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W.S. Moore, III

The Eucharist and the Pater Noster:

Early Drama’s Missing Link?


The medieval mind was schematic in nature. From the Great Chain of Being to the orders of angels, medieval thinkers were fond of organizing and classifying the physical and spiritual worlds. One of the schema that has endured in some form to the present day appears in the notion of the Seven Deadly Sins. As Morton Bloomfield observed in 1952, an understanding of the sins might provide a means of understanding the quality and “absolute worth” of the “medieval fabric” (243).


Certainly, the sins appear throughout the literature of the Middle Ages. In sermon, drama, and verse, the sins are seen as the chief weapons of humanity’s three ancient foes, the world, the flesh, and the devil. From the unknown authors of the Celtic penitentials to the more artistically driven Chaucer, Langland, and Gower, the sins appear and reappear until their familiarity almost becomes a source of comfort.


On the other hand, this same ubiquity may lead the critic to attempt some schematizing of his or her own. This may be what Bloomfield does in his work. Although he expressly states that he will not treat the drama in his book (xiii), he adds a rather cryptic paragraph to his discussion of “De Festo Corporis Christi,” a verse-sermon dating from the first half of the 14th century and included in the Vernon and Harley 4196 Manuscripts:



This work, which links together the paternoster, 

the deadly sins, and the Eucharist, would bear 

investigation as a document casting light on the early 

drama. The paternoster play was performed on Corpus 

Christi day, and this feast is closely bound up with 

the history of the drama. [...] It [...] reveals an 

intimate conceptual connection between the cardinal 

sins and the Eucharist, which rests upon a sound 

theological belief in the efficacy of the Host (161).

While Bloomfield’s statements of the importance of the feast and the belief in the efficacy of the Host seem accurate, the connection between those facts and a conjecture about the early drama becomes problematic, not least because the Pater Noster plays exist only as theoretical reconstructions, no real copies being extant.


However, by examining our reconstruction of the play, we can discuss the treatment of the sins in two Corpus Christi settings, the stage and the pulpit. Whether that discussion supports Bloomfield’s suggested link remains to be seen.

The Pater Noster Play: A Pseudo-Psychomachic Reconstruction


Most histories of early English drama suggest that what we now consider under the heading of morality plays can be traced to a play based upon the Lord’s Prayer and performed (most notably in York) as early as the 14th century. In 1378, Wyclif mentions the play in the context of a larger argument for scriptural translation (quoted in Craig 338). His reference is purely en passant, and tells us nothing about the play -- indeed, as Robert Potter notes, the absence of comment seems to indicate Wyclif’s approval (Potter 23).

However, by 1388-89, we have evidence that a Pater Noster Guild existed for the purpose of putting on the play, and that the play predated the guild (Johnston 71). This documentary evidence reveals that the play was considered spiritually beneficial for both the guild and the audience, and that in the course of the play, “many vices and sins were condemned as well as virtues commended” (71). Combined with Wyclif’s comment, we know that the play treats sin and the petitions of the Lord’s Prayer (72).

A tradition listing the petitions of the Lord’s Prayer as specifics against the seven deadly sins was already in place by the 14th century. Bloomfield traces the idea to a sermon incorrectly attributed to Hugo of St. Victor in the early 12th Century (83), and suggests that the idea even dates back to Cassian in the 5th century (84). By the 14th century, then, Johnston notes that a homiletic tradition matching the petitions against the sins was well in place, citing Mirk’s Festial and the MS Royal collection of sermons as evidence (77). 

Specifically, the petitions were paired off against sins as follows: “Hallowed be thy name” opposed pride, “Thy Kingdom come” countered avarice, “Thy will be done” defeated envy, “Give us this day our daily bread” opposed sloth, “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors” worked against wrath, “Lead us not into temptation” countered gluttony, and “Deliver us from evil” defeated lechery (77). This order of sins is what Bloomfield would describe as a modified Gregorian order, and fit fairly snugly into established tradition (105).

At this point, we must note that the York Pater Noster guild’s records mention a “play of Accidie” (sloth) in 1389. Records of a Pater Noster play at Beverley include eight pageants -- one on each of the seven cardinal sins, with the addition of “viciose,” which might be read as a representation of vice (Johnston 76). These facts lead us to believe that the Pater Noster play presented pageants of sins, each of which was defeated by the appropriate petition. Operating from this assumption, Johnston suggests that the York Pater Noster play may have consisted of pageants from the Cycle plays, specifically those of the Fall of Lucifer (pride); Doomsday (avarice/“Kingdom Come”); Gethsemane (envy/acceptance of God’s will); the Last Supper (“Daily bread,” and the institution of the Pater Noster); either the Woman taken in Adultery or the Doctor’s Play (wrath); the Fall of Man (gluttony); and the Harrowing of Hell (lechery) (Johnston 79).

However, even if the play’s pageants were original, we can safely believe that the play, while not truly psychomachic, could be seen as presenting the petitions to remediate the cardinal sins. Meanwhile, at least one 14th-century preacher offered an alternate remedy, and unlike the Pater Noster play (which, as was the case with the also-vanished Creed play, was presented in lieu of the cycle every ten years), this specific was available more than once every decade or so. Indeed, it was as accessible as the nearest church.

The Host Versus the Sins


The oldest version of the verse homily “De Festo Corporis Christi” can be found in MS Harley 4196, under the title “Sermo in festo Corporis Christi.” The EETS version (from the Vernon MS) is described as a Southern translation, and appends a section from Robert of Brunne’s well-known Handlyng Synne. An intermediate Southern version may be found in MS Cambridge University Library Dd 1,1, but it does not treat the sins and is not of interest here (Vernon 168, Bloomfield 161).


As might be expected, the sermon (generally written in four-stress couplets) concerns itself with the Eucharist, appropriate for a feast celebrating the Real Presence of Christ within the Host. It begins by considering Psalms 78:25 (listed as 77:25 in Harley): “Man did eat angels’ food.” 

The preacher first refers to the gift of manna to the Hebrews during the Exodus (Festo 33-40), but adds that the Hebrews greedily gathered more than they needed. This provides him with the opportunity to condemn the sin of usury, adding the warning that of the 620,000 Israelites, only Caleb and Joshua made it to the Promised Land (111-12). From there, the preacher argues that, while the Israelites had the bread of angels, Christians are even more fortunate, as they receive the Body of Christ during communion (119-22). 

A rather grisly exemplum follows, a tale of a Christian and a Jew traveling together. The Christian stops at a local church for Mass, and the Jew sneaks in to see what goes on. He sees the priest hold a child above his head, and the child flies to all the parishioners, who (along with the priest) promptly eat him. As one might objectively expect, the Jew is repulsed by this business, and accuses the Christian of having eaten a bleeding child when they meet again outside the church. The Christian explains that the Jew’s vision was the result of the Jewish murder of Christ, at which point the Jew promptly converts (129-203). 

Having asserted and illustrated the Real Presence, our preacher speaks of the efficacy of the Host against the seven deadly sins, in a non-traditional order:


It will work in seven ways


Against the seven deadly sins:


Against lechery, it is white,


Though lust is black and stinks ever yet.


It is thin against the glutton


With little for his swallowing.


It is round and light to throw


Against the sloth that makes men slow.


Of wheat most sweetly made it is,


Against wrath, which is bitterness.


Against envy it stands as well


Because envy will make men swell.


Made with no corn’s bran or seed,


It will cure the hoarder’s greed.


[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]


It is therefore clean and light


Against pride that ever yet


Would be great and high of will --


As was Lucifer, who first fell


For his pride right out of heaven.


We do this bread against these seven (221-46, my


modernization)!

Having spoken thus of the Host’s restorative properties, the preacher explains that the Eucharist is a gift of Grace, intended to save men from Hell (325-28). Another example follows, as does an explanation of the patristic origins of most of the elements of the Mass.

This list reaches a climax when the preacher explains that “God made the Pater noster” (464). A vernacular translation of the prayer follows in Vernon (474-82), and the preacher resumes his listing of the parts of the service.

In the older Harley text, however, the sermon goes on to say that the prayer

[. . .]es ordand euyn 

fforte destroy [th]e sines seuyn.

ffor seuyn askins er [th]ar-in,

And ilkone may for-do a syn

If it be said in gude degre

And clene life als it aw to be (Sermo 547-552.) 

In the earliest version of this sermon, then, specific effectiveness against the seven deadly sins is a common thread linking the Eucharist and Pater Noster. It is also worth noting that, while the preacher goes into detail about the “skiles” by which the Eucharist defeats each individual sin, he does not do this for the petitions of the Pater Noster (which makes sense, given the longstanding tradition behind this idea, as we have discussed earlier.) These sins as a body are not treated elsewhere in any of the three surviving versions of the homily, which all resemble one another fairly closely after this point.

After running through a brief catalog of apostles and martyrs, the sermon mentions that sins without penance separate us from heavenly bliss (Festo 575-77), and concludes with a plug for the feast, saying that a full observance of the festival was worth more than 41 years of penance (579-622). Finally, the priest invokes Christ in the “angels’ bread” the congregation is about to take, and gives the benediction (623-32).

The homily underscores several points. It emphasizes the importance of the holiday (as does the value assigned to it by the church hierarchy). It emphasizes the rationale for the observance -- the miracle of Real Presence. And it gives specific remedies against the sins that separate man from God. Communion invites reunion, and this notion underlies the aspects of the divine comedy that inform the early drama.

Comic Christianity and the Sacramental Plot Device


Northrop Frye argues that the traditional comic plot structure is a story of separation and reintegration. “The theme of the comic is the integration of society.” The arc of the plot is shaped like the letter U: An initial (or previously existing) society is seemingly spoiled, but restored and reintegrated at the conclusion. He goes on to note that in Christian literature, this is embodied in the theme of salvation, or in extreme form, of assumption (Frye 43). In Biblical terms, the comic ending is the moment in Philippians 2:10-11, in which “every knee shall bow” and “every tongue confess” that Christ is Lord -- the world is integrated in worship, and shortly thereafter, united with God.


Certainly, a look at the English cycle plays bears out the comic nature of the Christian mythos. God creates Man, who falls and is separated from God, only to be reunited (after myriad complications and subplots) through the intercession of Christ. It can be argued that the Pater Noster play and the sermon from the Vernon and Harley MSs reveal instruments useful in reintegrating man with God. No deus ex machina here: instead, the situation is reversed, and the happy ending comes with the aid of devices from God.


Specifically, the Christian mythos can be seen to incorporate several elements of Frye’s archetypal comic plot. The conflict in the typical story stems from an agent who strives to keep would-be lovers separated. For much of the plot, this obstructive agent is in charge of the world, only to be removed by a moment of anagnorisis or recognition on the part of one of the lovers (Frye 163). For Christianity to “play out properly,” of course, humanity must recognize Jesus as Savior, the sine qua non for reconciliation with God. With this recognition, the obstructer (Satan) ultimately is eliminated as a source of complication, which clears the way for the reunion of man and God.


The Corpus Christi observance may be seen in this light as a continuing moment of/opportunity for anagnorisis -- an activity that affirms and maintains humanity’s desire for union, through the recognized Christ, with God. The cycle plays serve in this regard by reminding the audience of the “plot,” and encouraging them to perform, or live their lives, accordingly. The Pater Noster play and the sermon we have considered provide concrete examples of how the Christian is to perform his or her role.


Specifically, these works demonstrate how the Eucharist and the Lord’s Prayer work against a particular manifestation of the obstructer -- the seven deadly sins. The sermon identifies sin as the means by which man is separated from God: “What lette[th] vs forte wynne/ [Th]e Riche blisse is vs bi-hote,/ Bote hit beo vr owne synne” (Vernon 575-77)? The human lover of God who has recognized Christ may use Christ’s model prayer to confound sin, as is done in the presumptive Pater Noster play (which, we must recall, predates the cycle plays) or in the Harley version of the homily. 


On the other hand, the Eucharist (according to the sermon) provides the Christian with an alternative method of “curing” the sins and removing the obstruction. In a way, then, these religious elements may be seen as charms or antidotes to sin, and function much as the locket that identifies the true heir in a more typical comedy. The Pater Noster and Eucharist are devices that allow the protagonist (humanity) to advance through the plot. The play and the homily are intended to advise individual Christians of the availability of these devices.


However, while it is one thing to determine a common purpose for the pieces in question, it is another thing to establish that either informs the other in the way that Bloomfield seems to suggest. A simpler answer would appear to be that the pieces may be independent manifestations of the Christian mythos. Although the Eucharist and Lord’s Prayer both originated at the Last Supper, there is no textual evidence (particularly given the lack of a surviving Pater Noster play) to indicate a link between the two sufficient to see one of our texts as having informed the other. The common element that we can establish (regarding the petitions of the Pater Noster versus the seven deadly sins) can certainly be explained as a traditional motif, requiring no further intertextuality.


Bloomfield’s work remains the most thorough description of the seven deadly sins as a medieval motif. However, his suggestion of a link between the Corpus Christi homily and the early drama may provide a cautionary lesson. When one deals with (in Bloomfield’s words) “threads in the medieval fabric” (243), one must be careful not to stretch them excessively.
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