
For the Life of the World 

 

Synopsis of Chapter 1: The Life of the World 

  

Schmemann begins this chapter with the statement from Feuerbach that “man is what he 

eats.” Schmemann sees this as significant because of its connection to the Lord‟s Supper, 

or the Eucharist, and because it points to a singular idea: that human beings are 

fundamentally Eucharistic, meaning that they are part and parcel of a life created by God 

that is, itself, Eucharistic. All of life, in other words, is sacred, and the old sacred/secular 

distinction that many Christians make is unfounded. 

 

Schmemann argues that this notion is fundamentally scriptural and stretches thematically 

from (the first chapter of) Genesis to (the last chapter of) Revelation (Gen. 1:29-31 and 

Rev. 22:1-2). The heavenly banquet is the central image of life. “It is,” he writes, “the 

image of life at its creation and also the image of life at its end and fulfillment.” It is also 

the central sacrament instituted by Jesus Christ at the Last Supper. 

 

Schmemann takes this position as the starting point for asking the question, “What is the 

substance of the Christian life (indeed, of Life itself)?” He discusses two answers that he 

says the church has traditionally given. The first is that life is fundamentally “religious” 

in nature, that life is essentially “spiritual” and distinct from the material world. The goal 

of this life is inner peace, and conversion means to bring people into the spiritual realm. 

The second traditional answer is that life consists of mainly whatever makes our lives 

better on a physical and practical realm. This is the activist religious answer: that 

Christianity is first of all a religion of action, of feeding and clothing and healing. 

 

Schmemann is unhappy with both answers and suggests that each misses the point, which 

is that life, and especially religious life, cannot be separated into the spiritual or practical 

realms. The “spiritual” answer divorces the content of the Christian life from the daily 

experiences of humanity, whereas the “activist” answer fails to answer the ultimate 

question: what is the purpose of all this action in the end if there is no object of joy? 

Schmemann contends that we‟re still left with the question he began with, “What is the 

substance of this so-called life for which God‟s Son died so that we might gain it?” 

 

The first step to answering this question is to do away with the sacred/secular distinction. 

The Bible, he argues, begins with very practical needs and gifts in the Garden of Eden, 

and the picture of heaven in the Revelation of John is seen not as an end to things like 

eating and drinking but the celebration of those very “physical” activities. He writes, “In 

the Bible the food that man eats, the world of which he must partake in order to live, is 

given to him by God, and it is given as communion with God.” Everything that was 

created was done so as a gift to mankind so that all of life is and should be a communion 

with God. “God blesses everything He creates…” 

 

Schmemann then takes this to the next step by saying that man, as an essentially hungry 

being, is actually hungry for God. “Behind all the hunger of our life is God. All desire is 

finally a desire for Him.” And man is in a unique position in that he is the only animal in 



creation who is commanded to bless God for the food, and he does this primarily by 

naming things since to name something is to reveal the essence of that thing. (Read 

“Buechner” in Buechner.) And to name a thing isn‟t some cultic or religious act but a 

very natural (as opposed to supernatural) thing to do. So man blesses God in this very 

natural act of naming as an act of gratitude and adoration. He writes, “The first basic 

definition of man is that he is the priest. He stands in the center of the world and unifies it 

in his act of blessing God, of both receiving the world from God and offering it to God… 

man was created as the priest of this cosmic sacrament.” In other words, in the very act of 

naming, understanding, knowing, living, man blesses God for all the blessings he has 

received from God, and as such, all of life is a sacrament. 

 

Schmemann then takes this platform to talk about why the Fall in the Garden of Eden was 

so damaging to man‟s relationship to God, because man took the one fruit that was not 

blessed by God and ate that. In other words, man partook of the one food that was an end 

in itself and not something given as a gift from God. The effect of that was that we began 

to see the world as an end in itself and not as a gift from God. And when we see life itself 

as an end in itself, everything in life loses value because nothing has significance outside 

of itself, because “only in God is found the meaning (value) of everything and the world 

is meaningful only when it is the „sacrament‟ of God‟s presence.” “The world of nature,”  

Schmemann writes, “cut off from the source of life, is a dying world.” So when we 

stopped seeing eating as a way of participating in the blessing of God and of his blessing 

us, we entered into a communion with death. “Food itself is dead,” he writes, “it is life 

that has died and must be kept in refrigerators like a corpse.” And so when we partake in 

communion with death, then to death we must return: “For dust thou art and into dust 

shalt thou return.” At this point, man ceased to be priest of the world and instead became 

its slave, and so Adam left the Garden where life was to be a never-ending eucharist—

thanksgiving—and in the process Adam led the whole world into darkness along with 

him. (Read poem by Rita Dove “All Souls.”) 

 

Sin, then, according to Schmemann, isn‟t that man disobeyed God by eating from the 

Tree but that he ceased to hungry for God and Him alone. In one of the wonderful 

paradoxes of the book, Schmemann writes, “The sin was not that man neglected his 

religious duties. The sin was that he thought of God in terms of religion” (in other words, 

as opposed to life). So the fall, the Original Sin of man, was that he created the 

sacred/secular distinction. And so man was exiled from the Garden. 

 

(Have students read p. 18 [bottom] to p.22 once again so that they can really understand 

what they read.) 


