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• Unlike the disciples, Saul was not present at the Last Supper, nor was he 
even a believer when it happened. As we know from Acts and his letters, at 
first he remained what he had been ~ a devout Israelite, trained for holiness 
by Pharisees. He was not yet “Paul.” As such, he was suspicious of this 
dubious new movement within Judaism, represented by the Galilean’s 
followers. Saul even persecuted some of them. Not having had personal 
experience of Jesus’ life and teaching, his later witness regarding Jesus was 
based on his encounter with the Risen Lord. We hear an example of this in 
our second reading this evening. The man we now know as Paul writes that: 

I received from the Lord, what I also handed on to you, that the Lord 
Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and 
when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body that 
is for you. Do this in remembrance of me." In the same way he took 
the cup also, after supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my 
blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me." For as 
often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's 
death until he comes. 

• There is remarkable content in these compact sentences. As I noted on 
Sunday, Paul’s letters are probably the earliest texts we have in the New 
Testament. Therefore, they’re closest in time to Jesus’ public ministry. In 
spite of this, Paul shares with us almost none of Jesus’ recorded teaching, 
nor stories of his life and miracles. Not having witnessed these events, he 
was not in a good position to record them. So, what Paul doesn’t say in the 
sentences I just quoted, should surprise us. For, he might instead have said 
something like, “I received from the disciples what I also handed on to 
you…” But, no, he tells us that his summary of Jesus words and actions at 
the Last Supper came from the Risen Lord, himself. 
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• In other words, of all the things that the Risen Jesus might have told Paul, 
about his prior teaching and ministry, he chose to share with Paul his words 
and action at the Last Supper. This underscores the central importance of 
what Jesus said and did on that evening, at that table, for future history. 

• A second aspect stands out in the few short sentences we heard from Paul 
this evening. Paul tells us that the specific things Jesus had shared with him 
were about the night of his betrayal. Think about this ~ on a night when 
Jesus seemed aware of the plot taking shape all around him, he does not 
display an anxious reactivity; he does not respond rashly or impulsively out 
of fear. Instead, he acts calmly, deliberately and proactively. He takes a loaf 
of bread, and gives thanks. And then, he shares it. In sharing the bread, he 
makes clear that he is also sharing himself with them. He says, “‘This is my 
body that is for you!” In the same way, he takes the cup, saying, “This cup is 
the new covenant in my blood.” 

• To the disciples, Jesus’ words were clearly evocative, even if their meaning 
was not yet evident. There they gathered, in a city filled by pilgrims for the 
Passover. And Jesus seemed to be connecting himself with the story of 
redemption that lay at the heart of Passover, and the events behind it, long 
ago in Egypt. 

• Here, we can return to the wonderful Hans Memling painting that I shared 
with you on Sunday. We last noticed two small scenes in the upper left of 
the painting, Jesus’ triumphal entry into the holy city, and his cleansing of 
the Temple, just to the right of the entry gates and tower. Immediately below 
the triumphal entry, about mid-way down the left side, we see a small 
indoor scene of Jesus with his disciples in the upper room, having their last 
supper together. Memling has portrayed their supper by cutting away the 
wall of the room, allowing us to see an otherwise very private scene. The 

© Stephen Holmgren 2018 / Sermon for Maundy Thursday  B 18, Mar. 29, 2018                                 !2



M A U N D Y    T H U R S D A Y,   Mar. 29,  2018, Year B

lower left corner of the larger painting represents evening and night, with 
the darkness pierced here and there by torches. 

• How significant that Jesus should speak of his impending death at the 
supper, with Judas about to betray him, and the others about to abandon 
him. The artist captures the arrangements for his betrayal being made, in a 
torch-lit archway, placed between the Last Supper scene and the Cleansing 
of the Temple, above and to the right. Their supper was followed by Jesus’ 
earnest prayers in the Garden of Gethsemane, while his disciples drifted 
into sleep. That’s where the soldiers find him, guided by Judas and a spear-
carrying mob. While Judas designates Jesus with a kiss, Peter brings a sword 
down upon the ear of Malchus. Though surrounded and jostled by this 
mob, Memling portrays a serene Jesus, calmly walking forward toward his 
destiny, and reaching out his hand to stay the violence of Peter’s weapon.    
(pause) 

• Let’s take stock of what we have noticed. Memling’s painting of Jesus’ 
Passion devotes quite a number of its 23 separate scenes to ‘dark parts’ of 
the story. Jesus enters the painting in triumphant glory, just as we anticipate 
that he will leave it in exaltation. But, in between, he walks the way of 
suffering and death. He had a clear intuition that conflict lay ahead, and was 
apprehensive about what would happen to him. And yet, he did not flee; he 
did not fall back from, nor capitulate to, the forces against him. Instead, he 
paused. He prayed. And he gave thanks. In giving prayerful thanks, he 
offered himself in sacrifice, thereby making the whole process holy. 

• And here, in the midst of a great assemblage of many scenes, most of them 
very public in their display of conflict and violence, whether actual or 
threatened, we find something very different. In a small room, tucked way in 
a small building on a darkened street, something happens that will change 
the world. The evening is only a supper among friends. And yet, during it, 

© Stephen Holmgren 2018 / Sermon for Maundy Thursday  B 18, Mar. 29, 2018                                 !3



M A U N D Y    T H U R S D A Y,   Mar. 29,  2018, Year B

something happens that becomes repeated. In the context of conversation 
and prayer, Jesus takes two of the most ordinary things, found in almost 
every household, and transforms them into something extraordinary. He 
told his friends to keep doing this, and to do this in remembrance of him. 
Like Paul, they handed on to others what they themselves had received. And 
at Jesus’ bidding, we do the same thing here this evening. 

• After 744 pages of reflection in his book on the liturgy, Dom Gregory Dix 
famously asks this question: “Was ever another command so obeyed? For 
century after century, spreading slowly to every continent and country and 
among every race on earth, this action has been done, in every conceivable 
human circumstance, for every conceivable human need from infancy and 
before it to extreme old age and after it, from the pinnacles of earthly 
greatness to the refuge of fugitives in the caves and dens of the earth. 
[People] have found no better thing than this to do for kings at their crowing 
and for criminals going to the scaffold; for armies in triumph or for a bride 
and bridegroom in a little country church; for the proclamation of a dogma 
or for a good crop of wheat; … one could fill many pages with the reasons 
why [people] have done this, and not tell a hundredth part of them. And 
best of all, week by week and month by month, on a hundred thousand 
successive Sundays, faithfully, unfailingly, across all the parishes of 
Christendom, the pastors have done this just to make” holy the common 
people of God.  What Jesus did in that small room, that night, shapes what 1

we do here in this big room, this evening. And, we pray, that it will continue 
to do so, for generations to come. 
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Hans Memling, The Passion of Christ (ca 1470) 

A painting with 23 separate scenes! 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The readings appointed for this day are:  

• Exodus 12:1-4, (5-10), 11-14 

• Psalm 116:1, 10-17 

• 1 Corinthians 11:23-26 

• John 13:1-17, 31b-35 

NOTES
 Dom Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy, p. 744; accessed online at: https://www.scribd.com/doc/1

102772823/Dom-Gregory-DIX-The-Shape-of-the-Liturgy
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