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The Eucharist and the Formation of Christians 
 
Anglicanism has assumed a synthesis of worship, doctrine, and action in Christian life. The 
three are an organic system of mutual influence. Individuals commonly find themselves 
attracted and then drawn deeper into the Christian life through one more than another, 
worship being the most common route for the majority of Episcopalians. That inclination 
matches the traditional Anglican assumptions about how this system of formation works. 
 
Martin Thornton points to it in The Rock and the River and in his description offers a process 
and systems perspective: “Moral action only flows from doctrinal truth by grace and faith, 
that is through prayer.”  
 
In the In Your Holy Spirit books Michelle Heyne and I make the case that the Eucharist and 
the Daily Office are the “ground” upon which may be shaped healthy spiritual practice of 
community, reflection and service. In the Vision of God: The Christian Doctrine of the Summum 
Bonum Kenneth Kirk offers an approach that makes worship and its vision of God the 
alternative to an ethical life based on not breaking the rules or one that demands the highest, 
most perfect behavior of us.  
 
The process of formation is an integrated, complex system. One element affects the others. 
So, prayer shapes belief -- lex orandi lex credendi. And, the parish Eucharist is empowered 
by a critical mass of participants who come having spend the week saying the Daily Office, 
and reflecting in ways that integrates Eucharistic liturgy with Eucharistic living.  And, 
Christian action flows not directly from sound doctrine but from our immersion in liturgy, 
prayer, community and the Blessed Trinity.  
 
For Anglicans the starting place is God, the vision and glory of God; not ourselves, our 
achievements, our struggles. In worship our baptismal incorporation is advanced and 
deepened. We are more and more “in Christ.” In worship our focus is on God and that may 
orient all of life. Christian living, Christian action, flows out of our participation in the divine 
life. 
 
This process is especially seen in the Eucharist. In The Mystery of Sacrifice, Evelyn Underhill 
described the shape of it. “For the fully Christian life is a Eucharistic life: that is, a natural life 
conformed to the pattern of Jesus, given in its wholeness to God, laid on His altar as a 
sacrifice of love, and consecrated, transformed by His inpouring life, to be used to give life 
and food to other souls.” How is our service to be the action of Christ and not our own 
desire for influence and praise? For Underhill it was by beginning with adoration and awe. 
That must be right for our service to be right.i 
 
In Concerning the Inner Life Underhill saw the process this way, “as that real life, the interior 
union with God grows, so too does the saints’ self-identification with humanity grow. They 
do not stand aside wrapped in delightful prayers and feeling pure and agreeable to God. 
They go right down into the mess; and there, right down in the mess, they are able to radiate 
God because they possess Him.” For her “the method and work of the Incarnation” went 
forward as we made real in our lives “the theme of your adoration. You are to be taken, 
consecrated, broken, and made a means of grace; vehicles of the Eternal Charity.” 
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This emphasis on adoration, wonder and mystery will lead us into the power of liturgy to 
enchant us, to draw us into a more glorious and truer world. The route is less by words and 
more by imagination and our senses.  The way is more one of processions, torches, and 
incense; bowing and the sign of the cross; and kneeling and standing. 
 
A Methodist writer makes much the same point, “In worship God shapes our lives and 
transforms us … our visions, desires, attitudes, yearnings, wills and lives are recast, molded, 
and shaped to conform to the dying and rising of Christ for the life of the world.”ii 
 
In a sense formation is the process of drawing out in us our true life, our real self, the life hid 
in Christ. The Eucharistic liturgy is a microcosm of God’s process with us. A wonderful 
complexity is being created and shown – the unique selves and gifts of people are brought 
together in harmony, the full development of individuals and our complete unity with God 
and each other is being fashioned. John Macquarrie wrote, “...a richer and more fully 
diversified unity is built up. ...The end, we have seen reason to believe, would be a 
commonwealth of free, responsible beings united in love.”iii 
 
“We become what we receive,” said St. Augustine 
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i One’s first duty is adoration, and one’s second duty is awe and only one’s third duty is service. And that for those three things and 
nothing else, addressed to God and no one else, you and I and countless human creatures evolved...We observe then that two of the 
three things for which our souls were made are matters of attitude, or relation: adoration and awe. Unless these two are right, the 
last of the triad, service, won’t be right.  
Evelyn Underhill, Concern ing  the  Inner  Li f e   
ii Daniel T. Benedict, Patterned by Grace: How Liturgy Shapes Us, Upper Room Books, 2007, p.13. 
iii John Macquarrie, Principles of Christian Theology. “...our belief is that the whole process only makes sense in so 
far as, in the risk and the struggle of creation, that which is is advancing into fuller potentialities of being and is 
overcoming the forces that tend toward dissolution;; and that continually a richer and more fully diversified 
unity is built up. ...The end, we have seen reason to believe, would be a commonwealth of free, responsible 
beings united in love;; and this great end is possible only if finite existents are preserved in some kind of 
individual identity. Here again, we may emphasize that the highest love is not the drive toward union, but 
rather letting-be.” 


