of the counter
Reformation. Since it seemed to them too near the nuda com
memoratio of the Reformers to provide an effective defence for the 
Tridentine dogma, they sought to supplement it with the dis
covery in the Eucharist of some daily-recurring physical change, 
in order to complete their technical requirements for sacrifice.
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That was a precaution which is today criticized as both untradi
tional and unnecessary. The mistake of Ruard Tapper, writes 
N. M. Halmer, is that ‘he starts from wholly general definitions 
of sacrifice, which of their nature are applicable to sacrifice that is 
absolute and independent, and he apphes them unwarily to the 
holy Mass. Thus he takes St Thomas’s definition of sacrifice-in- 
general as a chief foundation of his argument, and completely 
passes over what St Thomas wrote concerning the sacrifice of the 
Mass.’95

Some of the responsibility for misleading Anghcan opinion 
about the bearing of St Thomas’s definition on later developments 
belongs to J. M. Vacant, upon whose essay of 1894 Kidd relied for 
his knowledge of the ‘destruction theories’. When Vacant de
scribed that definition as ‘a pull on the tiller which gave a new 
course to theology’, and referred vaguely to an age of misconcep
tion which followed later, his assertion was understood by Kidd 
and others to mean that a new objectionable trend began at once, 
from the thirteenth century onwards, and could be traced in the 
records of the pre-Reformation Church. In fact Vacant produced 
no evidence of ‘destruction theories’ in late-mediaeval theology, 
but based his criticisms on the post-Tridentine developments. He 
admitted that ‘the ancient conception of the sacrifice of the Mass’ 
survived even until the time of Gabriel Biel at the end of the 
fifteenth century, and the first author whom he named as making a 
concrete apphcation to the Mass of St Thomas’s ‘new’ definition is 
Melchior Cano, hi his De logis theologicis of 1563,96 As other authors 
who followed the new path he named Bellarmine, Suarez, 
Lessius and De Lugo, all of whom died hi the seventeenth century 
—more than three hundred years after St Thomas.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

To summarize the findings of the last three chapters, and to 
provide some sort of chart through what has become a termino-

96 art. cit. ‘Die Messopferspekulation von Cajetan und Tapper’, pp. 211-2.
96 Histoire de la Messe, pp. 44-7, 51 seq. Vacant, who presupposed that only an 

‘oblationist’ theory of sacrifice was admissible, gave only a cursory and inadequate 
treatment of St Thomas’s doctrine and of the later theories.
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logical labyrinth, I add here a table setting out the various senses 
in which Catholic theologians, from the middle ages to the present 
day, would qualify the proposition, ‘Immolation belongs to true 
sacrifice’. (The school of‘oblationists’, of course, would maintain 
that destructive immolation is not a constitutive element of any 
sacrifice.) The opinions of the ‘immolationists’ can be distin- 
guished as follows:

(i) As far as the nature of sacrifice-in-general is concerned, some 
say: the condition of man’s nature after the Fall demands that he 
should offer to God propitiatory sacrifice involving the destruc
tive immolation of a victim or of other material gifts. (Opinion of 
Vasquez.)

(ii) Others say: even if by reason alone we cannot prove that 
destructive immolation must have a part in man’s sacrifice to God, 
it is at least a fitting token; and in the event we see from Scripture 
that such immolation was laid down by divine positive precept 
for the ritual worship of the Chosen People under the old law, 
whose sacrifices were signs and figures of what was to come. (A 
common modification of the first opinion; this seems to be the 
view of St Thomas.)

(iii) All say: we know from the New Testament that the one 
availing sacrifice by which the world was redeemed did in fact 
involve a destructive immolation, the death of the Son of God.

(iv) All say: the term immolation, traditionally applied in 
Christian usage to the sacrifice of the Eucharist, does not and can
not imply a new death or passion of Christ.

(v) Many say: since the Eucharist is the sacramental perpetuation 
of the saving sacrifice of Christ, and since Christ’s sacrifice was 
made by the destructive immolation of Calvary, it is that past 
death, for ever efficacious, that is the real and sole immolation 
belonging essentially to the sacrifice of the Mass. (Opinion of 
many Thomists, of Vasquez, of de la Taille—and Sir Will Spens 
— of the school of Maria Laach, etc.)

(vi) Others said: although the Mass draws all its efficacy from 
the bloody immolation of the cross, some kind of additional 
ritual ‘immolation’ is required which, while it leaves Christ 
wholly unharmed and unchanged in himself, is sufficiently real to 
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verify a technical definition of true sacrifice. (Opinion of many 
post-Tridentine scholastics.)

(vii) Of these, some said: it is enough for this new ‘immolation’ 
to be a simple physical change—e.g. the consecration, bringing 
about the real presence. (Opinion of Tapper.)

(viii) Others added: the new ‘immolation’ must be a physical 
change that is in some sense destructive: either the ceasing to be 
of the substance of bread and wine (Suarez); or the ending of 
Christ’s sacramental presence through consumption of the 
species (Bellarmine); or a kenosis of Christ in accepting the 
humble conditions of the Eucharistic presence (De Lugo, 
Franzelin).

(ix) Others said; it is enough if the symbolic immolation is 
destructive in tendency only, without any real effect; i.e. the 
double consecration would tend, vi sacramenti, to separate Christ’s 
blood from his body if this were not impossible. (Opinion of 
Lessius.)

(x) Many say, in reaction against those now mostly abandoned 
post-Tridentine theories: a ‘mystical immolation’ is part of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice, but it consists, not in any change or quasi
destruction concerning the oblata, but in a simple ritual sign, the 
double consecration, which expresses sacrificial intent and is at the 
same time a symbol of Christ’s death. (Opinion of Billot.)

(xi) Others add: this mystical immolation is not merely a ritual 
sign with a symbolic reference to Christ’s death, but is an effica
cious sacramental sign, the means by which the Eucharistic sacrifice 
is invested with the selfsame reality that made Calvary the one 
true sacrifice. (Theory of the ‘sacramental sacrifice’, held by a 
large number of theologians today.)

All these various speculations about the meaning of Eucharistic 
‘immolation’ have left their mark in the history of Catholic 
theology. But there is one meaning that Catholic theologians, 
whether after the Reformation or before, have never given to that 
term: never did they teach or imagine that the Eucharistic im
molation implied the infliction of death, destruction or any harm 
on Christ, present in the sacrament in his impassible life of 
glory.
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Chapter Twenty-one

‘THE WIDESPREAD HERESY THAT THE 
MASS MUST ATONE FOR ACTUAL SINS, 

SINCE CHRIST’S DEATH
AVAILED ONLY FOR ORIGINAL SIN’

The ‘monstrous doctrine’ of the 
Mass exposed by Melanchthon 
at Augsburg and the ‘insane 
opinion’ of Ambrose Catharinus

So at length we come to the ‘monstrous doctrine’, said to have 
overshadowed the whole theology of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice in the late middle ages. According to that doctrine, 
Christ’s sacrifice upon the cross availed only to expiate original 

sin, and in order to expiate men’s personal sins another sacrifice 
was needed—the Mass. The offering of the priest at the altar must 
do what Christ’s offering was insufficient to do. It is this teaching 
that is alleged by many to have been the great rock of offence for 
the English Reformers. Their doctrines and their deeds take on a 
new complexion when it appears that it was this heresy, blatantly 
propagated under the names of noted doctors and widely be
lieved by both clergy and laity, that they had before their eyes. 
When they thought of the Roman doctrine of the Mass it was 
this current corruption of it that would naturally come to their 
minds. It is said that when they drafted their article against ‘the 
sacrifices of Masses’ it was this they meant to exclude at all costs. 
When they struck sacrificial terms out of their ordination rite it 
was sacrifice thus conceived that they repudiated.

Of all the accusations against the late-mediaeval theology of the 
Eucharistic sacrifice this is the one that has had the greatest 
fortune. It was one of the first in the field and the most widely 
credited of all, and although at the present time not quite s.o much 
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is heard of it as formerly, its influence still remains. Time and 
again it reappears in some new publication.1 The general im
pression, still persisting today, that the theology of the Mass
sacrifice on the eve of the Reformation was corrupt is in large 
measure due to this allegation, so often repeated during the 
controversies of the last century, when it was adopted by Anglo- 
Catholic apologists as a plea for a Catholic interpretation of 
Cranmer’s policies. It was A. W. Haddan who in 1869 raised the 
hue and cry after the ‘monstrous doctrine’, when he asserted that 
the Anglican ordination rite, as well as two of the Thirty-nine 
Articles, had been devised expressly to counter and exclude this 
radical error. His words have already been cited on an earher 
page:

Assuredly, at a period when the doctrine of a sacrifice in the Holy Eucharist 
had been carried to so monstrous an extreme, that doctors were found who 
taught that our Blessed Lord had died upon the cross only to atone for origin
al sin, and that it was the Church that offered the sacrifice of Christ in the 
Eucharist for the actual sins of men ... it was high time, not only to protest 
against, but so to word our services as to shut out such an utter perversion of 
the most fundamental truth of the Gospel.2

Haddan’s emphatic assertion made a lasting impression and in 
the discussions about Anglican orders in 1894-7 it assumed 
special importance. Bishop Wordsworth made use of the same 
argument in his tract Ad Batavos? and it was indu led in the essay 
of ‘Dalbus’ (the Abbé Portal) which appeared in 1894. Puller 
assured the continental theologians in 1895 : ‘I have no doubt at all 
that the authors of the 31st Article . . . had as their aim to destroy 
completely the infamous heresy propagated under the respected 
names of Albert the Great and St Thomas.’4 His certainty on that 
point was shared by Denny and Lacey, who, though holding no 
brief for Lutheranism, remarked that the Lutherans were not

1 e.g. A. G. Hebert, in Inter-Communion, 1952, p. 245; H. Whistler, False 
Alternatives at the Reformation, 1957, p. 18 ; H. Green, ‘The Sacrifice of the Mass’, 
in Barriers to Unity, edit. M. Bruce, London 1959, pp. 47-8.

2 See pp. 41-2 above.
3 De validitate ordinum anglicanorum: responsio ad Batavos, Salisbury 1894, 

pp. 7-8.
1 Revue anglo-romaine, vol. I, 1895, p- 408; similarly in the article, ‘Anglican 

Orders’, C.Q.R. April 1896, pp. 41-2.
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wrong in asserting the prevalence of the error: ‘We, of course, 
give no approval to the heretics for their efforts to root out 
completely the sacrifice of the Mass, but we deplore that an 
occasion was given for their grievances by an error which had 
long been present within the Church’.5 According to these two 
authors the error was particularly rife in England hi the years 
before the Reformation. Puller, Wordsworth, Kidd and several 
others agreed with them in assigning this dubious pre-eminence to 
England. Bishop Gore judged that ‘at the end of the middle ages 
the idea was widely current’, and that ‘its currency is attested by 
the way the early reformers speak of it, and by the repudiation of 
it in the Confession of Augsburg and in our Thirty-first Article’.6 
Bishop Gibson, A. G. Mortimer and E. S. Bicknell thought it 
certain that the doctrine had been taught.7

Darwell Stone was notably more cautious than his colleagues. 
He did not, it seems, share their conviction that the error had been 
widespread; he was content to say that ‘there were not wanting 
slight signs’, in the earher part of the sixteenth century, ‘either of a 
popular teaching or of a popular misunderstanding of teaching to 
this effect’.8 Bishop Hicks wrote: ‘There is sufficient documentary 
evidence to show that the opinion had been held, though ... it 
may not have been as widespread as the prominence given to it in 
Reforming documents suggests’.9 Dr Mascall showed a similar 
reserve in his book Corpus Christi. The error hi question, he 
wrote, was ‘held apparently by a few mediaeval thinkers’.10 In 
later writings he attributed more importance to it, drawing 
attention more than once to the ‘insane opinion’ of Catharinus on 
this point as proof that the sacrificial function ‘was often under
stood in an erroneous and superstitious way’.11 H. E. Symonds, in

8 De hierarchia anglicana, 1895, p. 128. The same allegation was made by 
G. R. Maclear and W. W. Williams in their Introduction to the Articles, pp. 366-7.

8 The Body of Christ, pp. 178-9.
7 See Chapter III above, pp. 43 seq.
8 History of the Doctrine of the Eucharist (1909) vol. II, p. 75. Similarly J. H. 

Srawley wrote that the error ‘apparently gained a certain currency’ (E.R.E., 
vol. V, 1912, p. 562).

9 The Fullness of Sacrifice, 3rd edition, pp. 318-9.
10 p. 85.
11 The Month, February 1956, p. 91; C.Q.R. January-March 1957, p. 17.
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his work The Council of Trent and Anglican Formularies,12 judged 
the error in question to be of first importance for vindicating the 
Cathohc orthodoxy of Article XXXI.

The main items of evidence that have been produced to prove 
the existence and prevalence of that strange heresy concerning 
original and actual sin are as follows:

(a) A sermon which must have had a wide influence in the 
later middle ages, since it was ascribed either to St Thomas 
Aquinas or to St Albert the Great, is said to contain the in
criminated doctrine.

(b) The Lutheran party at the Diet of Augsburg in 1530 was 
able to reproach its opponents publicly with the scandal of this 
notorious teaching; the Lutherans continued to press the charge in 
later years.

(c) In 1536 Bishop Hugh Latimer called Convocation to 
witness that the error had often been preached by Enghsh 
churchmen during the lifetime of those present, and none was 
found to gainsay him.

(d) In 1538 the envoys sent to Henry VIII by the German 
Protestant princes repeated the charge.

(e) The English articles of 1552-3 again referred to it.
(f) Ambrose Catharinus, bishop, Cardinal designate and a 

theologian of the Council of Trent (fi553), defended the ‘mon
strous doctrine’ in his writings.

(g) Two leading Catholic theologians, Melchior Cano and 
Gabriel Vasquez, admitted that Catharinus had taught that 
doctrine.

As will appear in the following pages, all these considerations 
are reducible to two: the whole structure of the case rests ulti
mately on two pieces of evidence—a sentence from a mediaeval 
sermon and excerpts from the writings of Catharinus.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

The celebrated sentence attributed to St Thomas or to St 
Albert is found in the first of a collection of 32 Latin sermons, On 
the holy Sacrament oj the Lord’s Body:

I2 London 1933, pp. 126 seq.
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As the body of our Lord was once offered on the cross for the original debt, 
so it may be offered constantly on the altar for our daily sms, that the Church 
may have in this a gift for gaining God’s favour, precious and acceptable 
above all the sacraments and sacrifices of the old law.13

This then is the ‘terrible perversion of the truth’, as Bishop 
Gibson called it,14 which is held to be a chief fount of corrupt 
notions about the Eucharistic sacrifice in the late-mediaeval 
Church. Never can a single remark in a sermon have been 
credited with such far-reaching and sinister consequences, or have 
aroused such indignation. It is this sentence that Bullinger 
described as a ‘manifest impiety’, Jewel as a ‘blasphemy’, Haddan 
as a ‘monstrous doctrine’, Lacey as a ‘strange and dangerous 
opinion’ and Puller as an ‘infamous error’.

About the authorship of the sermons there remains some 
uncertainty. That they were not by St Thomas is now clear, 
although it was to him that they were usually ascribed in the 
sixteenth century. G. Jacob, who edited them in 1893, brought 
strong arguments in support of St Albert’s authorship, pointing 
out their resemblance in content, style and arrangement to the 
other works of the Universal Doctor. He quoted a pre
Reformation writer who claimed to have seen the original 
manuscript at Cologne, written in Albert’s hand. Vacant, how
ever, was of opinion that the sermons in their present form were 
the work of a fifteenth-century author.15 N. Paulus agreed with 
Jacob.16 P. Mandonnet suspended judgment, on the grounds that

13 ‘Secunda causa institutionis huius sacramenti est sacrificium altaris, contra 
quamdam quotidianam delictorum nostrorum rapinam: ut sicut corpus Domini 
nostri semel oblatum est pro debito [al. delicto] originali, sic offeratur jugiter pro 
nostris quotidianis delictis in altari, et habeat in hoc Ecclesia munus ad placandum 
sibi Deum, super omnia legis sacramenta vel sacrificia pretiosum et acceptum.’ 
B. Alberti Magni de sacrosancto corporis Domini Sacramento sermones, edited by 
Canon G. Jacob, Regensburg 1893, chap. I. These sermons are also to be found 
under the tides, De venerabili Sacramento altaris or Sermones de eucharistia, etc. in 
some editions of the works of St Thomas as well as in those of St Albert.

11 The Thirty-nine Articles, p. 149.
16 Histoire de la conception dn sacrifice de la messe, p. 40, note; also ‘Albert le 

Grand est-il l’auteur des 32 discours sur l’Eucharistie qui lui sont attribués?’, in 
Renne anglo-romaine, vol. III, pp. 723-30. Vacant was impressed by the Anglican 
accusation, and in the earlier of these works conceded that the sermon contained 
the error alleged. In the second he said the author’s language was at least am
biguous and dangerous.

16 Revtie anglo-romaine, vol. II, 1895, pp. 254-6.
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the early evidence about the origin of the sermons was confused, 
and he noted that they had been ascribed even to St Bona
venture.17 But whoever the author was, Puller and his friends 
insisted, there was no doubt that the sermons were usually 
attributed either to Aquinas or to Albert the Great, and so ‘in 
any case could not have failed to have a great influence in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries’.18 Bicknell writes that ‘the 
existence of the sermons, whoever composed them, is proof 
that such a doctrine was taught’.19

These conjectures about the pernicious influence of the sentence 
in the first sermon are not supported by evidence. Editions of the 
work were indeed fairly widely circulated in the late fifteenth and 
early sixteenth centuries,20 but until the Reformers drew attention 
to the sentence it seems to have occurred to no one to interpret it 
in the sense they then alleged. No pre-Reformation theologian 
even refers to the heresy which is supposed to underlie those 
words, and which is said to have been ‘commonly defended and 
widely diffused’. Puller’s surmise about the influence of this 
sermon seems ill-considered. Since, as he points out, the author 
was generally thought to be either St Thomas Aquinas or his 
master Albert the Great, the late-mediaeval schoolmen would on 
that account be all the less likely to be led astray by any question
able phrase in it. The orthodox teaching of both those doctors, 
insisting that Christ’s redemptive sacrifice on the cross was 
superabundant to atone for all the sins of all men,21 was so well 
known and their works so well studied that there was little 
danger of attributing to either of them a heretical theory which 
declared Christ’s sacrifice insufficient. Kidd himself concedes: ‘It 
is impossible that either St Thomas or his master could have 
committed themselves to the theological error contained in the 
passage quoted’.22 The supposed authority of Aquinas or Albert,

17 D.T.C. vol. I, col. 674.
18 Revue anglo-romaine, vol. I, 1895, p. 406.
19 Thirty-nine Articles, p. 417.
20 Jacob, p. ix.
21 e.g. St Thomas, Summa theologica, III.48.2: ‘Passio Christi non solum sufficiens 

sed etiam superabundans satisfactio fuit pro peccatis humani generis’; St Albert, 
IV Sent. lib. 3, dist. 19, art. 1, etc.

22 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 83.
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then, far from leading the schoolmen into error, would have kept 
them on the right path. But there is in any case a simple explana
tion why they took no harm from the sermon in question, and 
why the ‘monstrous doctrine’ left no traces in pre-Reformation 
theology—the fact that the doctrine alleged is not contained in 
that sermon.

Haddan, Lacey, Puller and the others must have taken the 
allegation on trust from the sixteenth-century Protestant con
troversialists without studying the original text of the sermon, 
else they could hardly have attributed to the author the opinion 
that Christ’s passion was sufficient to atone only for original sin 
and not for the actual sins of all men. Had they referred to the 
context they would have found that the author declares, in the 
passage immediately following the incriminated sentence, that 
Christ ‘offered on the cross a sufficient sacrifice for the debts of all 
men .23 Earlier in the same sermon he quotes a patristic authority 
to show that the Mass is a mysterious perpetuation of the sacrifice 
offered once as our ransom:

‘Because the body assumed by the Lord was to be hidden from our eyes and 
taken up to the heavens, it was needful that on the day of the Supper he should 
consecrate for us the sacrament of his body and blood, so that it might be 
offered continually in a mystery as it had been offered once as a ransom, and that 
the eternal victim should live in our memory and be always present in grace.’24

The other sermons in the same collection are recognized to be 
from the pen of the same author as of the first. They contain 
many passages which make it plain that his teaching was the 
opposite of the ‘monstrous doctrine’.25 So for instance he says in 
the 25 th sermon:

Because we fall daily, at least venially, therefore Christ is daily immolated for 
us, so that he who by dying conquered death once, loosens the recurring 
bonds of sin daily through this sacrament. Ambrose says: Just as what is

28 Jacob’s edition, pp. io-ii.
24 This text, variously attributed to Eusebius of Emessa, to St Jerome, and to 

St Isidore, probably belongs to Faustus of Riez (cf. Lepin, L’Idée du sacrifice de la 
Messe, pp. 44-6.)

25 Several such passages are cited by Nikolas Paulus, ‘Die angebliche Lehre, 
Christus sei nur für die Erbsünde gestorben’, in Der Katholik (Mainz), 1896, 
vol. II, pp. 233-5; by A. Richardson, in Dublin Review, January 1890, pp. 89-94; 
and by Messenger, R.M.P. vol. 1, pp. 128-32.
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offered in all places is one and the same body, so there is one and the same 
sacrifice. Christ offered once on the cross a victim for all; we also offer the 
victim now, but what we offer is a memorial of that sacrifice. Nor is it 
repeated by reason of its weakness, but by reason of our own, because we sin 
daily.

The first sentence of this passage was taken from Paschasius 
Radbertus,26 and the text from ‘Ambrose’ (really Chrysostom) 
was the favourite text of mediaeval theology, given in the 
Sentences of Peter Lombard.27 The first and last sentences in this 
passage are parallel in structure and sense to the controverted 
sentence in the first sermon, and they serve to illustrate its mean
ing. When the author wrote, ‘as the body of the Lord was once 
offered on the cross for the original debt, so it may be offered 
constantly on the altar for our daily sins’, he was not propounding 
a new heresy, as the Reformers later claimed: but he was repeating 
the traditional teaching that in the sacrifice of the Mass Christ 
instituted a special means by which to make always available the 
propitiatory effect of his passion, and to impetrate the grace of 
repentance for sinners in all ages. As St Thomas put it: ‘Christ by 
his passion freed us from our sins by a universal cause; that is, 
he instituted for us a liberating cause by which all manner of sins 
at any time, past, present or future, could be remitted. . . . But it 
is necessary that it should be applied to individuals in order to 
wipe out the sins of each’.28

26 De corpore et sanguine Domini, P.L. CXX, col. 1294.
27 Book IV, distinction 12, chapter 5. See pp. 75-6 above.
28 Summa theologica, III.49.1, ad 3 & 4.
20 De Sacramentis, book IV, chap. 6; P.L. XVI, col. 464.
80 Corpus luris Canonici, edit. Friedberg, vol. I, col. 1341-2.

Many parallel passages taken from other doctors can be cited to 
show that the author of the sermons is in respectable company, 
and that there is nothing heterodox in the sentence for which he 
has been denounced. The mediaevals paraphrased in many ways 
the saying of St Ambrose: ‘Because I constantly fall into sin, I 
must constantly have the remedy’.29 This idea was expressed in 
several alternative phrases in a passage in the ninth-century work 
of Paschasius Radbertus, which all the scholastics of the following 
centuries laid under contribution.30 Many repeated the words of 
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Aquinas: ‘Because we have daily need of the fruit of the Lord’s 
passion on account of our daily faults, therefore this sacrament is 
ordinarily offered daily in the Church’.31 The Council of Trent 
continued this traditional teaching when in its decree at the 
22nd session it declared that Christ instituted the Mass ‘in order 
that by it the sacrifice in blood to be accomplished but once on 
the cross might be represented . . . and that its saving force might 
be applied for the remission of the sins which we daily commit’. 
In the same sense Bishop Jeremy Taylor, the seventeenth-century 
Anglican divine, writes :

This sacrifice, because it was perfect, could be but one, and that once; but 
because the needs of the world should last as Ions as the world itself, it was 
necessary that there should be a perpetual ministry established, whereby this 
one sufficient sacrifice should be made eternally effectual to the several new 
arising needs of all the world who should desire it, or in any sense be capable 
of it.32
Several Catholic scholars have analysed the sermon attributed 

to Aquinas or Albert, to show how the famous sentence fits into 
the author’s general argument. That is an interesting but second
ary question, and those inclined to pursue it will find it treated at 
length in the studies of Gregory of Valentia, Bellarmine, Moyes, 
Paulus, Dummermuth, Renz, Richardson and Messenger.33 
Although all these authors have shown clearly what the sentence 
does not mean, they are not in similar agreement about what 
precisely it does mean. Renz is one of those who have explained it 
most succinctly. When the author of the sermon says that Christ 
was offered on the cross ‘for the original debt’ he is not referring

31 Summa theologica, III.83.2. For examples of the use of these time-honoured 
phrases, see Appendix A below, nos. 1, 4, 10; Appendix B, nos. v, xv, xvii, 
xviii, xxiii, xxxi.

32 The Rule and Exercises of Holy Living, IV.10 (Works, London 1850, vol. Ill, 
p. 214.)

33 Gregory of Valentia, Apologia de sanctissimo missae sacrificio, Ingolstadt 1581, 
pp. 31 seq.; Bellarmine, Indicium de libro quern Lutherani vacant concordiae, Ingol
stadt 1585, pp. 88 seq.; Moyes, The Tablet, May 25th 1895, pp. 805-6; Paulus, 
‘Une prétendue “doctrine monstrueuse” sur le sacrifice de la Messe’, in Revue 
atiglo-romaine, vol. II, 1896, pp. 252-60; ‘Die angebliche Lehre . . . etc’, hi Der 
Katholik, 1896 vol. II, especially pp. 233-7; Dummermuth, ‘Exposé d’un texte 
attribué au B. Albert le Grand’, in Revue anglo-romaine, vol. II, 1896, pp. 302-8; 
Renz, Die Geschichte des Messopferbegriffs, vol. I, pp. 759-60; A. Richardson, ‘The 
Sacrifices of Masses’, in Dublin Revieiv, January 1890, pp. 85 seq.; Messenger, 
R.M.P. vol. I, pp. 126-32.
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to ‘original sin’ in the sense of the inherited moral disorder in the 
individual soul before baptism, but to the primordial verdict of 
eternal separation from God under which the whole human race 
lay before its redemption. The author’s meaning is that by 
Christ’s passion this original debt was paid and the condemnation 
of mankind annulled; and for ‘the daily sins’ which men continue 
to commit, the propitiatory effect of the passion-sacrifice is 
applied by means of the commemorative sacrifice of the Eucharist.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Since no genuine trace of the ‘monstrous doctrine’ can be 
found in mediaeval theology and no pre-Reformation theologian 
even refers to it, how did it come to acquire such widespread 
notoriety from the sixteenth century onwards ? The source of the 
allegation is to be found in an article of the Confession of Augs
burg of 1530, and the man responsible was Philip Melanchthon. 
On an earlier page we saw how the early Lutherans imputed to 
the papists the teaching that the sacraments forgave sins without 
the conversion of the sinner, sine bono motu utentis, and how that 
charge, boldly repeated by Melanchthon in his Augsburg 
Apology, has re-echoed down the centuries to our own day. The 
present case provides another instance of Melanchthon’s success in 
launching a legend.

The imperial Diet which met at Augsburg in 1530 was sum
moned by Charles V in die hope of finding some remedy for the 
religious strife that was rending his empire, and the Confessio 
Augustana was drawn up by Melanchthon to present to the 
Emperor the articles of belief of the Protestant princes. It was 
divided into two parts, the first containing ‘principal articles of 
faith’ and the second, ‘articles concerning the reform of abuses’. 
In the latter section appeared an article De Missa, in which 
Melanchthon, after deploring the mercenary abuses connected 
with the Mass, wrote:

There came in an opinion which brought about an unbounded, increase in 
the number of private Masses, namely that Christ by his passion made 
satisfaction for original sin and instituted the Mass in which an oblation was 
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to be made for daily sins, mortal and venial. Hence arose the popular notion 
that the Mass is a work washing away, ex opere operate, the sins of the living 
and the dead.34

In the German version of the Confession, which had some 
notable differences in wording and was sharper in tone than the 
Lathi, the charge was made more pointed by the interpolation of 
the word ‘allein—‘that Christ by his passion made satisfaction for 
original sin only. The comment is added: ‘It is an unheard of 
novelty hi Church teaching that Christ’s death satisfied only for 
original shi and not for other sins as well’. This addition of the 
word ‘only’, although it did not occur hi the original sentence in 
the sermon of pseudo-Thomas, doubtless led later authors to 
assume that the sentence bore a heretical sense.

hi the Confession Melanchthon did not ascribe the offending 
opinion to any particular author, but in his Indicium de missa?5 
written about the same time, and in his celebrated Apologia 
Confessionis, published hi 1531, he named the author of the error 
as Thomas Aquinas.36 It was not long before the indictment was 
repeated hi England. It was made use of by the Lutheran envoys to 
Henry VIII in 1538, and during the Edwardine Reformation by 
Thomas Becon, chaplain to Archbishop Cranmer, who wrote: 
‘The papists shame not to he that Christ by his death satisfied only 
for original sin and the sins past; as for all our sins, whatsoever 
they be, venial or mortal, committed after baptism, they be 
put away by the sacrifice of the Mass’.37 The survival of the 
charge in English controversy was ensured by its repetition in the 
writings of Bishop Jewel.38

What led Melanchthon to fasten a heretical meaning on the 
harmless phrase from pseudo-Thomas and to include an accusa-

34 Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche, p. 93. In this edition 
the article is listed as no. XXIV of the Confession; Francke lists it as article III of 
part II.

35 Opera Omnia, C.R. vol. II, col. 209.
36 ‘Repudiandus est error Thomae, qui scripsit: Corpus Domini semel oblatum 

in cruce pro debito originali, iugiter offerri pro cotidianis delictis in altari, ut 
habeat in hoc ecclesia munus ad placandum sibi Deum’. (Bekeimtnisschriften, 
p. 367).

37 The Jewel of Joy, in Becon’s Catechism and other Pieces written in the Reign of 
Edward VI, p. 455. Becon repeats the charge elsewhere, as do other Reformers.

38 Works, part III, P.S. Cambridge 1848, p. 557.
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tion of this nature in the official Lutheran profession of faith? To 
trace the antecedents of the Augsburg article of 1530 we must go 
back ten years to the beginnings of the religious revolution in the 
German-speaking lands. The fundamental principle of the 
Reformers was that of justification by faith alone. In the early 
period the preaching of this gospel was accompanied by an 
earnest campaign against ‘works’. The Catholic teaching on the 
sinner’s need for penance, satisfaction and sacramental absolution 
was the special target for the attacks of the Reformers, who 
claimed that such teaching was tantamount to denying that 
Christ had made adequate satisfaction for all sins. The Cathodes in 
reply repeated the traditional doctrine that all sin which precedes 
baptism—both original and actual sin, both guilt incurred and 
punishment due—is wiped out by that sacrament, which 
applies to the individual the satisfactory fruits of Christ’s passion 
without need for works of penance on his part; but for sins 
committed after baptism the sinner has to do his share of penance. 
That is, he has to join his satisfaction to Christ’s as a condition for 
obtaining the application of Christ’s merits to himself through 
sacramental absolution. The Reformers fastened on this doctrine 
and represented their opponents as teaching that Christ made 
satisfaction only for original sin and not for actual sins; that his 
blood profited only infants who die after baptism and not 
adults, who must expiate their sins by their own works and 
merits instead. This charge soon became an everyday weapon in 
the religious strife of the time, and we meet it again and again in 
the records of the early years of the Reformation.

Some examples of the use of this controversial weapon will 
illustrate the general pattern of the attack in the years preceding 
the Diet of Augsburg of 1530. It is noteworthy that hi all the 
accusations instanced below there is as yet no talk of the function 
of the Mass to expiate sins committed after baptism. The charge as 
formulated by the Reformers in those first years was that it was 
the sinner’s penance and good works which, according to the theory 
attributed to the Cathohcs, must make the satisfaction for which 
Christ’s passion was unavailing. The adaptation of the charge as an 
objection against the doctrine of the Mass-sacrifice was a later
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development, made by Melanchthon shortly before the council at 
Augsburg in 1530. Not only can we determine the date of the 
first public appearance of the ‘monstrous doctrine’, we can even 
observe it in the making. Most of the following examples are 
discussed, with full documentation, in a series of articles by 
N. Paulus, in Der Katholik (Mainz) between 1896 and 1902, which 
throw much light on our subject but which seem to have 
escaped due notice in England.

In Lent 1523 Dr Balthasar Sattler, parish priest of Esslingen 
(Württemberg), among whose flock Lutheran ideas had made 
headway, drew up some regulations concerning Easter con
fession in which he said that he would not absolve those who, on 
the grounds that ‘Christ made satisfaction for all’, refused to 
accept sacramental penance. Luther was informed and in a letter 
to his followers in the town commented:

This is the chief article and foundation of Christian doctrine, that we cannot 
expiate or do away with sins through our own works, but we believe that 
Christ has done that with his blood. This faith, without any works, does away 
with all sins. . . . That parish priest acts as a wolf and not as a shepherd of 
souls when he demands penance for sins.39

The following year the Lutheran stalwart Hans von der 
Planitz, in a letter to the Elector of Saxony, gave this version of 
Sattler’s statement:

At Esslingen is a preacher who has openly said from the pulpit that Christ 
did not die for the sins which men commit after baptism, and did not make 
satisfaction for those sins, but only for original sin.40

From the year 1524 onwards we find this accusation cropping 
up frequently in different places. A common pattern can be 
discerned in these incidents. After a Catholic preacher had 
opposed the doctrine of justification by faith alone and declared 
the need for penance and satisfaction for sms committed after 
baptism, he would be accused by zealous Reformers of having 
taught that Christ did not make satisfaction for the sins of adult

so Eni Sendtbrief.. . an ayn Christliche Gemain der Stad Essling, Wittenberg 
1523; cited by Paulus, Der Katholik, 1897, vol. E p. 489-

40 Förstemann, Neues Urkundenbuch zur Geschichte der evangelischen Kirchen- 
Reformation, Hamburg 1842, p. 198.
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Christians but died to expiate original sin only. George Witzel 
(Wicelius), a prominent Catholic champion of the day, was one of 
those against whom this accusation was levelled. Taxed with 
teaching that ‘after baptism the blood of Christ is of no avail to 
sinners’, he wrote a lengthy defence41 which shows clearly what 
really lay behind these accusations. He relates with feeling that he 
could never preach without spies among his hearers, often mere 
boys sent by their elders, who would then put out garbled 
reports of his words, wresting them to a heretical sense. ‘It is not 
only to me that they do it’, he added; ‘others of my brethren 
suffer the same calumnies too’. He describes how in his preaching 
he had said:

41 G. Wicel, Acta wie sich es zu Eisleben begeben hat, über dem tröstlichen Artickel 
von der Vergebung der Sünden, Leipzig 1537; Paulus, Der Katholik 1896, vol. II, 
pp. 241-6.

42 ibid. Acta, fol. A4—B6. 43 Paulus, ibid. pp. 238-9.

The sins we commit after baptism must be got rid of through penance, the 
‘second plank after shipwreck’ as St Jerome calls it, with true repentance, 
sorrow, conversion, prayer, almsdeeds and other good works corresponding 
to faith.. . . Hereupon I am attacked and reproached by [the sectaries, who say] 
that faith alone remits sins after baptism. . . . ‘The blood of Christ’, they say, 
‘forgives everything if I only believe; I lay my sins upon Christ, he has a 
broad back’. About this manner of honouring his blood I said, ‘Not so, 
comrade: Christ’s blood will not help you so lightly. There is more to it 
than that. You must also do penance, be sorry for your sins, turn yourself 
to a good life’. . . . This is the teaching of the universal Church of old . . . 
namely, that after baptism there is no forgiveness without penance. In so 
saying I did not belittle or exclude the blood of Christ, without which it is 
impossible for sins to be forgiven.42

At Erfurt in May 1524 Bartholomew Arnoldi von Usingen, 
Luther’s old teacher and later opponent, was haled before the 
magistrates to answer the charge that in a sermon he had said 
Christ died only for infants. This he indignantly rebutted as a 
reflection upon his renowned scholarship, and he was able to 
appeal to the testimony of the vast throng who had heard him.43 
In the same year a Franciscan friar, Jeremias Mielich, was ordered 
by the city council of Nuremberg to cease from preaching, on the 
grounds that some citizens had been angered by a sermon in which
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lie was reported to have said, ‘Christ satisfied only for original 
sin, and men cannot be rid of their personal sins except by 
penance and good works’. A somewhat different version of this 
charge is given by Spalatin, whom Darwell Stone and Messenger 
follow,44 namely that the friar would have Christ’s atonement 
available only for those who lived before his coming. Despite his 
protests Mielich was not allowed to explain his meaning to the 
magistrates. The manuscripts of his sermons survive, showing 
that he taught the opposite of the error attributed to him.45

44 Darwell Stone, vol. II, p. 75; R.M.P. vol. I, p. 133.
45 Paulus, ibid. pp. 247-8; and another work by Paulus, Kaspar Schatzgeyer, 

Freiburg-im-Breisgau 1898, pp. 134-5.
46 Der Katholik, 1900, vol. I, pp. 479-80.
47 Opera, Zurich 1830, vol. VII, pp. 363-6.
48 Der Katholik, 1902, vol. I, pp. 574-5.
49 Der Katholik, 1897, vol. I, pp. 487-8.

The accusation made against Fridolin Lindauer, rector of 
Bremgarten (Switzerland), was that he had maintained that the 
personal sins of Christians, being excluded from Christ’s expiation 
on the cross, had to be wiped out by sacramental absolution 
instead.46 Zwingli took up the cudgels against him on hearing of 
this report in October 1524, but showed by a telling admission 
that he realized what his adversary’s position really was. ‘How do 
you dare to assert that the wounds of our sins are wiped clean by 
the sacraments, since they are cured solely by the blood of 
Christ?’, demanded the Swiss Reformer. ‘But you will say’, he 
acknowledged, ‘the sacraments do not cleanse by their own 
virtue, but by virtue of the passion of Christ’. For Zwingli the 
answer to this was clear: the sacraments are mere signs without 
any efficacy, and ‘faith alone saves us’.47

In December the familiar charge recurred at Nuremberg. This 
time it was a Dominican friar who was delated to the Lutheran 
magistrates by the ‘Christian preachers’ of the city, who reported 
him as saying ‘Christ suffered only for original sin’. He defended 
himself in writing.48 In a Christian Epistle to the pious believers oj 
Esslingen, in July 1526, Zwingli repeated the earlier complaint 
against Dr Sattler.49 hi 1527 Dr Weinandt, leader of the Catholic 
party at Ansbach, protested in a letter to the Margrave of
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Brandenburg against a calumny: he was accused of having said in a 
sermon that Christ suffered to atone for the sins of Adam and of 
the men of the old testament only.50 We meet this curious variant 
of the more usual charge in a number of places. How it arose is 
obscure, but it may well have been connected with the text in the 
Epistle to the Hebrews (ix.15) which refers to Christ’s ‘death for 
the redemption of those transgressions which were under the 
former testament’. We shall later find Catharinus using this text to 
argue that Christ’s expiation is applied in a different maimer for 
Christians’ post-baptismal sins (for which, that is, they must do 
personal penance) than for their pre-baptismal sins (for which no 
personal penance is required—and which Catharinus took to be 
‘transgressions under the former testament’). It seems not un
likely that the same Pauline text was put to similar use in the 
controversies of the fifteen-twenties, and was made the occasion 
for this strange variant of the Lutheran accusation.

At a disputation at Berne in January 1528 Theobald Huter, 
Catholic rector of Appenzell, rejected as a misrepresentation of 
his preaching the usual allegation concerning original and actual 
sins.51 At Lübeck in 1529 satirical songs were directed against 
Johann Rode, rector of the church of our Lady, to the effect that 
he had made Christ’s death a remedy only for men of former 
times, ‘and that their posterity must seek salvation from Him’.52 
It was this instance, together with the earlier accusation against 
the friar Mielich in 1524, that Darwell Stone accepted as indica
tions that the monstrous doctrine had some currency at the end of 
the middle ages. From the foregoing survey of these years it 
appears that what currency it had was in the Lutheran polemic; 
and those accusations of 1524-1529 were in any case not yet 
connected with the sacrifice of the Mass.53

This was the state of the controversy when, shortly before the 
Diet of Augsburg in 1530, Melanchthon gave it a new direction

60 Der Katholik, 1902, vol. I, p. 576.
61 Acta gehaltner Disputation zu Bemn, Zurich 1528, pp. 99-100; Paulus, Der 

Katholik, 1900, vol. I, pp. 476-8. 62 R.M.P. vol. I, p. 133.
53 An English echo of these accusations, showing clearly what was the doctrinal 

point at issue, occurs in Tyndale’s commentary on I John ii. 2; Expositions, P.S. 
PP- 155-6.
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by converting what had previously been an objection against the 
Catholic teaching on penance and good works into an objection 
against the sacrifice of the Mass. What suggested this adaptation of 
the argument? The answer may be found, I think, in a work 
against the Mass published a short time before by Urban Rieger 
(Rhegius) in which this Lutheran scholar drew the attention of Iris 
contemporaries to the sentence in the sermon of‘St Thomas’.54 
Rieger, who wrote in a restrained style all too rare in that age, 
quoted the sentence from ‘Aquinas’ as an illustration of the 
Romanists’ belief that the Mass-sacrifice apphed the efficacy of the 
passion for the remission of men’s daily sins. He did not allege 
that the Catholics restricted the efficacy of the passion to the 
expiation of original sin; rather he presented their teaching with 
unusual fairness:

What they say is not true, namely that ‘the death of Christ is indeed the 
source of all sacrifices. . . but our Mass-sacrifice draws from that death its 
efficacy to wipe out the sins of men by a daily act of oblation’. . . . Again they 
insist, ‘we offer the selfsame that Christ offered’.55

Rieger’s answer was that the Eucharist could not contain or 
apply the efficacy of Christ’s sacrifice, as the Cathohcs maintained, 
since it was a mere memorial of the past sacrifice, devoid of any 
such instrumental causality. Melanchthon however saw that the 
sentence from pseudo-Thomas, taken in isolation, could be • 
represented as meaning that Christ’s death atoned for original sin 
only and that the Mass was needed to make a new atonement for 
actual sins. By an apt coincidence the words found by Rieger, 
although originally written in a quite different context, seemed to 
have a marked similarity to the error that the recent Lutheran 
campaign had laid at the door of Catholic preachers in Germany. 
Melanchthon saw no difficulty in transplanting the accusation 
from the justification controversy into the Mass controversy. So, 
by an ingenious adaption of the quotation, there was forged a 
new tactical weapon against ‘private Masses’ for use at the 
momentous convention due to assemble at Augsburg in the 
summer of 1530.

54 Materia cogitandi de toto missae negocio, Augsburg 1528, fol. B 3.
55 ibid. fol. B 4.

485



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

Much depended on the forthcoming Diet, for there was a real 
danger that if parleys failed the Protestant cause would be 
suppressed by superior force of arms. The Lutheran princes 
wished to avoid needlessly angering the Emperor and the other 
Catholic leaders by a repetition of the bitter polemics then 
current, and Melanchthon’s own temperament inclined him to 
avoid frontal collisions. For these reasons his pohcy in drafting 
the Confessio Augustana was one of studied moderation. (Luther 
called the Augsburg formulary ‘the softly-stepping apology’, and 
Harnack comments: ‘Its diplomatic attitude of accommodation 
towards the old Church is painful.’56) Accordingly the articles 
were so framed as not to seem to deliver a direct attack on the 
Emperor’s own Church and most cherished beliefs. Whenever 
possible Melanchthon represented the Lutheran protests as aimed, 
not against those basic beliefs, but rather against idle or corrupt 
usages which had arisen in the Roman system in the course of the 
centuries and which were the root and explanation of many of 
the practices and beliefs to which the Reformers objected. So on 
the vexed question of the Mass he did not directly attack the 
Catholic teaching that Christ is offered in the sacrifice of the 
altar, although that had been the chief point of contention in the 
previous ten years. He even rejected as false the accusation that 
the Lutherans had abolished the Mass: ‘We keep the Mass and 
celebrate it with the greatest reverence’. In fact, during the 
negotiations at Augsburg Melanchthon seemed inclined to tone 
down the Lutheran hostility to the sacrificial concept of the Mass 
to such an extent that some of his companions judged his dealings 
hardly compatible with Luther’s proviso that ‘nothing contrary to 
the Gospel was to be conceded’. They wrote to tell their absent 
leader of their misgivings, but Luther was not unduly perturbed. 
In his letter to Melanchthon on the subject he said:

In these straits I am yet full of confidence, knowing that you cannot be 
committing any sin there, except perhaps against our own persons, so that 
we may be accused of being perfidious and inconstant. But what then? That 
will easily be put right by the constancy and truth of our cause. Although

66 W. A. Curtis, A History of Creeds and Confessions of Faith (Edinburgh 1911), 
p. 142; Harnack, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, 1920 edit., vol. Ill, p. 684, note.
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I would not have it happen, I am saying this so that if anything of the kind 
should happen there would be no need to despair. For when once we have 
evaded their power and are at peace we can easily make amends for our 
wiles and failings, since God’s mercy reigns over us.57

The text of the Augsburg Confession, then, contained no overt 
attack on the sacrifice of the Mass as such. Melanchthon limited 
himself in that document to condemning the multiplicity of 
Masses, the ‘unbounded increase’ of which he attributed to the 
influence of a scholastic opinion that would sound scandalous to 
all godly ears. The opportunist nature of his tactics appears from a 
comparison of this passage in the Augsburg Confession with his 
previous writings on the Mass. In his Loci Communes (1521) he had 
said that chief responsibility for the belief that the Mass was a 
sacrifice for the living and the dead was ‘to be attributed to 
Thomas, who taught that the Mass was of benefit to others 
besides the one who eats’.58 In a paper written about 1526 he 
declared that the factor ‘which in the greatest degree increased the 
number of Masses’ in the Church was the teaching of the 
mediaeval theologians ‘that the Mass is a good work which is 
exhibited to God and merits grace for the living and the dead’. He 
added that from the Scotist theory of the limited efficacy of each 
Mass ‘grew chantries, obits and other kinds of money-making 
Masses’.59 Now at Augsburg he makes further significant ad
ditions and alterations to his case. In a memorandum called 
Indicium de missa, written about the time of the beginning of the 
Diet, he brings forward the quotation found by Rieger in the 
sermon of ‘ St Thomas ’ as one more of the factors which led to 
‘the unbounded increase of private Masses’.60 Finally in the 
Confessio Augustana itself the process is completed, and the 
opinion of pseudo-Thomas is now singled out as the first cause of 
the system which the Lutherans are attacking. That infamous

67 Luther’s Briefwechsel, edit. L. Enders, Frankfurt 1884 if., vol. VIII, p. 235. 
See P. Sinthern, ‘Dolos, mendacia et lapsos nostros’, in Z. k. Th. 1912, pp. 180-4.

68 Kidd, Documents, p. 93.
69 Paper on the Mass, apparently written about 1526 (Opera, C.R. vol. I, 

Halle 1834, col. 840). This paper seems to have been the basis of Melanchthon’s 
Indicium de missa of 1530.

60 Opera, C.R. vol. II, col. 209.
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doctrine about original and actual sin was the root of the evil. It 
was from that discreditable origin that first arose the common 
persuasion that the Mass was a work forgiving sins ex opere 
operate; next followed the dispute about the Scotist opinion; and 
that dispute consequently ‘gave rise to the infinite multitude of 
Masses’.61

Melanchthon’s politic method of argument, refraining from 
direct attack on the Catholic doctrine of the sacrifice and tracing 
the causes of the Mass system back to an error which all must 
condemn, had the advantage of avoiding open affront to the 
sensibilities of the Emperor and the Catholic princes, but it had 
the disadvantage that the Cathohc theologians present at the Diet 
would fmd it easy to seize on the reasons alleged and to expose 
them as controversial figments. That is just what happened. The 
Emperor instructed a commission of thirty of the chief theo
logians of Germany to draw up a reply to the Protestant Con
fession. The leading figures among them were Eck, Cochlaeus, 
Wimpina, Dietenberger, Faber, and Bartholomew Arnoldi von 
Usingen, hi their first draft the theologians made this comment on 
the article in question:

They attribute to Catholics the assertion that the passion of Christ was for 
original sin and the Mass for actual sins. But in this the preachers deceive their 
princes, since they impute to Catholics an unheard of error and heresy. Let 
them point out to us anyone who thinks that Christ made satisfaction in his 
passion only for original sin, and we will oppose him as much as Luther. 
Catholics have never taught such a notion, but we hold that Christ made 
satisfaction for all sins. Yet just as the preachers say that Iris satisfaction is of 
avail to no one without faith, so the teaching of Catholic authors and of the 
whole Church is that we become partakers of his satisfaction through the 
sacraments and the sacrifice of the Mass, through good works and similar 
means.62

61 ‘Accessit opinio quae auxit privatas missas in infinitum, videlicet quod 
Christus sua passione satisfecerit pro peccato originis, et instituerit missam in qua 
fieret oblatio pro quotidianis delictis, mortalibus et venialibus. Hine manavit 
publica opinio quod missa sit opus delens peccata vivorum et mortuorum ex 
opere operate. Hie coeptum est disputari utrum una missa, dicta pro pluribus, 
tantumdem valeat quantum singulae pro singulis. Haec disputatio peperit istam 
infinitam multitudinem missarum.’ (Bekenntnisschriften, p. 93.)

62 J. Ficker, Die Konfutation der Augsburgischen Beketmtnis: ihre erste Gestalt und 
ihre Geschichte (Leipzig 1891), p. 100, lines 15-21.
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In the revised and shortened form of the theologians’ Confuta
tion, read to the assembled Diet on August 3rd 1530, the final 
wording was as follows:

We cannot well understand what is alleged, ‘Christ by his passion made 
satisfaction for original sin and instituted the Mass for actual sins’, for this was 
never heard of among Catholics. Many of them now being questioned con- 
standy deny that this has ever been taught by them.63

63 Le Plat, Montnnenta, vol. II, p. 391.
64 Antithesis der tutherischen Bekenntnis, Frankfurt-an-der-Oder 1533, p. 45.
65 Controversiae, no. 5, De missae sacrificio; Cologne edit. 1545, sig- Q- iiv-

The chorus of indignation swelled in the following years as the 
news of Melanchthon’s allegation spread. ‘And although this 
opinion has been invented by the Lutherans themselves’, ex
claimed the Dominican Peter Ansbach in 1533, ‘they proceed and 
dispute against us as if their fiction and lie were the truth’.64 Less in 
anger and more in sorrow wrote Albert Pighius of Louvain:

They must be reproached for lack of sincerity when in their Confession 
they impute to us that ‘opinion which brought about an unbounded increase 
in the number of private Masses, etc.’ In truth I, who have had many years’ 
experience in the schools, where there is great freedom for disputing every 
question and for putting forward all kinds of assertions for the sake of 
argument and of examination of the truth, have never yet heard or read of 
anyone putting forward an opinion like this until I read their Confession. I 
do not think they can produce anyone, whether a schoolman or anyone else, 
who propounds such an opinion. And even if they found such a man, they 
would still be acting uncandidly in imputing the stupidity of one man to us 
all, who have never heard or read anything of this kind among ourselves. 
With enormities of tins sort they bespatter, vilify and traduce our doctrine 
among a people ignorant of these matters and ready to believe what they 
say.65

Kidd takes note of this instant and unanimous reaction of the 
Catholic theologians to the Augsburg accusation, but he will not 
have the most notorious of his late-mediaeval errors brushed 
aside as lightly as all that:

It must be confessed that consistent repudiation such as this has weight. But 
indignation, feigned or real, is often the best way, and that not least with 
controversialists, to cover a retreat from a position which can no longer be 
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defended. The tenet in question was certainly not held by the Romish party 
after attention was called to it; but this is no proof that it never had been 
put forward.66

Echoes of the Augsburg charge recurred in the propaganda of 
the following years. It was used by CEcolampadius and by 
Bullinger, who, quoting the phrase from pseudo-Thomas, said 
that this ‘manifest impiety’ owed its influence to the rise of the 
‘monkish sects’.67 Martin Luther made surprisingly httle reference 
to an error for which his chief lieutenant had claimed such far- 
reaching consequence. In his Schmalkaldic articles of 1537, 
although attributing many abuses to the Mass system and bringing 
many theological arguments to condemn it, he made no mention 
of the notorious opinion which, according to the Lutheran 
manifesto at Augsburg, had been the chief cause of the multi
plication of private Masses.68 In a work of 1538 Luther still used 
the ‘original sin’ accusation in its pre-Augsburg sense, that is, as an 
objection against the Catholic doctrine of penance, good works 
and merit. Masses are only referred to in passing as one of several 
practices by which the papists would have men work out their 
own salvation:

Some have taught that he died only for original sin, and for other sins we 
ourselves must make satisfaction; some again, that if we sin after baptism 
Christ can help us no more. Whence they devised the adoration of saints, 
pilgrimages, purgatory, masses, monasteries and countless unholy abomina
tions wherewith we ourselves must placate Christ, as if he were not our advo
cate before God but our judge. . . . Christ’s only honour in our regard, 
forsooth, is that he has made the beginning, while we are the heroes who 
work the fulfilment through our merit.69

Much has been made of a sermon delivered before Convocation 
in 1536 by Hugh Latimer, Bishop of Worcester, in which he is 
said to have challenged the assembled prelates to deny that the 
‘monstrous doctrine’ concerning the Mass had been current in 
England within living memory:

66 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 76-7.
87 De oriaine erroris, Zurich 1539, fol. 225.
68 Bekenntnisschriften, pp. 416-24.
68 Die drei Symbola oder Bekenntnis des Glaubens Christi; Luther’s Werke, vol. 50, 

Weimar 1914, p. 268,
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Go ye to, tell me now as your conscience leadeth you. . . was there not 
some that.. . preached to the people the redemption that cometh by Christ’s 
death to serve only them that died before his coming, that were in the time 
of the old testament; and that now, since, redemption and forgiveness of 
sms purchased by money and devised by men is of efficacy, and not re
demption purchased by Christ’70

‘It would have been impossible’, argues Puller, ‘to have 
addressed such words to such an audience if they had not been 
true’.71 Kidd agrees: ‘In the face of such an assembly Latimer must 
have been sure of his facts, and his language is evidence enough 
that opinions of the kind were commonly taught’.72 No one 
contested Latimer’s challenge, explain Denny and Lacey, ‘because 
the evil was too notorious to be covered over’.73 It was mainly 
from these words of Latimer that Anglican authors have con
cluded that the error was especially rife in England.

Examination of the words of the sermon reveals, however, that 
the doctrine which Latimer pilloried was not the opinion con
cerning the Mass alleged by Melanchthon at Augsburg, but the 
ordinary Cathohc doctrine of the necessity of good works as well 
as faith for salvation. The charge that he brought against English 
preachers was in fact the one that had been devised by the 
Lutherans in the pre-Augsburg justification controversy, in the 
strange variant form referring to the men ‘that were in the time of 
the old testament’. The account we have of his sermon is not the 
original, but an English version which he published afterwards ‘to 
the intent that things well said to a few may be understood of 
many’. This version, as Dixon notes, ‘bears the marks of careful 
revision’.74 We cannot compare it with the words actually 
spoken to Convocation, nor did the author append to the text of 
his sermon the comments of his hearers, but it is not at all un
likely that Latimer, already marked for his Protestant sympathies 
and fearless tongue, should have boldly made the same allega
tions against Cathohc teaching that his friends were publishing in 
Germany, and on no stronger grounds. We are told that by the

70 Sermons, edited by Canon Beecher, Everyman’s Library, London 1926, 
p. 33. 71 Revue anglo-roinaine, vol. II, 1895, p. 402.

72 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 80. 73 De hierarchia anglicana, p. 131.
74 History of the Church of England, vol. I, p. 400 note.
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1536 sermon lie ‘made himself many enemies’,75 and it is reason
able to suppose that the reaction of English prelates and divines, 
when hearing of the strange opinion said to have been rife 
among themselves, was similar to that of the German theologians 
in the same circumstances. There is, in fact, no evidence to support 
the conjecture that Latimer’s words went unchallenged; still less 
is there warrant for asserting that his hearers ‘were silent because 
the evil was too notorious to be covered over’.

75 G. E. Corrie, in a memoir prefaced to the Parker Society edition of Latimer’s 
Sermons, p. ix.

76 M. Lenz, op. cit., vol. II, p. 240.

Melanchthon’s original accusation was soon to be omitted from 
the Augsburg Confession itself when the text came to be revised. 
Responsible scholars in the Protestant camp were critical of the 
campaign to brand the papists with enormities for which evidence 
was lacking. As Bucer admitted: ‘On our side some have come, in 
the heat of the struggle, to make constant imputations against our 
adversaries about things of which they know themselves not 
guilty, and of which we shall never be able to convict them’.76 
When the text of the Augsburg Confession was re-edited in 1540, 
by Melanchthon himself, it no longer bore the accusation about 
the ‘monstrous doctrine’. This Conjessio Variata, as it came to be 
called, gained general acceptance at a conference of Lutheran 
theologians at Worms in the same year. The condemnation of the 
multiplicity of private Masses remained in this revised formulary, 
but the abuse was now attributed to other causes than the ‘opinion’ 
denounced in the 1530 article. The only trace of the discarded 
passage was the retention of a sentence which had followed it in 
the 1530 text, declaring that ‘the passion of Christ was the 
oblation and satisfaction not only for original guilt but also for all 
other sins’. This allusion was also taken over in the wording of the 
Anglican articles of 1552-3 and thence was eventually preserved 
in Article XXXI as it still stands today. (Similarly the second of 
the Thirty-nine Articles declares that Christ’s death was a sacrifice 
‘not only for original guilt, but also for all actual sins of men.’) 
Again in the Confessio Saxonica, drawn up by Melanchthon in 
1551 for possible presentation to the Council of Trent and called
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by him Repetitio Confessionis Augustanae, he omitted mention of 
the opinion which in 1530 he had attributed to St Thomas and 
which he had then pointed to as the root of the abuses of the 
massing system. An Evangelical scholar comments as follows on the 
significance of this dropping of the original Augsburg allegation:

It will hardly be making too much of this to infer that the wiser Protestants 
were thinking it best to cease attacking a position which was not defended by 
their opponents. The preliminary skirmishes had tended to clear the atmos
phere of mists and mistakes, and to make the true status controversiae stand out 
more clearly and distinctly. . . . Are we to suppose it very likely that, after 
this, the English Reformers would have framed an Article for the very 
purpose of striking down this repudiated opinion, and that in language 
which so entirely failed to describe it? ... Is it credible that our English 
theologians, with Cranmer at their head, were concerning themselves to 
frame an Article on purpose to discredit a monstrous notion which had been 
denounced as nothing but a vulgar error of the grossest kind by leading 
divines of the Romish Church?77

• The same evidence is interpreted by Kidd in characteristically 
different fashion. The omission of the charge in the later Lutheran 
formularies, he says,

may as reasonably suggest that the Romanists had abandoned a tenet which 
they could not defend, as that the Lutherans had given up a charge which 
diey could not sustain. ... It would, in fact, seem that the attack on the cur
rent Romish doctrine of the Mass had met with some success. Extravagant 
opinions, first exposed in .1530, were as promptly disowned; and in the later 
documents, such as the Confessio Variata of 1540, the Confessio Saxonica of 
1551, and Article XXXI of 1553, attention was only called to such of the 
scholastic opinions as were still maintained.78

The 1530 allegation, despite its abandonment by its author, was 
later given a new long lease of Efe. Since the Confessio Variata of 
1540 was never universally received among the Lutherans, the 
Confessio Invariata of 1530 eventually regained its position as the 
official credal authority and, together with Melanchthon’sZpo/c^y, 
was finally embodied in the Book of Concord of 1580. Thus 
the allegation based on the quotation from the mediaeval 
sermon was assured of survival and continued to be repeated by 
later Protestant writers.

77 Dimock, Dangerous Deceits, pp. 33-8. 78 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, pp. 77-8.
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But there is still Catharinas. Even though no other schoolman 
can be found who taught the ‘monstrous doctrine’, surely here at 
least is one, ‘a bishop and a renowned theologian’, who has it 
explicitly in his writings. Ambrose Catharinus was the name in 
religion of Lancelotto Politi. Born at Siena in 1487, he entered the 
Dominican order in 1517, was made bishop of Minori in 1546, 
and in June 1553 Archbishop of Conza. He took a prominent part 
at the earlier sessions of the Council of Trent, and was about to be 
made a Cardinal when he died in November 1553. As evidence 
that he maintained the incriminated doctrine there are not only 
the accusations of enemies but also the admission of a Roman 
doctor of renown, Melchior Cano O.P. (11560): ‘Ambrose 
Catharinus was clearly raving when he said that sins committed 
before baptism are remitted by the sacrifice of the cross, but all 
those after baptism by the sacrifice of the altar.’79 The Jesuit 
theologian Vasquez likewise censured Catharinus for holding a 
view which was ‘plainly absurd and against the teaching of all the 
scholastics and Fathers’.80 On the Anglican side the Elizabethan 
controversialist Jewel was the first to denounce the opinion of 
Catharinus, saying that ‘unto all godly ears it seemeth an horrible 
great blasphemy’.81 He quoted this passage from the Tridentine 
theologian:

It appears that for sins committed under the new testament, after we have 
received the virtue of the saving victim through baptism, we no longer have 
that sin-offering which Christ offered for the sin of the world and for 
offences before baptism. For he died only once: and therefore that offering 
is applied only once for that effect.

‘The sum and meaning hereof is this’, Jewel concluded, ‘that our 
sins committed after baptism are not forgiven by the death of 
Christ, but only by the sacrifice of the Mass’. In recent times 
Catharinus has often been named as a principal witness to the 
degeneracy of the late-mediaeval doctrine of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice. Portal understood him to say that the Mass ‘furnished an 
expiation independent of that of our Lord on the cross’. Denny

79 De locis theologicis (first published 1563), lib. 12, cap. xi.
80 Commentary In tertiam partem Summae, disp. 222, cap. 1.
81 Defence of the Apology, in Jewel’s Works, part III, p. 558.
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and Lacey likewise took him to mean that 'for sms after baptism 
the sacrifice of the cross has no efficacy’. Bishop Wordsworth 
attributed the same view not only to the Italian Dominican but 
also to ‘his followers in England’ (whom he did not however 
identify). For Dr Mascall the ‘insane opinion’ of Catharinus is a 
tell-tale symptom of the unsoundness of theological teaching 
about the Eucharistic sacrifice in the sixteenth century.82

The works of Catharinus on which his critics originally based 
their adverse judgment were his commentary on Hebrews and 
especially his opuscule, De veritate incruenti sacrificii. The former 
was published at Venice in 1551 and the latter (as Bishop Words
worth observed) did not see the light until 1552, so that in any 
case they appeared too late to have any influence on the policies of 
the Edwardine Reformers.83 Catharinus would seem, indeed, to be 
an unlikely candidate for the role of heresiarch who provoked the 
English reaction against the Mass. Cranmer and his associates do 
not even refer to his views on the subject, and since he was their 
contemporary they could hardly have held him responsible for 
the inveterate errors of the pre-Reformation Church which they 
denounced.

We have seen that up to the time of the Confessio Variata of 
1540 all attempts to find an individual who had defended the 
‘monstrous doctrine’ had failed. Let us suppose that in the mid
sixteenth century that strange error was at last adopted by one 
man, Ambrose Catharinus; if that did happen, it was quite 
without effect on the ordinary Catholic teaching, which con
tinued as before to insist upon the all-sufficiency of Christ’s 
sacrifice on Calvary. The complaint of Pighius is still apt here: 
‘Even if they found such a man, they would still be acting 
uncandidly in imputing the stupidity of one man to us all, who 
have never heard or read anything of this kind among ourselves’. 
But did Catharinus really assert that Christ’s atonement on the 
cross was of no avail for Christians who sinned after baptism, and 
that their sins had to be expiated by the Mass-sacrifice instead? 
Examination of what he wrote shows that he was no more guilty

82 See pp. 42-4, 52 above.
83 cf. F. Lauchert, Die italienischen literarischen Gegner Luthers, pp. 122-8.
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of the heresy imputed to him than the author of the mediaeval 
sermon cited by Mclanchthon, but rather that he expressly 
excluded it. As in the case of the sermon so here too, the 
charge seems plausible only when isolated quotations arc wrested 
from their context. As Moyes points out:

His voluminous works bear ample witness that it never once entered into the 
mind of Catharinus to conceive that there could be any other atoner for sins, 
old or new, than Christ. ... In fact few authors have done more than he— 
as a glance at the enchiridion of his commentaries would show—to glorify 
Christ as the Redeemer and heavenly high priest and advocate from whose 
ministry proceed all grace and mercy, and whose all-atoning bloodshedding 
is, as he says, ‘of sempiternal efficacy’, and is ‘at all times before the eyes of 
God the Father’.84

84 The Tablet, 1895, vol. I, p. 764; cf. Catharinus, In omnes divi Pauli Apostoli 
et alias septem canonicas epistolas, edit. Paris 1561, p. 503.

85 The Tablet 1895, vol. I, pp. 725 seq. 805 seq. 86 R.M.P. vol. II, pp. 323-337.
87 This opuscule is included with others in a book entitled Enarrationes in

quinque priora capita Geneseos, Rome 1552.

Catharinus has been vindicated more than once, but since a 
succinct presentation of the case is not available elsewhere, it 
seems useful to set out the salient facts here. The following 
extracts are taken only from those of his works in which Anglican 
authors have thought to find the ‘monstrous doctrine’. Other 
passages witnessing to his orthodoxy have been collected by 
Moyes85 and reproduced by Messenger,86 and many parallels are 
to be found elsewhere in Catharinus’s extensive writings. 
In the work most often referred to by critics (because first 
singled out by Jewel), De veritate incruenti sacrificii87 he declares:

This sacrifice [of the altar] is true, complete and efficacious, because what is 
offered is the blood that was shed; it is through this that it expiates. That 
bloodshedding is accepted as if it were present, for that which then took place 
is commemorated, and it is continuous in its efficacy. . . . His passion and 
death embraces in its efficacy the whole course of time in the world’s history. 
. .. Therefore this new and unbloody sacrifice has its efficacy from that bloody 
sacrifice of which it is the commemoration. . . . Although that first bloody 
offering of Christ freed the whole world from the ancient sin and die guilt 
of it, and consequendy from all guilt of sins which have been mentioned, yet, 
as we have said, it did not free in such a way that there is no necessity of the 
merits of that sacrifice being applied to each individual.. .
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The blood of Christ perpetually immolated wipes out and washes away those 
[daily] sins. . . . For the power of the victim of that bloody sacrifice is extend
ed to them in the unbloody sacrifice. And lest anyone should be mistaken, 
we must remark that there is not one power of this sacrament and another 
of the sacrifice, but through this sacrament of the Eucharist itself is applied 
the power of the unbloody sacrifice, which wc obtain from the bloody 
sacrifice. . .

The priest. . . confesses that the power of offering which he has comes from 
Christ, and from the merit of that offering of His.. ,88

In the other works cited by Denny and Lacey as if open to 
suspicion Catharinus writes:

The same sacrifice that Christ offered once on the cross [is] often and con
stantly offered by us, since it is an unceasing sacrifice, although offered by 
him once for all. For so precious is it in the eyes of God that as often as it is 
offered by us in commemoration it exercises its power of expiation and 
propitiation.89

As often as we offer, so often is that shed blood before the eyes of God, 
that is, so often does it bring the efficacy of that shedding, because when 
that shedding is commemorated (for we do it in memory of him) it is in 
a manner renewed.90

It is difficult to understand how, after reading these and 
similar passages, Denny and Lacey could take Catharinus’s mean
ing to be that ‘for sins committed after baptism the sacrifice of the 
cross has no efficacy’. Confronted with these illustrations of the 
Italian theologian’s orthodoxy, many of which had been pre
sented by Moyes in his articles in The Tablet in 1895, Puller 
frankly admitted:

From one aspect Melchior Cano and Vasquez have not given an accurate 
account of the doctrine of Catharinus.... It must be noted that he makes the 
sacrifice of the cross the first foundation of the sacrifice of the Mass. . . . My 
own study leads me to support the conclusions of Canon Moyes on this 
point.91

Puller added that since the accusation against the Dominican 
author was dubious he would relinquish it, and would be content

88 ibid. col. 170-7.
89 Speculum haereticorum, consideratio 8, Cracow 1540, sig. G.i.
90 Commentaria in divi Pauli epistolas, cap. 10, p. 504.
91 Revue anglo-romaine, vol. I, 1895, p. 405.
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to base his case on the sermon attributed to Albert the Great. He 
still thought good, however, to repeat the charge against Catha- 
rinus in his later publications about Anglican orders: in The Bull 
Apostolicae Curae and the Edwardiue Ordinal, in various articles in 
periodicals, and again in Essays and Letters on Orders and Jurisdic
tion. (It is to the first of these works that Dr Mascall refers as the 
authority on which he relies for his information about the error of 
Catharinus.92) Darwell Stone also notes the existence of the 
passages in which the Tridentine theologian excludes the heresy 
later imputed to him.93

Since it appears that Catharinus was after all orthodox in his 
views about the all-sufficiency of Christ’s atonement, how is it 
that his writings have given occasion for such grave misunder
standing? In his articles in 1895 Moyes made a painstaking 
examination of the incriminated passages and successfully cleared 
up the misconceptions about them. In Germany N. Paulus 
arrived at the same conclusions independently.94 The reasoning of 
Catharinus, if somewhat involved, was certainly free from heresy 
and it still repays examination. In several of the passages to which 
exception has been taken he is merely concerned with the ever
recurring controversy about the need for good works as well as 
for faith. He repeats the traditional teaching that Christians who 
sin after baptism have a duty of penance and satisfaction. On the 
specific question of his theory about the efficacy of the Mass
sacrifice, his argument can be summarized as follows.95

Scripture shows that without sacrifice there is no expiation of 
sins. It also reveals Christ’s redemptive death as the unique 
expiatory sacrifice; as St Paul teaches, ‘Christ was offered once to 
bear the sins of many’ (Heh. ix. 28). Yet of Christ’s death the 
Apostle also declares that it was ‘for the redemption of those 
transgressions which were under the former testament’ (ix. 15) 
and ‘if we sin wilfully after having the knowledge of the truth, 
there is now left no sacrifice for sins’ (x. 26). These texts raise a 
problem about sins committed ‘under the new testament’, that is,

92 C.Q.R. Jan-March 1957, p. 20, note 33.
93 History, vol. II, p. 71. 94 Der Katholik 1896, vol. II, pp. 237-8.
96 Its main lines can be studied in his commentary on Hebrews, 1561 edit., 

PP- 500-5.
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after baptism. Are we to conclude either that there are no such 
sins, or, if there are, that they cannot be expiated and forgiven, or 
that they remain and are simply not imputed? All these answers 
must be false. How then reconcile the Scripture texts ? Catharinus 
gives his answer in stages. Sins under the new testament are 
indeed expiated and forgiven, but not in precisely the same way as 
transgressions under the former testament’, that is, as pre- 

baptismal sins, original and actual. The difference is in the manner 
of application of Christ’s atonement—for application there must 
be if individuals are to receive the benefit of it:

The merits and the blood of Christ are sufficient to save an infinite number of 
worlds, if such there were, and likewise to save all men in the world. Never
theless not all are saved, nor is satisfaction effected for all. And why? Because 
it is necessary for his merits to be applied: and to apply them there must be 
a drawing near to him.96

For our ‘transgressions under the former testament’ or pre- 
baptismal sins, Catharinus continues, this application of the 
merits of Christ’s blood is made in the sacrament of baptism, 
which gives complete acquittal not only of the guilt but also of 
the temporal punishment due. As the Epistle to the Hebrews 
testifies, this manner of application of Christ’s sacrifice in bap
tismal regeneration, with complete quittance from all sin and its 
penal consequences, can be made only once. Yet from this it does 
not follow that there cannot be another manner of application. 
Such a renewed application of the merits of Christ’s passion is in 
fact given in the sacrament of penance, which brings full forgive
ness of guilt and restoration to grace but not immediate and full 
acquittal of the debt of punishment.

Yet the difficulty still remains. Without sacrifice there is no 
expiation, and since Christ’s sacrifice can be directly applied only 
once to regenerate the soul, how can it be said that post-baptismal 
sins, forgiven in the sacrament of penance, are remitted through 
sacrifice? The answer is found in the unbloody sacrifice of the 
altar. Catharinus holds that the Eucharistic sacrifice is inserted, as 
it were, as a general instrumental cause to mediate the efficacy of 

86 Compendia d’errori ed inganni luterani (Rome 1544), fol. ii; similarly, Speculum 
haercticorum (Cracow 1540), sig. G. i.
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the sacrifice of the cross to the sacraments which bring forgiveness 
for sins committed ‘under the new testament’. To impart its 
saving force to the sacrament of baptism the sacrifice of the cross 
operates directly; but to transmit that saving force to penance and 
to the other post-baptismal sacraments the sacrifice of the cross 
operates through a subordinate instrumental cause, the mystical 
sacrifice of the Eucharist:

In order for the sacrifice [of the cross] to benefit us it must be applied to us. 
With respect to past sms, which were ‘under the old testament’, it is applied 
to us through baptism. With respect to fresh sins it is applied to us through 
this fresh sacrifice and the other sacraments; the latter would not be efficacious 
except through this sacrifice, just as baptism would not be efficacious except 
through that sacrifice of Christ.... [But the unbloody sacrifice] has its efficacy 
from that unique oblation made by Christ, which is recalled in these our 
oblations.97

By this synthesis Catharinus reconciles the difficult texts in 
Hebrews with the other data of Catholic theology. His theory is 
propounded in technical terminology and with close reasoning, 
and it is possible to see how a hasty and unsympathetic 
reader could fasten on phrases which might seem at first sight to 
restrict the efficacy of Christ’s passion to pre-baptismal sins. Those 
however who do Catharinus the justice of attending to his 
argument find that he is innocent of the heresy ascribed to him. 
On several other questions Catharinus was known for his personal 
and sometimes eccentric solutions, and his works have never 
acquired much authority in Cathohc theology. In his own order 
(owing no doubt to his unmeasured attacks on the opinions of 
Cajetan, Carranza and Dominic de Soto, and to his abandonment 
of some traditional Thomist theses) he was an unpopular figure. 
Bartholomew Spina, one of his religious brethren and Master of 
the Sacred Palace, drew up a long hst of errors, chiefly concerning 
predestination, said to be found in his works;98 but Catharinus 
had the confidence of Pope Julius III, and the legates at Trent 
expressed their satisfaction with his orthodoxy. This domestic 
unpopularity may explain why Melchior Cano (of whose

67 Commentaria in divi Pauli epistolas, 1561 edit., pp. 504-5.
98 J. Schweizer, Ambrosius Catharinus Politus (Münster 1910), pp. 150 seq. and 

271-82.
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prejudices there are other examples) judged his fellow Dominican 
so harshly and contemptuously. The very vigour of Cano’s 
reaction is another indication that the ‘monstrous doctrine’, if it 
had been put forward, would have had the shortest of shrift from 
Catholic theology in that age. For Cano the error of which he 
imagined Catharinus guilty was so patently absurd, such an 
unheard of ‘raving’, that it did not even merit refutation— 
‘stnltiim esset commenta improbabilia refellere. The later reaction of 
Vasquez and Suarez," who too uncritically adopted Cano’s 
criticisms, tells in the same sense.

A last word of comment is called for on Jewel’s original 
quotation from Catharinus, which was the starting-point of the 
Anglican apologetic on this question. As Messenger has shown, 
the accusation against Catharinus was an afterthought in a later 
edition of Jewel’s Defence, rather inappropriately inserted into a 
different context.100 It seems not unlikely that the Elizabethan 
controversialist had taken his cue from Cano’s criticism of 
Catharinus, which had appeared in 1563. The passage that Jewel 
quotes as taken from De veritate incruenti sacrificii does not in fact 
occur in that rare work. Not finding it there, Bishop Words
worth concluded that it had been conflated from isolated phrases, 
and Messenger upbraids Jewel for such unscrupulous dealing.101 
The passage is, however, genuine; it is to be found not in De 
veritate incruenti sacrificii but in Catharinus’s commentary on 
chapter x of Hebrews. The words are a comment on verse 26, 
‘If we sin wilfully after having the knowledge of the truth, there 
is now left no sacrifice for sins’. Catharinus first remarks: ‘This 
text is also a serious difficulty for our opponents’. Then follow the 
words cited by Jewel as evidence of the author’s heresy: ‘For it 
appears that for sins committed under the new testament, after we 
have received the virtue of the saving victim through baptism, we 
no longer have that sin-offering which Christ offered for the sin of 
the world and for offences before baptism. For he died only once:

89 Suarez echoes Cano’s misrepresentation of Catharinus’s theory in his com
mentary In tertiam partem, disp.79, sect, 1 (Vives edit., vol XXI, p. 709). He gives 
it in a mitigated form, however, and cautiously prefaces it with the phrase, 
‘ut referttir’—‘so it is said’.

100 R.M.P. vol. II, p. 323. 101 ibid. pp. 323-4.
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and. therefore that offering is applied only once for that effect’. 
Catharinus proceeds to answer the proposed difficulty by explain
ing that the unique sin-offering of the cross is applied in a different 
way for post-baptismal sins. Kidd, commenting on the passage 
cited by Jewel, said that Catharinus’s meaning was: ‘For remedy 
for post-baptismal sins, Christians must not look to the Cross at 
all’;102 but the excerpt from Catharinus has a suspect meaning 
only when separated from its context.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

If, as has been seriously suggested, the real reason for the 
measures taken by Cranmer and his associates against the Mass was 
merely to exclude the ‘monstrous doctrine’, it is surely strange 
that they failed to say so. Cranmer, in his controversy with 
Gardiner and elsewhere, explained in detail why he objected to 
the Mass doctrine and practices of the papists, but nowhere does 
he indicate the error in question as the real object of his protests.

A fairer judgment than that of Melanchthon, Jewel or the 
nineteenth-century High Churchmen was that of Jewel’s pupil, 
Richard Hooker, most judicious of Anglican doctors, which may 
serve as a final comment on the ‘monstrous doctrine’. The 
Puritan Travers had objected against Hooker that he had not 
made enough of this Roman error, whereas ‘Thomas Aquinas 
their chief schoolman and archbishop Catharinus teach that 
Christ took away only original sin, and that the rest are to be 
taken away by ourselves’. Hooker replied, after first citing Roman 
theologians and the Council of Trent to show what the papists did 
teach concerning the expiation of Christ:

Whom to have merited the taking away of no sin but original is not their 
opinion: which [Travers] himself will find when he hath well examined his 
witnesses, Catharinus and Thomas.103

I do not contend it was a priori impossible that any individual 
could have proposed the ‘monstrous doctrine’. If any such 
eccentric were to be found it would still be a singular proceeding

102 Later Mediaeval Doctrine, p. 92.
103 Works (Oxford 1836), vol. Ill, pp. 701-2, 726.
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to take him as the representative of Catholic theology hi pre
ference to the solid phalanx of theologians who defended the 
orthodox doctrine. But as a matter of historical fact no such man 
has been found. Those who have been cast for the role of culprit, 
pseudo-Thomas and Catharinus, Sattler and Usingen, and the 
other German preachers denounced by the Lutherans in the years 
before Augsburg, are all shown to have been victims of mis
representation. The allegation that Catholic theologians held 
Christ’s expiation on the cross to avail only for original sin was a 
product of early Reformation polemics, which has recurred from 
time to time during the four centuries since it was first framed. It 
was revived towards the end of the nineteenth century by some 
German writers seeking to substantiate the charges of the early 
Lutherans,104 as well as by Anglicans with the very different aim 
of justifying the Enghsh Reformation from a Catholic viewpoint. 
So wide became the fame of the ‘monstrous doctrine’ in England 
that even when the evidence to support the charge had been 
discredited the credit of the charge itself survived.105 But surely 
the time has come for the abandonment of this figment of 
sixteenth-century polemics, which has deceived so many authors 
of repute. Seldom can such an imposing superstructure of 
argument about important issues of theology and history have 
been based on so unsubstantial a foundation.

104 e.g. Kawerau, Koide, F. Roth and Bossert, who were very fully answered by
Paulus in the articles cited above.

106 A. G. Mortimer, after fairly noting that Catharinus and pseudo-Thomas had 
been vindicated, wrote: ‘While it is evident that this doctrine was popularly 
taught in the sixteenth century, its author and source cannot be determined’. 
(The Eucharistic Sacrifice, p. 209.) He failed to realize that the whole hypothesis of 
the existence of such a doctrine, whether ‘popularly taught’ or otherwise, had 
been based on the allegations against those two authors.
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Chapter Twenty-two

RETROSPECT AND PRESENT PROSPECTS.
THE REFORMATION CONTROVERSY 

OVER EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE, 
SEEN IN ITS BEARING ON THE 

ECUMENICAL SITUATION OF TODAY

Ecumenical conversation has its own laws. It must be conducted both 
in truth and in love. It cannot be denied that the conversation has 
sometimes deteriorated into a certain indifference towards the 
demands of truth. . . . Dr K. E. Skydsgaard1

Ecumenism is one thing, encounter at the theological level is another. 
The former does not exempt us from the latter, and it would be the 
worst service we could render to the ecumenical cause if we took it 
as an excuse to avoid searching discussion of the fundamental 
problems. Fr Henri de Lubac, SJ.2

We must remember that all the real problems of ecumenism (at any 
rate in the Western world) originally sprang from the split in the 
Church at the time of the Reformation in the 16th century. All the 
later divisions were merely the outcome of that first split. That is 
why we must always go back to the Reformation as the source of our 
divisions, if they are ever to be overcome. Professor Ernst Kinder3

I I Hie conclusions reached in this inquiry are offered not 
I merely in a spirit of negative criticism, to expose past 
X misconceptions, but in the hope that they may have a 

positive usefulness in a wider and less controversial context, with a 
reference not only to the past but also to the present and the

1 One in Christ, English trans. Philadelphia 1957, p. 49. Dr Skydsgaard is a 
professor at the University of Copenhagen and a member of the Faith and Order 
Working Committee of the World Council of Churches.

2 In a contribution to Doknmente (Cologne), no. 6, Dec. 1958, p. 453.
3 ‘Protestant—Roman Cathohc Encounter an Ecumenical Obligation’, in 

Ecumenical Review, July 1955, p. 342. Dr Kinder is Professor of Systematic 
Theology at the University of Munster.
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future. If the divisions left by the Reformation are to be bridged 
once more, there must be clear and objective knowledge of their 
meaning and causes. The sacrifice of the altar was at the centre of 
the religious conflict of the sixteenth century, and it remains one 
of the central problems of Christian reunion in the twentieth. 
Though much has been done to bury the quarrels of the past, the 
theological discord of that age still shapes the thinking of this, and 
disagreement about the meaning of the sacrament of unity is still 
today one of the roots of disunity.

In the preceding chapters many facts and opinions have been 
recorded; it now remains to stand back to view them as a whole 
and to see what relevance they have to Christian belief and 
worship in this age. We have seen that the themes discussed here 
have a bearing on present-day Catholic theology of the Eucha
ristic sacrifice, which, though in all essentials the same as in the 
later middle ages, is in process of further active unfolding. They 
have a bearing too on the situation within the Anglican com
munion, in which the doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice, so long 
a source of dissension, is now being reformulated in a search for a 
new synthesis. And they have a bearing on the ecumenical 
exchanges now going on between separated Churches, whose 
spokesmen see that the doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice is one 
of the thorny problems standing in the path of their reunion 
plans. It may not be out of place to offer some concluding 
comments, first on this wider ecumenical situation, then on the 
discussion at present in progress within the Anglican communion.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★
In the present age, more than in any other since the unity of 

Christendom was rent, the tragedy of disunity is weighing on the 
conscience of Christians. Throughout the Churches, throughout 
the Church, there are many who are working, planning, hoping 
and—what is most—praying for the fulfilment of what they 
know to be Christ’s will, as it was his parting prayer: ‘That they 
all may be one’. At the level of practical co-operation and 
organization the achievements of the ecumenical movement in 
the past fifty years are impressive indeed. But at a deeper level 
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there is in progress another, unseen, ecumenical movement which 
is more universal and more momentous: a movement of the 
Holy Spirit in the minds and hearts of men, causing them to 
long to be one in Christ. A great new tide of goodwill is 
flowing in, silently but strongly. There is a force in this tide that is 
more powerful than all the efforts of the men who are borne 
along with it, a providential logic of events that is more cogent 
than all the arguments of inter-confessional discussion.

One tangible result that can already be recognized, a sign full of 
hope for the future, is the breaking down of the barriers of 
rancour and misrepresentation that have so long kept Christians 
apart not only in belief but also in understanding and affection. 
Now they feel a real desire to know and to like those who for so 
long have been regarded as adversaries. Now they try con
scientiously to rid themselves of inherited prejudices and sus
picions, and to acknowledge the sincerity and even the rich 
spiritual endowments of those who differ from them in faith. If a 
‘dialogue’ has now become possible even between Protestant and 
Catholic theologians, it is because both sides are ready to bring to 
it the prerequisites of mutual respect and goodwill, and the 
openness of mind that seeks the truth not for apologetic ends but 
for its own sake. Catholic controversialists are no longer to be 
found who imagine that to paint Luther’s moral character in 
deepest black is to give an adequate explanation of that intense 
movement of the human spirit that was the Reformation. 
Protestant authors no longer see the late-mediaeval Church as an 
Augean stable, nor the Reformation as the rescue of Christianity 
from the bondage of Antichrist.

It is the theologians of Germany, Lutheran and Catholic, who 
have led the way in this new conciliatory approach. Brought 
together in a common cause to defend the basic values of Christian 
civilization, united both by shared tribulations and by practical 
co-operation in rebuilding their national life, they have found 
pressing motives for reassessing the Reformation quarrel in the 
hope of liquidating its long legacy of bitterness. So in this question 
of the Eucharistic sacrifice, for example, some Lutheran scholars 
have vindicated the Catholic doctrine of the Mass from the 
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calumnies of the past, and some Catholic authors in their turn 
have set themselves to interpret Luther’s rejection of the Mass in a 
sympathetic spirit. One or two of the latter, indeed, in the 
warmth of their eirenic intent, have so emphasized the pre
Reformation abuses of the Mass system in the pastoral sphere that 
they have tended to represent what were secondary factors as if 
they were first causes of the sixteenth-century doctrinal conflict. 
Scholars on both sides are now finding it necessary to demur at an 
eirenic enthusiasm which loses the sense of historical perspective.

In the English-speaking world the situation is somewhat 
different. But here too there is a movement to reconsider the 
causes of the Reformation conflict over the Mass—even if the 
motives are not the same as in Germany. For reasons that have 
appeared in the course of this book, Anglican divines have a 
special difficulty in getting at the facts, and in their case eirenic 
desires prompt them not to seek a sympathetic understanding of 
pre-Reformation theology but to use it as a scapegoat on which to 
lay the blame for past quarrels. Both love and truth, as the author 
of the passage cited at the head of this chapter reminds us, must 
rule the ecumenical debate. Theirs is a condominium in which 
each has sovereign rights. If in the past there has been too little 
love, today perhaps the tendency is to neglect the rights of truth. 
Good feeling alone can be an unsure guide if it chooses a path 
without paying careful heed to the facts. It is because some vital 
facts have been lost from sight, and an illusory picture put in their 
place, that this book has been written.

In seeking to give a documented account of what the Mass 
really meant in the sixteenth century, why it was rejected and 
how it was defended, I have given special attention to the position 
of the English Reformers, in view of the very remarkable difference 
of interpretation which still obscures that question. Since the 
Church of England is cast in the role of a ‘bridge-church’ among 
the members of the World Council of Churches, what Anglican 
divines think about the Eucharistic sacrifice, and how they 
interpret the Reformation struggle over the Mass, is of con
sequence not only within the wide borders of their own com
munion but also beyond. A part of this study has been devoted to 
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tracing the origins and development of Anglican opinion on this 
subject. The results, I am afraid, make painful reading in some 
respects. The conclusion must be plainly stated that a long 
succession of Anglo-Catholic authors have been misled into 
accepting a theory about the Reformation and the Mass that is 
historically unfounded. From small beginnings in the early days of 
the Oxford Movement this theory has been growing in size and 
momentum, like a snowball on a slope, through 120 years. It has 
now reached extraordinary dimensions—but there are signs that 
the time for its disintegration may not be distant. I believe that it 
will not survive the impartial scrutiny of Anglican scholars 
themselves once they have been invited to re-examine its origins 
and its content.

The theory began as a plea of the Tractarians for a 
re-interpretation of Article XXXI; it was firmly established in the 
course of the party strife which agitated the Church of England 
during the rest of the nineteenth century; it was adapted to refute 
the Roman Catholic case against the validity of Anglican orders, 
especially as an answer to the Bull Apostolicae Curae of 1896; it 
came to be taken unquestioningly for granted in High Church 
circles; and finally it has been recast in recent years and put 
forward in a wider context, no longer as an apologetic argument 
in the interests of one party, but as a basis for ecumenical agree
ment and as a happy solution, which all parties may accept, to 
the four-centuries-old dispute about the sacrifice of the Eucharist.

Through all these developments of the theory one underlying 
principle has remained constant: the supposition that the Reforma
tion formularies which declare hostility to the Mass must be 
reinterpreted in the light of further knowledge of the Mass
doctrine current in the Roman Church in the later middle ages. It 
was not, so the argument ran, the traditional Catholic teaching 
about the sacrifice that was repudiated by the Reformers, but a 
distorted caricature of that teaching, which by the beginning of 
the sixteenth century had supplanted the sober orthodoxy of the 
earlier mediaeval theologians. While this first stage of the 
argument remained the same, the further stages were by no means 
so consistent. When it came to identifying the particular cor
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ruptions of doctrine that were said to have provoked and con
ditioned the Reformers’ rejection of the Mass, the detailed 
allegations varied remarkably. The record of these variations is 
a pointer to the weakness of the general theory.

I have sought to set out objectively what really was amiss in 
late-mediaeval practice and teaching relative to the sacrifice of 
the Mass. That there was much hi current practice, especially in 
the mercenary abuses of the stipend system, that called urgently 
for reform, must be clearly recognized. But the crucial question to 
ask, the one on which depends the interpretation of the conflict 
that surged around the altar in the sixteenth century, is not 
what were the scandals in pastoral discipline but what was the • 
current doctrine of the Mass that confronted the Reformers. 
From their own words it is plain that what they were out to 
overthrow was not merely practical abuses and popular 
superstition connected with the altar, but the authorized theology 
of the Mass as currently taught in the Roman Catholic Church. 
In the course of these chapters the positive teaching about the 
Mass in the later middle ages has been studied; defects in the 
theories of particular schools and schoolmen have been brought to 
light and their influence assessed; but the picture that emerges 
unmistakably is of a body of sound and traditional doctrine 
about the essentials of the Eucharistic sacrifice, common to all the 
schools of the time whatever their domestic disputes about lesser 
points. The later mediaeval teaching about the Mass is found to be 
correct and staidly conservative, a faithful echo of the orthodoxy 
of the earlier centuries. And even in the sphere of preaching, 
pastoral instruction and popular devotion—although this is not 
the decisive issue some have supposed—the same general pattern 
of substantial orthodoxy is found.

The gross and grievous errors alleged to have been prevalent in 
pre-Reformation teaching were then unknown, and the allega
tions themselves, traced to their sources, prove to be either 
misunderstandings or misrepresentations. The most celebrated of 
the allegations are found to have originated as polemical devices, 
figments of an older technique of controversy now, happily, no 
longer in use. Late-mediaeval theology was accused especially of 
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teaching the following heresies: that the Mass was a new 
propitiatory sacrifice independent of that of the cross; that it was 
an offering and meritorious work of men and not of Christ; that 
it was needed to atone for all actual sins because Christ’s sacrifice 
availed only for original sin; that it forgave sinners without their 
repentance; and that it caused Christ to suffer anew and to be 
slain daily at the altar. These time-worn charges, which were the 
chief materials used in building up the successful legend, are 
shown to be simply false.4

4 As this chapter was being written there came to hand a noteworthy article by 
Mgr H. Francis Davis, ‘The Mass in the Middle Ages: a Misconception’ (Clergy 
Review, July 1959, pp. 407-17), which concisely corroborates some of the main 
conclusions put forward in this book.

The real reasons for the Reformers’ repudiation of the Mass are 
more serious and more fundamental. They are reasons that still 
demand attention today, since they take their rise from the first 
principles of Reformation theology concerning the doctrines of 
grace, of justification, of the atonement, of the Church, and 
ultimately of the Incarnation. For over a century Anglo-Catholic 
apologists have diligently pursued imaginary explanations of the 
Reformers’ attitude, while the real and fundamental explanation 
has escaped them.

Protestant as well as Catholic scholars have pointed out those 
deep theological roots of the Reformers’ antagonism to the Mass. 
The difference of insight into the meaning of the Eucharist takes 
us, as Dr Skydsgaard says, to the heart of the Reformation 
conflict. He and several other Evangelical theologians recognize in 
the Mass the centre of the Catholic system by which divine 
salvific activity is believed to be mediated to mankind. (A 
Lutheran would call this an ‘institutional’ system, a Catholic 
might prefer to call it ‘incarnational’, but they are both referring 
to the same thing.) After giving a fair and objective account of the 
Catholic doctrine of the Eucharistic sacrifice, Dr Skydsgaard 
declares that the same radical difference of religious thought that 
first led the Reformers to reject the Mass still remains today:

At this very point the main division between the Roman Catholics and the 
Evangelical Lutherans has existed since the time of the Reformation. Accord
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ing to the Evangelical position there can be no talk of a ‘sacrificial mass’ as 
Roman Catholic theology understands it.5

The English Reformers of Edward’s reign were not theologians 
of the first rank. They were occupied with pressing day-to-day 
problems, and hi the six brief years of their religious revolution 
they had little time for writing works of speculative theology, but 
they shared with conviction the doctrinal first principles of the 
continental Reformers, and their hostility to the sacrifice of 
the Mass was determined by the same basic theological 
premises.

The sixteenth-century conflict, then, was a clash between two 
systems of thought derived from different and irreconcilable 
first principles. But fortunately for the future of Christian reunion 
that is not the final word. Although Evangelical scholars, with 
discerning insight, have pointed out the underlying reasons why 
the Catholic Mass was and must always be alien to Reformation 
theology, modern Protestantism has shown that it does not 
consider itself bound fast by the radical principles of that theology. 
As Hamack observed with regret, something of the Catholic 
sacramental conception flowed back into Protestantism even in 
its early years and has long been at work, countering and modify
ing the original genius of the Reform.6 Within the Churches 
sprung from the Reformation some of its starkest and most 
challenging affirmations have been softened or left aside—such as 
the doctrine of positive reprobation, the theory of the atonement 
as the penal chastisement of Christ in substitution for men, even 
the basic doctrine of justification by faith alone in its original 
form. In those Churches theologians are rediscovering, and 
acknowledging as scriptural, truths contained in the Catholic 
tradition and are even revealing in them treasures that Catholics 
have neglected. Not a few are seeking a fuller doctrine of the 
nature of Christ’s Church, and of his continued presence and 
saving action in and through her. In their Christian experience 
they are drawn by the beauty and dignity of liturgical worship, 
and by the sacramental mystery it enshrines.

5 One in Christ, p. 179; cf. pp. 174-5.
6 Lehrbtich der Dogniengeschichte, 4th edit. vol. Ill, pp. 871 seq.
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In these circumstances it is not strange that they should have 
moved beyond the Reformation negation of the sacrifice of the 
Mass; that they should no longer insist, as the Reformers felt 
bound to insist, on the sacrifice of Christ as a reality wholly of the 
past tense, a forensic quittance from divine justice which was won 
once and which then ended for ever the era of altar, sacrifice and 
priesthood. They now see in the Eucharistic rite something more 
than a grateful commemoration of a sacrifice, something more 
than an individual experience of grace, something indeed of 
spiritual power for the well-being of the whole Church. There 
are those who are even prepared to consider it as a mysterious 
action performed by the priestly Church acting as an organ of 
Christ’s timeless work of salvation and sanctification. Without 
any sense of ‘repudiating their heritage’, but rather of regaining 
it, these theologians are approaching that notion of the objective 
efficacy of the Eucharistic action which was the original rock of 
offence for Luther, his underlying objection when he launched his 
attack on the Mass as a ‘work’. Biblical scholarship too, which is 
now largely freed from the controversial preoccupations of the 
past, leads some to recognize that the Reformers’ interpretation of 
the Lord’s Supper was too restricted. From the scriptural data 
they acknowledge that when Christ instituted the Eucharistic 
rite, which was to be the central act of worship in his new 
religion, he committed it to his Church in terms that revealed his 
intention of investing it with a sacrificial character, and that it was 
so understood by the first generation of Christians.7

* * * * *

Anglican divines have done and are doing much to reintroduce 
this fuller and richer concept of the Eucharistic offering to the 
Protestant world. I can only regret that those of them who are 
most attached to the Eucharistic doctrine of the Catholic Church, 
and whom a Catholic naturally holds in special esteem, should be 
those who are most often criticized in this book. This is due to the 
paradox of the Anglo-Catholic position, whereby those authors 
who in the nineteenth century rose up within the Church of

7 These themes are discussed with sympathetic insight by the Lutheran Bishop 
Gustaf Aulen, in his Eucharist and Sacrifice (English trans., Philadelphia, 1958).
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England as defenders of die Catholic doctrine of the sacrifice, in 
opposition to the Reformation tradition, were at the same time 
constrained to become the most unkind critics of those who at the 
time of the Reformation actually defended that doctrine.

Inevitably, I am afraid, the conclusions reached in this book 
will seem to reflect unfavourably on the scholarship of that 
group of Anglo-Catholic churchmen. Since they include authors 
whose work in other fields has placed us all hi their debt and to 
whom the highest personal respect is due, I should like to say 
something here to mitigate that unpleasing impression. It is with 
no thought of questioning the sincerity and good faith of those 
who have unwarily repeated the allegations against late-mediaeval 
theology that these criticisms are made. In the annals of learning 
it is by no means uncommon to find that an unfounded theory or 
historical judgment has been faithfully passed on from one 
generation of students to another, each succeeding author repeat
ing and sometimes amplifying the assertions of his predecessors, 
and relying on their authority as warrant for the facts without 
turning back to examine the documentary evidence afresh. This 
is what has happened in the present case. A plea which Newman 
proposed in Tract 90—as he explained later—as ‘a mere hypo
thesis to serve as an escape from a difficulty’ was taken up and 
defended in good faith by other apologists as if it were an ob
jective and historically verified fact. Once in circulation the 
theory was handed on down the years, growing all the while. 
Those who inherited it assumed that an argument which so many 
eminent divines had accepted must have been well founded at the 
start. It can also be said in excuse of the Tractarians and their 
successors that they were handicapped in their access to the 
documentary sources. The plentiful evidence now republished, 
showing what the late-mediaeval theologians really taught, was 
not readily available in the mid-nineteenth century. The original 
texts were rather scarce, and Anglo-Catholic apologists relied too 
trustingly on the accounts given by such Reformation worthies as 
Philip Melanchthon and Bishop John Jewel, whose allegations 
they reproduced without detecting the polemical mis-statements 
that were common form in the sixteenth century.
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Another factor that goes far to explain the attitude of those 
divines is that for them the question was not a merely academic 
one; their most heartfelt convictions were at stake. Urged by a 
hundred motives to remain loyal to the Church of their baptism, 
which they loved as their spiritual mother, they had nevertheless 
become convinced that the Catholic conception of Christianity 
was the true one. From the union of these two loyalties was born 
their resolve to restore to the Church of England what they saw as 
her rightful Catholic heritage. This meant especially restoration of 
the full Catholic doctrine of the Eucharist, which they had put at 
the centre of their spiritual life. It was imperative that this 
doctrine should be found contained in—or at least allowed by— 
the formularies of faith and worship on which the constitution of 
the Church of England rested. The search for a Catholic inter
pretation of those formularies was, as Newman put it, ‘an 
experimentum cruds’ and ‘a matter of Efe and death’. It was natural 
that under the pressure of their loyalties some of those men should 
eagerly embrace the proffered solution that seemed so provi
dentially to change the complexion of the Edwardine reforms— 
the plea that the English Reformers’ measures against the Mass 
could be freed of their anti-sacrificial and anti-sacerdotal import 
by interpreting them as a reaction against prevalent late-mediaeval 
errors only, not against the traditional Catholic doctrine. The 
comment of a nineteenth-century Catholic writer is still apposite : 
‘Who will not recognize in this very plea, even in the very 
measure of its impossibility, and in the almost pathetic desperation 
of its thesis, the touching desire of pious and God-seeking 
Anglicans who yearn to redintegrate their country in its tra
ditions of love and loyalty to the glorious Sacrament of the altar?’.8

Even the little book of Dr Beresford Kidd, The Later Mediaeval 
Doctrine of the Eucharistic Sacrifice, which has been a major in
fluence during the past sixty years in furthering the spread of the 
legend and which has called for frequent criticism in these pages, 
must be judged more benignly when seen against this back
ground. Moreover the distinguished reputation which Dr Kidd 
later merited as a churchman, historian and counsellor, and as a

8 Mgr A. Moyes, in The Tablet, May 25th 1895, p. 807.
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charitable and zealous champion of Christian reunion, should 
surely overshadow the defects of this early treatise, the materials 
for which he incautiously borrowed from sources which were 
less reHable than he assumed.

In any case it is only a minority group, and not Anglican 
scholarship as a whole, that has been misled. Evangelical writers, 
while holding no brief for the Catholic doctrine of the Mass, have 
nevertheless shown objective and clear-sighted appreciation of 
what actually was at issue in the Reformation struggle. At times 
they have even vindicated the pre-Reformation doctrine of the 
Mass from the unwarranted allegations of their co-religionists. 
Independent historians and divines of other confessions have 
given their judgment for the Evangelicals, and against the group 
of Anglo-Catholic apologists, in assessing the true meaning of the 
Eucharistic reforms of 1547-1553, from which the Anglican 
formularies took their rise. There have even been Anglo-Catholic 
authors who have frankly disallowed the Tractarian hypothesis. 
Among them were Pocock, Lee, Darwell Stone and Dix. The 
latter, by the bold sixteenth chapter of his Shape of the Liturgy, 
removed some of the lingering misconceptions about the nature 
of Cranmer’s Eucharistic reforms. In 1914 Darwell Stone had 
written, commenting on the wishful thinking of the Tractarians, 
‘We have now to face the facts’. Dix, quoting this comment, said 
that surviving illusions about the English Reformation must be 
dispelled before there could be an acceptable revision of the 
Anglican liturgy. The facts, he wrote—

were other than the Tractarians had imagined. Those facts were not faced 
then, and they have generally been concealed since, with results in Anglican 
life that we all know, even if we do not care to trace them to their causes. If 
they are not treated more seriously and more realistically before Prayer-book 
revision again becomes a practical question, then the result, so far as the 
eucharistic rite is concerned, is likely to be only a second botch which 
Churchmen at large will quietly but decisively decline to use. And I for one 
do not care to contemplate the practical consequences to the life of the 
English Church of another frustration of that kind.9

9 ‘Dixit Cranmer et non timuit’, in C.Q.R. Jan.-March 1948, p. 145. Darwell 
Stone’s comment on the wishful thinking of the Tractarians was in a letter to 
Lord Halifax in 1914.
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That weighty problem of liturgical revision seems likely to 
occupy the Church of England and the whole Anglican com
munion for many years yet. Since that problem gives special 
interest to the themes discussed in these pages, and since it 
is ultimately a theological problem, I venture to indicate some 
relevant considerations which emerge from this study.

In recent years Anglican theologians have devoted themselves 
to the task of working out a commonly acceptable statement 
about the meaning of Eucharistic sacrifice, but it would be 
unreal to suppose that they have resolved the radical difference 
between the Cathohc and Protestant positions. Although pro
gress has been made in finding language which both Low and 
High Churchmen may be willing to use, that does not imply that 
both understand such language in the same sense. The roots of 
disagreement are revealed in the different answers still given to 
the question: Who or what is offered in the Eucharistic sacrifice ? 
The answer of Cathohc theology is, first and above all, Christ 
himself. The Eucharist is a truly availing sacrifice because therein 
the everlasting victim of Calvary is objectively present and is 
offered in order to perpetuate his saving work through all time. 
At the other extreme is the answer of the majority of Anglican 
churchmen from the sixteenth century onwards, which was that 
of Cranmer and his fellow Reformers. In an applied sense the 
Eucharist, like all the prayers and actions of Christians, may be 
called a sacrifice. In it may be offered our lauds and thanks, our 
prayers and alms, even ourselves, our souls and bodies—but not 
Christ.

Between these two clear-cut answers Anghcan High Church
men from the seventeenth century onwards have interposed 
other, intermediate answers, and have progressively softened the 
harshness of the original opposition. A first attempt was that of 
Joseph Mede (fi638), who, judging the metaphorical sacrifice of 
the Reformers too weak to accord with patristic teaching, 
sought to give it more reality by explaining that in the Eucharist 
there was offered to God a true material oblation—not indeed of 
Christ, as the Romanists held, but of the elements of bread and 
wine. An advance on this conception was that of Cudworth 
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(fi688), who said that the Eucharist was a sacrificial rite in the 
sense that it was ‘a feast upon a sacrifice’.10 Other divines of 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries gave added content to the 
doctrine by explaining that the rite was not merely a com
memoration by men of the sacrifice of the cross, but a memorial 
of it before God and the Church’s ‘pleading’ of that sacrifice in 
the confidence of obtaining divine favour thereby.11 In the 
nineteenth century some Anglo-Catholic divines, notably R. I. 
Wilberforce, Forbes and Sadler, advanced beyond the notion of 
the memorial ‘pleading’ of Christ’s sacrifice to full acceptance of 
the Catholic principle which the Reformers had repudiated—that 
what is offered in the sacrifice of the altar, for the sake of the 
living and the dead, is Christ himself.

Towards the end of the nineteenth century yet another expla
nation of the sacrifice began to gain ground rapidly in High 
Church quarters and by the first part of the twentieth century had 
become commonly accepted: that is, the view that the Eucharist 
is a sacrificial rite because it is the earthly counterpart of the 
heavenly sacrifice, the Church being thereby associated with the 
perpetual intercession of Christ the High Priest in the heavenly 
places of which the Epistle to the Hebrews speaks. Latterly this 
theory in its turn has somewhat declined in favour, and other 
lines of thought have been explored. Anglo-Catholics have 
followed with sympathetic interest the revival of fruitful specula
tion about the Mass-sacrifice among Roman Catholic theo
logians during the past forty years. They have been influenced by 
the ideas of de la Taille, of Lepin, of the German Benedictine 
school and of others, and in particular by the stimulating essays of

10 A Discourse concerning the True Nature of the Lord’s Supper, London 1642, 
p. 15. Cudworth explained: ‘There is a Sacrifice in the Lord’s Supper symbolically, 
but not there as offered up to God, but feasted on by us; and so not a Sacrifice but 
a Sacrificial Feast’ (p. 56).

11 ‘There is an all-important distinction between offering a sacrifice and 
pleading a sacrifice’, writes an Evangelical scholar, Archdeacon D. E. W. Harrison, 
‘and many Anglicans of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, including 
Charles Wesley, did, in their devotion at Holy Communion, thus plead Christ’s 
death. There is, however, no warrant, despite pleas to the contrary, that our Lord 
willed us to make His memorial before the Father. . . . The whole Consecration 
Prayer [in the Anglican rite] has in view a manward, not a Godward action,’ 
(The Book of Common Prayer, London 1946, pp. 86-7.)
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Vonier and Masure, which are easily accessible in England and are 
more appreciated here than the weightier but less readable works 
of other contemporary Catholic theologians. The theory of 
Sir Will Spens, akin to that of de la Taille, was an independent 
Anglican contribution to Eucharistic theology.

Finally there is the most recent trend of thought on this 
question—the present search within the Church of England for an 
ecumenical synthesis of doctrine which may reconcile the two 
extremes from which the original disagreement arose. The aim is 
to rise above the party theories of the past and to unite all sections 
of Anglicanism in an agreed doctrine which may eventually be 
incorporated in a revised liturgy. Two main arguments have been 
used to give driving force to this new movement of ideas. First, to 
clear the ground, there is the persuasive argument that all parties 
may make a new start, abandoning past antagonisms, because in 
the past the whole debate was falsified by those villains of the 
piece—the late-mediaeval theologians. With this cutting of the 
Gordian knot of the Reformation controversy, the way is open 
for the second, more positive, stage in the reconcihation of ideas. 
The solution to the problem of the Eucharistic sacrifice is sought 
in the doctrine of the mystical body of Christ. To say that we are 
offered, as Evangelicals are prepared to say, and that Christ is 
offered, as Catholics insist, need involve no contradiction, since 
what is offered is both Christ and Christians, who are united by 
virtue of the mystical union that exists between the head and the 
members of the Church.12

On the first of these two arguments, the theory about the 
late-mediaeval errors, no more need be said. I am convinced that 
the integrity and solidity of Anglican scholarship will not allow it

12 Dr C. M. Chavasse, Bishop of Rochester, expresses as follows the ‘fresh 
insights’, which, he says, have led to a new understanding between Anglo- 
Catholics and Evangelicals : ‘Instead of a solitary priest offering the Sacrifice of the 
Mass, the Priestly Church, of those who have become “very members incorporate 
in the mystical Body of (God’s) Son,” through the reception of the “holy 
mysteries”, offers itself, a living sacrifice, to the Father as the Body of Christ. 
Instead, therefore, of the Church associating itself with the perpetual pleading of 
Christ at a heavenly altar, the Church becomes the Christ on earth, pleading the 
merits of the Lamb in the midst of the Throne, and finding in him obedience as 
the meaning of sacrifice.’ (Address delivered at Rochester diocesan conference, 
reported in Church Times, November 27th 1957).

518



RETROSPECT AND PRESENT PROSPECTS

to remain once its antecedents have been studied. The second 
argument, however, is one deserving of serious respect. Does it 
offer at long last a solution which was beyond the grasp of the 
sixteenth-century theologians? Is it the synthesis that transcends 
the Catholic thesis and the Protestant antithesis ? Already the new 
approach has led some Evangelicals to abandon their traditional 
reluctance to speak of any offering of Christ in the Eucharist. 
They are prepared to agree that when we ourselves, our souls and 
bodies, our praises and prayers, are offered in the sacrament, it can 
be said in a manner that Christ, with whom Christians are 
united in holy communion by faith, offers himself with us and we 
offer with him. The new synthesis received a finely balanced ex
pression at the 1958 Lambeth Conference. The sub-committee on 
the Book of Common Prayer submitted to the Conference the 
following statement, which was approved by the assembled 
bishops and commended ‘to the careful study of all sections of the 
Anglican communion’:

Christ’s sacrificial work on. the Cross was for us; he died as our Redeemer. He 
who once died and is now alive for ever more is also in us; he dwells in our 
hearts by faith. And in virtue of this union, we are now identified with him 
both in his death and passion, and in his resurrection life and glory. There is 
but one Body, of which he is the Head and we are the members; and we are 
made one with each other because we are one in him.

In our baptism we were united with him by the likeness of his death 
(Rom. 6.5) and in the Eucharist we abide in him as we eat his Body and drink 
his Blood (John 6.56). So we come to the Father in and through Jesus our 
great High Priest. We have nothing to offer that we have not first received, 
but we offer our praise and thanksgiving for Christ’s sacrifice for us and so 
present it again, and ourselves in him, before the Father. We are partakers of 
the sacrifice of Christ (I Cor. 10.16), and this is shown forth by our sacrifice of 
praise to God continually through Christ (Heb. 13. 15), and by our life of 
service and suffering for his sake in the world (Phil. 3. 9, 10). We ourselves, 
incorporate in the mystical body of Christ, are the sacrifice we offer. Christ 
with us offers us in himself to God.13

Attentive study of these words reveals the care with which they 
have been chosen, the different elements of Anglican tradition 
counterpoised one with another to produce a delicate balance.

13 Lambeth Conference Report, part 2, p. 84.
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Different constructions may be placed upon the language accord
ing to different presuppositions. It is not impossible for an Anglo- 
Catholic to interpret it as meaning that at the consecration of the 
Eucharistic elements an offering of Christ’s body and blood is 
objectively performed by the priest acting in the person of 
Christ; an Evangelical, on the other hand, may content himself 
with interpreting it in the sense that the reception of holy com
munion at the Lord’s board associates Christians with Christ and 
assures them by faith of the benefits won by his past sacrifice.

‘We ourselves, incorporate in the mystical body of Christ, are 
the sacrifice we offer’. A significant ambiguity remains. To 
think of the Eucharistic sacrifice as the offering of the whole 
Christ, head and members, by the whole Christ, head and 
members, is a time-honoured conception, Augustinian in inspira
tion. ‘Since the Church is his body, she learns through him to 
offer herself’.14 It was shown in Chapter XV (pp. 335-8) that this 
truth of the union of Christ and his mystical body in the sacrifice 
of the altar was expressly acknowledged in late-mediaeval 
theology and was one of the arguments used by the Catholic 
apologists to defend the Mass against the Reformers’ attacks. But 
in using such language Catholic theology always insists that what 
is offered, first and above all, is the body and blood of Jesus 
Christ really present, and everything else follows as a consequence 
from that. All else, the gifts, prayers and persons of Christ’s 
mystical members, can be offered with him only because of that 
principal oblation by the priest, acting in Christ’s person, of the 
all-sufficient divine victim, whose atoning sacrifice of Calvary is 
at the heart of the Mass.

14 De Civitate Dei, book X, chap. 20 (P.L. XLI, col. 289); cf. chap. 6 (col.
283-4).

16 Pius XII, Encyclical Mediator Dei, A.A.S. vol. XXXIX, pp. 557-60; 
St Gregory, Dialogues, IV.59, cited in Chapter XVIII above, p. 405.

To say that in the Eucharist Christians in union with Christ 
should oiler themselves in dedicated service to God is a spiritual 
principle stressed by Catholic tradition—by Pope Pius XII in the 
same terms as by Pope Gregory the Great;15 but to present that 
truth as sufficient explanation of what is offered in the Eucharistic 
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sacrifice is to empty out the content from the doctrine. It is 
even to fall into the error of which the late-mediaeval theologians 
have been so often accused—of making the Eucharistic offering 
another and new sacrifice, no longer the same as the one salutary 
sacrifice of Christ. Christians are indeed exhorted by St Paul ‘to 
offer up your bodies as a living sacrifice, consecrated to God and 
worthy of his acceptance; this is the worship due from you as 
rational creatures’.16 Therein is described the spirit of sacrifice that 
should permeate the practice of the Christian religion; and since 
nothing men do can avail before God unless they are in union 
with Christ, it can be said in a sense that every Christian Efe is an 
offering of‘the whole Christ’. But that is not what the sacrifice of 
the Eucharist means. What Kaspar Schatzgeyer wrote in answer 
to the early Lutherans, who were likewise reducing the oblation 
in the Mass to a mere ‘sacrifice of praise’ such as should be found 
in all Christian prayer, still needs to be said: ‘What do the mem
bers of Christ offer in their sacrifices other than Christ, their 
head . . . ? What can they offer as superstructure if they do not 
offer the foundation?’17 While Anglo-Catholics have the satis
faction of seeing their fellow-churchmen make increasing use of 
the language of Eucharistic sacrifice, it is understandable that 
some of them should voice misgivings. They have an uneasy 
sense that the doctrine is suffering dilution in the process of 
reaching an agreed synthesis. A century ago one of the greatest of 
Anglo-Cathokc divines, R. I. Wilberforce, put his finger on what 
is still the vital point today:

16 Rom. xii.i; and Heb. xiii. 15: ‘It is through him, then, that we must offer to 
God a continual sacrifice of praise, the tribute of lips that give thanks to his name’.

17 See p. 170.

For what is it [he wrote} which gives its sanctity to the mystical Body of 
Christ, and qualifies it to be presented to the Holy God? Is it not that it is 
His Body from whom all gifts of grace extend themselves to His members ? 
‘He has mingled Himself with us, and has infused His Body into us, that we 
might be rendered one entity as a body united to its head’. (St Jolin Chry
sostom, Hom. 46 in Joan.) For is it not the perfection of His Body natural, by 
which His Body mystical is sanctified? The ointment which has been poured 
forth upon the Church’s Head has reached down to the skirts of its clothing. 
If the Body mystical therefore of Christ be a fit sacrifice to offer to God, it is 
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by reason of the influence and presence of that Body natural by which it is 
ennobled. So that when she is herself offered up ‘a living sacrifice, holy, 
acceptable unto God’, we may not exclude that by which alone this is 
rendered a grateful sacrifice to the Father. The Church, which is the mystical 
Body of Christ, is accepted through the perpetual pleading of His Body 
natural.18

Agreed formulas are hard to arrive at and easy to criticize for 
their vagueness and ambiguity. The sympathetic observer must 
appreciate the difficulties of his Anglican brethren in their 
endeavour to restate and restore a truly scriptural and traditional 
doctrine of Eucharistic sacrifice. Cathohcs may follow this 
discussion with profit, and learn from it. Yet despite the new 
spirit of conciliation and the careful choice of terms, it does not 
appear that the essentials of the problem have been changed. The 
new comprehensive language about Eucharistic sacrifice now 
recommended to Anglicans may cover, but it does not resolve, 
the basic doctrinal tensions that we have studied in their origins in 
the Reformation century.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

There are books on ecumenism which charitably seek to draw a 
veil over the differences of belief that divide Christians; there is 
also need for books which charitably make clear why those 
differences arose and what they mean. In the long run the ecu
menical cause will be better served by frank scrutiny of the roots 
of disagreement than by ignoring them. The clear-sighted 
candour of writers like Bishop Neill,19 who are able to recognize 
the incompatibility of two doctrinal positions and to point out 
the reason, is more useful than the well-meant but undiscerning 
eirenism of writers who treat contradictory doctrines as comple
mentary insights, as different emphases of the same truth, as 
different colours in one spectrum of Christian witness. While it is 
a most encouraging sign that men are now discussing with new 
earnestness and new openness of mind the question of the sacri
ficial character of the Eucharist, and are seeking a sense in which 
they can pass beyond this ‘storm centre of controversy’, it

18 The Doctrine of the Holy Eucharist, 3rd edition, p. 337. 18 See p. 11 above.
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would be sad if a noble end were compromised by the means 
used to reach it. Agreement will not be solid and lasting if men 
are led towards it by arguments that prove to be ill-founded.

When all is said, the sacrifice of the Eucharist remains a pro
found mystery. Christians of this age are feeling its attraction 
with new intensity, as the developments in liturgical worship and 
in theological speculation during the present century testify. 
More significant than all the controversies, theories and projects of 
the day is the deepening of belief in the sacramental mystery of 
the altar as ‘the summit and as the centre of the Christian re- 
ligion’.20 And it is by prayer, more than by any amount of 
learned research and speculation, that its meaning is to be found. 
Even in unexpected quarters there is a growing awareness that the 
highest function of Christ’s priestly Church is to perform his 
Eucharistic sacrifice. Yearning for one altar of Christ and for one 
Church of Christ go together. Therein lies a motive and a hope 
for Christian reunion more durable than the illusory arguments 
that it has been the task of this book to expose. Many strands are 
being woven into a providential design; in God’s good time the 
hidden pattern will appear.

20 ‘The Mystery of the most holy Eucharist, which was instituted by Christ 
the High Priest and by his command is renewed perpetually in the Church 
through his ministers, is the summit, we may say also the centre, of the 
Christian religion.’ (Pope Pius XII, in his Encyclical Mediator Dei, loc. cit. p. 547.)
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FURTHER TEXTS ILLUSTRATING THE 
DOCTRINE OF THE

EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE CURRENT 
AT THE END OF THE MIDDLE AGES 

AND AT THE TIME OF THE REFORMATION

John Tissington, Provincial of the English Franciscans (T1395)

Since the universal Church holds, as Dionysius says, that the body of 
Christ is a sacrifice, then although one could imagine that the presence 
of the body of Christ might not be necessary for the existence of the 
sacrament, yet if the body of Christ is a daily sacrifice it appears that the 
offering of this sacrifice presupposes his bodily presence. . . .

Inasmuch as it is the sacramental sign of the passion, this sacrament is 
the flesh of Christ present on the altar in a simple, indivisible and 
spiritual manner. The reality [signified], however, is the flesh winch was 
crucified, and so too the blood; and so this is sacrifice in a proper sense. 
Now the effect or power of this sacrifice and sacrament is propitiation 
and satisfaction for daily sins, both for those who still five in this 
mortal life and for those who are in purgatory. And just as once there 
was sacrifice and satisfaction made on the cross for the sins of all men in 
general, so every day the sacrifice is offered for our daily sins. Then 
Christ hung upon the cross not merely figuratively but in person, and 
now each day and for ever the same sacrifice is offered, always the 
selfsame sacrifice at the altar. (Confession of Faith written against 
Wycliff; text in Fasciculi Zizaniorum, edited by W. W. Shirley, Rolls 
Series, vol. V, London 1858, pp. 167, 175-6).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Thomas Netter of Walden, Provincial of the English Carmelites 
(fi 43o)

(2)
The sublime sacrifice, of which Augustine speaks, is the flesh and 

blood of Christ substantially present there, both sacrament and reality. 
Present there corporally as he is in himself, it is this that is the one, 
august sacrifice of the altar. It is not distinct, but it is in its essence none
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other than the sacrament of that flesh which was offered up in the unique 
sacrifice for our salvation, (ft non distinguitur, sed est formaliter et tantum- 
modo ipstim sacramentum oblatae carnis unici sacrifcii pro salute nostra) . . . 
(3)

By the certainty of our faith we are impelled to say that the sacrifice 
of the altar, for all the variety of places, of times and of priests who 
perform it, is one sacrifice and not many, is the same sacrifice without 
change. . . . There are not many Christs, the doctors explain, but one 
Christ is offered in every place, and we do not perform another 
sacrifice but always the same; not merely of the same general class or of 
the same kind . . . but the same in its essence and in what it consists, 
truly and numerically one. It is this that is the one sacrifice of Christians. 
Whoever would deny this oneness contradicts the Apostle (Heb. x). 
(Doctrinale antiquitatum fidei Ecclesiae Catholicae, vol. II, cap. 21 & 22; 
Venice edit. 1571, pp. 52 & 55-6).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

St Antoninus, O.P., Archbishop of Florence (11459)
(4)

The only-begotten Son of God, wishing to make us sharers of his 
divine nature, took to himself our nature, so that he, made man, 
might make men divine. Furthermore, all that he took of our nature he 
devoted to our salvation: for on the altar of the cross he offered up his 
body to God the Father and poured out his blood as the price of our 
redemption. And in order that an abiding memorial of so great a 
benefit should remain with us, he left to his faithful followers his body 
and blood to be received under the appearance of bread and wine. 
Thus writes Thomas in the office for the feast. Now because the body 
he had assumed was to be taken away from men’s sight and yet was to 
be given to the faithful, it was necessary, as Eusebius of Nicaea [xzc] 
says, that 011 the day of the Supper he should consecrate for us that 
sacrament of his body and blood, in order that what was once for all 
offered as a ransom might be continually celebrated in a mystic rite. 
(Summa major, pars III, titulus 14, cap. 5; Venice edition 1503, fol. CC).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Denis Ryckel the Carthusian (fi47i)
(5) . , . .

As Augustine says (De Civitate Dei, X), every visible sacrifice is a 
sacrament—that is, a sacred sign—of an invisible sacrifice. Hence the 
outward manifestation which in a wonderful manner Christ makes to 
show himself both victim and sacrifice, as well in this sacrament as 011 
the gibbet of the cross, is a sign of that inexpressible self-presentation 
and sacrifice by which he unceasingly immolated his spirit to God the 
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Father for our sake. This was done in the inmost temple of his heart, in 
which he continually offered liimself from the first moment of his 
conception until the hour of his death. All that he said, did and endured 
he did and suffered for our salvation, unto the glory of the Father; all 
that he did and suffered was meritorious for our sake. Thus the whole 
life of Christ on earth was, as it were, one solemn Mass, in which he 
himself was the altar and the temple, the priest and the victim. He is the 
one who as God accepts the sacrifice in his divine nature, and he, the 
very same, is the one who offers himself hi his human nature. And 
because Jesus Christ is perfectly holy, and is holiness itself, so the 
minister of this sacrifice, who bears the office of Christ, ought to be 
made holy. (De vita et regimuie curatoruni, art. 14; Opera Omnia, 
Toumai 1899, vol. V, pp. 242-3).
(6)

Christ, as the Apostle teaches, is making intercession for us; and 
indeed St John says: ‘We have an advocate with the Father, Jesus 
Christ the just; and he is the propitiation for our sins’ (I Jn. ii.1,2). 
Now as in this sacrament Christ is both giver and gift (for he gives 
himself to us), so also he is both what is offered and he who offers. 
Through him indeed our sacrifice is made acceptable to God the 
Father, because our good works are the consequence of his merit. 
(Expositio missae, art. 33 ; Opera Minora, Cologne 1532, vol. I, fol. 227).

* * * ★ *

Stephen Brulefer, O.F.M., Professor in the University of Paris (Jc. 1499) 
CT

Proposition 1.—In every Mass celebrated by a priest we must 
distinguish a twofold work: first, there is the opus operatum, and that is 
Christ himself offering himself to the Father for us; secondly, there is 
the opus operantis, and that is the celebration, prayers and ritual of the 
Mass, which are done by the priest. 2.—From the aspect of opus 
operatum the Mass always has its worth, even if said by a very sinful 
priest. 3.—From the aspect of opus operatum the Mass of an evil priest 
avails as much as the Mass of a good priest. 4.—From the aspect of opus 
operantis the Mass of an evil priest avails nothing at all. (Reportata in IV 
S. Bonaventurae Seutentiarum libros, Basle edition 1501, lib. IV, dist. 13,4).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

John Altenstaig of Mindelheim, author of a favourite scholastic 
manual (published in 1517)

(8)
[The efficacy of the Mass] avails not merely in accordance with the 

personal merit of the priest who offers, but in accordance with the 
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general merit of the Church, in whose person the sacrifice is offered 
through her public minister. If this were not so, the Mass of an evil 
priest, who in performing his function has no personal merit but 
rather demerit, would benefit none in the Church—a conclusion 
which is generally rejected. For as often as Christ offers the sacrifice as 
the High Priest, ‘the bread which he gives’, that is, his flesh, ‘is life for 
the world’, according to the text of St John (vi.52). (Lexicon Theo
logicum, first published 1517, s.v. ‘Missa’; Antwerp edition 1576, 
fol. 198 v. This passage was drawn from Scotus’s Quodlibet XX, no. 1.)

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

St John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester (Extracts from works published 
in 1523, 1525, 1527)
p)

That same true Lamb, Christ Jesus, who suffered on the cross, 
becomes our pasch also on the altar. There are not two paschal victims, 
nor two sacrifices, but one pasch and one sacrifice—one re-presents the 
other. For in both is the same true Lamb, Jesus Christ; as he was 
immolated on the cross once in death, so now he is immolated daily— 
that is, when we daily renew the memorial of his death. (Assertionum 
regis Angliae de fide catholica adversus Lutheri Babilonicam Captivitatem 
defiensio; first published 1523; Fisher’s Opera, Wiirzburg edition 1597, 
col. 197-8).
(10)

Although when Christ suffered there was offered one victim, 
sufficient to propitiate the Father for numberless sins, nevertheless the 
same oblation is renewed each time the mysteries of Christ’s body and 
blood are celebrated at the altar. . . . And although Christ does not die 
again for us, yet in order that the merit of the death he once suffered 
should be made available again for us who still sin, the sacrifice of the 
altar must be constantly repeated. (Sacri sacerdotii defiensio, congressus 
III; first published 1525; edited in Corpus Catholicorum, vol. IX, 
Miinster-in-Westfalen 1925, p. 52).
(11)

We have already shown why the Council [of Nicaea] called our 
offering in the Mass ‘unbloody’. For in this sacrifice we immolate 
Christ to his most merciful Father, re-presenting the victim who, in the 
same body, was formerly offered for us on the cross. But because then 
that body was pierced and suffered from a multitude of wounds from 
which the freshly-shed blood flowed down, that is rightly said to have 
been a bloody offering. We indeed unceasingly offer in the Mass the 
sacrifice of that same body and blood, but without wounding of the 

528



FURTHER TEXTS FROM THE CATHOLIC THEOLOGIANS

flesh and. without any effusion of blood from the body; hence our 
offering is rightly called unbloody by the Council. . . .
(12)

[CEcolampadius objects: ‘If his blood is present, then it is a bloody 
offering’. Fisher replies:] From the fact that his blood is present, it by no 
means follows that this offering can be called bloody, since his blood is 
not forced by violent stroke to gush out of his veins. But rather the 
whole Christ is present under both kinds (not indeed by virtue of the 
sacramental words, but by ‘natural concomitance’); his blood does not 
issue forth from Iris veins through wounding of his flesh, so there is no 
question of ‘bleeding’ here. (De veritate corporis et sanguinis Christi in 
Encharistia adversns loannem CEcolampadium, lib. IV, cap. 29, G-H; 
Cologne 1527, fol. 117-8).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Thomas Illyricus, O.F.M., General Inquisitor in Savoy (1524)
(13) .

It is to be noted that St Augustine, in his De Trinitate IV. 14, says that 
in every sacrifice there are four aspects to be considered: to whom it is 
offered, by whom it is offered, what is offered and for whom it 
is offered. In all these respects the Mass, that is, the consecration of our 
Host, is named a sacrifice. For it is offered to the supreme Father; it 
is offered by our High Priest, the only-begotten Son of the Father; it is 
Christ in his human nature, body and blood, that is offered; and he is 
offered for the clean and the unclean—for the clean unto the increase of 
charity and merit, for the unclean unto remission of their sins. (Clipeus 
catholicae ecclesiae, Turin 1524, fol. 54).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Josse Clichtovaeus of Nieuport, lecturer in Paris (1524, 1526)
(14)

Now although this second ritual-offering of Christ is a memorial of 
the former sacrifice performed on the cross, it would be quite incorrect 
to infer that it is not itself a sacrifice, since there is no contradiction 
between these two notions—to be a sacrifice and to be a memorial of a 
sacrifice. (Antilutherus, II. 13; Paris 1524).
(15)

Luther will not allow that the Mass should, be called a sacrifice and a 
good work. . . . Now no one will deny that our Lord upon the cross 
performed a good work. . . . When the priest at the altar consecrates 
the venerable sacrament of the Eucharist the work he does corresponds 
to what Christ did on the cross. For he offers to God the same sacred
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body and the same blood in very truth, although in another maimer, 
under the veil of mystic symbolism. The same immaculate Lamb—he 
who takes away the sins of the world—is offered to the Lord, in 
representation and commemoration of the offering of that same Lamb 
once made upon the cross, as Chrysostom writes. Therefore the Mass, 
the ministerial celebration of that immolation, is a good work. 
(Propugnaculum Ecclesiae, Cologne 1526, pp. 70, 72).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Kaspar Schatzgeyer, O.F.M., Franciscan Provincial in Alsace (1525) 
(16)

The sacrifice of our dear Lord Jesus Christ is twofold: first, an actual 
sacrifice (in Latin, realis); secondly, one which is spiritual or mystical (in 
Latin, mysterialis). This distinction I explain as follows. The first 
occurred on the cross, where he was actually sacrificed in his human 
nature to God the Father and offered himself for the redemption of the 
whole world. This no Christian can attempt to perform. As to the 
second, it was enacted in prefigurative rites before the actual sacrifice of 
our Saviour, and after that actual sacrifice it has been enacted, is now 
enacted, and will for ever and aye be enacted in the Christian Church, 
for the renewing and re-presenting of the past sacrifice that occurred 
actually upon the cross . . .
(17)

The sacrifice of Christ to God the Father belongs not to Christ 
himself alone but also to the Church, which is his mystical body, and to 
every member of that body—that is, to every believing Christian. . . . 
It is one who offers the sacrifice: Christ the head and his body the 
Church together with the members. . .
(18)

The objection that some put forward is false—that as the image of 
Hercules is not Hercules, so the representation that takes place here in a 
spiritual manner is not the same as what took place on the cross. I 
answer that this is not just an image of the past historical reality but 
that past reality itself, renewed in faith in the sight of the Father, as if it 
were at the present hour being wrought upon the cross; and God the 
Father accepts it accordingly as if it were now being enacted in fact. 
(Abwaschung der Abflats so Andreas Osiander dem Gaspar Schatzger in sein 
Antlitzgespihen hat, Munich 1525, sig. H.iii r-v, H.iv r, J.i v).
(19)

That oblation which the Church and her minister offer on the 
altar is nothing other than a recalling and re-presentation of the
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oblation made by Christ upon the cross. Hence it follows:—
(i) that fundamentally it is not a different oblation from that of 

Christ;
(2) it is more truly Christ’s offering than that of the Church or of her 

minister;
(3) it is not our work, as if proceeding from us (understand that 

expression in its theological meaning, not as a proposition 
of philosophy);

(4) it is not an oblation made from our own possessions, in the same 
way that on other occasions we make offerings from our goods;

(5) the minister of the Church does not perform that work as if to 
give God something out of his own resources, or as if he is 
thereby to acquire self-earned merit for himself or for others;

(6) this oblation, no less than holy communion, is founded on the 
promise of Christ and on faith;

(7) these two aspects, oblation and communion, not only do not 
conflict one with another but rather they fit together in perfect 
harmony to fulfil and complete the word of Christ, ‘Do this in 
commemoration of me’. For ‘do’ connotes performing some 
action.

And thus the whole of the opponent’s argument falls to the ground. 
{Replica contra periculosa scripta post scrutinium divinae scripturae iam 
pridem emissnm emanata, s.l.,1525; ‘De ss. Eucharistiae Sacramento’, 
impetus 3, ad 2: no pagination).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

John Eck, chief among the anti-Lutheran Catholic apologists (1525, 
1526)

(20)
The offering of Christ is in a twofold manner, and in each case it is a 

real and true oblation, since Christ in each is truly and really offered and 
sacrificed. The first was when he once offered his living body and 
blood to God the Father on the altar of the cross for the salvation of the 
human race and for the sins of the whole world. . . . The other is a 
sacramental oblation, whereby under a sacramental sign Christ is each 
day in the Church offered and received by the priests in the sacrifice of 
the Mass, in commemoration of his passion, death and former oblation 
once completed on the cross. Thus the priest, in the person of the 
Church, presents to God the Father the offering made by the Son on 
the altar of the cross—and presents him who was offered. This is the 
oblation according to the order of Melchisedech. Wherefore this is 
called a commemorative offering, not in the sense defended by the 
heretics, as if Christ were not really and truly offered, but because by 
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his own command and institution he is offered under the sacramental 
signs, in an invisible and commemorative manner, in memory of his 
former oblation. (Enchiridion locorum communiuni adversusLiitherum et alios 
hastes Ecclesiae, cap. 17, Landshut 1525; Lyons edit. 1572, pp. 169-70).
21)

In the celebration of Mass there is sacrifice; and not only because 
in it the passion of Christ is represented by commemoration. The holy 
Catholic Church not only administers the Eucharist in commemora
tion of the passion, she also represents the offering of Christ’s passion by 
the whole liturgical action of gestures, words, ritual and vestments. 
Taught by the Holy Spirit and by the doctors of the Church (whose 
writings I refer to more at length below), she thus offers Christ anew to 
God the Father in the odour of sweetness. The faithful members of the 
Church are in consequence made sharers in the manifold fruits of the 
Lord’s passion. For just as the grace and merits of the Saviour are 
applied to the faithful through the application of the sacraments, so the 
merits and fruits of the Lord’s sacrifice are applied to the faithful 
through this special kind of liturgical action which represents it. . .
(22)

So Holy Church, taught by the Holy Spirit who is given to her as 
teacher and Paraclete, repeats in an abiding and daily representation the 
one sacrifice which was offered on the altar of the cross for the salvation 
of the world, the only and all-sufficient sacrifice most pleasing to God. 
The Church testifies to this truth in a ‘Secret’ prayer of a Sunday Mass, 
in which she says: ‘As often as we celebrate the commemoration of 
this sacrifice the work of our redemption is operative’. Note well: the 
work of our redemption is not merely recalled in an image or figure, 
but it is active and operative. . . .
(23)

And if you object, ‘How can we offer the Son to God the Father, 
since he is already his, and one with him?’, the answer to the difficulty 
is not far to seek. The prophet says, ‘A Child is bom to us and a Son is 
given to us. If therefore he is given to us, he is ours and we possess 
him; and so we can give back to the Father his own most beloved Son, 
whom he has previously given freely to us. When we give him, 
however, he does not cease to be ours; but rather, by continually 
giving him, we possess him the more . . .
(24)

It is a principle common to the holy Fathers that the Lord Jesus is 
simultaneously priest, victim and God. He is, namely, he who offers, he 
to whom the sacrifice is offered, and he who is offered. And so now, 
while the priest is the minister of the offering, each day the Church 
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offers the sacrifice and Christ too offers it, he who intercedes for us 
before the Father. (De sacrificio tiiissae contra Liitheranos, Ingolstadt 1526, 
pp. 68, 69, 71, 80).

★ * ★ * ★

Nicholas Herborn, O.F.M., (al. Ferber or Stagefyr), 
Franciscan Provincial at Cologne and Vicar General for the 
transmontane provinces (1528)

p5)
Under these [species of bread and wine] there is in reality contained 

Christ’s true body and true blood, his soul and divinity, and therefore 
he is here to be adored with the same worship that belongs to him who 
sits at the right hand of the Father. For here is the same Christ, and 
indeed the oblation of the same Christ, although there is a difference in 
the manner of it formerly and now. On the cross he was offered in a 
maimer that entailed suffering, in the Mass he is offered in a mystical 
manner; but in both it is the same victim, the same Christ who is 
offered. If this is above your comprehension, let faith alone suffice. 
(Locorum communium adversus htiius temporis haereses enchiridion, Cologne 
1528, cap. 16, sig. h, ii).

★ * * * *

Ambrose Storch (Pelargus), O.P., later theologian of the Arch
bishop of Trêves at the Council of Trent (1528)

(26)
They bring the objection that the Mass is a promise, and therefore 

not a sacrifice—as if those two notions were mutually contradictory, 
and one were not rather an aspect of the other. For while it is a sacrifice, 
at the same time it promises pardon, and it impetrates the remission of 
sins and quittance from the punishment due to sins. To sum up in one 
phrase, it both promises and communicates to us all the benefits of the 
Lord’s passion. . . . (Apologia sacrifcii Eucharistiae, addressed to the city 
council, Basle 1528, fol. 17).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Cardinal Contarini (c. 1533)
(27)

Anyone can realize that in the Mass a sacrifice and victim is offered to 
God the Father which is not new but the same as has already been 
offered. For what is offered is the true body and the true blood of 
Christ, numerically the same as what he himself offered. It is the same 
sacrifice, since it is done in memory of him and to show forth the death 
of the Lord, and it is a repeated memorial of that one sacrifice which
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was offered once by Christ. The newness is not because there is a new 
sacrifice—for the very same sacrifice is offered—but because the manner 
of it is new. ... We do not, therefore, offer a new victim or make a new 
sacrifice, for no victim is acceptable to God except Christ, but we offer 
him under new species, in memory of that oblation which he himself 
offered on the cross. [Confutatio articulorum seu quaestionum Lutheranorum; 
text in Corpus Catholicorum, vol. VII, Münster 1933, p. 17).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Thomas Murner, O.F.M. (1528)
(28)

The passion of Christ on the tree of the holy cross is sufficient and 
efficacious to take away all the sins of this world. But man, of course, 
must become a partaker thereof by means of the sacraments instituted 
by God, as we have said when treating of baptism. . . . Wherefore, 
through the commemorative and unbloody sacrifice, performed by 
divine command in memory of him, and enjoying that food and drink 
instituted by him, we become partakers of the painful and bloody 
sacrifice of Christ, unto the remission of our sins; that is what occurs in 
the Mass. (Die Gots heylige Mess von Gott allein erstiffi, ein staedt und 
lebendigs Opfferfür die lebendigen und die dodten, Lucerne 1528; edit, of 
W. Pfeiffer-Belli, Halle 1928, p. 8).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

John Driedo (Neys) of Turnhout, professor of Louvain (1533) 
(29)

What we offer now is not another sacrifice, not another victim, but 
the same who formerly offered himself on the altar of the cross when he 
could still suffer in the flesh, when he made satisfaction and paid the 
debt due for our sins. It is this that we now offer, him in his impassible 
and glorious state, in commemoration of that great benefit which he 
obtained for us on the altar of the cross. But when we say that the 
immolation of Christ in the flesh was the sufficient sacrifice, sufficient 
merit, sufficient satisfaction and propitiation, we do not mean that it 
profits us no matter how we are disposed, no matter how we choose to 
live; but rather that it profits us when we believe and obey God, and 
that there is needed no other merit, no other sacrifice, to make us turn 
from sin to righteousness and to reconcile us with the Father . . .

On the cross Christ was once for all immolated in a visible manner 
which entailed suffering; now, when the bread and wine have been 
consecrated he is given to us, present in an invisible manner in which 
suffering can have no place. He it is whom we offer daily to God the 
Father. Since we possess nothing which we are able to offer worthy of
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him, we take ‘the chalice of salvation’—that is, the passion—and 
present before God the Father the work of our redemption, so that, 
being made partakers of Christ’s sacrifice immolated once upon the 
cross for us, we may through it abide and live in him. Wherefore 
Cyprian says that what we offer in the rite we daily celebrate is the 
passion of Christ. (De ecclesiasticis scripturis et dogmatibus, lib. IV, cap. 5; 
Louvain 1533, pp. 591-2).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Provincial Council of Cologne, 1536
(30)

An explanation of the nature of the Mass must also form part of the 
teaching to the people; that is, that it is a representative sacrifice. 
Christ indeed died once, thejust for the unjust; once it was that his body 
was made a spectacle, with the racking of all his members. True God 
and true man, he hung once only on the cross, offering himself to the 
Father as a living and suffering victim, who, unconquered by death, 
was to avail for the redemption of the living and the dead. And we 
know that ‘Christ rising from the dead dieth now no more, death 
shall no more have dominion over him’. Nevertheless he is sacra
mentally immolated each day; not that Christ is killed each time, but in 
a symbolic rite the unique sacrifice is daily renewed. By the daily 
recalling of the death of the Lord which set us free, in eating and 
drinking the body and blood which have been offered for us, the 
selfsame that was once accomplished is to be represented. This sacra
mental oblation is an object lesson to us, as if we saw the Lord on the 
cross present before us. Drawing from that inexhaustible source 
the graces of salvation, we immolate the sacrifice for the living and the 
dead when on their behalf we beseech the Father through the death of 
his Son. (Article XXVII; Hardouin, Acta Conciliorum, Paris 1714, 
vol. IX, col. 2007-8).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Albert Pighius, papal theologian and legate (1538, 1541) 
(M)

Certain it is that the sacrifice on the cross, considered under the 
aspect of its own perfection, is of inexhaustible fullness. It is available 
for all, it is sufficient for all, its merit is never depleted, nor is there any 
need for another or a reiterated sacrifice. It is our concern, however, to 
become sharers in its fullness. And since, in Christ’s mystical body, that 
fullness flows into the members only from the head, it is above all 
else necessary to be a member of that body, to be a willing sharer in 
that fullness which is possessed by the head and which flows down 
from him into the members. Moreover one must put no obstacle in the 
way of that vital influence, must not shut it out by one’s sins. . . .
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Although the divine goodness has left us many remedies to this end, 
certainly there is none more efficacious than this, by which we have 
been given the power and opportunity of offering up at will that 
priceless sacrifice which formerly upon the altar of the cross he himself, 
our high priest and pontiff, offered up—the sacrifice of that same 
spotless victim who is all-pleasing to God the Father. His fullness, 
which once for all he offered up on the cross, he now pours out to us, 
calling down upon us the divine favour, and in an inexpressible manner 
he joins us to God by the bond of that same saving sacrifice. (Hier- 
archiae ecclesiasticae assertio, lib. II, cap. 5; first published 1538; Cologne 
edit. 1558, fol. 74).
(32)

Let it be granted, as they say, that it is impossible for man to 
obtain remission of sins ex opere operate on account of any work of 
ours. Let all they add on this score be granted—but what has it to do 
with the question of the Eucharist ? What reference has it to the body 
and blood of Christ present in the Sacrament under the species of 
bread and wine, to the Bread of Heaven, living and fife-giving, and to 
its power, action and efficacy, winch alone is what is relevant in this 
question’ Who would say that the Lord’s body and blood in the 
Eucharist, that living and life-giving bread, which vivifies those who 
receive it worthily and whose salutary power we herald, is our 
work’ (Controversiae, no. V; first published 1541; Cologne edit. 1545, 
sig- Q-h)-

* * * * *

Cuthbert Tunstall, Bishop of Durham. (From the answer of 
Henry VIII to the German Lutheran ambassadors in 1538, 
drafted by Tunstall)

(33)
It is for us a matter of astonishment that anyone should object to the 

Mass being called a sacrifice, since it has been the custom from ancient 
times, as well among the Greeks as among the Latins, so to describe it. 
For therein is consecrated the body and blood of the Lord in com
memoration of his death, who, as Paul says, ‘offering one sacrifice for 
sins, for ever sitteth at the right hand of God’ and ‘by one oblation hath 
perfected for ever them that are sanctified’. Therefore, if Christ is 
priest, sacrifice and victim, wherever Christ is, there is our victim, 
there is our sacrifice. And if in the sacrament of the altar there is 
present the true body of Christ and the true blood of Christ, how can 
one, while maintaining that truth concerning the Lord’s body and 
blood, deny that therein is our sacrifice’

Moreover, since in the Mass is Christ our sacrifice, dying no more, 
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and we also, his body and members, offer ourselves as living victims to 
God, the Greeks call the whole action avaipaKros (Doia, that is, the un
bloody sacrifice. Thus all writers of former times unhesitatingly called 
the Mass a sacrifice, because there sacramentally is Christ our sacrifice ... 
R

The prophet Malachy declares: ‘From the rising of the sun even to 
the going down my name is great among the Gentiles, and in every 
place there is sacrifice and there is offered to my name a clean oblation; 
for my name is great among the nations, says the Lord of hosts’. But 
what other clean oblation is there in every place among the nations 
but Christ alone, or what other sacrifice is there among Christians but 
the Mass, in which the commemoration of Christ’s death is made? For 
either there must be some sacrifice among the nations of Christians, or 
the prophet spoke false. So, I ask, what clean oblation is there but 
Christ our victim, who is present in the sacrament of the altar under 
the appearances of bread and wine ? For however much we may offer 
ourselves to God, we do not deserve the name of clean victims, since 
all our righteousness is as a stained cloth which a woman casts away. 
Since therefore the Mass is called a sacrifice by the word of God 
declared through Malachy, why refuse the name of sacrifice to the 
Mass, which the prophet foretold and in which Christ is sacramentally 
present, he the sacrifice of the world? (Latin text given by Burnet, 
History of the Reformation, Oxford edition 1829, vol. I, part 2, pp. 529-3 o).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Tilmann Smeling, O.P., Prior of Cologne Dominicans (1538) 
(35)

The Mass or Eucharist is not only a sacrament but also the true 
sacrifice of the new law, instituted by Christ to be offered in memory 
of him to God, and to be given as food to the people. . . . The same 
body which under the appearance of bread he handed to his disciples at 
the Last Supper, he offered on the cross under its own proper appear
ance. Hence, since it is plain that the priestly power was conferred on 
the Apostles by Christ at the Supper, and that he commanded them to 
do in memory of him the very same thing that he himself was doing . . . 
it certainly follows that the Mass or Eucharist is a true sacrifice. (De 
septem sacramentis, first published 1538; Paris edit. 1550, fol. 118).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

John Cochlaeus (Dobneck), Canon of Mainz and prolific writer of 
controversial theology (1538, 1544)

(36)
The five objections which Luther advances against the Mass are vain 

reasons, inconsistent and without substance. To take the first, the Mass 
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is not ‘an invention of man’, as Luther says, but was founded by Christ 
himself when he instituted the most holy sacrament (which, con
sequently, may never be consecrated except in the Mass). In reply to 
the second objection, the Mass is not ‘unnecessary’, for Christ ex
pressly ordained it when he said, ‘Do this in memory of me’. As to the 
third objection, one cannot have the sacrament of the true body and 
blood of Christ without the Mass. For to consecrate or to make the 
sacramental change is nothing different from the celebration of Mass; 
the consecration is the essential part of the Mass, as Dionysius, Cyprian 
and other doctors testify. As to the fourth objection, Luther himself 
has often said that ‘one ought not to abolish something that is good on 
account of its being abused’. To the fifth, the Mass is in no way 
contrary to the truth of faith that ‘the Lamb of God takes away our 
sins’; for it is the very same Lamb who is present in the Mass, who is 
there pleaded for the forgiveness of our sins, and who is offered to God 
the Father in the manner that he himself used. If then such an offering 
was no sin in him, why should it be sinful in us when we devoutly 
perform what that same Lamb told us, yea commanded us, to do in 
memory of him? (Ein nötig und christlich Bedenken auff des Luthers 
Artickeln, first published at Leipzig in 1538; edition of H. Volz in 
Corpus Catholicorum, vol. XVIII, Münster 1932, p. 16).
(V)

The texts cited from the Epistle to the Hebrews in no way tell 
against the celebration of Masses. For in every Mass there is, in a 
commemorative rite, one and the same offering that was accomplished 
once by Christ on the cross. So what was accomplished once on the 
cross is often repeated in a sacramental mystery in the sacrifice of the 
Mass. (Quadruplex concordiae ratio et consyderatio super Confessione 
Augustana, part 1, no. 9; Ingolstadt 1544).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★
John Hoffmeister, O.E.S.A., Vicar General of the Augustinians in 

Germany (1539)
(38)

Why should Luther be wroth at the Mass being called a sacrifice for 
the living and the dead, when he nevertheless acknowledges that in the 
Lord’s Supper—yes, even in the papists’ Mass—there is the blood and 
flesh of Christ, indeed Christ himself? Is Christ then not a sacrifice for 
the dead and the living ? Or does he who gives efficacy to baptism give 
no efficacy to the Mass? In the Eucharist, who is it that strengthens 
souls, consoles consciences and quickens men’s faith? Is it Luther or 
Christ? You must say Christ, not that other. Well then, the same 
Christ is also our true priest, food, host and guest, as the Fathers of old 
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taught. He then who perforins this great work is not an ‘idle knave’, 
forsooth, but the Lamb of God. ... In our Mass the consecration is 
made, as Augustine says, ‘not through the merit of the man who 
consecrates, but through the word of the Creator’. (Warhafftige 
Entdeckiing unnd Widerlegimg deren [Sdimalkaldischen] Artickel, first 
published Colmar 1539; edited by H. Volz in Corpus Catholicornm, 
vol. XVIII, Miinster-in-Westfalen 1932, pp. 142, 144).

* * * ★ *
James Latomus (Masson), Rector of University of Louvain (1544) 
(39)

Let it be taken as incontrovertible that the sacrifice the Church 
offers daily is what Christ offered in the supper-room and on the 
cross. Wherefore St Augustine (De Civitate Dei X.20) says that 
although it is in his divine nature that Christ accepts the sacrifice, in 
unity with his Father with whom he is one God, yet serving in his 
human nature he chooses rather to be the sacrifice than to accept it, lest 
otherwise anyone should take occasion to think that sacrifice mliy be 
offered to a creature. Accordingly he, the priest, is both offerer and 
offered. Of that reality he willed the sacrifice of the Church to be the 
daily sacramental counterpart. Since he is the head of her the body, and 
she is the body of him the head, she is offered through him as well as he 
through her. (De quihusdam in Ecclesia controversiis opnsculwn, art. ‘De 
missa’; Louvain edition 1579, p. 205).

*****

Philip Archintus, papal legate, Bishop of Saluzzo, finally Archbishop 
of Milan (1545)

(40)
Although the priest of the new law is not to be thought to offer in 

the Mass any other sacrifice than that which Christ offered once for all 
upon the cross to God the Father for the whole world, that is, his body 
and blood (for our Lord said, ‘Do this in memory of me’), yet it does 
not follow from the fact that Christ himself has already offered himself 
that what we do is vain. Nor does it derogate from his offering, as if 
to suggest something was wanting in that. But rather we extol his 
merits and his offering for this very reason, that it is precisely from that 
offering and merit of his that we draw the power to make offering for 
ourselves and others. (Christianum de fide et sacramentis edictnm, cap. 13; 
first published Cracow 1545; Ingolstadt edition 1546, pp. 33-4).

*****
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Articles of faith tendered by Bishop Bonner of London to Dr 
Crome, and publicly recited by the latter in his recantation at 
Paul’s Cross in 1546

(41) . . ,
That the sacrifice of the body and blood of our Saviour Christ, by 

him offered on the cross, is the everlasting and sufficient sacrifice 
available for the sins of all the people which with an unfeigned heart 
and true belief come unto him; which selfsame sacrifice of body and 
blood in substance is, by virtue of Christ’s word, duly consecrate and 
offered by the priest in the Mass for our consolation in the remem
brance of lais death and passion for our redemption, and is the very 
propitiation and satisfaction for the sins of the world. And that the act 
of the priest is also a sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving unto God for 
our redemption and a mean to obtain grace and mercy both for quick 
and dead, and not the satisfaction for the sin and pain of the world, for 
that is only to be attributed to Christ’s passion . . .
(«)

That the said oblation or sacrifice so by the priest offered in the Mass 
is available and profitable both to the quick and to the dead, although 
it lieth not in the power of man to Emit how much or in what measure 
the same doth avail; but to induce us perfectly to think and credit the 
same we must consider that the quick and the dead maketh but one 
body whereof Christ is the head. And that this Article hath been 
taught and received in the Church of Christ even from the Apostles’ 
time. (From Bonner’s Register, fol. 101 v; as reproduced in Foxe’s 
Acts and Monuments, vol. V, appendix XVI).

Stephen Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester (1546, 1550) 
(«)

The sacrifice of Christ is eternal and is one, perfect, consummate, 
sufficient, available sacrifice, and needeth no repetition or iteration for 
the more vabdity of it. And yet tins truth is nothing touched or 
prejudicate with that daily sacrifice of Christ on the altar, which to him 
that beheveth is easily declared, and to him that will wrangle against all 
truth is in vain entreated of. (Detection of the Devil’s Sophistry, London 
1546, folio Ixxxvi).
(44)

As Christ declareth in the Supper himself an offering and sacrifice 
for our sin, offering himself to his Father as our mediator, and so 
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therewith recommendeth to his Father the Church, his body, for 
which he suffereth: so the Church at the same Supper, in their offering 
of lauds and thanks, with such other gifts as they have received from 
God, join themselves with their head Christ, presenting and offering 
him, as one by whom, for whom, and in whom, all that by God’s 
grace man can do well, is available and acceptable, and without whom 
nothing by us done can be pleasant in the sight of God. (Explication and 
Assertion of the true Catholic Faith touching the most blessed Sacrament of the 
Altar, with Confutation of a Book written against the same; passage cited by 
Cranmer in his Answer, Works, P.S. vol. I, p. 84).
(45)

The Catholic doctrine teacheth not the daily sacrifice of Christ’s 
most precious body and blood to be an iteration of the once perfected 
sacrifice on the cross, but a sacrifice that representeth that sacrifice. . . . 
The Catholic doctrine teacheth the daily sacrifice to be the same in 
essence that was offered on the cross once. . . . The daily offering is 
propitiatory also, but not in that degree of propitiation as for re
demption, regeneration or remission of deadly sin which was once 
purchased, and by force thereof is in the sacraments ministered; but for 
the increase of God’s favour, the mitigation of God’s displeasure 
provoked by our infirmities, the subduing of temptations and the 
perfection of virtue in us. (ibid. pp. 360-1).

*****

Bishops Bonner of London, Heath of Worcester, Skyp of Hereford, 
Rugg of Norwich, Day of Chichester, and Wharton of St Asaph 
(1547-8)

R
Q. What is the oblation and sacrifice of Christ in the Mass ?
R. I think it is the presentation of the very body and blood of 

Christ being really present in the Sacrament; which presentation the 
priest maketh at the Mass, in the name of the Church, unto God the 
Father in memory of Christ’s passion and death upon the cross; with 
thanksgiving therefore and devout prayer that all Christian people, 
and namely they which spiritually join with the priest in the said 
oblation, and of whom he maketh special remembrance, may attain 
the benefit of the said passion. (Joint answer given to Cranmer’s 
questionnaire on the Mass; text in Burnet’s History of the Reformation, 
Oxford edition 1829, vol. II, part 2, p. 196).

*****
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Robert Aldrich, Bishop of Carlisle (1547-8)
(V) . . ... . ,

The oblation and sacrifice of Christ in the Mass is even the same 
which was of Christ on the cross, ever and everywhere abiding 
and enduring of like strength, virtue and power. The difference 
is that on the cross Christ, being there both priest and sacrifice, offered 
himself visibly; and in the Mass, being likewise both priest and 
sacrifice, offereth himself invisibly, by the common minister of the 
Church, who in the name and stead of the whole faithful congregation 
offereth and presenteth as he is bid and commanded by Christ. (Answer 
to Cranmer’s questionnaire; ibid. pp. 197-8).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★
John Fabri of Heilbronn, O.P. (1554)
w

Our adversary has led simple folk to look with horror on the Mass, 
as if Christ were crucified anew in it; whereas, as we have said again 
and again, this is not the sacrifice by bloodshed—which was offered but 
once—-but a certain commemoration of that bloody sacrifice. And 
none the less it is the sacrifice according to the order of Melchisedech, 
which Christ first celebrated at the Last Supper with his flesh and 
blood under the appearance of bread and wine, and which he com
manded his Apostles to do also . . .
(49)

Note well brethren. . . that when Christ at the Supper changed 
bread and wine into his body and blood and offered it up, he did not 
shed his blood before their eyes. In heaven the same Jesus Christ is 
offering himself for us to God without ceasing, sitting at the right hand 
of the Father and interceding for us, that his passion may have its 
effect in us—and certainly that is done without shedding of blood. So 
too, with the body and blood of Christ present 011 the altar, the priest 
prays that the almighty Father, accepting as well-pleasing the body and 
blood which his Son immolated on the cross, may be propitious to us. 
Therein is no shedding of blood, but a certain commemoration, 
operation and power of that blood which was shed by the victim on 
the cross. (De missa evangelica, first published 1554, Latin translation by 
L. Surius, Antwerp 1559, pp. 46-7, 52).
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Appendix B

FURTHER TEXTS 
ILLUSTRATING THE SO-CALLED 

‘POPULAR THEOLOGY’ OF THE MASS 
IN THE PERIOD 1350-1550

(i.e. passages referring to the sacrificial aspect of the Eucha
rist, taken from sermons, from popular devotional writings 
and from pastoral handbooks used by the parish clergy in 
instructing their flocks')

Lay-Folks Mass-Book, a rhymed devotional manual, as used in four
teenth and fifteenth-century England

(i) God for thy goodness,
At the beginning of this Mass, 
Grant all that it shall hear 
Of conscience be clean and clear; 
Lord, save the priest that it shall say 
From temptations today, 
That he be clean in deed and thought, 
That evil spirits noy him nought, 
That he fulfil this sacrament, 
With clean heart and good intent, 
First highly to thine honour, 
That sovereign is of all succour;
And to thy Mother, maiden clean, 
And to thy Hallows all bydene [thereby]; 
And to all that hears it, soul-heal, 
Help and grace and all kinds weal; 
And to all that we have in mind, 
Syb or fremd [kin or stranger] by any kind, 
God Lord grant them for this Mass 
Of all their sins forgiveness;
And rest and peace that lasts aye 
To Christian souls passed away;
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And to us all thy succour send, 
And bring us to joy witliouten end. Amen.

(A prayer to be said when the priest goes up to the altar; 
Lay-Folks Mass-Book, Middle English version of an earlier 
Norman-French original, edited by T. F. Simmons, 
E.E.T.S. London 1879, pp. 10-12).

(After the Orate Fraires')
(ii) When the priest goes to his book

His privy prayers for to look, 
Kneel thou down and say then this . . .

‘God receive thy service 
And this solemn sacrifice, 
For the priest and for us all 
That now are here or here be shall, 
This Mass to hear or worship do, 
The sacring to see or pray thereto; 
And for all that live in God’s name, 
That they have help from sin and shame, 
And for the souls that hence are past, 
That they have rest that aye shall last. Amen’.

(ibid. p. 26) 
(During the Canon)
(iii) ‘Lord, honoured may thou be,

With all my heart I worship thee; 
I thank thee Lord, as I well owe, 
Of more good than I can know . . . 
All my life and all my living 
Wholly have I of thy giving; 
Thou bought me dear with thy blood, 
And died for me upon the rood . . . ’ 
A httle bell men use to ring; 
Then shalt thou do reverence 
To Jesus Christ’s own presence, 
That may loose all baleful bands; 
Kneeling hold up both thy hands, 
And so th’ elevation thou behold; 
For that is he that Judas sold, 
And since was scourged and done on rood, 
And for mankind there shed his blood, 
And died and rose and went to heaven, 
And yet shall come to deem us even . . .

(ibid. pp. 30, 38)
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(After the Pax')
(iv) * Such love among us be

That we be well loved of thee;
That by this holy sacrament 
That now is here in present, 
And by the virtue of this Mass, 
We might have forgiveness 
Of all our guilt and all our miss, 
And by thy help come to thy bliss. Amen.’ 

(ibid. p. 54)

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From the vernacular sermons of John Tauler (J 13 61) on the Blessed 
Sacrament

(v)
It has been asked why it should be necessary to make tins celebration 

of the death of our Lord each day anew in the Blessed Sacrament, 
since on Good Friday he made complete satisfaction for the whole 
world. Yes, had there been a thousand worlds full of sins, he would 
have made satisfaction for them all. It is in his infinite love that God 
has willed the present order. Since, in consequence of our human 
frailty, we sin daily, he has devised for us this most comforting office 
whereby the adorable sacrifice is daily offered anew for the sins and the 
frailty of men. For, as St Thomas says, all the fruits and all the merits: 
which he whom we adore won that day he died, man finds these, the 
very same, every day at every Mass; and whenever a man of good will 
worthily receives the adorable body of our Lord, it is these same 
graces he receives. The Blessed Sacrament drives out and kills sin; it 
gives great graces in new measure; it makes man grow and go forward 
in the hfe of virtue; it guards us from future falls and from the snares 
which the enemy lays for men unceasingly. Grievous would be their 
fall, in things both spiritual and bodily, if they had not this potent help 
and safeguard. Moreover the souls in purgatory receive from it great 
and wondrous graces. Without the holy sacrifice of the Mass there 
would be thousands of souls who would remain in that fiery crucible 
until the last judgment, who through the celebration of this holy rite 
are speedily delivered (especially when it is celebrated by priests who 
are holy and pure). Wonderful and above our understanding are the 
effects which this offering brings about, both in purgatory and here in 
the world of time. Every one ought to unite himself daily to tins 
sacrifice, with the heartfelt desire to participate in all the Masses of all 
the priests in the world, and in particular with the Masses of holy 
priests. He ought to long to receive the Blessed Sacrament from them 
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all, and in particular from the latter, whose sacrifice is so agreeable to 
the Lord; and he ought to give a part therein to all those for whose 
intentions he prays, living and dead. A man indeed is a sharer not only 
in the Mass that he hears but in all the Masses which are said in the 
whole world, whether in these lands or beyond the seas. (Fifth Sermon 
on the Blessed Sacrament; Sermons de Tauter, rendered from Middle 
High German original by E. Hugueny and P. Théry, vol. II, Paris 
I93°> pp-130-1.)

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Note: Although the following extract, and several of the other works 
cited below were written and circulated in Latin, they are still relevant 
evidence of the state of ‘popular theology’, since it was common 
practice to publish in that language the manuals and sermon
collections from which the preachers drew the matter for their 
vernacular sermons and instructions. On this point see Owst, Preach
ing in Mediaeval England, pp. 223-31. For instance, the book of 
sermons of the Dominicanjohn Herolt (cited below, no. viii) was writ
ten in Latin and was a best-seller throughout Europe. After the 
advent of printing it achieved the astonishing total of 141 editions, 
and 40,000 copies. Another well-known example is the Summa 
Praedicantium of the Englishman John Bromyard )Ji38o), which was 
also a great favourite and was repeatedly reprinted, in Basle, Lübeck, 
Nuremberg, Paris, Lyons, Venice and Antwerp. It was usual practice, 
too, to write out in Latin for permanent record sermons which had 
already been delivered in the vernacular; e.g. the sermons of the 
celebrated popular preacher St Bemardine of Siena, cited below, 
nos. xvi and xvii.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From the sermons of Bishop Brinton of Rochester (fi3 89) 
(vi)

When, at the voice of the priest, the heavens are opened, the angels 
come forth most diligent in their service; it is here that the flesh of 
Christ is truly eaten and his blood truly drunk; here Christ is truly 
priest, he who at his Supper consecrated this sacrament with his own 
hands and ordained his apostles as priests. . . . Chrysostom says truly 
(in his sermon ‘On the treason of Judas’): Just as those words ‘Increase 
and multiply’, once pronounced, have their effect in the working of 
nature through all time, so these words, ‘This is my body’, once 
pronounced, give reality to this sacrifice through all the churches. (The 
Sermons of Thomas Brinton, Bishop of Rochester, no. 40; edited by 
M. A. Devlin, Camden Society vol. LXXXV, London 1954, p. 178).

If a man serves the Lord daily in honest watchings, in prayers, and 
especially in hearing Masses, so will the Lord have care of him, that 

546



TEXTS ILLUSTRATING POPULAR TEACHING ON THE MASS

nothing will be lacking to him for his livelihood. It is no wonder, then, 
that the doctors say that to those who hear Mass devoutly the following 
privileges are conceded: first, that they have all that is necessary to 
support life that day; secondly, that they are spared idle gossip and 
oaths; thirdly, that they do not lose the sight of their eyes; fourthly, 
sudden death does not befall them; fifthly, that while they are hearing 
Mass they do not grow older; sixthly, that all the steps they take 
going to and returning from Mass are counted by the angels. To such 
can be applied the text of Romans vi: ‘Being made free from sin and 
become servants of God, you have your fruit unto sanctification’. . . . 
But if the earth does not bring forth fruit in fertile measure, yea, if so 
many calamities, pestilences and wars fall upon this realm of England, 
the blame is largely due to our slothful disorder. . . . For since the 
earth is placed below man that it may serve him, and man is placed 
below God that he may serve God, we see that there is here a fitting 
correspondence—that in the same way that man serves God who is 
over him, so the earth and the other elements should serve man who is 
over them. If one service is well done, so too the other; if ill, ill also the 
other (ibid, sermon 48; pp. 215-6).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From the sermons ofJoHN Herolt, O.P. (41410)

Another reason for the institution of this sacrament, as Augustine 
explains, is that we may have wherewith to make offering to God the 
Father: not a sacrifice of calves nor the blood of bulls, but the body of 
Christ the Son of God. This sacrifice the Father accepts with gracious 
good pleasure. When the sacrifice is offered for us, it is also a matter of 
much rejoicing for the angels, who are present whenever it is offered. 
Ambrose says: Doubt not but that the angels assist when Christ is 
there on the altar and this venerable sacrifice is offered every day (for 
the reason that we sin every day). The priest does not make the offering 
for himself alone but for all who are in the world or in purgatory. 
(Sermones discipnli de tempore et sanctis, Mainz edit. 1612, p. 448).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From an early fifteenth-century sermon for the first Sunday in Lent 
(ix)

I will in three or four manners show the excellence of priesthood 
[from a letter] of St John Chrysostom, that he writeth to St Basil. . . . 
Thus soundeth his words in our language: ‘A priest’s office’, saith he, 
‘containeth a great dignity. It is done on the earth, but the mystery 
thereof is heavenly. This office of priesthood there might never pure 
man ordain, neither angel nor archangel—no, never no other creature, 

547



EUCHARISTIC SACRIFICE AND THE REFORMATION

but only the infinite goodness of almighty God himself. And so perfect 
he made priesthood that never no angel attained to so high perfect an 
office. Now Father Basil’, saith St John Chrysostom, ‘when thou seest 
almighty God offered on the altar, thou seest the priest in his prayer 
at the altar administering that blessed sacrament. Where is at that time 
thy mind? About worldly things, or is it translate into heaven? Truly 
this miracle is heavenly and wonderful that God, Lord God and man, 
the which sitteth in heaven upon Iris Father’s right side, in time of 
sacrifice is contained in the priest’s hands and lusts to be with man 
familiar, that governs all the world.’ (Middle English Sermons from 
British Museum MS. Royal 18 B. xxiii, no. 42; edited by W. O. 
Ross, E.E.T.S. London 1940, p. 280).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Langforde’s ‘ Meditations for Ghostly Exercise in the Time of the Mass’

At the offertory, when the priest doth take the chalice and hold it up 
and forms the oblation:—Have meditation how our Lord the Saviour 
of all mankind most wilfully offered himself to his eternal Father, to be 
the sacrifice and oblation for man’s redemption: and offer yourself to 
him again both body and soul, which he so dear bought. Rendering in 
recognition of the same to his grace, by devout meditation, all the 
thanks of your heart, that it would like his goodness to be the ransom 
for your trespass and sins . . .
(Xi)

From the beginning of the Canon. . . :—Have you in hearty 
meditation the process of our Lord’s maundy ... in the which he did 
feed his disciples with his precious body and blood, consecrate under 
the form of bread and wine; so every man and woman that is in grace, 
both the living and the dead, may be refreshed of that blessed sacra
ment. For not alonely it reneweth and feedeth by grace and augmenta
tion of the same the souls of them that living do duly honour it, but 
also it is remission of pain and indulgence to all the souls that be in 
purgatory. In token whereof the priest hath two remembrances or 
memorials, that is to say, the first memento and the second. In the first 
he prayeth for the quick, in the second for the dead. Therefore with 
pure heart and contrite soul, in all your whole affection and love, 
honour this blessed sacrament to the profit of your own soul, your 
friends and all Christian souls. ..

From the last elevation of the sacring, in all the secret prayers and 
gestures of the priest. . . :—Call to your remembrance and imprint 
inwardly in your heart by holy meditation the whole process of the 
passion, from the maundy unto the point of Christ’s death ...
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(xii)
When the priest taketh the patten and toucheth the host and kisseth 

the patten, saying Da pacem etc.:—Remember the peace betwixt God 
and man which our blessed Saviour did merit for us in his glorious 
death, reconciling us to his Father in heaven, God omnipotent, and 
that is signified by the kiss of the priest. Wherefore it is to be noted 
that the priest kisseth three times in this part of the Mass: first, the 
patten, signifying the peace betwixt God and man; second, the priest 
kisses the chalice, betokening peace in man’s soul; thirdly, the 
priest kisseth the deacon or the pax, which signifieth the peace between 
man and man. And like as in the death of our Saviour these three 
peaces was given to man, so likewise by the merits of the said death in 
every oblation of the Mass each man, disposed himself unto it, may 
receive these said graces of peace . . .

Never forget this most tender loving Pelican, which of his mere 
mercy would vouchsafe not only to die for to save his birds, but over 
that he hath ordained and disposed his most glorious and blessed flesh 
and blood to be our daily food, ministered and consecrate in the Mass, 
in that most gracious sacrament of the altar, signifying the blessed 
oblation and sacrifice of the most precious death and passion of our 
merciful Redeemer Jesu . . .
(xiv)

Let us give thanks with the blessed Apostles for that gracious gift of 
his most glorious resurrection, and for this blessed sacrifice which also 
representeth the same. . . . From the beginning of the Mass unto the 
sacring you may have meditation of our Lord’s blessed Incarnation and 
preaching; and from the sacring unto the using be done, you may 
remember the maundy, the torments, the passion and death of our 
Saviour; and after the post-communion you may consider the joyful 
state of the resurrection; and in the time of Ite missa est, his glorious 
ascension. . . . Which words do sound, after this exposition of doctors: 
Go and depart, for our Lord is sent and offered up to his eternal Father 
in oblation and sacrifice.

(Edition of J. Wickham Legg, in Tracts on the Mass, Henry Bradshaw 
Society, London 1904, pp. 23-8).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Sermon for a York confraternity
M . ...

Because this precious body dies now no more—as it is written, 
‘Death shall no more have dominion over him’—and because we fall 
daily under the weight of our sins, therefore this very same body, now 
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impassible, is daily consecrated in the Church under the species of 
bread and wine as remedy for sins, and it is left to Christians as a 
memorial sign. This truth is thus expressed in the text of the canonists 
(De consecratione, dist. ii): This offering is repeated daily, although - 
Christ, by suffering once for all in the flesh, saved the world once for 
all by that one same passion and death. For from that death he rose to 
life, and death shall no more have dominion over him. And because we 
daily fall, Christ is mystically immolated each day; the passion of 
Christ is set forth in mystery, so that he who once for all conquered 
death by dying should daily free us from the recurring bonds of our 
sms and offences by means of this sacrament of his body and blood. 
(Sermon prefaced to the Register book of the Guild of Corpus Christi in 
the city of York. The book contains a list of members of the confra
ternity from the year of its institution, 1408, to 1546. Text in Surtees 
Society series, vol. 57; this extract on p. 3).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

St Bernardine of Siena, O.F.M. (11444), in a sermon on the 
Eucharist

(xvi)
Because our loving Jesus Christ was all aflame with his love, he has 

instituted this most sweet sacrament of his precious body and blood, as 
the summit of all his marvellous works of fervent charity, of mighty 
power, of boundless generosity. For not only did he give himself to 
his Apostles as food, but he also bade and empowered his true priests, 
successors of the Apostles, to enact this venerable sacrament, that until 
the end of the world they should have this true sacrifice, food and 
viaticum, and most worthy memorial of his sacred passion and death. 
. . .Just as the Paschal lamb was immolated for the saving of the 
people of old, so also Christ the Lamb of God is daily immolated for 
the salvation of the Christian people on the altar of the cross—that is, on 
the altar which symbolizes the cross . . .
(xvii)

This sacrament is performed in order that we, by frequently assisting 
at it and continually contemplating the blood of Christ which was 
shed, may have our mind so filled with the memory of what Christ 
suffered for us that he who for us was once transfixed on the cross may 
be for ever fixed in our hearts. Moreover in this sacrament he gives us, 
as it were, full possession of his passion and death, in order that we who 
daily sin may be constantly cleansed by his blood, and may be daily 
restored in his holy body. It is as if, to show us the excess of his love, it 
were not sufficient for our loving Jesus to have poured out in reality his 
sacred blood for us upon the tree, but he would also pour it out for us 
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daily under the sacramental sign, and in a manner die once more. 
Hence in the canonical text (De consec. dist. ii), it is said: Christ, who is 
living in his immortal life, unable to suffer any harm, dies once more in 
this mystic rite: that is, because his death is there represented. (Sermones 
feriales, sermo 54, ‘In coena Domini’, art. 2; Opera, Paris edition 1635, 
tom. II, pp. 847, 849).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘Speculum Sacerdotale’, a fifteenth-century collection of sermon matter 
for the use of preachers

(xviii)
And for that we each day sin and he may not die, we get forgiveness 

again by that sacrament. Also St Austin sayeth. . . ‘Though Christ 
suffered passion and was sacrificed upon the rood for us in old time, yet 
for that we each day do sin, as our infirmity will nought else, therefore 
he is each day for us sacrificed figuratively’. And that is a needful point 
to our belief and to be trowed both for remission of venial sins and also 
for increasing of perfection and of virtues. (Chap. 43, Sermon for 
Feast of Corpus Christi; edition of E. H. Weatherley, E.E.T.S. London 
1936, p. 162).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

‘Manipulus Curatorum’, a favourite handbook for the use of priests in 
their pastoral duties

(xix)
[Christ] is the invisible priest who in the first place consecrates and 

performs this sacrament, wheresoever it is performed. Whence he is 
both priest and sacrifice, as Augustine says. . . . The sacrifice which is 
brought about by the force of those words is commemorative of the 
Lord’s passion; wherefore Christ, when he instituted this sacrament 
said, ‘Do this in commemoration of me’ (Lk xxii). And it is because 
those words have their efficacy from the passion of Christ that a 
picture of Christ crucified is rightly painted there [i.e. in the missal, at 
the beginning of the canon], (Part 1, tract. 4, cap. 10; c. 1475, s.l., no 
pagination. Of this work by Guido de Monte Rocherii over 50 
separate editions were printed between 1470 and 1560).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Prayer to be said by the priest before celebrating Mass, as given in 
fifteenth-century York missal

(xx)
O High Priest and true Pontiff, who didst offer thyself to God the 

Father on the altar of the cross as a living, pure and spotless victim, 
who hast given us thy flesh to eat and thy blood to drink, and who hast 
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instituted this mystery by the power of thy Spirit, saying ‘As often as 
you shall do this you shall do it for the commemoration of me’; I 
beseech thee through thy precious blood, I beseech thee through the 
wonderful and inexpressible charity by which thou didst deign thus to 
love us unworthy wretches, that thou wouldst wash us from our sins in 
thy blood. Teach me, thy unworthy servant, upon whom thou hast 
deigned to bestow this gift, among others, of calling me to the office of 
priesthood, not for any merits of mine but solely by thy merciful 
goodness; teach me by thy Holy Spirit, I beg thee, to treat so great a 
mystery with that reverence and devotion, that fear and honour, 
which is needful and fitting. . . . For what must be the contrition of 
heart and abundance of tears, what must be the reverence and venera
tion, what must be the chastity of body and purity of soul, with which 
man ought to celebrate this divine and heavenly sacrifice; wherein, 
O Lord, thy flesh is in truth received and thy blood in truth is drunk, 
wherein earth is linked to heaven, the holy angels are present, and thou 
art both priest and sacrifice in a marvellous and inexpressible manner. 
Who can worthily celebrate this rite, unless thou, who art God 
almighty, make him worthy to offer?. . . I, mindful of thy venerable 
passion, approach thine altar though a sinner, that I may offer thee the 
sacrifice that thou didst institute and didst ordain to be offered in 
commemoration of thee for the sake of our salvation. I entreat thee to 
accept it therefore, O heavenly Father, for thy holy Church and for thy 
people whom thou hast won by thy blood. (Prayer ascribed to ‘St 
Augustine’ and included in missals used at York Minster and elsewhere; 
Latin text in The York Missal, edited by W. G. Henderson, vol. I; 
Surtees Society no. 59, Durham 1874, pp. 163-4).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

The Golden Legend, as Englished by William Caxton (c. 1470) 
(xxi)

All that he took of us, he gave all again to us for our salvation. He 
gave his proper body an offering unto God the Father on the altar of 
the cross for our reconcihation, and shed his blood in price and washing 
of our sins; to the end we might be redeemed from the miserable 
servitude wherein we were, and that we should be also clean, and 
cleansed of our sins. And also to the end that this excellent benefice 
abide in us in perpetual memory, he hath unto devout hearts and 
faithful given his own body in meat and his precious blood in drink, in 
likeness of bread and wine. . . . [Christ in this sacrament] is in holy 
Church offered for the living and them that be dead, to the end that he 
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may profit to all, that which is for their salvation; of all them [i.e. he is 
offered by all them] that be ordained and instituted to consecrate it. 
(‘For the Feast of Corpus Christi’; The Golden Legend, edited by 
F. S. Ellis, London 1900, vol. I, pp. 141-2).
(xxii)

After this consecration . . . saith the priest in the eighth part of the 
canon an orison which beginneth thus: Unde et inemores etc. In the 
which orison the priest inciteth us to have mind of the passion of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, of his resurrection and of his glorious ascension, to 
the end that by his passion we be incited to charity, by lais holy resur
rection we be incited to faith, and by his glorious ascension to hope of 
our health; for his passion showeth to us charity, for this, that by lais 
charity he would suffer death for us. And therefore the priest in that 
orison he maketh five times the sign of the crossfin the memory and 
mind of the five wounds that our Lord received on the cross; and there 
that time every creature ought to set his heart to think on the passion of 
Christ. And this doing, the creature shall acquire very faith by the 
knowledge of the holy resurrection, and very hope by his glorious 
ascension. After, in this same part, the priest prayeth that our Lord will 
accept the sacrifice in such manner that he did of Abel, of Abraham, 
and of Melchisedech. For especially these three were accepted of God as 
special friends. (‘The Noble History of the Exposition of the Mass’; 
ibid. vol. VII, p. 245).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From an anonymous Mass-commentary printed in 1483 
(xxiii)

Perhaps this doubt may come to mind—why is the Mass daily 
celebrated, seeing that Christ, whose memory is recalled in the Mass, 
suffered only once?. . . . Three reasons in particular are assigned. 
First, because just as the body needs daily corporal nourishment, so the 
soul needs daily spiritual nourishment, and the body and blood of 
Christ are the spiritual nourishment of the soul. . . . Secondly, because 
as an antidote to a daily disease there is needed a daily medicine. The 
blessed Augustine refers to this when he says: Although Christ suffered 
once for all, this oblation is daily repeated because we daily sin, 
committing those sins without which frail and mortal man cannot live 
his life. And because we sin each day, he is mystically immolated for us 
each day. And thirdly, because this sacrament was instituted as a 
memorial of the Lord’s passion (Lk xxii): ‘Do this for a commemora
tion of me’. ... So we read in the canonical text (De consec. dist. ii, 
cap. Semel): That Christ died once, the innocent for the guilty, we have 
as certain truth and we hold with unshakeable faith, because now he 
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dies no more, death shall no more have dominion over him. And yet, 
lest we be forgetful of what was done once for all, the immolation of 
the Mass is daily performed, as though we saw the Lord hanging upon 
the cross. (Officii missae sacrique canonis expositio, Rutlingen 1483; 
lib. I, tract. 4, cap. 3).
(xxiv)

(At the prayer of the canon, Unde et memores); Five signs of the 
cross are made here to remind us that by the power of the crucifixion of 
Christ we are purified, sanctified and made clean through this sacra
mental victim. And by the power of the same crucifixion the body of 
Christ under the form of bread is to us the food of fife, and his blood 
under the form of wine is the drink of everlasting salvation, (ibid, 
lib. II, tract. 3).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From the sermons of Gabriel Biel (fi495) on the Eucharist 
(xxv)

Here we are considering the whole matter of our redemption. 
When, long ago, our Lord offered up his passion he redeemed the 
whole human race once for all from the wickedness of the devil; he 
opened the locked gates of heaven with the key of his cross; by pouring 
forth his blood he cleansed all things. And now the no less efficacious 
memorial of that same passion raises up those who have fallen back 
into sin, purifies those who are defiled, nourishes those who hunger, 
strengthens those who are weak, and, in brief, renews the saving 
effects of the passion in all who approach worthily. Thus this memorial 
of his passion is no less salutary than the passion itself, which was 
offered and endured for us once for all; for the reason that what is 
present in this memorial rite is identical with what was offered on the 
cross to the supreme Father . . .
(xxvi)

It was instituted as a true sacrifice. For in every age sacrifice has been 
necessary to the human race, for the acknowledgement of God’s 
supreme dominion, for the remission of sin, and for thanksgiving for 
benefits received. . . . ‘Christ, being come a high priest’ (as the Scripture 
says, Heb. ix. 11-12), ‘entered once into the Holies, having obtained 
eternal redemption’. The same is to be offered daily in the sacramental 
rite, whereby we are to be made partakers of all the benefits and 
fruits of that oblation made upon the cross. . . . And what benefit is 
there which this sacrament will not bring us, inasmuch as it is a 
sacrifice by which the only-begotten Son is sacrificed to the Father, and 
the source of all our good is offered up? (Sermones de festivitatibus 
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Christi, sermons 21 & 22—3rd & 4th ‘De Eucharistiae Sacramento’; 
Hagenau edit. 1517, fol. 213, 216).
(xxvii)

What prayer can be more efficacious than the celebration of Mass, in 
which prayer is made in the name of the whole Church? For if Christ 
our advocate in heaven intercedes with the Father for our sins, as 
St John (I-Jn. ii) and St Paul (Rom. viii) tell us, can we imagine there is 
any time that he does so more efficaciously than when he is offered to 
the Father in this sacrament? Accordingly we pray in the Mass, 
Lamb of God, who takest away the sins of the world, have mercy on 
us’, (ibid, third sermon for the Feast of Corpus Christi; fol. 279 v.)

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

A rhymed prayer of John Lydgate to be said at the elevation of the 
host (c. 1500)

(xxviii)
Hail Jesu, our health, our ghostly food, 
Hail blessed Lord here in form of bread, 
Hail, for mankind offered on the rood, 
For our redemption with thy blood made red, 
Stung to the heart with a spear-head.
Now gracious Jesu, for thy wounds five, 
Grant of thy mercy before I be dead
Clean housel [holy communion] and shrift while I am alive, 

(xxix)
O Lamb up-offered for man in sacrifice, 
Nailed to the cross, of merciful meekness, 
Whose blood down trailed in most piteous wise 
To scour the rust of all my wickedness, 
Of all my sins to thee I me confess. . .
Void of all virtue, save only of thy grace,
Grant, in the form Lord I see thee here, 
Thee to receive I may have life and space.

(‘The Virtue of the Mass’; text in Fugitive Tracts, 1493- 
1600, edited by H. Huth, London 1875, vol. I, no. 3).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From a devotional tract explaining the mystic symbolism of the Mass 
(1501)

(xxx)
‘Offer up the sacrifice of justice and trust in the Lord’ (Ps. iv. 6). The 

most holy Mass which is properly said to be the consecration of the 
Eucharist or host and the sacrifice of justice is the mission or legation of 
him who is that consecrated and transubstantiated host, alone sufficient 
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to remove all enmities and offences caused by sin and separating man 
from God. The name Missa is fittingly given to the one who is, as it 
were, ‘transmitted’ to us through the Incarnation and then by us to 
God the Father through this oblation. His ‘mission’ is first from the 
Father that he should abide with us, and afterwards from us to the 
Father that he may intercede for us before him. Wherefore the whole 
of our salvation is herein manifest, is bestowed, and is contained. If this 
holy and immaculate oblation had not been bestowed upon us from on 
high, we should have been without any hope of attaining to our 
future fatherland. When the fullness of time had come this holy and 
immaculate oblation, this Missa, was sent to us by the Father—made of 
a woman, made under the law that he might redeem those who were 
under the law. That is, the only-begotten Son of God, the true victim 
freely obedient to the Father, came in the likeness of sinful flesh that he 
might save us all. Therefore he dwelt in the flesh among men, teaching 
and preaching, until finally he was condemned by them to a most 
shameful death: and all this is devoutly set forth in the office of the 
Mass, through the signs and actions there performed. (Tractatus de 
expositione mysteriorum missae Christi passionem figurantium, Augsburg 
1501, fol. a.ii-iii. Much of this passage was taken verbatim (but with 
several grammatical mistakes) from the celebrated Rationale divinorum 
officiorum of Durandus of Mende (fi296), which provided the material 
for many of the Mass-explanations of the later middle ages. In Durandus’ 
work the passage in question is part of an exposition of the various 
meanings that can be given to the word Missa. It begins as follows: 
‘Aliquando Missa est nomen proprium, quia significat Christum qui 
missus est a patre . . . ’: Rationale, IV.1.49; 1612 edit. p. 93).

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Mass-commentary of John Bechoffen (f c. 1500) 
(xxxi)

(At the words, Haec quotiescumque feceritis, in mei memoriam facietis): 
This is one of the reasons why the sacrament was instituted to be 
offered and received daily. Wherefore in the canonical text (De consec. 
dist. ii, cap. Ecce), blessed Ambrose says: It is one sacrifice that Christ 
offered and that we offer, although it is not offered in the same manner. 
For it was offered by him unto death, by us not unto death (since 
Christ rising from the dead dies now no more—Rom. vi) but for a 
commemoration of his death. And rightly: for by forgetfulness of 
God and of his benefits not only do we lose the graces we have re
ceived, as Isaiah says (chap, xvii.9-10 . . .), but also we are delivered up 
to a reprobate sense (Rom. i. 28 . . .). Although these words of com
memoration refer to both consecrations, they are placed after the 
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consecration of the chalice and of the blood, rather than after the 
consecration of the body, because the sharpness of Christ’s passion is 
more vividly signified by the chalice and the blood than by the body. 
. . . At this point, then, one may have this thought in mind: O won
drous, precious and innocent blood of Christ, be merciful to us for the 
washing away of our sms, by this recalling of the time when thou 
didst flow forth from his blessed wounds. (Quadruplex missaJis expositio, 
litteralis scilicet, allegorica, tropofogica et atiagogica, Basle 1512; sig. D.vi). 
(xxxii)

(At the prayer, Supplices te rogamus}-. ‘Command that these things 
should be borne on high . . . ’. These words may also be understood to 
refer to the sacramental body and blood. That is. . . ‘Command that 
these things’ (namely the body and blood of thy Son) ‘may be borne to 
the altar on high’ (that is, to heaven); not indeed in the sense of a real 
movement from place to place, since he already has his seat in heaven in 
his state of glory, but in the sense of gracious acceptance. That is, we 
offer to God this body and blood, praying that by participation therein 
we may be filled with heavenly grace.

Those words can also be understood, it would seem, to refer to that 
marvellous heavenly counterpart of the offering of Christ in the 
sacrament, which is related to have been shown to St Brigid (in the 
eighth book of her celestial revelations). While a priest was celebrating 
Mass at the altar she saw a counterpart of that celebration enacted in 
heaven, and in the sacred consecration the sacrament took the form of a 
living lamb. (ibid. sig. E.i).

★ .★ ★ ★ ★

‘The Interpretation and Signification of the Masse’, by Friar Gerarde, 
O.F.M., a book of instruction for the devout hearing of Mass 
(1532)

(xxxiii)
In the Mass is the same blessed flesh that Mary the Mother of God 

did conceive, and the precious blood shed upon the cross on Good 
Friday. And therefore sayeth Chrysostom that, touching the holy 
sacrament of the altar, the Mass is not of less dignity and value than the 
death of our Lord God upon the cross for the health of man. For as the 
death of our Lord hath delivered man from everlasting death, so is 
everlasting life given, to them which be delivered, by the Mass. . . . 
Therefore every good Christian person shall dispose himself devoutly 
to hear Mass with a fervent heart and with great reverence, as if he 
were upon the Mount of Calvary and there did see our Lord God 
hanging upon the cross. O with what and how great devotion should
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we be at tjie Mass and should remember the blessed passion of our 
Lord God, the which is represented and shown in the Mass. (London 
1532, book I, chapter 20; no pagination).

* * * * *
Controversial tract by St Thomas More (1533) 
(xxxiv)

Who saith that Christ is daily new crucified? Truth it is that the 
Church saith that Christ is at the altar every day offered, his own 
blessed body in the sacrament. This is of truth, the Church saith that 
Christ is our daily sacrifice. But no man saith that he is daily crucified of 
new, and daily put to new pain. But as he was once crucified and 
killed and offered on the cross, so is that one death-oblation and 
sacrifice daily represented, by the selfsame body: that only quick 
sacrifice and oblation that God hath left unto us his new Christian 
Church, instead of all the manifold sacrifices and oblations of his old 
synagogue, the Jews. And that you may know that I feign you no 
fantasies, Saint Chrysostom declareth it very plainly. . . [There 
follows the time-honoured text, cited in Chapter V above, pp. 75-6.] 
What words can there be clearer, to prove Master Masker a very fond 
blasphemous mocker than these by which the holy doctor Saint 
Chrysostom . . . not only showeth that it is a sacrifice and an oblation, 
but also showeth that it is the daily representation of the same offering 
and sacrificing by which he was sacrificed and offered up on the cross. 
And yet to stop Master Masker’s mouth in that whole matter, he 
showeth that this oblation, this blessed sacrifice the sacrament of the 
altar, is all one oblation, all one host, though it be offered at once in 
never so many places. And he showeth also that it is the very selfsame 
body that was offered on the cross. (The Answer to the First Part of a 
Poisoned Book which a Nameless Heretic has named the Supper of the Lord, 
book II, chap. 8; More’s English Works, London 1557, p. 1086).

* * * * *
From the dialogue, Dives and Pauper (edition of 1534) 
(xxxv)
Pauper: When the priest sayeth Mass at the altar, commonly there is an 

image before him, and commonly it is a crucifix—stone, or tree, or 
portrayed.

Dives: Why more a crucifix than another?
Pauper: For every Mass-singing is a special mind-making of Christ’s 

passion, and therefore he hath before him a crucifix to do him to 
have the more fresh remembrance, as he ought to have, of Christ’s 
passion. . . . The priest sayeth his Mass, and maketh the highest 
prayer that holy Church can devise, for salvation of the quick and 
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the dead.. . . . Overmore he offereth up the highest sacrifice and the 
best offering that any heart can devise, which is Christ, God’s Son 
under form of bread and wine.

(Dives and Pauper, ist commandment, chap. 3; edit. 
London 1534; fol. 14V. This fifteenth-century dialogue, 
ascribed to Henry Parker, a Carmelite of Doncaster, had 
wide popularity in the period just before the Reformation.)

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

From a Mass-commentary by Matthias Kretz (1535) 
(xxxvi)

After the consecration there follows at once the oblation, and the 
priest offers to God the Father his Son Christ, now present on the 
altar, but in an unbloody manner in which suffering can have no part; 
repeating, representing, and as it were renewing that oblation which 
was made when he suffered on the cross. ... As he offers he extends 
his arms, praying thus, Unde et memores. . . etc., as though to say: O 
most merciful Father, behold, we thy wretched and needy servants 
offer to thy majesty by these mystic rites thy Son Jesus Christ here 
present, the only pure victim, the only sacrifice of justice; we offer thy 
Son to thee in commemoration of all that he did here on earth for our 
sake, but especially of his passion, his resurrection, and his ascension. 
For these three of his works, above all others, were done for the 
perfecting of our redemption and glorification. (Brevis et plana sacra- 
tissimae missae elucidatio, Munich 1535, fol. B, D 3.)

★ ★ ★ ★ ★

A vernacular sermon at the Diet of Augsburg in 1548 
(xxxvii)

I must repeat what I have already explained, that although this 
daily sacrifice is, in substance, wholly one and the same with that 
which was offered on the cross (for there Christ was really and 
corporally present, and here too he is really and corporally present), 
nevertheless there is no little difference between them in manner. On 
the cross Christ was offered in torments, with bloodshed and death; in 
that manner he can never again be offered, for he is immortal and now 
dies no more (Heb. ix, Rom. vi) . . . But in the Mass Christ is offered 
each day in a quite other manner; not with wounding or torments 
but in a mystery, without either shedding of blood or suffering—that 
is, in the manner that he offered himself, not on the cross, but at the 
Supper. ... In that victim of the cross, by his death and by his blood, 
all our sins were to be expiated and wiped away, we were to be 
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restored, through him to God’s favour, and eternal bliss was to be won 
for us; all that, he performed and achieved by his one sacrifice, perfect 
and all-sufficient. And now the offering is made day after day; first, in 
order that there may be made among us a perpetual and ever fresh 
memorial of his passion and of our liberation, won for us by that 
victim of the cross; secondly, in order that we may make our own the 
fruit of that sacrifice of the cross and receive the benefit of its salutary 
effects. Therefore we present Christ before God, earnestly beseeching 
that he would vouchsafe to apply for our salvation all that was gained, 
given and achieved by Christ upon the cross for the world as a whole. 
(From a course of sermons on the Mass delivered in German by 
Michael Holding, Bishop of Sidonia, and later translated into Latin by 
L. Surius: De saiictissimo ac praestantissimo inissae sacrificio, Cologne 
1549, sermon XI, pp. 195-6).
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