‘Sitting at table with our crucified and risen Lord’
– A Homily for Passion Sunday

Today is Passion Sunday. We stand on the very cusp of Holy Week: that most precious,
transformational, extraordinary time in the church year when we are invited to walk with
Jesus the way of the Cross. And our Gospel reading takes us to an evening just before the
events of Holy Week begin. We come to a house at Bethany, to dinner at the home of Jesus’
friends, Mary, Martha and Lazarus. Bethany is a town two miles outside the city of
Jerusalem, where Jesus will soon enter in triumph and great joy, an entrance we’ll
commemorate next week on Palm Sunday.
At Bethany, Jesus does something very simple and ordinary: he shares a meal with
his friends. St John doesn’t tell us much about the meal itself, but he does describe the
extraordinary actions of Mary of Bethany, which transform a simple meal into an occasion
of extravagant devotion and love. She takes a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard
and pours it over the feet of Jesus, filling the house with the perfume’s fragrance. It’s an act
of love which is deeply symbolic in two ways. First, it reaches beyond the boundaries of
loving friendship into worship: it’s how Mary acknowledges Jesus as her Lord and her God,
in a way unmatched by any of the disciples. Second, it tells us that Jesus is about to die.
Ancient Jewish burial customs required that the body of the deceased be anointed with
perfumed oil and spices, and so Mary is anticipating his coming crucifixion. By doing it
now, while he’s still alive, she’s also anticipating his resurrection: later, women will take
spices to the tomb to anoint his body, but they’ll find the stone rolled back and the tomb
empty, his body gone; for he is risen.
Shared meals play an important role in all the life of Jesus in all four Gospels, but
they have a particular significance in Luke, on whom our Lent sermon series focuses.
Rather than attempt to cover them all, I’d like to focus on two more meals in the later
chapters of the Gospel of Luke: the Last Supper, and the Supper at Emmaus after the
resurrection. Like the supper at Bethany, they’re both occasions when an ordinary meal

shared between friends becomes something extraordinary. And they tell us something
vitally important about the way God can speak to us through food – through the simple act
of sharing a meal and fellowship with one another.
Six days after the supper at Bethany, we enter Jerusalem and prepare for the feast of
Passove. Luke sets the scene: the chief priests and scribes are looking for a way to execute
Jesus, and Judas is colluding with the authorities to betray him. Jesus brings his disciples to
an upper room, where a supper – to be his Last Supper – will take place. He is well aware
that he is soon to be betrayed: he even knows which of the disciples will do it. And yet, he
says to them, ‘I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.’
Today, as every Sunday, we come to share a feast with the Lord. We’ll commemorate
this event in particular in just over a week’s time on Maundy Thursday, but it’s worth
remembering that we are present in the upper room with our Lord and his disciples every
time we come to Mass. And just as he eagerly desires to eat the feast with his disciples, so
too Jesus longs for our presence here: to sit at table with us, at this altar where we share in
the Eucharist. He longs to speak these precious words to each and every one of us: ‘this is
my body, which is given for you,’ ‘this is my blood, which is poured out for you.’
In Luke’s version of the Last Supper, Jesus connects this sharing of bread and wine,
his body and blood, with the heavenly banquet, of which this sacrament is a foretaste. ‘I
have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you,’ he says, ‘for I tell you, I will not eat it
again until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God.’ He institutes the sacrament of Holy
Communion as a small glimpse of the feast that awaits us in heaven, when the kingdom of
God will be fulfilled. For that is what the sacraments are: tiny glimpses of heaven, whose
purpose is to get us there, to sustain us on our pilgrimage towards eternity. Sunday by
Sunday at this feast, God nurtures and nourishes us, speaking in the words of Jesus: ‘I am
among you as the one who serves.’ And by serving us, he shows us a little of what the
kingdom of heaven will be like: a table at which every human being is cherished and
welcomed, a table at which no one is turned away, dismissed or overlooked, a table at
which all are fed: for this table is not ours, but Christ’s.

The Eucharist is so many things: a foretaste of heaven, a way of seeing one another
the way the God sees all of us, an occasion of grace to strengthen us in our lives and draw
us closer to Jesus. But it is also a moment of recognition. It’s a moment of revelation, of
having our eyes opened to the presence of Jesus here among us. After the crucifixion and
resurrection, Jesus appears to the disciples at Emmaus, but they do not recognise him. It is
only in the breaking of bread that they see him for who he is: ‘When he was at the table
with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were
opened, and they recognized him.’ He is revealed to them, in other words, in the form of a
meal: in bread which is taken, blessed, broken and given. Taking, blessing, breaking and
giving: a formula Jesus followed in the institution of the Last Supper and which we follow
now, in the liturgy of the Eucharist, that we might recognise his presence among us. It
happens to the bread, but it happens to us too: we also are taken, blessed, broken and
given, given as we are sent out into the world to share the good news we have received in
this holy place.
And then? Jesus leads his disciples to the place where we began today: to Bethany,
the town where he shared that very ordinary meal with his friends. And in this most
ordinary of places: something extraordinary happens: Jesus blesses, and then ascends to
the Father, drawing our humanity right into the heart of the Godhead, that we, with eyes
opened and hearts hungry for the heavenly banquet, might go there also.

