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I was surprised earlier this week when I realized that 
I’ve never written a sermon on Luke’s account of 
Jesus’ last supper. As I started to work, I came across 
this comment from the late biblical scholar G. B. 
Caird, “the Lucan account of the Last supper is a 
scholar’s paradise and a beginner’s nightmare.”1 I 
think I now know why the church has shied away 
from its use in the Lectionary. Luke’s is by far the 
most distinctive and most complex of the New 
Testament accounts of the last meal Jesus and his 
disciples shared with words about the bread and the 
cup. The others are from Mark, Matthew, and Paul’s 
First Letter to the Corinthians.2 
 
In John’s gospel, Jesus washes his disciples’ feet at the 
last supper. The only food mentioned is the morsel of 
bread that Jesus dips, gives to Judas, and says to him 

                            
1 Cited in Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke: Introduction, 
Translation, and Notes, Anchor Bible 28, 28A (Garden City: Doubleday, 1985), 
II:1386. 
2 Mark 14:17–26; Matthew 26:20–30; 1 Corinthians 11:17–34. 
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“What you are going to do, do quickly.”3 This doesn’t 
mean at all that John’s gospel didn’t matter for early 
Christian meals and worship. In the centuries of 
persecution, the words of John’s Jesus seem to have 
mattered more in practice than what Jesus did at 
supper seated or even his death. Again, in the 
centuries of persecution, what mattered most was 
feeding daily on the bread of life, on the bread that 
came down from heaven, Jesus Christ.4 They did this 
with bread brought home from their fellowship 
meals.5 
 
That said Paul Bradshaw in his 2002 second edition of 
his book The Search for the Origins of Christian 
Worship admits that “We know much, much less 
about the liturgical practices of the first three centuries 
of Christianity than we once thought we did.”6  
 
For example, one of the big debates for over a century 
was whether the Last Supper was a Passover meal, as 

                            
3 John 13:27b. 
4 Bradshaw, “Eucharistic Sayings,” 11. 
5 Ibid., 10–11. Also: Nathan Mitchell, Cult and Controversy: The Worship of the 
Eucharist Outside Mass (New York: Pueblo Publishing, 1982), 16–19. 
6 Paul F. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship: Sources and 
Methods for the Study of Early Liturgy, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2002), x. 
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it is identified in Mark, Matthew, and Luke, or a 
supper before the Passover as in John. But what do we 
actually know about how Passover meals were shared 
in Jesus’ time? Not too much. The earliest liturgical 
text for a Passover meal is from the ninth century.7 
This kind of awareness has led many scholars to pay 
closer attention to what the New Testament and other 
sources actually say and don’t say about the origins of 
the Eucharist. 
 
Mark’s is the earliest and shortest supper account. 
Matthew follows Mark very closely. Luke uses Mark 
and weaves into it another strand of an oral or written 
tradition known to him. It’s Luke’s Jesus and Paul’s, 
but not Mark’s and Matthew’s, who says, “Do this in 
memory of me.”8 To complicate matters, there are 
four competing versions of Luke’s last supper 
account—I won’t go into details, except to say that the 
longer version seems to be the best version9—and 
that’s what we have in the Revised Standard Version 
and the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible.  

                            
7 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, Sacra Pagina (Collegeville: Liturgical 
Press, 1991), 341. 
8 Luke 22:19b. Translation François Bovon, Luke 3: A Commentary on the Gospel of 
Luke 19:28–24:53, trans. James Crouch, Hermeneia, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2012), 152. 
9 Ibid., 154–56. 
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Here’s where it begins to be complicated. In Luke, a 
cup of wine is shared at the beginning of the meal: 
“And [Jesus] took a cup, and when he had given 

thanks”—the verb here is εὐχαριστέω—Eucharist—
“he said, ‘Take this, and divide it among yourselves; 
for I tell you that from now on I shall not drink of the 
fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes.’ ”10 
Then the bread: “This is my body, which is given for 
you. Do this in memory of me.”11 Then after supper, 
the second cup with these words: “This cup is the new 
covenant in my blood, which is shed for you.”12  
 
In the second decade of the fourth century, 
Christianity is decriminalized in the Roman Empire. 
Once it is no longer illegal to be a Christian, the 
Christian community grows by leaps and bounds. And 
what we know as the “Words of Institution” begin to 
be prayed for their teaching value in a church almost 
overwhelmed by the newly baptized.13 The bread and 
the cup had value because of Jesus’ words about 
remembering him when believers gathered to eat.  

                            
10 Luke 22:17–18. 
11 Luke 22:19c. Translation: Bovon, 152. 
12 Luke 22:20. Ibid. 
13 Paul F. Bradshaw, Eucharistic Origins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
140–42. 
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This past Monday, the first reading at the Daily 
Eucharist was from a well-known passage in Paul’s 
Second Letter the Corinthians where he speaks about 
his hardships, about what he has suffered.14 The last 
sentence of this passage as we usually hear it is, “We 
are treated as impostors, and yet are true; as unknown, 
and yet well known; as dying, and behold we live; as 
punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always 
rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having 
nothing, and yet possessing everything.” 
 
Some weeks ago now, as I reviewed the appointed 
readings for the weekday Eucharists,15 I realized that 
we should include Paul’s own conclusion to the 
passage, the words following, “as having nothing, and 
yet possessing everything.” Paul wrote, “Our mouth is 
open to you, Corinthians; our heart is wide. You are 
not restricted by us, but you are restricted in your own 
affections. In return—I speak as to children—widen 
your hearts also.”16 I think Paul’s invitation to the 
Corinthians to “widen” their hearts may be a helpful 
reminder for me about many things.  

                            
14 2 Corinthians 6:1–10. 
15 Lesser Feasts and Fasts 2006 (New York: Church Publishing Incorporated, 2006), 
504–28. 
16 2 Corinthians 6:11–12. 
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Modern agricultural practices are not without their 
challenges, but I hope none of us here have ever lived 
through a famine. They are happening today in places 
of war and totalitarian regimes.  
 
The ancient prayers for the Jewish New Year were 
always for the harvest, the annual miracle from God 
that sustained life. There seem always to have been 
prayers by Jews and Christians whenever food was 
shared. Lack of a harvest in the pre-modern world 
would bring hunger and misery.17 There’s something 
human and divine about our ordinary daily food being 
a the fundamental sign of God’s presence in our lives 
and of our Eucharistic food being the sign, the pledge 
of the life of the world to come. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 
Copyright © 2019 The Society of the Free Church of St. Mary the Virgin, New York, New York. 
 
All rights reserved. 

                            
17 Peter Brown, Through the Eye of a Needle: Wealth, the Fall of Rome, and the 
Making of Christianity in the West, 350–550 AD (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2012), 11–14. 


