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The Masterpiece of the Last Supper – A Homily for Maundy Thursday 

When we are confronted by overwhelming suffering, we often turn to 

art. Not just any art but that which speaks into the most abject 

situations with an honesty and depth that transforms them, bringing 

the possibility of hope when all seems lost. One of the most poignant 

examples of the transformative power of art, given that now is also 

the time of the Jewish Passover, is the way Jewish artists have 

responded to the Holocaust. The German philosopher Theodor 

Adorno famously said that ‘to write poetry after Auschwitz is 

barbaric.’ And yet how many Jewish poets and artists, while 

acknowledging that suffering on this scale should never be trivialised, 

have nonetheless dared to write poetry, to paint, to sing, to create in 

defence of art; in defence of hope, justice, memory, humanity, and 

the capacity of language, sign, and symbol to find renewed meaning 

amid devastation? Theirs is a defiant and prophetic witness to how art 

can break through the prison of inhumanity, open us up again to the 

fullness of what it means to be human, and reawaken us to the 

creative surplus in our interactions even in the face of wanton 

destruction.       

Today, this transformative power of art surges up at the heart of the 

life of the Church as we celebrate Maundy Thursday. Today heralds 

the beginning of the Triduum which, together with Good Friday and 

Holy Saturday, make up the three holiest days of the Christian year. 
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On this most holy of days, we might say that we encounter the 

moment in history when the truth of art’s capacity to transform 

darkness into light is fully revealed. This is the day when, at the Last 

Supper, before he is betrayed, tortured, abandoned, and killed on the 

Cross, Jesus gives the definitive master class in art’s transformative 

nature.  

Within the context of the Passover meal with his disciples, Jesus does 

something utterly new. He institutes the Eucharist. With bread and 

wine, gifts of creation and products of human work, along with words 

of prayer and thanksgiving drawn from his Jewish heritage of the 

temple, prophets, and life of prayer, Jesus anticipates, accepts, and 

responds to the terror he is about to face. This is no passive 

resignation. Jesus is working skilfully at his art, shaping the coarse and 

cruel material of human sinfulness, infusing it with a divine creativity 

that gives rise to a new fully human shape. In advance of any 

bloodshed, Jesus transforms violence and death by making them an 

occasion to give himself wholly to others in love. A love that exceeds 

and overcomes the futility of all destruction. 

What is striking is that Jesus sketches out the whole of his 

transformative artist vision already at the Last Supper. In other words, 

Jesus already communicates to his disciples what he later fully reveals 

by his self-giving on the Cross and his rising to new life in the 

Resurrection. This is not to deny the significance of these events or the 
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ordeal Jesus must still undergo. Indeed, after the Last Supper, in the 

agony of the Garden of Gethsemane, we see just how costly this art of 

love is for Jesus. Nevertheless, stressing the equal significance of the 

Last Supper means we must not separate Good Friday and Easter from 

Maundy Thursday. To do so is to dissect and distort the saving beauty 

and meaning of Jesus’ art. These three days form a single organic 

whole.  

Their inseparability is perhaps more obvious when we consider the 

self-giving embodied at the Last Supper in light of Jesus’ gift of himself 

on the Cross and his raising to new life in the Resurrection. It is on the 

Cross that Jesus overcomes the frenzy of violence and death with a 

self-offering love stronger than death. And the Resurrection confirms 

love’s victory when Jesus’ dead body is transformed into his risen 

body. By his Cross and Resurrection, Jesus’ broken and resurrected 

body becomes the perfect work of art whose meaning always 

surpasses all that would destroy and disfigured. 

However, the full extent of Jesus’ transformative artistry can only be 

appreciated in the light of what Jesus has already done at the Last 

Supper. For the genius of the Last Supper is that Jesus has already 

shared the love revealed on the Cross and Resurrection in a tangible 

way for us to receive. By sharing bread and wine as gifts, Jesus makes 

them communicate the self-giving love at the core of who he is in his 

relationship to the Father in the Holy Spirit, the very self-giving life of 
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the triune God. The gift of bread becomes the gift of his body given 

for others. The gift of wine becomes the gift of his blood shed for 

others. Jesus uses these materials of everyday life to transmit to us 

how God’s self-giving love for others is the deepest truth of what is 

real; deeper than sin, evil, death. It is in this way that Jesus’ institution 

of the Eucharist is the cornerstone of all truly transformative art. And 

for art to make present God's creative self-giving, it must spill out and 

transform every aspect of our existence. All the stuff of our lives, 

especially its darkness, despair, and violence, needs to be saturated 

with God’s love as shown in Jesus. 

This unearths another crucial perspective of the Last Supper. By 

receiving Jesus’s gift of himself in the Eucharistic bread and wine, we, 

like the first disciples, are transformed into the body of Christ. This is 

the living Church, the Eucharistic studio, in which human beings come 

together to be made more truly themselves amid a world of suffering 

and uncertainty. As members of his body, we become one with 

Christ’s living-giving work of art to the extent we apprentice ourselves 

to him and let Christ’s self-giving love take hold in our lives. In this way, 

we become a fellowship of artists dedicated to transforming suffering 

and overcoming violence.  

This means living alongside others, for others, in relationships of 

mutual transformation. It means seeking to build up a common life 

that stands against despair, brings new life to what once was dead, 
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and artfully fashions an ever more just society based on the creative 

power of mercy, forgiveness, joy, and love. This is why Jesus 

completes his Last Supper masterpiece by washing the feet of his 

disciples and only then giving them the definitive new commandment 

to love others as he has loved them. Tonight, even as we are unable 

to wash each other’s feet, he bids us to do the same, to love as he 

loves, to become God’s fully human artistic community of everlasting 

life, to be God’s living work of art. 


