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Zusammenfassung

Dieser Artikel untersucht die Auswirkungen von 
Vermittlungstechnologien auf den Gottesdienst, 
durch die Brille der Medienökologie betrachtet. 
Ebenso wie „Schreiben eine Technologie ist, welche 
die Gedanken neu strukturiert“ (Walter Ong), so 
können auch andere, vom Menschen geschaffene 
Technologien dem Gottesdienst und seiner Bedeutung 
eine neue Struktur verleihen. Der Buchkodex gestat-

tete die Verbreitung und Annahme eines definierten 
Schriftkanons in der frühen Kirche. Die Israeliten 
in der Antike mussten sowohl Rohmaterialien 
(lebende Tiere) als auch durch menschliche Arbeit 
und Technologie umgewandelte Opfergaben dar-
bieten (Getreidekuchen, Wein). Deuteronomium 
14:24-26 führt die vermittelnde Technologie von 
Handel in den Opferprozess ein. Die Erfindung von 
unvergorenem Traubensaft im 19. Jahrhundert und 
dessen Verwendung in der Eucharistie verlangte den 

Résumé

Cet article examine les effets de l’utilisation des 
moyens techniques modernes dans le culte du point 
de vue de l’écologie des media. De même que « l’écri-
ture est une technique qui restructure la pensée  » 
(selon Walter Ong), d’autres moyens techniques 
humains restructurent la signification du culte. Les 
Israélites de l’ancienne alliance avaient l’obligation 
d’offrir aussi bien des animaux pris tels quels que 
des produits transformés par l’activité et les tech-
niques humaines comme les offrandes de céréales 
ou les libations de vin. Le texte de Deutéronome 

14.24-26 montre que des pratiques commerciales 
pouvaient intervenir pour faciliter les célébrations 
cultuelles. L’invention du procédé de fabrication du 
jus de raisin non fermenté au XIXe siècle a rendu 
l’usage de gobelets individuels nécessaire. Ces inter-
médiations transforment de manière tantôt positive, 
tantôt négative, la compréhension de la communion 
avec Dieu qu’ont les participants au culte. L’Écriture 
et l’histoire de l’Église offrent aux Églises contem-
poraines matière à réflexion pour considérer les 
effets des techniques électroniques sur le culte et la 
manière d’aborder la Bible.

Summary

This paper explores the effects of introducing inter-
mediating technologies into worship, through the 
lens of media ecology. Just like ‘writing is a technol-
ogy that restructures thought’ (Walter Ong), so other 
human technologies restructure the meaning of wor-
ship. The codex permitted a defined scriptural canon 
to be promulgated and accepted in the early church. 
The ancient Israelites were required to offer both 
raw materials (live animals) and offerings that were 
transformed through human labour and technology 

(grain cakes, wine). Deuteronomy 14:24-26 intro-
duces the intermediating technology of trade into 
the sacrificial process. The invention of unfermented 
grape juice in the nineteenth century and its use in 
the Eucharist necessitated the use of individual cups. 
These intermediations transform the worshippers’ 
understanding of communion with God in both posi-
tive and negative ways. Scripture and church history 
offer contemporary churches resources to wrestle 
with the transformative effects of electronic tech-
nologies on worship and engagement with Scripture.

Technologising of Word and Sacrament: 
Deuteronomy 14:24-26 and Intermediation in 

Worship
Benjamin Giffone
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ing our experience of verbal revelation; we will 
briefly examine the case of the introduction of the 
codex. Yet technology also restructures material 
means of revelation: the Israelite cultus, with its 
twin successors in Christian worship, tithes and 
the Eucharist. Deuteronomy 12 and 14 introduce 
several changes which restructure the Israelite 
system of offerings. In this essay, I suggest that 
Deuteronomy 14:24-26, which introduces the 
intermediation of trade, may be used as a resource 
to assess other intermediations in revelation, both 
material and non-material. A test case from the 
nineteenth century will be considered in light of 
principles derived from the cases of Deuteronomy 
14 and the Christian adoption of the codex.

2. Human technology mediating verbal 
revelation

2.1 Writing restructures thought
In Plato’s Phaedrus, Socrates contends that writ-
ing – words conveyed by intermediation of sym-
bols on a page, tablet or scroll – has the ability to 
restructure thought.4 His concern is that writing, 
rather than enhancing human capacity for knowl-
edge, will destroy memory through overreliance.

Words in an oral world have two key properties 
that differ from words in a literate world. First, 
oral utterances are person-to-person, and there-
fore responsive. Second, words are events, not 
objects; a word, once uttered, is gone, and the only 
way to retrieve it is to speak it again.

In order to overcome the ‘evanescence’ or 
impermanence of words, oral societies develop 
strategies to preserve knowledge. First, oral cul-
tures are apt to use ‘formulaic structures and 
procedures’, including proverbs, epithets, numeri-
cal sets, balance, rhythms – ‘anything to make it 
easy to call back what Homer recognised were 
“winged words”’.5 Second, knowledge is stored 
in narratives rather than in categories, which are 
‘unstable’.6 Third, oral sensibility is fundamentally 
‘conservative’ and ‘agglomerative’, not ‘analytical’ 
– at least, not analytical to the same degree that 

1. Introduction
God is spirit, but he has revealed himself both 
by immaterial means – words, and the indwell-
ing Holy Spirit – and by material means such as 
miraculous acts, and the incarnation. God permits 
human beings to access him by both immaterial 
and material means: words (prayer, song, Bible 
verses) and tangible signs (the Israelite cultus and 
the sacraments).1

Certain means of divine revelation and sanc-
tioned human access to the divine are dependent 
in part upon human activity, ingenuity and design. 
We read the words of Scripture from human 
inventions such as scrolls, books or e-readers. 
Human technology affects these means by which 
we access the divine. It is not proper for us to say 
that God requires human activity in order to reveal 
himself, but it is imprudent for us to ignore the 
role that humans (by God’s design) play in access-
ing him.

Marshall McLuhan’s famous provocation, ‘The 
medium is the message’, conveys a crucial point: no 
medium is content-neutral – the medium affects 
and becomes part of the message.2 This paper 
explores a handful of ways in which the introduc-
tion of different kinds of technological interme-
diation has restructured the worship of YHWH in 
Israelite, Jewish and Christian communities. I will 
show that intermediations are capable of produc-
ing significant developments in the theology of the 
worshipping community, including both gains and 
losses.

It is useful, then, to examine intermediations 
that are introduced within the Scriptures by God’s 
design and within the inscripturation process with 
God’s consent. Principles derived from these 
moments in Scripture and church history may 
then be used to assess contemporary technologies 
through which we experience God’s self-disclo-
sure.

Walter Ong, a student of McLuhan, argued 
that ‘writing is a technology that restructures 
thought’.3 Scholars have long been attuned to the 
role that human technologies, such as writing 
and the printing press, have played in restructur-

Gebrauch von Einzelkelchen. Diese Vermittlungen 
verändern sowohl auf positive als auch negative 
Weise das Verständnis, das Gemeindeglieder von 
der geistlichen Gemeinschaft mit Gott haben. Heilige 
Schrift und Kirchengeschichte bieten den Gemeinden 

heute Quellen bei der Auseinandersetzung mit den 
verändernden Auswirkungen, welche elektronische 
Technologien auf Gottesdienst und Schriftgebrauch 
haben.
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a degree that we have a difficult time understand-
ing what it meant (or means) for revelation to 
be mediated to human beings in pre-print (i.e., 
scribal) cultures, let alone ‘primary oral cultures’13 
with no experience of written word. Moreover, 
we do not always reflect on the fact that God has 
accommodated his verbal revelation to the level 
of technology available at the time. Oral revelation 
preceded the invention of writing; God evidently 
did not think it necessary to teach the technology 
of writing immediately in order to preserve rev-
elation.14 He apparently intended to use human 
inventions to mediate his word and his presence 
to humanity – verbally and materially. 

Yet not all forms of intermediation are equal. 
From tablets, to scrolls, to codices, to printed 
books, to electronic media – each technology has 
an effect on human reception. It is the task of the 
Church to examine particularly the technological 
mediations that God himself provides/allows, to 
assess what is gained and lost at each transition, 
and to critically evaluate the intermediating tech-
nologies that are part of our lives and our worship 
today.

2.3 Multiple scrolls to single codex: closure of 
text and canon

While a great deal can and should be said about 
the significance of the printing press for the func-
tion and perception of biblical text in Christian 
communities, the codex should also be considered 
significant for the notions of ‘canon’ and fixed text. 
None of the books of the Hebrew Bible was origi-
nally a ‘book’ nor was the Hebrew Bible a physi-
cal book. Rather, biblical texts were written and 
copied on scrolls, which were unrolled and read 
sequentially. Each scroll could contain several 
shorter books, but longer books such as Chronicles 
each required a scroll of their own.15 Whether one 
is a ‘maximalist’ or a ‘minimalist’ with regard to 
the moment of closure of the Hebrew canon that 
Christianity inherited from Judaism,16 it must be 
acknowledged that such a ‘canon’ was of neces-
sity a list of scrolls,17 the extent and order of which 
were subject to debate.18

The codex – a bound stack of sheets of papyrus 
or parchment – gradually replaced the scroll over 
the course of three centuries, simultaneous with 
the rise of Christianity. This new technology per-
mitted several sacred texts to be fixed together in 
portable and easily-referenced form. Beal argues 
that the codex came to be preferred by Christians 
because it enabled new ways of using Scripture 

written sensibility can be.7 Analysis and explora-
tion are a ‘luxury [that] orality can little afford, for 
energies must be husbanded to keep on constant 
call the evanescent knowledge that the ages have 
so laboriously accumulated’.8

Initially, writing serves merely to aid the spoken 
word. But the ‘intrusion’ of writing into the fun-
damentally oral human mind eventually begins 
to structure the thoughts and even the oral utter-
ances of literates (‘with the use of letters’). Writing 
establishes ‘inhuman’ words outside of human 
utterance – they are artificial, independent objects. 
Written texts are unresponsive: when interro-
gated, they offer no further defence or explana-
tion, only the same words back to the reader. 
Writing has the potential to undermine human 
memory, which can become reliant on this exter-
nal object.9 Yet writing brings tremendous oppor-
tunities for human thought. First of all, it offers a 
permanence that orality cannot provide, meaning 
that ideas can be captured and extended across 
time and space.10 Second, it offers the capacity for 
developing complex arguments based on multi-
ple ideas that are difficult or impossible to hold 
simultaneously in the human mind. Ong, building 
on the work of Eric Havelock, observes the irony 
that Socrates’s critique of writing in the Phaedrus 
is dependent upon a process of linear analysis that 
is informed by writing.11

Together, these properties of writing influence 
the thoughts and utterances of literate minds in 
ways that we take for granted: 

The fact that we do not commonly feel the influ-
ence of writing on our thoughts shows that 
we have interiorised the technology of writing 
so deeply that without tremendous effort we 
cannot separate it from ourselves or even rec-
ognise its presence and influence.12 

Our knowledge and experience of writing restruc-
tures our thoughts and utterances, regardless of 
whether those thoughts and utterances are ever 
written down. I originally delivered this essay 
as a public speech – a format we commonly call 
a ‘paper’, though it is oral communication – but I 
agonised over each paragraph, chose words care-
fully, re-wrote, and footnoted my sources, with an 
eye to eventually publishing it as an article.

2.2 The mouth of God, human memory, and 
writing

As post-Gutenberg Christians, we have interior-
ised the written quality of the Scriptures to such 
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ment of the medieval church to Jerome’s Vulgate. 
Jerome himself made a strong case for the inspira-
tion of the Hebrew text and canon over the larger 
Greek canon. However, the fact that he nonethe-
less included the Greek books in his translation 
ironically solidified the canonical status of those 
books in the Western Church for a millennium.25 
Protestants who resisted apocryphal books for 
theological reasons appealed to the smaller 
Hebrew canon, which had itself been solidified 
through the use of the codex.26 The Protestant 
Reformers then took full advantage of the even 
greater opportunity for closure that became avail-
able by the invention of print.

It would be a mistake to argue that the fixture of 
text and canon is merely a historical consequence 
of the introduction of the codex. Nevertheless, it 
is critical to recognise the role that technology 
has played in the reception of the biblical texts. 
Protestant communities, with their renewed 
appeal to ‘Scripture alone’ as authoritative, main-
tained the theological significance of fixture and 
closure that had been enhanced by the technology, 
but appealed to the Hebrew codices as the actual 
content of the fixed, closed canon.

3 Intermediation restructures material 
encounter with the divine

The ‘technologising of the sacraments’, like the 
‘technologising of the word’, offers gains and 
losses. An example from Scripture itself may be 
deployed to assist communities of faith in evaluat-
ing, embracing, nuancing, or resisting intermedi-
ating technologies.

3.1 Offerings in the Hebrew Bible: 
manufacture and intermediation by trade

Food offerings in ancient Israel served several 
purposes. The tangible loss of a portion27 served 
to remind the worshipper and his family that all 
they had came from YHWH. Some offerings were 
said to atone for or cover (kipper) a moral or cer-
emonial transgression, rendering the offeror fit for 
sacred space once again. Offerings also served the 
pragmatic function of providing for the priests, the 
Levites and the poor (Deut 14:29; 16:11, 14).

The more overt New Testament appropriation 
of Israelite ritual slaughter imagery – the propitia-
tory function of Christ’s sacrifice that we (rightly) 
commemorate in the Eucharist – has overshad-
owed another important aspect of the Israelite 
offerings (and the Eucharist): table fellowship 

which were amenable to Christian readings:
So striking is the contrast between Christianity’s 
apparent preference for the codex and its larger 
literary-culture’s preference for the scroll 
during this time that some historians believe 
that the codex was essentially a Christian inno-
vation.19

Whatever led to the unique rise of the codex 
among early Christians, the new medium was 
profoundly influential on the scriptural cul-
ture that developed around and by means of it. 
Above all, it facilitated new practices of reading. 
A scroll prescribes a linear reading experience. 
You start in one place and continue to scroll 
along in one direction. You don’t easily jump 
back and forth in the text. Cross-referencing is 
not practical. Nor is reading short passages from 
different parts of the text (testimonia may have 
originally emerged as a remedy to this prob-
lem). Codices, by contrast, readily accommo-
date random access. A reader can easily jump 
backward or forward in the text, or between two 
different texts in the same codex, without losing 
her place. She can even bookmark related pas-
sages to read together, one after another. In this 
way, the codex encourages readers and hearers 
to discover intertextual connections. This par-
ticular feature of the codex probably appealed 
especially to Christian communities interested 
in relating different passages to one another by 
means of cross-referencing.20

Beal contrasts this way of reading with the way 
that Jesus read the Isaiah scroll in the synagogue 
in Luke 4:16-21: the next passage in the lectionary 
(Isa 61), from a single scroll of about seven meters 
which contained only the book of Isaiah.21 By con-
trast, a reader using Codex Vaticanus (fourth cen-
tury CE22) would have been able to read the Luke 
4 narrative and then turn back to Isaiah 61, which 
was preserved (in Greek) within the same physical 
object.23

Along with ease of reference comes opportunity 
for canonical closure. It is easier to exclude texts 
from use (and to promulgate lesser-known texts) 
when the accepted texts are bound together. The 
Bible’s own adjurations that nothing be added 
to or subtracted from ‘this book’ (Deut 4:2; Rev 
22:18-19; cf. Prov 30:5-6) take on a different sig-
nificance when read from a codex rather than from 
a scroll taken off a crowded shelf.24 

The strength of the codex’s ability to affect 
canonical closure can be seen in the commit-



Benjamin Giffone

70 • EJT 28:1

labour (Gen 4).34

In addition to manufacture, Deuteronomy 
14:23-29 introduces the intermediation of cur-
rency, a technology, into the worship of YHWH. 
Once Israel enters the land, even though ritual 
sacrifice will still be centralised, it will no longer 
be focused on the Tent of Meeting, but rather in 
‘the place in which YHWH will choose out of all 
the tribes to set his name to dwell there’ (Deut 
12:5, 11, 21, 26). When the time comes for ritual 
sacrifice35 the Israelites are permitted to sell their 
produce in their hometowns, take the money with 
them to ‘the place where YHWH’s name will dwell’ 
and purchase the sacrificial offerings there:

But if the journey is too great for you that you 
are not able to bring it – because the place 
which YHWH your God will choose to set his 
name there is too far from you – when YHWH 
your God blesses you, you may exchange it for 
silver, and bind the money in your hand and go 
to the place which YHWH your God will choose; 
and you will exchange the silver for anything 
which your soul desires: for cattle, for sheep, for 
wine, for strong drink – or whatever your soul 
requests of you; and you shall eat there before 
YHWH your God and you will rejoice, you and 
your household. (Deut 14:24-26, my transla-
tion)

Implementation of this command may be seen in 
Ezra 7:1736 and in the Gospels’ ‘temple-cleansing’ 
narratives (Mt 21:12-13; Mk 11:15-17; Lk 19:45-
46; Jn 2:14-16).

Deuteronomy 14:24-26 could be viewed nega-
tively as severing the connection between the 
worshipper and YHWH; Merrill describes this as 
‘practical and perfectly legitimate’ but also as a 
‘concession’.37 But it is also possible to see such a 
connection as strengthened through mediation:

…The close connection between tithe and sanc-
tuary is maintained by means of the device of 
pecuniary transactions, first in the locality, 
then at the sanctuary (26). This device does not 
relax the cultic requirement, since its effect is 
to enable the worshipper and his household to 
participate in the feast at the chosen place.38

Joyous fellowship between the worshipping family 
and YHWH is the primary focus.39 It does not 
matter as much whether the sheep that the wor-
shipper actually raised from birth is offered (cf. 2 
Sam 12:3-4) or whether it is traded for money in 
his hometown and another lamb is purchased at 
the central sanctuary using that money. This pat-

with the deity.28 In ancient Israelite life, a signifi-
cant number of sacrifices would have been rituals 
in which the deity, the priest and the worshipper 
with his family shared a meal of meat and bread.29 
The šelem or ‘well-being offering’ as described in 
Leviticus 7:12-36 sometimes involved meat, as 
well as cakes baked with flour and oil. When read 
alongside Leviticus 17:1-7, we can see that this 
ritual also involved the worshipper and his family 
consuming part of the sacrifice, while the priest 
consumed a designated portion (7:31-36). The fat 
was turned to smoke on the altar for YHWH to ‘con-
sume’ as an aroma (7:31a; cf. 3:16). We can also 
look to narratives to see that the ancient Israelite 
ritual of the šelem involved the deity, the priest 
and the worshipper eating together (e.g., Ex 24:9-
11) joyfully (1 Kgs 8:62-66; 2 Chr 30:21-27).30 
Deuteronomy 12:5-21 desacralizes slaughter of 
herd animals, but the procedure and significance 
of the šelem for pilgrimages remained the same.31

Two aspects of this ritual pattern are relevant 
for this study. First, we find that the prescribed 
worship of YHWH involved at least two products 
manufactured by humans: flour cakes (Ex 29:23, 
Lev 7:12-13) and wine (Ex 29:40-41; Lev 23:13, 
18, 37; Num 28; Deut 12:17; 14:23, 26; etc.). The 
offerings not merely entailed restricting the use of 
a raw portion of the fruits of an Israelite’s labour to 
burn (though there are some ‘dead-weight losses’) 
nor did they strictly serve the practical purpose of 
sustaining the priests and Levites. Rather, offer-
ings to YHWH required human beings to apply 
time and labour to transform raw produce into a 
form that was then consumed by the three par-
ticipants as they encountered one another in the 
ritual.32

Tithing and celebration of the Lord’s Supper 
as we practise them today are the sacramental 
‘descendants’ of the šelem. In the early church, the 
in-kind food offerings of the people were shared as 
part of the Eucharistic meal and then distributed 
to the poor.33 Those of us who are not farmers or 
pastoralists are not used to giving our offerings to 
God ‘in-kind’, i.e., from the sort of good or service 
that we actually do for our jobs. We are compen-
sated for our work by money – and then we give a 
portion of that money to support the work of God 
and to care for the poor. Sacrifice of one’s own pro-
duce (animals, grain, oil, wine) was common in the 
ancient world, with the worshipper acknowledg-
ing the deity as creator and sustainer. Indeed, the 
first instance of sacrifice in the Bible involves Cain 
and Abel offering the direct fruits of their own 



• Technologising of Word and Sacrament •

EJT 28:1 • 71

We also see pragmatic concerns balanced with 
these values. The introduction of trade into the 
offering process (Deut 14) is an accommodation to 
the difficulties of pilgrimage travel, a compromise 
of value in service of the other values: Israelite pil-
grims would exchange ‘silver’ (14:25) for products 
manufactured by someone else (‘wine or strong 
drink’, 14:26). The silver may be used to pur-
chase ‘whatever the worshipper’s heart desires’ 
for the purpose of enjoyment before YHWH – the 
worshipper is not required to mimic precisely an 
offering from his own unique set of resources.43 
Yet the parameters for sacrifices and prohibitions 
of unclean animals or substances presumably still 
apply; and the wages of immoral professions may 
not be brought (Deut 23:18).

5. Test case: the invention of grape juice
I will now apply the above to evaluate the intro-
duction of grape juice for use in the Eucharist in 
the nineteenth century.

Fermented wine, as we have seen, was part 
of the worship of ancient Israel (e.g., Gen 35:14; 
Lev 23:13; Deut 14:26; 18:4) and has been part of 
Christian celebrations of the Eucharist since the 
earliest days of the Church. Wine, like the leavened 
and unleavened bread used in various offerings 
prescribed in Leviticus, is a manufactured prod-
uct, involving steps such as harvesting, crushing, 
pressing and fermentation.

Until the nineteenth century in the industrialis-
ing nations, and in many nations and regions even 
today, beverages with some alcohol content were 
and are among the safer ones to drink.44 Water 
from streams or rivers might carry disease.45 Fruit 
juice might be expensive and difficult to obtain 
without refrigeration and sealed containers. Milk 
does not last long without refrigeration, and there-
fore human beings have employed various means 
of transforming milk through biological processes 
(cheese, butter, yogurt, kefir, etc.) for millennia – 
but such dairy products often involve salt and the 
loss of water, and are therefore not a source of 
hydration.46

Because alcohol has been a regular part of life 
for most of Christian history, the use of wine (in 
contrast to a non-alcoholic alternative) in the cel-
ebration of the Eucharist was not questioned in 
any Christian tradition for many centuries.47 As 
a consequence of the alcohol content, the use of 
a common cup48 for the Eucharist presented few 
hygienic problems.49

tern of offerings is closer to that of our churches 
in specialised economies. Yet perhaps something 
has been lost; we all know inherently – as well 
as from Aristotle – that value in exchange differs 
from value in use, i.e., it is nicer and more personal 
to receive a handmade gift or a home-cooked meal 
than a store-bought one.

4. Evaluation and deployment
From the cases of the Israelite offerings and the 
codex (and others that we could not discuss here), 
we can derive some principles for evaluating tech-
nologies that affect the verbal and material media-
tion of divine presence.

The introduction of the codex exhibits the fol-
lowing values of the early Christian communities:

1.	 the Old and New Testaments together con-
stitute God’s written revelation and should 
be received together;

2.	 written revelation is intertextual; texts 
produced by the same divine Author may 
be read alongside and compared to one 
another (this was difficult to do with 
scrolls);

3.	 God’s authoritative revelation is limited to 
certain written texts; other texts must not 
be regarded as possessing the same author-
ity.

The closure of the canon had other implications 
that the Church needed to address. The Protestant 
Reformation, while retaining the idea of canonical 
closure, rejected the so-called apocryphal books 
that had been included in the earliest Christian 
codices. Moreover, the Church may embrace vari-
ous orderings of the canonical books and the 
emphases these orderings can produce.40

The laws concerning the offerings exhibit these 
values:

1.	 humans should regard all that they have as 
coming from YHWH;

2.	 humans should offer their labour in prepa-
ration for worship, not simply a percentage 
of their regular vocational labour;

3.	 YHWH desires joyous table fellowship with 
humans;

4.	 some human beings may live off the offer-
ings of others in order to devote themselves 
to priest-like service;41

5.	 care for the widow, orphan and stranger 
lies at the heart of the worship of YHWH;42

6.	 outward human behaviour should reflect 
inward devotion and gratitude to YHWH.
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nature of the Church might become less promi-
nent.54 Views on church hierarchy and the nature 
of the Eucharist55 may also be shaped by these 
motions or found to be incompatible with certain 
sets of motions. In some churches the worshippers 
file up to the ‘altar’, kneel at a short fence and wait 
for a clergyman (and trained acolyte, or another 
ordained officer) to serve (from the other side of 
the fence) a wafer and offer a drink from a common 
cup. In other traditions, parishioners stay in their 
seats while elders or lay people pass around trays 
of pre-filled cups and pre-broken crackers. Or par-
ticipants may self-serve at stations. Each of these 
models is more easily correlated with one set of 
views concerning the Eucharist. If the bread and 
wine are in substance the body and blood of Christ, 
it is risky to be passing them around in trays – far 
better to entrust them to a sure-handed priest 
who stands behind a fence and who knows when 
each communicant has last come to confession.56 
Conversely, someone for whom the Eucharist is a 
private experience might balk at marching to the 
front to receive from an ordained authority.

Each Christian tradition must ensure that its 
Eucharistic practice mirrors its Eucharistic theol-
ogy and ecclesiology. When technological innova-
tion threatens to shift theology, the community 
might choose to exclude the technology or to take 
conscious steps to mirror the earlier practice in 
the implementation of technology.

6. Conclusions
‘Writing is a technology that restructures thought’ 
and the codex restructured the concept of a fixed 
canon and engagement with revelation. Similarly, 
intermediations in the sacramental systems of 
ancient Israel and the Church – the manufacture 
of cakes and wine, trade in Deuteronomy 14:23-
29, and the invention of grape juice – inevitably 
restructure meaning in human encounter with the 
divine.

Technology creates new options and requires us 
to think carefully about what is gained, what is lost 
and how practices both reflect and shape beliefs. 
Most churches no longer celebrate the Eucharist 
with a full meal, sharing instead only a token piece 
of bread and drink of wine – and therefore more 
sorts of ritual motions are available. Yet some 
intermediations, when used thoughtfully, can 
serve to underscore the core values embedded in 
the ritual as originally practised. Like the intro-
duction of trade in Deuteronomy 14:23-29, grape 

The invention of non-alcoholic grape juice 
may be attributed to American Methodists in 
the mid-nineteenth century. For pastoral rea-
sons, Methodists and other evangelicals sought 
an alternative to wine for use in the Eucharist. 
One response to the social problems caused by 
excessive use of alcohol is to discourage its use 
altogether, even in Holy Communion. However, 
Woodruff Tait argues that the Methodists’ con-
cerns were not merely pastoral, but theological 
and epistemological, reflecting a ‘common-sense 
realist’ understanding of the relationship between 
body and spirit.50

Technologies such as pasteurisation and refrig-
eration made it possible to produce and transport 
grape juice without spoilage.51 Once grape juice 
was available for use in the Eucharist, however, 
concerns about sanitation in the service would 
need to be addressed. The common cup, which 
represented the life-giving blood of Jesus for the 
communicants, could now bring sickness and even 
death. Individual communion cups were invented 
to avoid the spread of illness.52 Intinction (dipping 
the bread or wafer into the common cup) is also 
a way of receiving the Eucharist that avoids oral 
contact with a common cup.53

The purpose of this study is not to evaluate 
the morality of using alcohol in the Eucharist, but 
rather to consider the transformative effect of these 
new intermediations on the theology and practice 
of the Church. A doctrinal and pastoral conviction 
about abstinence became feasible through tech-
nological development, including more complex 
forms of manufacture. This intervention, coupled 
with the growing understanding of germs and 
sanitation, necessitated additional intermediation 
in worship: either the use of individual cups, and 
often the involvement of additional participants in 
the service to pass them around; or, in the case of 
intinction, the use of absorbent bread or wafer to 
convey the juice into the mouth.

I would argue that these intermediations affect 
the motions of Eucharistic celebrations, in which 
are embedded various understandings of the 
Eucharist, and of church authority. The choice of an 
intermediating technology – non-alcoholic juice, 
individual cups, absorbent bread (for intinction) – 
both reflects and shapes the Eucharistic theology 
and ecclesiology of denominations. The transition 
from the common cup to individual cups shapes 
the understanding of the purpose and effect of 
the Eucharistic celebration: personal experience 
of Christ is foregrounded, whereas the corporate 
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the shock and bother, to be impressed on us in 
our meal. Therefore, not only must the cup be 
used, but all practices less than that of a single 
cup (e.g. many cups to speed things up or the 
use of a flagon from which multiple cups are 
filled) must be seen as a confusion arising from 
the notion of the eucharist [sic] as a commodity. 
Equally, those ‘work-arounds’ intended to avoid 
the cultural distaste and inconvenience of one 
cup (e.g. intinction, spoons, tubes, or thimbles) 
all miss the point. Drinking from one cup is cul-
turally bizarre and practically difficult, but in 
doing it we are in continuity with the meal prac-
tice of Jesus, which is our fundamental reason 
for gathering as a community for this meal.59
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