Maundy Thursday 2009

Mark 14.17-25

TAKE, BLESS, BREAK, GIVE
As Mark tells what Jesus did at the Last Supper, he uses four verbs: took, blessed, broke and gave. These four key words refer us back to an earlier scene concerning food in Mark, in which Jesus feeds five thousand people with five loaves and two fish. In Mark 6.41 Jesus took the loaves and fish looked up to heaven and blessed and broke the loaves and gave them to his disciples to set before the people. Why this cross reference from the Last Supper back to the loaves and fishes meal? We’ll come back to that question at the end.
TAKE.AND BLESS
Jesus called twelve disciples to follow him and to lead his community after his death. They have been taken up in his teaching and ministry and been blessed by their experiences of walking by his side. With the arrival of evening, Jesus and all the twelve disciples, including Judas, come to the upstairs room where the arrangements have been made to eat the Passover meal together;
According to Mark, shared meals were one of the most distinctive features of Jesus’ public activity. He often taught at meals, banquets were topics of his parables, and his meal practice was often criticised by his opponents. The religious elite would aggressively ask ‘Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?’ Jesus eats with the undesirables and the outcasts in a society in which the people who you shared a meal with was hugely significant. Jesus meal practice was about inclusion in a society with sharp social boundaries. An analogy close to our own time would be a religious leader in the American South prior to the anti-segregation legislation of the 1960s holding public integrated meals and declaring, ‘this is the kingdom of God – and the divided world that you see around you is not’
Jesus took people and blessed them. I’m preaching to the converted tonight! To come out to a Maundy Thursday evening service you will be a dedicated churchgoer – you will in all probability have been taken up in the way of Jesus Christ and hopefully know the blessing of that. 

But you will also know the pain and failure of following Christ and being part of his church. There will in all probability have been times when you have been broken inside, either by the sin of others or your own.

BREAK

Jesus knows he will be betrayed.  Indeed before the night is over, Jesus will not only have been betrayed by Judas, but denied by Peter and abandoned by the rest. The theme of failed discipleship is a constant theme in Mark’s gospel and more than half of Mark’s telling of the story of Thursday evening and night is devoted to it. On a night like this, we too may hear the words of Jesus to us… ‘One of you will betray me… one of you will deny me…. One of you who is eating with me.’ We all confess that we’ve failed to honour our Lord in our living; we’ve failed to witness to Christ as our Saviour. 
Tradition has it that Mark’s gospel was based on Peter’s retelling of the story of those three, for him, life changing years. Peter is saying: I failed him; I denied him that night. Yet still he loves me; he has forgiven me and restored me in spite of my faithfulness. 
We are not worthy to receive – it is only by the grace of Christ we are healed.

GIVE

Until we have experienced brokenness we will not be in a real position to GIVE. Until we have known true forgiveness we may find it hard to forgive. Until we have known love it may be difficult to love. Until we realise we are not perfect our pride and arrogance may prevent us from giving and being compassionate
Back to the story of loaves and fishes. Mark’s story of the multiplication of the loaves and fishes begins by establishing two divergent solutions to a hunger situation. Five thousand people have listened to Jesus all day in a deserted place, it is late and they are hungry. The solution from the disciples is quite reasonable: ‘send them away so that they may go into the surrounding country and villages and buy something for themselves to eat’. The alternate solution from Jesus seems quite impossible, ‘you give them something to eat’ to which the disciples respond ‘are we to go and buy two hundred denarii’s worth of bread, and give it to them to eat?’ 

This difference between Jesus and his disciples is established, yet as the story proceeds Jesus forces them to participate step by step as intermediaries in the entire process. Jesus has them find what food is available make the people sit down in groups distribute the food and pick up what is left over. In other words they are forced to accept and participate in Jesus’ solution (give them food) and not their own (send them away)

Note that Jesus does not send down manna from heaven or turn stones into bread. He takes what is already there, the five loaves and two fish, and when it passes through Jesus’ hands, there is enough, much more than enough, for everyone present.
The point of the story is not so much multiplication but distribution. The food already there is enough for all when it passes through the hands of Jesus, the Son of God, the Son of Man, the incarnation of divine justice. The disciples do not see that as their responsibility and are forced to accept it by Jesus.  Behind that, of course is an entire theology of creation in which God owns the world, demands that all get a fair share of its goods, and appoints humans as stewards to establish God’s justice on earth. 
People who have been taken up in the vision of the kingdom of God, who has been blessed by the love of Christ, yet broken by the sin of the world, will then give themselves in compassion and grace for a needy world.
Take, bless, break, give.

