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Introduction 

 

St. Paul, writing to the church in Corinth said ―I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and that there be no divisions among you, but that 

you be united in the same mind and the same judgment‖ (1 Cor 1:10). One of the more 

significant divisions in the Corinthian congregation that Paul was addressing was, of course, the 

doctrine and practice of the Lord‘s Supper: divisions that had compromised the unity of the body 

of Christ. It was to foster such unity among the churches of the Augsburg Confession, that our 

Lutheran forebears included the following passage in the Formula of Concord: 

 

―In order to preserve this true Christian teaching on the Holy Supper and to avoid and 

eliminate many kinds of idolatrous abuses and perversions of this testament, this useful 

rule and guide is taken from the Words of Institution: nothing has the character of a 

sacrament apart from the use [usus] instituted by Christ or the divinely instituted action 

[action]. (That is, when Christ‘s institution is not observed as he established it, there is no 

sacrament.) This rule dare not be rejected in any way, but it can and should be followed 

and preserved in the church of God with great benefit. The usus or actio (that is, the 

practice or administration) does not refer primarily to faith or to the oral partaking, but to 

the entire external, visible administration of the Supper, as Christ established the 

administration of the Supper: the consecration, or Words of Institution, and the 

distribution and reception or oral partaking of the consecrated bread and wine, Christ‘s 

body and blood. Apart from this practice it is not to be regarded as a sacrament …‖
 
(FC 

SD VII, 85-87)
1
 

 

This is a strong statement indeed since, as Lutheran pastors, we are bound to the dictum 

that when ―the entire external, visible administration of the Supper, as Christ established [it]‖
2
 is 

not present, then ―it is not to be regarded as a sacrament.‖
3
 This thinking is fully in accord with 

AC XIII when it reminds us that ―Accordingly, sacraments are to be used so that faith, which 

believes the promises offered and displayed through the sacraments, may increase.‖ (AC XIII, 

2)
4
 

 

Thus administering the Sacrament in a way that is novel, divisive, uncertain, or that may 

cause one to doubt the validity of the Sacrament should be avoided out of Christian love, faithful 

stewardship of the mysteries, and confessional integrity.  
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First Concern – coming together 
 

 While it is true that the above passage from the Formula (FC SD VII, 85-87) doesn‘t 

explicitly mention a physical gathering, it seems to be implied by ‗distribution‘ – someone 

giving, and ‗reception‘ – someone receiving. Likewise, all of the Scriptural accounts of the 

Lord‘s Supper have as their ‗external‘ and ‗visible‘ context, the physical gathering of the people 

of God in an appointed, physical place. 

  

―The Teacher says … I will keep the Passover at your house with my disciples.‖
 
(Matt 

26:18) [emphasis mine] 

 

―So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for one another— if anyone is 

hungry, let him eat at home—so that when you come together it will not be for 

judgment.‖ (1 Cor 11:33-34) [emphasis mine] 

 

This last quotation seems to be particularly pertinent since Paul is specifically telling the 

Corinthian Christians to eat their regular meals at home, but to receive the Supper when ―you 

come together‖ (συνέρχησθε)
5
: a physical gathering for the Lord‘s Supper. 

 

Additionally, the Latin of the Solid Declaration also seems to convey the idea of a 

localized gathering for the Supper when it says ―For wherever [omnibus locis
6
 – lit. ‗all places‘] 

what Christ instituted is observed …‖ (FC SD VII, 75).
7
 The lexical definitions of locus

8
 all 

seem to indicate physical locations so we would be hard-pressed to understand ‗all places‘ as 

anything other than physical locales at which the people of God gather to receive His Gifts, in 

the understanding of the Formula. This definition of ‗wherever‘ or ‗all places‘ also seems to be 

in accord with how our other Confessions and faithful Lutheran theologians understand gathering 

for the Supper: 

 

―The church is the assembly of saints in which the gospel is taught purely and the 

sacraments are administered rightly.‖
 
 (AC VII)

9
 [emphasis mine] 

 

―This, then, is the definition of a congregation: A congregation is the assembly of 

believers who congregate about Word and Sacrament at a particular place.‖
10

 [emphasis 

mine] 

 

―An Evangelical Lutheran local congregation is a gathering of believing Christians at a 

definite place, among whom the Word of God is preached in its purity according to the 
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Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church and the holy Sacraments are 

administered according to Christ's institution ...‖
11

 [emphasis mine] 

 

Of course, it could be argued that ‗assembly,‘ ‗definite place,‘ ‗particular place,‘ ‗come 

together,‘ etc. could all be used to describe an online setting by our modern definition, but to do 

so would be to go against the plain meaning of the words in the context in which they were given 

to people who had no concept of gatherings that were not physical people in a physical place. 

Ultimately, redefining our terminology to include online ‗gatherings‘ for the Supper would 

create doubt at best, and something that ―is not to be regarded as a sacrament‖ at worst. 

 

Second Concern – giving and taking 

 

FC SD VII, 85-87 indicated several elements to be included in the right usus and actio of 

the Supper including: ―the distribution and reception or oral partaking of the consecrated bread 

and wine, Christ‘s body and blood.‖
12

 This requires of Lutheran pastors that we administer the 

Supper according to ―the divinely instituted action.‖ It is clear from Matthew‘s Gospel (as well 

as the account in Mark 14) that Christ gave the Supper in person and the disciples received the 

Supper in person. 

 

―Jesus took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave it to the disciples, and said, 

‗Take, eat …‖ (Matt 26:26) [emphases mine] 

 

Commenting on this verse, Lenski offers this admonition: 

 

―When we now adopt a mode of distribution we cannot say that any mode will do … Our 

mode must in every way harmonize with the essentials of the sacrament and also with the 

spirit of the original institution.‖
13

 [emphasis his] 

 

 When Christ commands the disciples to ―Do this…‖
 
(Lk 22:19) He is commissioning His 

called undershepherds to continue administering His Supper just as He had done as He also did 

with preaching (Mk 16:15), teaching (Matt 28:19), baptizing (Matt 28:19), and absolving (Jn 

20:21-23). Since what Jesus did was physically give and what the communing disciples did was 

physically take, and since the Apostolic ministry has been commissioned to administer the 

Sacrament as Christ Himself did, we find ourselves again in the position of not being able to say 

with certainty that online communion – which by its nature does not have physical giving and 

taking – is a valid ―external, visible administration of the Supper‖ (FC SD VII, 86).
14

 

 

Third Concern – faithful stewardship 

  

The inspired Paul writes of the pastoral office: ―This is how one should regard us, as 

servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God‖ (1 Cor 4:1). Commenting on this 
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passage, Lenski writes: ―A steward … dare not deviate in the slightest from his orders, nor try to 

improve upon those orders with wisdom of his own in order to please others …‖
15

 

Integral to being a faithful steward of the mysteries is striving to ensure not only that 

those who receive the Supper do not do so to their judgment (1 Cor 11:27-29), but also that 

anyone who would rightly receive is not prevented from doing so. With that in mind, there are 

several situations that are likely to arise at some point that would challenge faithful stewardship 

of the Supper on the part of the pastor. Three that come to mind are: 

1. There may be people participating off-camera – unbeknownst to the pastor – who 

should not be receiving. 

2. There may be guests who attend virtually who should rightly be able to receive the 

Sacrament, but who are unknown to the pastor and cannot be properly examined in an 

online context. 

3. There may be virtual participants who use elements that are not in accord with 

Christ‘s institution of bread and wine. 

Any one of these situations could put the pastor in a compromising position with respect to his 

faithful stewardship of the Supper. 

 

Fourth Concern – unity of the body 

 

 Kurt Marquart rightly noted that ―Because the Sacrament of the Altar is the communion 

(κοινωνία, I Cor. 10:16) of Christ‘s body and blood, the very Holy of Holies of the New 

Testament, it expresses the communion or fellowship of the church par excellence…‖
16

 

[emphases his] And Holy Scripture repeatedly admonishes us to avoid divisiveness: 

 

―[Be] eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and 

one Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call—one Lord, 

one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in 

all.‖ (Eph 4:3-6) 

 

―I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and 

that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the 

same judgment.‖ (1 Cor 1:10) 

 

By the grace of God and by virtue of our common confession of faith, we are in altar and 

pulpit fellowship with each other in the AALC and with other confessional Lutheran church 

bodies. To approve or make use of a novel and innovative practice like online communion that 

many regard as adding the element of doubt into the Holy Supper invites divisiveness rather than 

fostering godly unity. 
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Appeal 

 

Online communion is novel. It is sure to cause doubts and uncertainties. It presents 

challenges for faithful stewardship of the mysteries, and would inevitably cause unnecessary 

divisions within the body of Christ. Luther‘s words to the faithful in Bohemia still ring true for 

us: 

 

―[T]he Eucharist is not so necessary that salvation depends on it. The gospel and baptism 

are sufficient, since faith alone justifies and love alone lives rightly … In this regard we 

follow the custom and law of the Jewish captives who were not able to be in Jerusalem or 

to make offering there. Upheld in their faith alone by the Word of God they passed their 

lives among enemies while yearning for Jerusalem. So in this case the head of the 

household suffering under the tyranny of the pope would act most appropriately and 

safely if while longing for the Eucharist … in the meantime zealously and faithfully 

propagated faith in his home through the Word of God …‖
17

 

 

So instead of turning to innovative administrations of the Holy Supper that are questionable at 

best, let us act ―most appropriately and safely‖
18

 by holding fast to the certainty of the 

sufficiency of God‘s Word for Christian faith and life in situations that prevent us from gathering 

in person to receive the Eucharist so that faith is strengthened and concord ensues. 
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