
The Sacrifice of the Mass
and Our Call to Mission

Part 6
The Cup of Salvation

This is the last of six reflections in which we have pondered the fundamental
linkage between the Sacrifice of the Mass and the Christian call to mission. The
focus of this reflection is how accepting Jesus’ invitation to drink his blood symbol-
izes our acceptance of self-sacrificing mission as the way to life.

Restoring the Cup
It was not so long ago that Roman Catholic lay people were not allowed to
drink the consecrated wine at Mass. At the origins of Christianity, of course,
people both shared the bread and the cup. A variety of factors, however, led
to the withdrawal of the cup from the people.  Some of the reasons were
theological—others were cultural and pastoral reasons. There was, for ex-
ample, a growing concern that the people might spill some of the precious
Blood of Christ. Thus it became the custom in some places for the people to
drink the consecrated wine through a straw made of precious metal. Some-
times even the priest would not drink from the cup at Mass, but similarly
drink the consecrated wine through a straw. Eventually the cup was with
withdrawn from the folk, and by the 12th century it was common practice for
people to receive the bread only.

The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (1965) from the Second Vatican
Council reversed this trend when it instructed that “communion under both
kinds may be granted when the bishops think fit, not only to clerics and
religious, but also to the laity” [55]. The 1969 General Instruction of the
Roman Missal listed several circumstances where communion under both
species was permitted, and in 1970 Rome granted Conferences of Bishops
around the world permission to determine when and how Communion was
to be received under both species. By 1978 the US bishops had extended
communion under both forms to all Masses on Sundays and Holy Days, and
in 1984, the U.S. Bishops decided that the local ordinary of each diocese
should set the policy for when and how communion under both forms was to
be received.

Restoring a Theology of the Cup
While the practice of drinking the consecrated wine at Mass has officially
been restored, and is practiced to some extent in virtually every diocese in the
United States, this restored rite does not seem to have captured invaded the
religious imagination of most Catholics. We have been taught for a very long



time that we receive the “whole and entire Christ” when we receive just the
bread or just the wine. This was the teaching of the Council of Trent, and is
repeated today in the Catechism of the Catholic Church (n. 1390).

While the Catechism and many other official Catholic documents recognize
that “the sign of communion is more complete when given under both
kinds,” many Catholics are not convinced. They reason that if they receive
the “whole and entire Christ” when receiving the bread, why drink from the
cup? Especially with all of our concerns with hygiene and spreading germs,
the cup is simply not inviting to some folk. Liturgically, it seems, that receiv-
ing from the cup is a practice that is quite dispensable.

Receiving the cup, however, is not a duplication of receiving the bread,
because the cup imagery is wholly different from that of the bread. Consider
the cup imagery in the New Testament: how Jesus asks James and John if
they can drink of the cup from which he will drink (Mark 10:38), or how in
Gethsemane Jesus asks the Father to let the cup pass from him (Mt. 26:39).
These passages demonstrate that strong images of sacrifice and death are
closely connected with the cup. This is especially clear in the last supper
narratives, when Jesus shares both the bread as his body and the cup as the
new covenant in his blood. As Xavier Léon-Dufour summarizes, “The
disciples may be able to become the ‘body’ of Jesus in the world but they
cannot become his ‘blood of the covenant.’ The function of the words over
the cup is rather to explain the condition required for establishing the new
community that will be the ‘body of Christ’ on earth.” Simply put, the “body”
or Jesus’ whole self mediated through bread is what we are to become; drinking
the cup of the covenant in his blood shows how that is done. Thus the rich
symbolism of the cup does not simply meaning accepting one more “holy
thing”. Rather, drinking from the cup is accepting a way of being in the
world, of sacrificial living. Drinking of the cup is an invitation to receive
Christ’s body on his terms, not on ours; it means, as Jesus taught us, accept-
ing self-sacrificing mission as the way to life.

Drink from the Cup
Every member of the worshipping community has her or his own cross to
bear. The church does not invite us to suffer in silence and isolation. Rather,
we are invited to join our suffering with that of Christ, so that we might
become his body in the world. The linkage between cross and cup cannot be
overlooked. At the Eucharist we not only celebrate the joy of Christian
living, but acknowledge and embrace the Calvary of our own living and dying
and rising as they savor the death of the Lord. Being poured out in the image
of the crucified is not an invitation to self-pity, inactivity or remorse, but
impetus for mission which flowed from the side of the crucified under the
form of blood and water. Let the cup be shared, for such is not the stuff of
communion rituals, but the celebration of the Mass.
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