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• There are two directions in the moral and spiritual life - the past and the 
future. And both shape the present. In order to decide what I should do 
now, I need to consider what has come before, and especially those things I 
have done or left undone. I will remember things that are relevant to this 
moment of choice, and consider what I have learned from them. This is 
called reflection. Yet, to decide what I should do now, and especially to 
decide well, I also need to consider what lies ahead: where I want to go in 
my life, and who I want to be. This is called deliberation. And so, real 
discernment about the present involves both reflection and deliberation.   1

• Discernment involves looking back upon past events, as well as looking 
forward toward the good things that God has prepared for us to do. For this 
reason, when it’s applied to the past that God has shaped, and to the future 
God will provide, discernment is a central aspect of vocation. And vocation 
is all about our calling to be the people that God calls us to be.  

• Reminding ourselves of this can help us be more perceptive about what 
Jesus says and does at the Last Supper. For his words and actions on this 
last evening with his disciples more fully reveal the expansiveness of his 
vocation as God's Anointed One. Jesus' words and actions at this supper 
display the fruit of his prayerful reflection. They also disclose the holy 
discernment that he gained through focused deliberation, as he proceeded 
along the path toward what lay before him. So let's reflect on what we learn 
about his looking back and his looking forward on this holy evening.  

• But first, we must set the scene. As with so many of his biblical paintings, 
James Tissot's paintings of Jesus’ Passion reflect a conscious and sustained 
effort to understand biblical events, especially as they are set in historical 
and cultural context. I have put copies of two of them in your worship 
bulletin. 
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• In the first image, we see a group of Jewish men gathered for a Passover-
themed meal. According to ancient tradition, the lamp is lit above them, and 
the lintels between the pillars are festooned with greenery over the 
customary drapes. The group stands around a table upon which lies 
symbolic food and drink. This is clearly a moment of ceremonial enactment, 
and we rightly perceive that they are joined together in prayer. For they 
would all be reclining against a low table if they were simply having a meal 
together. Notice how each holds a staff, as if to embark upon a journey, with 
their robes tucked up, loins girt and sandals on their feet.   2

• I deliberately refer to this as a Passover-themed meal. For almost certainly, 
the Last Supper occurred just before, and not during, the great feast. 
Matthew, Mark and Luke portray this event as the Passover meal itself. Yet 
John is surely correct in saying this supper was planned in anticipation of 
Passover, but yet conducted in a way fully shaped by it.  Think, for example, 
how some families have their Thanksgiving dinner on Wednesday evening 
instead of on Thursday, because one or more of them must travel, or move 
on to some other pre-existing commitment the next day. And yet, 
unmistakably, that Wednesday gathering is still Thanksgiving Dinner for 
them. The same often happens with Christmas Dinner. 

• We don't know how. But we do know why Jesus perceived God’s calling, 
and God’s plans for him. His perception was anchored in his discernment 
about his vocation. He therefore rightly perceived that they needed to have 
this supper on the evening before the great feast began. At the supper, he is 
both looking back, as he invites them to reflect on God's mighty saving acts 
in history. And, during the meal, he prompts them to anticipate where his 
words and actions may be leading them. In the process, he shares his sense 
of vocation with them. The disciples do not yet grasp that, as he does this, 
he is not only sharing his perception about it; he is also sharing with them 
his identity and calling to be the light of the world.   3
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• His specific, yet also symbolically veiled, words in relation to the bread and 
wine, point back to God's Exodus deliverance of Israel. But they also point 
forward, in a way that is not yet clear, to his own Exodus, that he would 
accomplish at the Feast that is about to begin.  This new Exodus would also 4

be an event of saving deliverance for God’s people, but this time for all 
people who are to be included in the renewed Israel. This is a community 
encompassing not only the formerly ‘chosen people’ who lived before us, 
but also all people, who are now chosen for inclusion among the 'elect.'  

• Jesus points back, and he points forward. In the process, he points to a path 
that the disciples—including us—will walk with him. For as he prepared them 
to understand, but as they could not yet see or comprehend, his followers 
would join him in his death. Just as we join him in the new Covenant life that 
his death opens to us.  

• Notice the second image. This portrays Jesus' more intimate words and 
actions after Judas' departure from their company. Now the eleven are 
standing with him, not just before him, as they are about to leave together 
for Gethsemane. Now he shares with them the deeper mystical significance 
of the transition that is already occurring, and the new future that is 
beginning to unfold. Based on Old Testament texts, Tissot has very carefully 
depicted Jesus wearing what he refers to as a “prophet’s mantle.” In it, he 
says, “we see the the origin of the [liturgical cope], a wide garment fastened 
at the neck…”   5

• As Tissot writes about this moment, “The new order had begun: the old 
order had already given place to it… Henceforth, every act of Jesus, every 
gesture however slight, takes a new, and in a certain sense, a sacramental 
signification; it is, so to speak, the liturgical initiation of the Apostles, and it 
behooves them to remember in order that they may communicate to their 
spiritual heirs everything the Savior did and said on his last night on earth.” 

© Stephen Holmgren 2017 / Sermon for Maundy Thursday  A 17, Apr. 14, 2017                                    !3



M A U N D Y    T H U R S D A Y,   Apr. 14,  2017, Year A

• Jesus remains our King. But he shares with us his kingdom, having made us 
priests and prophets with him, to serve our God.  In this moment at the end 6

of the the Last Supper, Jesus offers the disciples his prayer and his blessing. 
The community of the New Covenant has been gathered and inaugurated. 
He has formed a community constituted by his vocation which he shares 
with us. His vocation was beginning to be theirs, and is now ours. His 
vocation is ours through our Baptism into his death and resurrection. And 
his vocation in us is renewed, and it is celebrated, every time we now gather 
for Eucharist. Thanks be to the Spirit for God’s continuing mercy! 

James Tissot, The Last Supper 
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James Tissot, The Discourse of our Lord Jesus Christ 

Notes: 

 I owe my use of these two terms, reflection and deliberation, for the two directions of our moral and 1

spiritual perspective, to my doctoral supervisor, Oliver O’Donovan.

 These observations draw upon Tissot’s own comments, in volume IV of his series, The Life of our Lord 2

Jesus Christ, published in New York, 1899: “The room is prepared for the Passover; the draperies, 
decorated with festoons of foliage, hang as usual between the pillars; the lamp is lit, for it is already 
night. The twelve Apostles, with Christ in the midst of them, are beginning the ceremonial of the feast 
in accordance with ancient ritual : with robes tucked up, loins girt, sandals on the feet and the staff in 
hand, in a word, in traveling dress in remembrance of the Exodus from Egypt. Thus must be 
accomplished the solemn ceremony every Jew was bound to perform and of which the principal rite 
was the eating of the Paschal Lamb.”

 See his words to the disciples about himself, in John 9:5, and then his words regarding the calling of 3

the disciples in Matthew 5:14.
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 See Luke 9:31, in the Transfiguration story, which in the NRSV says, “his departure, which he was about 4

to accomplish at Jerusalem.” The Greek word, which is rendered as “departure” in many English 
translations, is “exodus.”

 In this and the following quote, Tissot refers to, and quotes from,  Numbers 15:38 and Deuteronomy 5

22:12, and notes how “Moses commanded the Jews to wear at religious ceremonies a male adorned 
‘with fringes upon the four quarters…’” I have taken the liberty of Anglicizing the spelling of some 
words, and altering Tissot’s pattern of capitalizing certain words. / Note: It is always worth observing, in 
regard to Tissot’s repetitive portrayal of Jesus as having a reddish color to his hair, that Jesus’ biblical 
forebear, King David, is described upon his introduction to us in Scripture, as having a ‘ruddy’ 
appearance (see 1 Samuel 16:12, and 1 Samuel 17:42). Thus we must resist the idea that Tissot was 
historically insensitive to race and culture.

 To paraphrase words from Canticle 19, in the Book of Common Prayer (BCP:94), the words of which 6

derive from Revelation 15:3-4.
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