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Oil & Wine  The Body and Blood of Christ  6 June 2010
• Gen 14:18-20  • Ps 110 (109):1-4  • 1 Cor 11:23-26  • Luke 9:11b-17

In the dining room of the German/Hungarian Theological College’s villa in Rome hangs a painting of the Last Supper by the priest artist Sieger Köder. The perspective is painted from behind the figure of Jesus so that we see nothing of him except his two hands outstretched and resting on the edge of the table, one holding the bread, and between them on the table a glass of wine. What we do see are the seven people gathered at the table, those whom Jesus has welcomed, and each one of whom has a particular significance. There sits a Jew, chosen yet persecuted, a despised prostitute, a hunched old woman with her widow’s mite, a clown who is the poignant, sad entertainer, the scholar searching for the truth, a well-dressed rich woman, a foreigner or refugee, maimed and rejected. Behind them on one side of the painting is a wall on which is a sketch of the prodigal son, the forgiving father and the resentful brother; on the other side, an open door is painted where one can look out to further possibilities…Every time the seminarians eat in this room, they see a reminder of who and how Christ welcomes to his table. It confronts them with the questions with which we all need to be challenged on this Solemnity of the Body and Blood of Christ: For whom did Christ give his life, his body and blood? To what do I say “Amen” when I receive the Eucharist? Whom do I struggle to accept? Who are the ones I regard as outsiders? 
In most places we no longer celebrate today with a festive procession. The emphasis is rather on the significance of the Eucharist for our own daily pilgrimage through life. At first glance, today may seem to be a duplication of the Holy Thursday liturgy, but the ‘Catholic imagination,’ nourished by scripture and liturgy, can hold together many meanings of an event in creative tension. We celebrate the offerings of the mysterious Melchizedek, priestly king of Salem (‘peace’), who in himself and his offerings of bread and wine prefigure Christ (first reading); the memorial of the last meal by a condemned man (second reading); and a banquet freely offered to the multitudes (gospel). As with the Solemnity of the Blessed Trinity, the Lectionary readings for today illustrate later theological development of aspects of the Eucharist.
In the first reading, Melchizedek makes his one and only personal appearance in the Old Testament, although he is mentioned in Ps 110 (109) where he is praised in messianic terms, and in the Letter to the Hebrews in relation to the priesthood of Jesus. Melchizedek is described as meeting Abram (not yet ‘Abraham’) who is returning from his battle with the coalition of five city-kings. He is given no genealogy, thus suggesting an eternal lineage, and brings gifts of bread and wine to refresh Abram after the battle. Melchizedek also does what God had promised Abraham: he blesses Abram, not in his own name but as a mediator of God’s blessing, even though he stands outside the family of Abram. Abram’s story is thus inserted into the wider history of “all the families of the earth” (Gen 12:3). Just as Melchizedek blesses him, Abraham has also been a blessing to Melchizedek and others by ridding the country of its predators. Abram responds to the blessing by offering Melchizedek the tithes of the spoils of war. Tithing was not a political-military response, but an act of worship to be used as part of a larger ritual of meals and blessings, and is an acknowledgement by Abram of the blessing and protection of God given by Melchizedek’s words and the deed in offering bread and wine. At this Eucharist, the blessing and protection of words and bread and wine are offered to us by the royal and priestly Christ, who above all fulfils the meaning of ‘Melchizedek,’ that in Hebrew is ‘king of justice.’ 
Later biblical reflection in the Letter to the Hebrews (Heb 7) would develop the Melchizedek tradition. Christ is the king of justice (Heb ‘Melchizedek) and peace (‘Salem’), the eternal mediator between God and humanity, and the bread and wine he offered are the signs of the new covenant. The memory of this Christ/Melchizedek tradition finds its way into the First Eucharistic Prayer when we pray for the acceptable reception of our gifts, blessed and transformed in, through, and with Christ, into his own sacramental body and blood. Justice and peace are gifts that we should both bring to the table and take from it to our wider world.
Because of its mention of Melchizedek, we respond to this reading with the first four verses of Ps 110 (109). This perhaps gives us a clue to the way in which we should approach the first reading, that is, on a symbolic level. The actual event which the psalm praises is the ritual enthronement of a Davidic king, his adoption as a privileged son of God, and his appointment as priest. It is the psalm most quoted in the New Testament, and always in a Christological context. In the poetic and prophetic vision of the psalm we now see Jesus as the royal and priestly, crucified and risen Son. The church uses it to make its confession of faith that Jesus is King ​– but with nothing to do with the divine right of kings or political power – of which Jesus had none. He is the one who makes an absolute claim on the obedience of the Christian community and its members, but for a kingdom which “is not from this world” (John 18:36).  Jesus is also the eternal priest who turns to the world the face of mercy, grace and love, not one of demanding dominance. 
In the second reading, Paul writes to the Corinthian church, telling them that he has received the last supper tradition “from the Lord,” not by word of mouth from Jesus but through the witness of the faith community who are the body of Christ, and whose lives proclaim his presence. To ‘receive’ and to ‘hand on’ is the language used to describe the transmission of sacred traditions, and it would seem that by the time Paul is writing (c. 56) these words have already become refined and familiar, and are reverenced through repeated recitation in the early Christian worship. A significant aspect of today’s feast is this ever-deepening realization that we are baptised into Christ and are members of his crucified, risen and glorious body, so that when we receive communion, we say “Amen” not only to the sacramental body and blood of Christ, but also to what we are. Are we mindful of living as the body of Christ in the world or, once we leave the liturgy, is our “Amen” over until next Sunday? Paul reminds us that the Eucharist is a ‘memorial’ in the rich biblical sense of an event in which there is a convergence of past, present and future. In the Eucharist, the risen Christ hosts us now into participation in his past death and resurrection, and offers us this pledge of the salvation yet to come when everything will be transfigured, as is the broken bread and poured wine, into the glory of the body of the cosmic Christ. Paul reminds us that the Eucharist always involves the proclamation of the death of Jesus. This is what Johannes Metz calls “a dangerous memory”. To be shared, bread must be broken, wine must be poured out. The members of Christ’s body will have to share in the breaking, the pouring out of themselves for their sisters and brothers and the world. This memorial of Christ’s death calls us to a new awareness of our contributions to the destruction of lives, of homes, of ecologically vulnerable communities. At the Eucharist we gather with all our ordinariness and limitations to take up “the fruits of the earth and the work of human hands” and to offer them through and in and with Christ to his healing and liberating love.
Luke’s account of the feeding of the five thousand is situated in the part of his gospel that focuses on mission (Luke 9:1-50). Jesus has taken the Twelve, recently returned from their first mission, to Bethsaida, for a kind of ‘debriefing’ session because they are full of what they have done. The crowds, however, seek him out, and the interaction between Jesus and his apostles is put on hold while Jesus welcomes the crowd who are hungry for his teaching and healing. It is not hard to imagine the rather petulant apostles standing by with a “Why them and not us?” question voiced to one another as the day draws on. To get Jesus’ attention, the only way that they can think of is to suggest that he send the crowd away to satisfy their hunger and find lodgings somewhere else. This is hardly the response to be expected from men who have just been on a preaching and healing mission themselves, so Jesus quickly responds to them with the challenge: “You give them something to eat.” But practicality takes precedence over pastoral and missionary concern, and they tell Jesus that all they have for food is five loaves and two fishes, quite adequate perhaps for a cosy supper for Jesus and themselves, but totally inadequate for this crowd! Jesus’ command that the apostles seat the people in a hundred banqueting groups of fifty each, points to an image of local church communities gathered as the total church universal. Jesus’ companions are now called ‘disciples,’ ‘taught ones,’ and just as he has taught the crowds throughout the day, so now Jesus will teach his disciples more about the kingdom that they have been sent to proclaim; will teach them that in their hands whatever they have may be inadequate, but when offered to him, when blessed, broken and given by him to them for the sake of the people, the little becomes large and superabundant. So with the little that we have: offered to Jesus, it is transformed.
Luke obviously wants all hearers of this good news to connect the Bethsaida meal with the feeding traditions of our ancestors: the miraculous manna in the desert (Ex 16:15), and the story of the prophet Elisha who fed a smaller crowd, but also with few loaves, some of which were left over (2 Kings 4:42-44). The handing on and handing over continues with the Eucharist at which we are fed today. The fragments that are left over are collected and fill twelve baskets. As well as being a fairly obvious numerical symbol of the twelve tribes of Israel whom the Twelve are first called to serve, these fragments are also a sign of the superabundant hospitality of God in Christ, an assurance that there will always be enough to feed the future church when it gathers for a ‘Bethsaida’ meal. One thing, however, is needed: hands to give the food to the people. The church, guided by the Spirit about whom we have heard so much in recent weeks, needs to enter into a creative conversation with the Jesus of Bethsaida about the present shortage of ordained ministers to feed the hungry people of God, the priority of the right of today’s ‘crowds’ to the Eucharist, and alternatives which would make such access possible.
There are other ‘Bethsaida’ questions that this gospel also raises – not the question of “What really happened?”, but what did Luke want to tell us about Jesus, his mission to the crowds, and his call of disciples into this mission?  St Irenaeus (c. 130–c. 200) described the Eucharist as “the offering of the free, stamped with the brand of liberty,” and before the people were fed Jesus taught and healed and exorcised them. What are the paralysing hungers of people who are physically starving, spiritually deprived or psychologically damaged that we need to feed – and how? What are the ‘demons’ of hypocrisy and discrimination that we need to exorcise from ourselves before we approach the table and dare to say “Amen” to what we are, members of the body of Christ? How ought we to celebrate with Jesus, the new ‘Melchizedek,’ the ‘king of justice,’ who longs to reign over a kingdom of peace in a world of so much injustice?
We may be surprised, even a little scandalised, that Benedict has little to say about the Eucharist in his Rule. He makes reference to the community approaching the altar “for the kiss of peace and for Holy Communion” in RB 63.4, and in the chapter on “The Weekly Reader” again refers to “Mass and Communion” on Sunday (RB 38.2) and “Holy Communion” (RB 38.10) which seems to be apart from Sunday. That in Benedict’s day the community had Mass on Sundays, but not necessarily on weekdays, when a Communion Service would be celebrated, seems to be the most widely held view. Given the importance Benedict laid on listening “to what the Spirit says to the churches” (RB Prol 11), his adaptability, and the significance of the liturgical life of the community, we can be sure that he would have welcomed the liturgical changes which give “new vigour and meet the circumstances and needs of modern times” (Vatican II, Constitution the Sacred Liturgy, art. 4), especially when it is not possible to celebrate the Eucharist. What is always available and necessary is that communion of life: our love for one another which we bring to and which flows from the eucharistic liturgy, and which we take to the world to witness that we are members of the Body of Christ, ready to suffer with and often because of each other, yet preferring “absolutely nothing to Christ” who will “lead us all to everlasting life” (cf. RB 72.5, 11-12).  

