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EUCHARIST AND THE HOLY SPIRIT
Dogmatic Historical Background of the Epiclesis
in the Eastern Liturgy

H.J. MARX

The Catholic and Orthodox Churches both believe in the real
presence of Christ under the species of the eucharist bread and wine.
They differ, however, about the formular of consecration. According to
Western tradition Christ is present once the priest has recited the
institutional words of the last supper. According to Eastern tradition,
He is present once the priest, in the epiclesis, has invoked the descent
of the Holy Spirit. For the first time, this difference became a problem
in the fourteenth century. It was taken up by the Council of Florence
(1438/39) where the Western representatives tried to impose their own
tradition as universally valid dogma on the Eastern delegation.
Yielding to stiff Eastern opposition the Council left the status quo
unchanged.

The present study tries to illuminate the theological background of
the Eastern insistence on the importance of the epiclesis. It starts from
the relevant Greek sources before the Council of Constantinople which
definitely marks a turning point not only in pneumatology but also in
the understanding of the eucharist. Before the Council Greek Fathers
thought very much along the line of Western tradition. The Divine
Logos was perceived to be the principal agent in the mystery of
incarnation as well as in the sacrament of the eucharist. True enough,
in both instances the participation of the Holy Spirit was recognized.
However, He was not clearly distinguished from the Divine Logos as a
self-subsistent hypostasis.

Following the Cappadocian Fathers, the Council of Constantinople
had adopted a reformulation of the Creed where the Divinity of the
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Holy Spirit was expressed in liturgical terms. It was to be on this level
that Eastern tradition tried to explain the hypostatical and operational
difference between the Son and the Holy Spirit. As a consequence the
Son was perceived to be the passive part in the eucharist sacrifice while
the act of changing bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ
was attributed to the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless, side by side to this
Spirit-centered conception coexisted—“with a happy illogicality” (G.
Dix) —a vision of Christ as being the active priest of the eucharistic
sacrifice. Eastern tradition has never tried to reconcile this apparent
contradiction.

For the first time, the moment of consecration became a problem
within the Eastern Church during the iconoclastic controversaries.
When John of Damascus was confronted with the argument that in the
Basilius-Liturgy the species of bread and wine were called “figure” or
“sign” of the body and blood of Christ even after the recital of the
institutional narrative, he opted for the epiclesis as the moment of
consecration. Judging from the content and position of the epiclesis in
Eastern liturgy there can be no doubt about its consecrational function.
So, once the question of the moment of consecration was posed there
was no other way than to answer as John of Damascus did.

Adopting the hylomorphic scheme to the eucharist, medieval
Western theologians had opted for the nucleus of the institutional
narrative as being the form of this sacrament, thus effectively making
the recital of these words the moment of consecration. This
understanding led to a clash with Eastern tradition when, after the
Fourth Crusade (1204), Western monks flocked into the territory of the
Byzantine empire and started to criticize the local liturgy for its
elaborate ceremony surrounding the epiclesis. The first theologian to
take up this challenge was Nicolaus Cabasilas. However, in a none-
polemical context, he stressed the active role of Christ as the sacrificing
priest even more than the Greek Fathers, so that later he could be
quoted extensively by Catholic theologians in their polemic against the
Protestant understanding of the eucharist.



— 279 —

Symeon of Thessalonike took a much harder anti-Western stand,
but even he never insisted on the epiclesis as being the sole consecratory
prayer. Finally Marcus Eugenicus, the most anti-unionist of all Eastern
theologians at the time of the Council of Florence, is given a fair
hearing. Like Cabasilas and Symeon, he recognized the necessity of the
institutional narrative for consecration. Faced with a formula,
proposed for a dogmatic definition by the Pope, according to which
“consecration takes place only through the words of the Lord,” he
attacked Western liturgical customs but never its Christ-centered
understanding of the eucharist as such.

When pressed to say what is the moment of consecration, all
Eastern theologians since the days of John of Damascus had opted for
the epiclesis. However, until the time after the Council of Florence, no
Eastern theologian had ever asserted that only the epiclesis were
consecratory. This has become Eastern dogma much later and should
be relativized accordingly.



