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Thinking Theologically Through Worship – cups and trays 

At Hicks Chapel we serve communion using a common loaf and a common cup. 

In many churches however individual cups are used, with bread and wine passed 

through the pews and sometimes consumed by all in unison. Why do we choose 

to use a common loaf and cup rather than to celebrate in different ways?   

 

 

In his book Presbyterian Worship (1966) Donald Macleod, professor of worship 

and homiletics at Princeton Seminary for many years, sums it up nicely when he 

writes this: “Many thoughtful ministers deplore what is called “simultaneous 

communion,” the custom in some churches of each member retaining the  

elements in his hands until everyone is served and then all partaking together. 

Even at its best this practice has little to recommend it. It is reminiscent of a  

secular toast in a banquet hall. Indeed Dr. Kerr called it ‘a reprehensive  

innovation’. But all the more grievous, it is an affront to the basic belief that our 

unity around the Lord’s Table is not a mechanical creation, *but is+ itself from a 

deeper source. It rests in our risen and living Lord in whom all children of faith 

are one” (75).  

 

First, historically speaking, using individual cups is a recent invention. Hicks 

Chapel once had trays for individual cups (now stored in the seminary’s  

archives), and if you were to look at the bottom of these you would have 

learned about the reason of this invention. The trays are produced by a  

company called “Sanitary Communion Outfit Co.” Individual cups were invented 

at the end of the nineteenth century when American bourgeois congregations 

started to think that sharing from a common cup was uncivilized and distasteful! 

Not the best argument for a liturgical practice. 

 

Second, there is a compelling theological reason for our celebrating through a common cup and a common 

loaf: communion emphasizes, among other things, the unity among the believers. Paul uses the imagery of 

unity when he speaks of the cup and bread we share, making it explicit when he says "Because there is one 

bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread" (I Cor. 10:17). It's an image you 

find in the first Christian non-canonical piece of literature, the Didache: "Just as this broken bread was 

scattered upon the mountains and then was gathered together and made one, so may your church be  

gathered together from the ends of the earth into your kingdom." If you have been in chapel when Dr. Tuell  

celebrates, you’ve heard him often say these words from an older Methodist liturgy: “We, though many, are 

one, for it is of one loaf that we all partake.  When we break the bread, is it not a means of sharing in the body 

of Christ?  When we give thanks over the cup, is it not a means of sharing in the blood of Christ?  Beloved,  

these are holy gifts, for God’s holy people.”   

 

Lastly, because that Biblical symbolism of one loaf and one cup fell away by using individual trays, churches 

invented another form of symbolism to compensate, i.e. all worshippers holding on to the elements until they 

are distributed to all and then eating and drinking them together. As MacLeod says: reminiscent of a banquet 

hall - A toast for Jesus! But that’s not what communion is. Communion among believers is not created because 

we all do the same thing at the same time, lifting our cups or chewing on the bread, but because we are all fed 

by the same person: Christ. And we express this in the sharing of the same bread and the same cup.   

 

Calling for Applications for next year’s Chapel Team 

Interested in joining the team? Your applications are due on Monday April 26 by email to Dr. Hancock and Dr. 

van Driel. 

 

 

Chapel this week 

“Unity in Christ” is the theme of worship this week, expressed in two ways. Monday, Tuesday, and  

Wednesday’s worship will be led by three of the World Mission Initiative teams:  Southeast Asia, Nepal, and  

Guatemala.  One of the dynamic experiences of all WMI mission teams is the opportunity to worship in  

another culture and language.  It is an amazing and hard-to-describe experience when you aren’t able to fully 

comprehend the language or forms of worship, and yet you are sure you have experienced the presence of 

God and the true fellowship of believers.  Students will try to share from this new experience of unity in the 

church that they experienced despite cultural and language barriers. Thursday’s worship will unite us together 

with previous generations of students in the context of the Alumnae/i Days with Dr. Ed Newberry, this year’s 

recipient of the alumni award in pastoral ministry, who will preach and together with Dr. van Driel celebrate at 

the table.   
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Monday 

4.23.2012 

 

Vietnamese Worship 

 

A service of prayer, 

song, and the Word 

with a change of space 

to reflect worship in 

Vietnam. 

 

Tuesday 

4.24.2012 

 

Nepalese Worship 

 

A service of prayer, 

song, and the Word 

reflecting worship in 

Nepal. 

 

Wednesday 

4.25.2012 

 

Guatemalan Worship 

 

A service of prayer, 

song, and the Word  

describing  the team’s 

experience in  

Guatemala. 

 

Thursday 

4.26.2012 

 

Service of Word and 

Sacrament 

 

ALUMNAE/I DAYS 

 

Meditation: 

Dr. Ed Newberry 

 

Presiding: 

Dr. Newberry and  

Dr. van Driel  


