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Menno Simons' comments on the Lord's Supper have not evoked lengthy 
discussion or controversy.' The reasons may be several. While Menno Simons 
devoted major attention to many issues, he wroteratherbriefly on the Lord's Supper. 
Here Menno Simons' general tendency to make statements by scriptural quotation 
and paraphrase accented the devotional rather than the strictly theological side of 
the exposition. Although Menno appears to have been well aware of the eucharistic 
controversies of his own age, he did not seek to participate in a debate, but instead, 
positively and personally, confessed what he thought to be the heart of the matter. 

Generally speaking, Menno Simons can be seen as a participant in Dutch 
"sacran~entarian" perspective.' Thoughtfully, he accented an understanding of the 
Lord's Supper as amenlorial of Christ's atonement. At the same time Menno Si~nons 
also emphasized the spiritual presence of Christ in the believer's heart through faith, 
as well as noting the ecstatic character of this experience. And he believed that the 
experience of the spiritual presence of Christ was to go hand-in-hand with faith and 
love joined in action. 

Menno Simons also listed several traditional insights which he regarded as 
erroneous, notably transubstantiation, the idea of the eucharist as a sacrifice and the 
withholding of the cup from the lay people. While Menno Simons' views rested 
directly on the Bible as he understood it, he also made references to a certain number 
of traditional theologians. I11 this article an effort has been made to identify them. 



I 
The centre of Menno Simons' interpretation of the Lord's Supper is the 

atonement, which he regards as the decisive event in the story of salvation. Here the 
prophetic witness of the Old Testament reaches its full fruition in the New 
Testament, as we encounter here the miracle of love in which through His vicarious 
death, Christ, the sinless one, redeems sinful humanity. It was Menno Simons' often 
expressed concern that in his day the work of Christ's atonement had been in effect 
brushed aside and replaced by the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord's Supper. In 
contrast, Menno Simons believed that the sacraments werenot effective in their own 
right, but instead played only a subsidiary role as signs of the atonement: 

Therefore, dear Lord, I confess that I have or know of no remedy for my sins, no works 
nor merits, neither baptism nor the Lord's supper (although all sincere Christians use 
these as a sign of Thy Word and hold them in respect), but the precious blood of Thy 
beloved Son alone which is bestowed upon me by Thee and has graciously redeemed 
me, a poor sinner, through mere grace and love, from my former walk.' 

But what was the import of such "signs"? Did the signs serve instrumentally 
(similar to valid checks which transmit value) or was theirrole limited to illustration 
and reminder (something like postcards which inform)? Expressions like "true 
sacraments"-' and "a holy sacramental sign"5 attest to their value, but do not explain 
their function. Only occasionally did Menno Simons clarify his position. To serve 
as a sign, the Lord's Supper had to be received in the full context of the Word of God 
and the Holy Spirit as well as grace and faith: 

All then who do not have the pure, unmixed Word of God, genuine active faith, together 
with the Lord's holy baptism and Supper, in spirit and power, and walk the broad road 
of the flesh: these are not the congregation and church of Christ. Here neither name 
nor boasting matters. We  must be in Christ and Christ in us; we must be moved by His 
Spirit, and abide in His holy Word outwardly and inwardly. Otherwise we have no 
God.h 

Thus it is made clear that sacraments can be used as signs only among the 
believers. The inward activity of the Holy Spirit which has generated faith is the 
ultimate transforming experience. While Menno Simons is prepared to admit to a 
certain ambiguity as to the precise point of entry into the circle of faith,' he is very 
clear that this point is not to be located in the sacraments. Hence it is not the 
sacramental elements, but the person of Jesus Christ who is the one and only means 
of grace: 

All those who accept this proffered means of divine grace, Jesus Christ, with believing 
hearts, enclose Him in the treasure box of their minds.' 

Viewed in this way, the Lord's Supper, "ordained by Christ, was significant as an 
expression of authentic Christian existence. Menno Simons explained: 

I ask you for Jesus' sake, in the true fear of God, to reflect with whom, why, and to what 
end the Lord instituted, ordained, and left this His last Supper to His church. It is so 
that it may become to you a living and impressive sign, that it might represent and 
signify the Lord's great and abundant kindness, the heartfelt peace, the love and union 



of His church, the communionofhis flesh and blood; so that yo11 may die to wickedness 
and pursue righteousness and godliness, fly from the devil's table and sit down at the 
Lord's table in the churchofChrist, with tn~efaith, apious,penitent, andregeneratedlife, 
and with unfeigned, brotherly love.' 

In other words, Christ's atonement, while an event which occurredonce, had 
ongoing ramifications in the lives of believers. Their experience of love and unity was 
joined within an ongoing search for and experience of holiness, including a mystical 
"communion of his flesh and blood"-pointed to, but basically left unexplained, and 
soon enough followed up by a warning: "with not so much as a word are we 
commanded in Scriptures to dispute concerning the visible and tangible sign, what it 
really is."" And yet, while "dispute" is explicitly prohibited, inward and faithful 
reflection is allowed. Menno Simons advises: "The spiritual judge all things 
spiritually."" In attempting to follow such a course, the following sets of insights 
emerge. 

I1 
I .  One of the meanings of the Lord's Supper is that of a "memorial."" As in 

the Passover celebration of the OldTestament so also in the Lord's Supper in the New 
Testament "the sign signifies the reality."" Ultimately considered, this "reality" is 
none other than the atonement of Jesus Christ. Therefore, explains Menno Simons, 
the Lord's Supper 

is an admonishing sign and memorial to the fact that Christ Jesus the Son of God has 
delivered us from the power of the devil, from the dominion of hell and eternal death, 
by the sinless sacrifice of His innocent flesh and blood, and has led 11s triumphantly 
into the kingdom of His grace, as He himself says: This do in remembrance of me.Ii 

Now since the redemptive dying of Christ had been an act of love, the 
memory of it celebrated in the Lord's Supper is also an occasion "to remember all 
the glorious fruits of divine love manifested toward us in Christ."Is Of course, 
occasions ofremembrance are always complex. Without claiming to have noted all 
the various facets of it, Menno Simons nevertheless underscored the seriousness of 
the event. Here it is in order to "earnestly show forth and remember His death"'%s 
well as to note that it is a "bitter death."" And with compassion Menno Simons 
recalled the witness of the prophet Isaiah [53:8]: "He was wounded for our 
transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement of our peace was 
upon him; and with his stripes we were healed. He gave His life as asacrifice of sin."lx 
Above all, however, the remembering evokes an awareness of Christ's love. Menno 
Simons sought to portray its intensity by speaking for Christ in the first person." 

2. Havingrejected the traditional Roman Catholic andLutheran definition or 
the "real presence" ofChrist in the Lord's Supper, Menno Simons repeatedly offered 
a synlbolic interpretation. As we shall subsequently indicate. here Menno Simons 
shared a perspective which had become widely current in his time. Speaking of the 
genuine believers who partake of the effects of Christ's atonement, Menno Simons 
dec1ared:"These really eat the flesh, and really drink the blood of Christ, not with 
their mouths, but believing in the ~pir i t . "?~ 



Here two comments are in order. First, convinced that the presence of Jesus 
Christ after the ascension is identical with the presence of the Holy Spirit," Menno 
Simons was able to affirm the presence of Christ without the least danger of lapsing 
back into the kind of traditional eucharistic theology which he had so vigorously 
rejected. Second, it is necessary to lceep in mind the particular Christology'%hich 
Menno Simons had accepted. Here caution is certainly in order as Menno Simons 
does not make explicit the connection between Christology and the Lord's Supper. 
In other words, while explicitly Menno Simons goes no further than to interpret the 
"flesh" and "blood of Christ in a spiritual sense, it seems plausible that he implies 
a deeper connection. Namely, insofar as Christ's "flesh" and "blood," according to 
Menno, were of heavenly origin and not from the Virgin Mary, the spiritual 
participation in Chl-ist now assures the believer that he, too, participates in a heavenly 
mode of existence. In this way eucharistic devotion and sanctification are but two 
divergent approaches to the very samereality. That something like this may very well 
have been in Menno Simons' mind may be further inferred from two additional 
perspectives which he records when speaking of divinely redemptive love. 

3. This divinely redemptive love is not onesided; it elicits human response. 
As faith becomes active in love, the process of sanctification begics and is continued. 
In the midst of such a process there are specific high points of experienced intensity. 
Referring to the participation in the Lord's Supper, Menno Simons recorded the 
following profile of the partakers: 

their hearts are flooded with joy and peace; they break forth with joyful hearts in all 
manner of thanksgiving; they praise and glorify God with all their hearts because they 
with a certainty of mind have grasped it in the spirit, have believed and known that the 
Father loved us so that He gave us poor, wretched sinners His own and eternal Son with 
all His merits as a gift, and eternal salvation." 

Such ecstatic experiences ofpartaking of the Lord's Supper, however, do not exhaust 
its meaning. Faith is immediately expressed through "good works." The ethical 
consequences are inseparable fromthe memorial act offaith in the Lord's Supper: the 
bread of the Lord's Supper 

admonishes us to a true regeneration which is of God; to allrighteousness, thanksgiving, 
peace, andjoy in the Holy Ghost, to a blameless life. For it is acommunion of the blood 
and body of Christ, of which no one is or can be apartaker unless he becomes according 
to God's Word a humble, peace-loving, pious Christian, deadunto sin, and bomof God; 
unless he is in Christ and Christ is in him, flesh of his flesh and bone of his bone, a true 
partaker of the body and blood of Christ.'" 

Consistently, thecom~nunion with Christ in the Lord's Supper is described symboli- 
cally. The elements of the Lord's Supper point to a specific meaning which is 
perceived by the faithful partaker. Here Menno Simons made use of the traditional 
Johannine and Pauline categories, as already used by St. Augustine, speaking of 
outward/inwarcl, literal/spiritual, and visible/invisible relationships. While the 
former describe the participants and the elements, it is the latter which refer to the 
experience and meaning of the Lord's Supper. e.g.: 



But where the Lord's church, the dear disciples of Christ, have met in Christ's name 
to partake of the Holy Supper in true faith, love, and obedience, there the outward 
perishable man eats and drinks perishable bread and wine, and the inner imperishable 
man of the heart eats in a spiritual sense the imperishable body and blood of Christ 
which cannot be eaten nor digested, as was said. Like is benefited by like. This is 
incontrovertible. The visible man is nourished with visible food, and the invisible man 
is fed with invisible "bread," as we plainly learn from the words of the Lord in John 
6." 

Hence, to say that the participants in the Lord's Supper "really eat the flesh, and 
really drink the blood of Christ" does not refer to the mere consuming of the 
eucharistic elements, but to the event as a sign. For this reason the actual partaking 
on the most decisive level is "not with their mouths, but believing in the ~pirit."'~ 
At the same time, Menno Simons underscored, that the mere "external use of the 
sign" cannot and does not in and of itself guarantee that "the thing which is invisibly 
repre~ented"'~ would be actually present. In other words, the authenticity of the 
communion depends on thepriorfact of atonement and the present reality of the faith 
of the participants: "This communion consists in the fact that Christ has accepted 
us in His great love, and we become partakers of Him."'8 ... "therefore none can 
rightly partake of this Supper except he be adisciple of Christ, flesh ofHis flesh, and 
bone of His bone."" 

4. The fourth important emphasis is on the role of imitation. Here faith and 
love, joined in action, receive their existential orientation from the life-style of Jesus 
Christ. Such imitation, however, is not a mere do-it-yourself matter. It is rather from 
the loving union with Christ in faith that there flows the desire for imitation in the 
first place. Referring to the Lord's Supper, Menno Simons explained: 

The spiritual judge all things spiritually. For of what substance it is, can be felt and 
seen and tasted. But this we should consider first of all, that we in our weakness must 
attain, and as much as possible conform ourselves, to the thing signified, to that which 
is set forth, represented, and taught all true believers by this sign.'" 

At times Menno Simons offered abrief account of the content of this active imitation 
of Christ: 

we have to observe that by the Lord's Supper Christian unity, love, and peace are 
signified and enjoined, after which all true Christians should seek and strive. For we 
being many, says Paul, are one bread, and one body; for we are all partakers of that one 
bread. [I Cor. 10: 1713' 

All the while, however, Menno Simons' accentremainedon the atonement, and hence 
on the prior initiative of Christ. Quoting the words of institution, Menno Simons 
offered avivid and powerful exposition of theirreal content, writing in the first person: 

When' He instituted and celebrated the Holy Supper with His beloved disciples Christ 
said, With desire I have desired to eat this passover' with you before I suffer. Then he 
took the bread and broke it, and said, Take, eat; this is my body which is broken for 
you. Likewise also the wine: This cup is the New Testament in my blood, etc.; this 
do in remembrance of me. It was as if He wanted to say: Behold,' dear children, so 
far has that love which I have had for you and the whole human race constrained me, and 



ever shall, that I left the glory of my Father, and came into this sad world as apoor slave 
to serve you. For I saw that you all belonged to the devil, and that there was none to 
redeem you; that4 you had all gone astray like erring sheep, and there was none whocared 
for you; that you were aprey to devouring wolves, and there was none to save you; that 
you were wounded unto death, and there was none thai could heal you. Thereforei did 
I come from heaven, and became a poor, weak, and dying man, inh all things like unto 
you, sin excepted. In7 my great love I sought you out with zeal, found you miserable, 
sorrowful, yes, halfdead. The services of my love I havedemonstrated so heartily toward 
you; your sores I bandaged; your blood I wiped away;%ine and oil I have poured into 
your putrid wounds; set you free from thejaws of the hellish'beasts; I took you upon my 
shoulders and led you into the tabernacles of peace. Your"' nakedness I covered; I had 
compassion on your misery; the law I have fulfilled for you; your sins I took away. The 
peace, grace, and favor of my Father I proclaimed to you; His good will I revealed; the 
way oftruthIpointedout;andIhavepowerfully testified to you by my marvellous signs 
and great miracles that I am the true Messiah, the promised Prince and Saviour. 

Behold, belovedchildren, until now I have walked with you, with my Father's Word 
have admonished, reproved, and kept" in His name; but now my hour is at hand; this 
night I shall be betrayed. All that the prophets said of me has been fulfilled. Since I 
can serve you no longer with my doctrine and life, I will at the end serve you with my 
painful sufferings, body, blood, cross, and death. 

And this is the very reason why I called you to this Supper, so that I might ordain 
this usage among you so that you might occasionally come together after my death and 
commemorate the gracious favors of my fervent love so abundantly manifest toward 
you, and in particular that I loved you so dearly that I sacrifice my body and shed my 
blood for you. Greater love" hath no man than this that a man lay down his life for 
his friends. I have obtained everlasting reconciliation, grace, mercy, favor, and peace 
with my Father as I told you, namely, even as the Son of man came not to be 
ministered" unto but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many."" 

As may be noted from the Scripture references (inserted in the English text 
from the Dutch Opera of 1681, and occasionally revised), Menno Sinions' exposi- 
tion of the Lord's Supper is visibly a creative gathering of biblical texts. Yet the 
gathering has a distinctive thrust: it is the reality of atonement brought about in 
sacrificial love which Menno Simons seeks to emphasize, and at the same time to 
connect with pious imitation as our human response. The latter, of course, is not a 
matter of human initiative, but an experience of divine gift and grace: "it is a 
heavenly power, avital moving ofthe Holy Ghost which ignites the hearts and minds 
of believers; pervades, comforts, anoints, encourages, rouses, and stirs; makes joyful 
and happy in God."" 

I11 
Understood sy~nbolically and spiritually, Menno Simons' view of the Lord's 

Supper stood in explicit opposition to several traditional emphases. In stating his 
own position, Menno Silnons generally followed the polemical posture current in 
the sixteenth century. Yet, as shall be noted subsequently, he was careful in his 



criticisms and represents his opponents' views with notable precision. 
1. Taking literally the words of institution and ignoring John 6, "where he 

instructs us plainly how we are to eat His flesh and drinkHis blood," "they have made 
the bread in the Holy Supper into the actual flesh, and the wine into the actual blood 
of Christ." As well, it has been ignored "that He ascended up to heaven and sits at 
the right hand of His Father, and that therefore He cannot be masticated nor confined 
in an alimentary tract nor be consumed by time, by fire or worms, as is the case with 
the visible bread and wine as one can see."34 

2. Christ's eternal and unique sacrifice in the atonement has been changed 
"into a daily sacrifice for sin, as may plainly be read in the canons of the mass."'j 

3. The role of Jesus Christ has been usurped by the priest. Menno Simons' 
outcry shouldnot be mistaken for mere polemical slander, but can be recognized also 
as a confession of his own past errors: "In His place we get an unholy, blind, 
seductive, and carnal idolater with a piece of bread."j6 In his most eloquent and 
scathing elaboration of this point Menno Simons spells out what he viewed as the 
central transgression: the priest 

buys a hundred wafers for anickel, takes one at a time, consecrates it as he says, and that 
mentally without saying a word; he nods to it, he worships it, he prays to it, and he eats 
it anddigests it. And this same thing he believes and teaches to be the true flesh and blood 
of our beloved Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of the Almighty and Living God." 

4. Sharing in the polemic against Roman Catholicism already voiced by the 
magisterial reformers, Menno Simons concentrated his attention on what he 
regarded as the perversion of the Lord's Supper. He charged and challenged: 
"Awake, I say, and consider that the supper which you have celebrated till now is 
not the supper of Christ but that of Antichrist; not the table of the Lord but the table 
of the de~i l . " '~  

5. In the process of their celebration of the Lord's Supper, his opponents deny 
the meaning, experience, and message of what Menno Silnons has come to 
understand as the authentic Lord's Supper. They do not listen that the eucharist is 
not to be "dispensed by a deceiver, nor ... received by an impenitent and obstinate 
sinner."" Instead, an exercise in blasphemy occurs "where Jesus Christ, His Word 
and Spirit are not confessed, nothing but unbelief, idolatry, error, and uncertain 
wavering consciences may be seen."40 

6. Finally, in clear disobedience to Christ, in the Catholic celebration of the 
Lord's Supper wine is not given to the lay people: 

the cup is withheld form the people among Catholics. If it were the Lord's Supper as 
they pretend, it should, should it not, take place according to the ordinance of the Lord 
in both elements. But this custom shows that it is not the supper of Christ but a 
bewitching seduction of Antichrist.'" 

IV 
While Menno Simons' understanding of the Lord's Supper was worked out 

in close reliance on the Scriptures, he also echoed insights of tradition which he found 



supportive. Here his main point was that his views werenotrecent and marginal, but 
ancient and well attested. He wrote: 

As to the blind charge that we are profaners of the sacraments: Someof the learned ones 
also call us profaners of the sacraments because we do not believe that the bread and the 
wine of their Supper is the actual real flesh and blood of the Lord; or as some have it, 
because we do not believe that we through the wine and bread actually partake of the 
actual flesh and blood of the Lord; although we reverentially administer the Supper to 
those who (as far as man can judge) are penitent as afigure or sacramental sign with fear 
and trembling, also with thanksgiving and joy according to the Scripture and according 
to the practice of the fathers such as Gregory, Augustine, Chrysostom, Tertullian, Cyril, 
Eusebius, etc."? 

While Menno Simons may have had the opportunity over the years to become 
acquainted with the writings of the above named theologians of the Early Church, 
he could have initially gained the necessary information for a relatively reliable 
judgment from the Sunznza TIzeologine of St. Thomas Aquinas. If one reads the 
S~lr7zr7zn T/zeologine in a symbolical-Augustinian perspe~tive,~' then in the section 
dealing with the Lord's Supper (3.73-83) one may note a respectable number of 
quotations which support Memo Simons' judgment: Gregory I (c. 540-604);-'-' 
Augustine (c. 354-430);45 Chrysostom(c. 347-407);46 Cyril (c. 3 15-386);47Eusebius 
of Caesarea (c. 260-~.340)"~ do at times stress the symbolic meaning of the Lord's 
supper. 

Although Menno Simons was familiar with Sebastian Franck's Clzr-o~zicn,~~ 
he did not appeal to the dissenters from the mainline Roman Catholic position. 
Franck had listed John Scotus Erigena (c. 8 10-c.877), Berengar of Tours (c. 10 10- 
1088), Peter Waldo (died c. 1205-1218)" and from the sixteenth century Thomas 
Miintzer, Andreas Karlstadt, Huldrych Zwingli, and John Oec~lampadius.~'  When 
Franck notes that the spiritual interpretation of the eucharistic presence was "not 
new," his listfrom theEarly ChurchconsistsofTertullian, Ambrose, andChrysostom." 
Without much doubt, Menno is at this point thinking quite independently. 

At the same time Menno Simons could make use of precedent where he found 
it acceptable. A notable case is his exposition of the statement by the Apostle Paul: 
"For we being many ... are one bread, and one body; for we are all partakers of that 
one bread" (I Cor. 10: 17). As was fully acceptable in the sixteenth century, Menno 
then proceeds to explain, without giving a clue that he is borrowing: 

Just as natural bread is madeof many grains, pulverized by the mill, kneaded with water, 
and baked by the heat of the fire, so is the church of Christ made up of true believers, 
broken in their hearts with the mill of the divine Word, baptized with the water of the Holy 
Ghost, and with the fire of pure, unfeigned love made into one body. Just as there is 
harmony and peace in the body and all its members, and just as each member naturally 
performs its function to promote the benefit of the whole body, so it  also becomes the true 
andliving membersof the body of Christ to beone: one heart, one mind, and one soul." 

The origins of this imagery go back to the beginnings of theEarly Church and the book 
of Didache, written sometimes between the end of the first and the middle of the 
second century: "As this broken bread was scattered upon the mountains, but was 



brought together and became one, so let thy Church be gathered together from the 
ends of the earth into thy kingdom, for thine is the glory and the power through Jesus 
Christ for ever."'-'With echoes of the Apostolic Constitutions 7:25,55 the imagery in 
its enriched version is best known through St. Augustine's Sermon 272: 

Let us again and again hear what the Apostle himself says, when speaking of this 
Sacrament: 'We, being many, are one bread, one body' (I Cor. x, 17). Understand and 
rejoice: unity, truth, piety, charity. One bread, who is this one bread? Being many, 
one body. Remember that bread is not made of one grain but of many. When you were 
exorcized, it was as if you were ground in the mill; when you were baptized, it was as 
if you were moistened with water; when you received the fire of the Holy Spirit, it was 
as if you were baked. Be what you see and receive what you are. This the Apostle has 
said about the bread. And what we should understand about the Chalice, though not 
actually expressed, he sufficiently shows. For just as, in order that the visible shape 
of bread may exist, many grains are moistened together into one mass, as in the case 
of believers, of whom Holy Scripture says, they had but one soul and one heart unto 
God' (Acts iv, 32), so it is with the wine. Brethren, remember from what the wine is 
made. Many grapes hang on the vine, but the juice of the grapes is mingled into a unity. 
Thus also has Christ the Lord designated us. He willed that we should belong to Him, 
and consecrated the mystery of our peace and of our unity on His table.sh 

Other early church fathers record more austere versions of the same. Cyprian (A.D. 
253) does it twice: 

thus the cupof the Lord is not indeed water alone, nor wine alone, unless each be mingled 
with the other; just as, on the other hand, the body of the Lord cannot be flour alone or 
water alone, unless both should be united andjoined together and compacted in the mass 
of one bread; in which very sacrament our people are shown to be made one, so that in 
like manner as many grains, collected, and ground, and mixed together into one mass, 
make one bread; so in Christ, who is the heavenly bread, we may know that there is one 
body, with which our number is joined and united." 

Forwhen theLordcalls bread, whichiscombined by the union of many grains, His body, 
He indicates our people whom He bore as being united; and when He calls the wine, 
which is pressed from many grapes and clusters and collected together, His blood, He 
also signifies our flock linked together by the mingling of a united m u l t i t ~ d e . ~ ~  

Chrysostom's version is also rather brief: 

For as the breadconsistingof many grains is madeone, so that thegrains no where appear; 
they exist indeed, but their difference is not seen by reason of their conjunction; so are 
we conjoined both with each other and with Christ: there not being one body for thee, 
and another for thy neighbor to be nourished by, but the very same for all.5" 

In the sixteenth century all the major writers, both magisterial and radical, 
made use of this colorful comparison, as for example Martin Luther, Johannes 
Oecolampadius, Huldrych Zwingli, John Calvin, as well as Balthasar Hubmaier, 
Andreas Karlstadt, Bernhard Rothmann, Pilgram Marpeck, Dirk Philips, and Peter 
Ridemann.ho While the direct source for Menno Simons therefore cannot be readily 
located, it may be noted that Menno Simons lengthy statement generally follows the 
precedent of St. Augustine, and yet at the same time succeeds in acreative formulation 



of its own. 
On other occasions, however, Menno Simons acknowledged his sources. 

Thus, in order to make clear that the believer's unity with Christ is the result of faith 
and not a matter of literal eating, Menno Simons quoted St. Augustine (354-430): 
"Therefore I say once more, He cannot be masticated nor digested in the body of any 
man. This thing Augustine plainly acknowledges, saying, Why do you make ready 
teeth and stomach? Merely believe, and you have eaten Him already!"" As Menno 
Simons continued to explain the position of St. Augustine which he here shared, he 
went on to paraphrase St. Augustine with notable accuracy. Menno wrote: "Weknow 
right well, dear reader, that Augustine did not write this of the outward eating of the 
Holy Supper, but of the inward eating that takes place in the spirit of faith."" St. 
Augustine had put it this way: 

In a word, He now explains how that which He speaks of comes to pass, and what it is 
to eat His body and to drinkHis blood. 'He that eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, 
dwelleth in me, and I in him.' This it is, therefore, for aman to eat that meat and to drink 
that drink, to dwell in Christ, and to have Christ dwelling in him.6' 

On further reflection, St. Augustine elaborates, suggesting that both faith and love 
serve as means for establishing the saving union with Christ: "And what but love can 
effect that unity should join us t~ge the r?"~This  love, as St. Augustine knows and 
acknowledges by referring to Rom. 5 5 ,  is the gift and work of the Holy Spirit. In 
making further observations, St. Augustine can restate his position in terms of faith: 
"We are united by faith, quickened by ~nderstanding."~~ 

And when Menno Simons lists the liturgical practices which he regards as 
completely unacceptable-e.g., "carrying bread in procession, raising it aloft for 
adoration, praying to it, offering incense to it, requesting it at a given place, and 
paying divine honor and service to it"66 -he argues against their admissibility in 
characteristically Augustinian terms: "there is not a hint either in letter or in spirit 
in all the Scriptures." 

Further similarity with St. Augustine may be noted in Menno Simons' appeal 
to the ascension as the reason why Christ cannot be literally present in the Lord's 
Supper: "He was about to ascend to the place where He was before; therefore we are 
not to understand this eating His flesh and drinking His blood literally but 
spiritually ...."67 St. Augustine had written: 

For they supposed that He was going to deal out His body to them; but He said that He 
was to ascend into heaven, of course, whole: 'when ye shall see the Son of man 
ascending where He was before;' certainly then, at least, you will see that not in the 
manner you suppose does He dispense His body; certainly then, at least, you will 
understand that His grace is not consumed by tooth-biting."' 

Now, while it may be tempting on account of Menno Simons' considerable depend- 
ence on St. Augustine to label him an "Augustinian," the temptation should be 
resisted. The entire sacramentarian tradition depended on St. Augustine-however, 
not as a source but as afamed interpreter who hadread the Bible in asimilar way! By 
referring to St. Augustine, Menno Simons could prove his orthodoxy. 



At the same time he referred to other Early Church writers as well. Here 
Tertullian stood out on many occasions, including the Lord's Supper. In recording 
one of the several dimensions of the Lord's Supper, Menno Simons appealed to a 
specific Early Church source: "... as a means for inciting to and a demonstration of 
brotherly love, even as this supper was also called among the ancients, a brotherly 
Supper, as Tertullian  write^."^" On another occasion Menno explained: 

And as the members of a natural body are not disharmonious, but are altogether united 
and at one among themselves; so it is with all those who are in Spirit and faith true 
members of the body of Christ. For this reason this same supper was called by 
Tertullian a brotherly meal or love feast.7" 

Tertullian's celebrated and often quoted text reads as follows: 

Our dinner shows its idea in its name; it is called by the Greek name for love (agape). 
Whatever the cost, it is gain to spend in piety's name, for with that refreshment we help 
the needy. ... We do not take our places at table until we have first tasted prayer to God. 
Only so much is eaten as satisfies hunger; only so much drunkas meets the need of the 
modest. They satisfy themselves only so far as men will who recall that even during 
the night they must worship God; they talk as those would who know the Lord listens. 
After water for the hands come the lights; and then each, from what he knows of'the 
Holy Scriptures, or from his own heart, is called before the rest to sing to God; so that 
is a test of how much he has drunk. Prayer in like manner ends the banquet. Then we 
break up; but not to form groups for violence nor gangs for disorder, nor outbursts of 
lust; but to pursue the same care for self-control and chastity, as men who have dined 
not so much on dinner as on di~cipline.~'  

Thus, seeing himself in agreement with the authentic tradition of the Church, 
Menno Simons could readily record his agreement with Philip Melanchthon's well 
known definition of the church and its sacraments. Melanchthon had stated in the 
Augsburg Confession of 1530: "The church is the assembly of saints in which the 
Gospel is taught purely and the sacraments administered rightl~."~'  Menno Simons 
echoed: "For this is the true nature and power fo the Lord's Word if it be sightly 
preached, and of His Holy Sacraments if rightly used."7i 

Menno Simons' main concern, however, was neither ancient nor contempo- 
rary. Above all, he sought the truth of God and did not shy away from criticising 
anyone who seemed to oppose it. And, given his hermeneutical presuppositions, he 
was both precise and outspoken. Even in the instances where Menno appears to be 
in error, most often he had apoint. A good example may be his claim that according 
to Roman Catholic belief, "the visible bread is actually and physically flesh, and the 
visible wine actually and physically blood."'" On occasion, Menno Simons could be 
scornful: "they have made the bread in the Holy Supper into the actual flesh, and the 
wine into actual blood, of Christ, and that by virtue of Christ's Word taken literally: 
Take, eat, this is my body."75 

While such an interpretation certainly neglects the sophisticated side of the 
theology of St. Thomas, which speaks of the presence of Christ in terms of achanged 
substance and rejects local enclosure and local movement, the fact remains that the 
liturgical language of the Sl~rn17za Tlzeologica tends to speak expressively in terns 



ofthe body andblood~fChris t .~~ Hencenotonly pop~~larmisinterpretation, buteven 
a quick glance at the S~~iizriin could give the impression that Menno Simons had been 
observant. In any case, Menno Simons was convinced that the Bible offered a clear 
corrective: "They fail to notice that John says in John 6 (where he instructs us plainly 
how we are to eat His flesh and drink His blood) that it is useless to eat His flesh 
literally and to drink His b10od."~' 

Moreover, Menno Simons' interpretation had had wide precedent. Thus 
Sebastian Franck, who had criticized Martin Luther's view of the "real presence," 
hadnoted that Luther was staunchly opposedby Thomas Miintzer, Andreas ICarlstadt, 
and Huldrych Zwingli who denied that "The lord's bread would be really the literal 
body of Chri~t."'~ Franck supplied several key quotations from Luther, notably: 
"Christ's flesh is and remains flesh whether it is in bread, stomach, cross ~rheaven;"~" 
"He who sees this bread, sees the body of Christ. He who touches this bread, touches 
the body of Christ. He who eats it, eats Christ's body. He who squeezes or chews this 
bread with the teeth or tongue, chews the body of Christ. And yet at the same time 
itremains true that Christ's body is not seen, touched, eaten, or chewed by any~ne."~" 
Similarly, while Menno Simons opposed transubstantiationn' from his deepest 
convictions, he stood in a large company. Martin Luther had scorned the term as "a 
monstrous word and a monstrous idea."" Sebastian Franck complained that Pope 
Innocent I11 had in 1200 A.D. made transubstantiation an article of faith.s' And 
Menno himself thought the idea to be pagan. He illustrated it with biting humor, 
which assumed some acquaintance with classical mythologyx4 on the part of his 
readers: "0 my faithful reader, do learn rightly to confess Christ Jesus. He does not 
want to be like Proteus, now being the everlasting Almighty Son of the eternal, 
Omnipotent God, and then being a perishable creature of bread and wine. Oh, no, 
what He is He remains to all eternity."s5 The reference to Proteus emerged in the 
Reformation as a scornful designation of religious vacuousness and instability. In 
assailing Erasmus of Rotterdam, Martin Luther in TIze Borzdage of tlze Will (1526), 
made use of the image of Proteus no less than seven  time^.^" 

In accord with various currents within the Protestant Reformation, Menno 
Simons also flatly opposed the Roman Catholic view of the Lord's Supper as a 
sacrifice: "...they have instituted unto the destruction and cossuption of the true 
eternal sacrifice of Christ which alone is effective before God, changing it into adaily 
sacrifice for sin, as may plainly be read in the canons of the mass."x7 SebastianFranck 
had appealed to the Early Church and then vigorously concluded: "Be it then as it 
may. they are all in agreement that the mass is not a sacrifice."" The reason for this 
conclusion he found in the general perspective of the New Testament, affirming the 
unrepeatability ofChrist's sacrifice, andacknowledgedby theearly church  father^.^" 

Finally, we may note how severely Menno Simons had criticized the Roman 
Catholic custom according to which "the cup is withheld from the people.""" This, 
too, had become a Protestant commonplace. Already Martin Luther hadstated: "That 
Paul delivered both kinds is so certain that no one has ever had the temerity to say 
otherwise. Add to this that Matt. [26:27] reports that Christ did not say of the bread, 
'eatof it, all ofyou,'butofthecup,'drinkofit, all ofyou.' Marlc [I4231 likewisedoes 



notsay, 'they all ateof it,' but 'they all drunkofit.' Both attach thenote ofuniversality 
to the cup, not to the bread, as though the Spirit foresaw this schism, by which some 
would be forbidden to partake of the cup, which Christ desired should be common to 
all.''y' 

v 
In searching out such piecemeal references to Christian tradition, it becomes 

very clear that Menno Simons was not working out his understanding of the Lord's 
Supper in a contextual way. Although he quoted and borrowed, criticized and 
corrected, he was not interested to build his edifice with borrowed bricks. However 
worthy the source might have been, it was not useable-unless it was the Scriptures. 

At the same time, however, it becomes obvious that Menno Simons knows 
more than he admits to. If one assumed that all of his statements were merely 
borrowed, it would be possible to "prove" his dependence on either St. Augustine, or 
Erasmus of Rotterdam, or a mixture of Karlstadt and Zwingli. He often sounds like 
all of the above. But, without much doubt, Menno Simons does not merely borrow 
from them. He constructs a basic understanding of the Lord's Supper from the 
Scripture. While relatable to others in the sacramentalist tradition, Menno Simons' 
basic insights are his own. 

His perspective is Christocentric. In the atonement Christ has laid the basis 
of human salvation. In sanctification, through grace and the work of the Holy Spirit, 
the individual is redeemed and engrafted into the Body of Christ, the church. The 
Lord's Supper serves both to attest what has happened and hence serves as a sign of 
the past, and at the same time challenges toward the future. Holiness while personal 
is not to be a mere private venture but a group accomplishment. 

Menno Simons' greatest strength is the clarity with which he works out the 
individual themes of the Lord's Supper. Each of them offers a personal challenge 
to the believer. Each seeks to awaken aparticular insight. Menno Simons' wealcness 
may be that he does not weave his several themes into one comprehensible whole. 
Without such an overview, his total eucharistic message is apt to be misinterpreted in 
a onesided way. Apparently Menno was prepared to accept such a procedural risk. 
In this he may have sought to do no more than was done by the Scriptures, which also 
does not provide a systematic framework-but always points to Jesus Christ as the 
centre of all faith and life. 

In a generation which is weary of theological systems, or at least does not 
produce them with the same abundance as did the past, Menno Simons' piecemeal 
approach to various eucharistic themes, all of them centered on Christ, may prove to 
be both challenging and rewarding. It may challenge us to ongoing faithfulness in 
terms of the ultimate centre of faith, Jesus Christ, and at the same time free us from 
a too closely knit, and hence oversimplified, formulation of the great verities which 
defy oversimplification. 



Appendix 

Martin Llltlzel- (1483-1546): 
"To signify this fellowship, God has appointed such signs of this sacrament 

as in every way serve this purpose and by their very form stimulate and motivate us 
to this fellowship. Forjust as the bread is made out of many grains ground and mixed 
together, and out of the bodies of many grains there comes the body of one bread, 
in which each grain loses its form and body and takes upon itself the common body 
of the bread; and just as the drops of wine, in losing their own form, become the body 
of one common wine a n d d r i n k s o  it is and shouldbe with us, ifwe use this sacrament 
properly ."9' 

Jolzr7 Oecolar~zpadi~ls (1482-1531): 
"The bread is not made except the corn is ground up, and the flour mixed with 

water and baked with fire; and the wine does not flow together except that the grapes 
are crushed, all of which present to us the figure of Christ and of those who are 
Christ's."" 

"Also the grain is ground and broken, in order that it may become a meal. 
Similarly it is with the wine. As long as it is in a barrel or a large container, it is not 
drunk, except when it is emptied into chalices or poured. And originally as long as 
it is in the grapes and husks, it is not a drink, except when it is pressed and trodden 
in the wine press or the stomp - then it is poured out. These parables no one may 
deny, they are obvious in the reality of  thing^.'''^ 

Hz~ll~yclz Zwiizgli (1484-1531): 
"For as bread is made up of many grains and wine of many grapes, so by a 

common trust in Christ which proceeds from the one Spirit the body of the Church 
is constituted and built up out of many members a single body, to be the true temple 
and body of the indwelling Spirit."95 

Jolzrl Calvin (1509-1564): 
"The bread shownin the Sacramentrepresents this unity. As it is made of many 

grains so mixed togetherthat one cannot be distinguishedfrom another, so it is fitting 
that in the same way we should be joined and bound together by such great agreement 
of minds that no sort of disagreement or division may intr~de."'~ 

BaltAasar H~~brilaier- (ca. 1485-15178): 
"As one little kernel does not keep its own flour, but shares it with the others, 

and a single grape does not keep its juice for itself, but shares it with the others, so 
should we Christians also act-or we eat and drink unworthily from the table of , 
Christ. For the bread which we break means and commemorates the communion of 
the body of Christ with us, that he is our own, for he gave his body for us through the 



drink of the communion of his blood which he poured out for the forgiveness of 

Benzlzard RotIzr?zarzrz (ca. 1495-1535): 
"... just as from many kernels one bread would be made, as many kernels 

ground up, mixed into a heap, are one bread, similarly, those who partake in the 
Lord's Supper from the one bread and cup of the Lord, should be one body of 
Christ ..."98 

Pilgmnz Marpeck (ca. 1490-1556): 
"Just as one loaf is made of many kernels ground together so as to become 

mixed with one another and become one loaf, so do they, who eat this loaf and drink 
this cup with one another in the Lord's Supper, become one with the body of Christ 
in love and obedience of the faith."Yy 

Dirk Plzilips (1504-1568): 
"In the bread and the wine are also portrayed and typified the harmony and 

fellowship of the believers. In order that this fellowship may be better understood, 
the Lord used and prescribed such emblems in the Supper as are everywhere 
available, and which by their form and composition point to and suggest such 
communion. For as the bread is made of many grains broken and ground together, 
and out of many grains has come a loaf of bread, in which every little kernel has lost 
its individual body and form, andlikewise as the little individual grapes, by changing 
their form become a common wine and pleasant drink, so also must all Christians 
be united with Christ and with one another-first with Christ, whom they receive by 
faith and who becomes their nourishment-for there is no closer intimacy nor anything 
more inseparable than the union of food with those who are fed; for the food is taken and 
becomes changed in its nature, and becomes one with or part of, the one fed."I0" 

Peter Rirlenzarz (1506-1 556): 
"...he teacheth them that they are members of his body, and as the bread is 

made a loafby the bringing together of many grains, even so we, many human beings, 
who were scattered and divided, of many minds and purposes are led by faith into 
one, and have become on plant, one living organism and body of Christ, cleaving 
to him in one Spirit..."'(" 
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