
1

The Last Supper

For the Christian tradition, the historical connection and continuity of the
Eucharist with the Last Supper is essential. As Joseph Ratzinger (Benedict
XVI) wrote: ‘If Jesus did not give his disciples bread and wine as his body
and blood, then the church’s eucharistic celebration is empty – a pious
fiction and not a reality at the foundation of communion with God and
among men.’1 As theologian and pope, Ratzinger made this bold state-
ment fully aware of the strong tendency in recent scholarship to empha-
sise the diversity of primitive Christianity and to question received
positions on the origins of the Eucharist. In this chapter, I propose to
approach this vast and challenging field of research by selecting key
contributions from New Testament scholars that will help us to reassess
the central importance of the Last Supper tradition. This will include a
consideration of the date and character of the event itself and of the words
of institution and their possible earliest liturgical use.

the search for eucharistic origins

A conventional history of the Eucharist would begin with the Last Supper
and its foundational and formative role in early liturgical practice. Thus,
Josef Andreas Jungmann asserted with confidence in his classical work on
the history of the Roman Rite of Mass: ‘The first Holy Mass was said on

1 Joseph Ratzinger – Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth. Part Two: Holy Week. From the
Entrance into Jerusalem to the Resurrection, trans. Philip J. Whitmore (San Francisco:
Ignatius Press, 2011), 104.
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“the same night in which he was betrayed” (1. Cor. 11:23).’2

Contemporary historians are averse to constructing grand narratives,
but even a critical scholar, such as Bryan Spinks, is positive about the
formative impact of the Last Supper tradition upon the Christian liturgy,
at least from the fourth century onwards:

What does seem safe to say is that by the fourth century there emerged from the
different geographical areas of Christianity, rites which, by osmosis and because
of the emergence of a canon of Scripture, used bread and wine mixed with water,
and related these in prayer in some way or other to a sacrifice fulfilled by Jesus in
his death, and linking the bread and wine to his body and blood.3

When it comes to the first three centuries, however, liturgical scholars
have become increasingly sceptical as to what extent early Christian
practice was shaped by the Last Supper tradition. Such doubts are
strengthened by the observation that not all the community gatherings
often described as Eucharistic contained a remembrance (anamnesis) of
the Passion and death of Jesus, nor did they all explicitly evoke the Last
Supper through repetition of the words of institution or through the use of
bread and wine mixed with water.

The question of early liturgical development is inseparable from the
question of the historical authenticity of the biblical testimony. Applying
the exegetical methods of form criticism and redaction criticism, Rudolf
Bultmann considered the Last Supper narrative in Mark (with Matthew
and Luke dependent on it) to be not a historically reliable memory but
rather an etiological cult legend. While Jesus did hold a farewell meal with
his disciples before his death, what is recorded in the Synoptic Gospels
should be considered, in Bultmann’s view, a creation of early Christian
communities seeking to explain and legitimise their practice of celebrating
the Lord’s Supper, which had been formed under the impact of Hellenistic
meal practice and to which Paul (1 Cor 11) is the oldest witness.4 Among
biblical scholars today, Bultmann’s radical scepticism is represented
prominently by John D. Crossan and the ‘Jesus Seminar’.5

2 Josef A. Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman Rite: Its Origins and Development (Missarum
Sollemnia), trans. Francis A. Brunner, 2 vols. (New York: Benziger, 1951–1955), vol. I, 7.

3 Bryan D. Spinks,Do This in Remembrance of Me: The Eucharist from the Early Church to
the Present Day, SCM Studies in Worship and Liturgy (London: SCM Press, 2013), 2.

4 See Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, trans. Kendrick Grobel, 2 vols.
(New York: Scribner, 1951–1955), 144–152.

5 See John D. Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant
(San Francisco: Harper, 1991), 360–367.
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In his influential study entitled Mass and the Lord’s Supper, Hans
Lietzmann argued for the origins of the Eucharist in a Hellenistic-Jewish
context. He identified two types of sacred meal: first, the ‘breaking of the
bread’ (see Acts 2:46) in Jerusalem, which was a post-Easter continuation
of the table-fellowship begun by Jesus among his disciples during his
public ministry, now oriented in joyful expectation of his Second
Coming; secondly, the ‘Lord’s Supper’ in remembrance of the death of
the Christ, as attested in 1 Corinthians 11, developed in the Hellenists’
community of Antioch and shaped by the Apostle Paul. The subsequent
history of the Eucharistic liturgy, according to Lietzmann, shows the
reception and adaptation of these two types of sacred meals.6

Constructing a similar hypothesis, the leading liturgical scholar Paul
Bradshaw sees the Eucharist as a sacramental celebration emerging at a
later stage (even as late as the third century) from the common meal
practice of Christians, in which they would experience an eschatological
anticipation of the kingdom in remembering the words and deeds of
Jesus.7 According to Bradshaw, it was Paul who associated the sayings
of Jesus about being fed with his body and his blood – as well as their
sacrificial interpretation – with the Last Supper. The words of institution
as recorded in the Synoptic Gospels represent a tradition superimposed on
the original account of a simple meal.8 This would have been a source of
consolation for those who suffered persecution, above all in Rome. It was
in that city that the author of Mark would have grafted these words onto
an already existing narrative of the Last Supper.

On the other side, exegetes indebted to the Scandinavian school of
Harald Riesenfeld and Birger Gerhardsson have argued for the essential

6 Hans Lietzmann, Messe und Herrenmahl: Eine Studie zur Geschichte der Liturgie,
Arbeiten zur Kirchengeschichte 8 (Bonn: A. Marcus und E. Weber, 1926). In the
Anglophone world, Lietzmann’s study has received considerable attention since the
publication of the English version: Mass and the Lord’s Supper: A Study in the History
of the Liturgy, trans. Dorothea H. G. Reeve (Leiden: Brill, 1979). See also Reinhard
Meßner, ‘Grundlinien der Entwicklung des eucharistischen Gebets in der frühen Kirche’,
in Prex eucharistica. Volumen III: Studia. Pars prima: Ecclesia antiqua et occidentalis, ed.
Albert Gerhards, Heinzgerd Brakmann andMartin Klöckener, Spicilegium Friburgense 42
(Fribourg: Academic Press, 2005), 3–41.

7 See Paul F. Bradshaw, ‘Did Jesus Institute the Eucharist at the Last Supper?’, in Issues in
Eucharistic Praying in East and West: Essays in Liturgical and Theological Analysis, ed.
Maxwell E. Johnson (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2010), 1–19. See also Paul F. Bradshaw
and Maxwell E. Johnson, The Eucharistic Liturgies: Their Evolution and Interpretation,
Alcuin Club Collection 87 (London: SPCK, 2012), 1–24.

8 See Paul F. Bradshaw, Reconstructing Early Christian Worship (Collegeville: Liturgical
Press, 2009), 3–19.
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reliability of the canonical Gospels as sources for the historical Jesus.
Following rabbinic models, the transmission of religious teachings was
guided by well-established methods and techniques, above all memorisa-
tion.9 According to Riesenfeld, one of the privileged loci wherein the
Christ-tradition was handed on was its recitation and proclamation in
worship.10 After strong initial criticism, there now seems to be a growing
trend in biblical scholarship towards recognising the validity of the
approach of the Scandinavian school, though not of all its claims.11

Among New Testament exegetes, arguments for the substantial historicity
of the Last Supper tradition are viewed more favourably, despite consid-
erable differences as to what exactly this historical nucleus consists of.12

In recent decades, both New Testament exegetes and historians of early
Christian liturgy have sought to understand the Last Supper in the wider
context of the meals Jesus held during his public ministry, which are set
against the backdrop of contemporary Jewish meal practice as well as the
broader framework of table customs in Greco-Roman culture. Thus,
Gordon Jeanes claims: ‘If we are to make sense of what the Eucharist is,
we need to start with those meals recounted in the New Testament.’13 The
daily meals of Jesus with ‘tax collectors and sinners’ (Mt 11:19; Lk 7:34)

9 In his preface to the republication of two works that originated in the 1960s, Gerhardsson
enumerates some of these principles: ‘memorization; the principle “first learn, then
understand”; terseness; abridgment of material into short, pregnant texts; poetic
artifices; rhythm; cantillation; mnemonic devices; use of written notes; diligent
repetition’; Birger Gerhardsson, Memory & Manuscript: Oral Tradition and Written
Transmission in Rabbinic Judaism and Early Christianity, with Tradition &
Transmission in Early Christianity, with a Foreword by Jacob Neusner, The Biblical
Resource Series (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Livonia: Dove Booksellers, 1998), xii.

10 See Harald Riesenfeld, ‘The Gospel Tradition and Its Beginnings’, in The Gospels
Reconsidered: A Selection of Papers Read at the International Congress on the Four
Gospels in 1957 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1960), 131–153; also in Harald Riesenfeld, The
Gospels Tradition: Essays (Oxford: Blackwell, 1970), 1–30.

11 See the discussion of Eric Eve, Behind the Gospels: Understanding the Oral Tradition
(London: SPCK, 2013), 33–46.

12 Above all, Brant Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015); also
Craig Blomberg, Contagious Holiness: Jesus’ Meals with Sinners (Downer’s Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 2005); and Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The
Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017).

13 Gordon Jeanes, ‘Eucharist’, in The Study of Liturgy and Worship: An Alcuin Guide, ed.
Juliette Day and Benjamin Gordon-Taylor (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2013), 135. See
also The Eucharist – Its Origins and Contexts: Sacred Meal, Communal Meal, Table
Fellowship in Late Antiquity, Early Judaism, and Early Christianity. Vol. III: Near
Eastern and Graeco-Roman Traditions, Archaeology, ed. David Hellholm and Dieter
Sänger, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 376 (Tübingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 2017); T&T Clark Handbook to Early Christian Meals in the Greco-Roman
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serve as images of the coming kingdom of God (see, for instance, Mk
2:16; Mt 22:1–14), and they are often linked with significant words
(parables) and deeds (miracles). Customary Jewish concerns, such as
ritual purity and ceremonial observances, are deliberately disregarded
and challenged. Jesus’ feeding miracles are presented as symbolic antici-
pations of the messianic banquet in the age to come (Mt 14:13–21;
15:33–39; Mk 6:31–44; 8:1–9; Lk 9:10–17; Jn 6:5–15). Notably, the
Risen Christ is recognised by his disciples in connection with eating,
and he makes himself known in the ‘breaking of the bread’ (Lk
24:13–35; Jn 21:1–14).14 Eugene LaVerdiere identifies in the Gospel of
Luke a substructure of ten meal narratives, with the Last Supper standing
at a critical juncture: it marks the climax of the earthly Jesus’ meal
practice and at the same time anticipates the table fellowship of the risen
Christ.15

Philippe Rouillard16 has observed that the general human dimension of
meals, with its aspects of hunger, nourishment, life and order, provide a
hermeneutical key for the Eucharist. Meals are human activities that are
held not simply for the purpose of feeding but which are expressions of
fellowship and are experienced as pleasing. Most religions in fact have a
kind of sacred meal as part of their ritual. The Old and the New
Testament conform to this pattern, as they are filled with meal symbolism.

While these perspectives of more recent scholarship enrich our under-
standing of the early Eucharist, they tend to underestimate the singular
character of the Last Supper, which is attested both in the Synoptics and
in Paul, and hence would seem to be intrinsically linked with the core of
the New Testament canon emerging in the second century. The Last
Supper is presented as unique in that it is in immediate proximity to the
Passion and death of Jesus. N. T. Wright sees in the Last Supper ‘the
central symbolic action which provides the key of Jesus’ implicit story
about his own death’.17 Unlike other meals in the public ministry of the
Lord, this one is limited to the Twelve, his closest circle of disciples. The

World, ed. Soham Al-Suadi and Peter-Ben Smit (London; New York: Bloomsbury T&T
Clark, 2019).

14 See Jeanes, ‘Eucharist’, 135–136.
15 See Eugene LaVerdiere, Dining in the Kingdom of God: The Origin of the Eucharist

according to Luke (Chicago: Liturgical Training Publications, 1994).
16 Philippe Rouillard, ‘From Human Meal to Christian Eucharist’, in Living Bread, Saving

Cup: Readings on the Eucharist, ed. R. Kevin Seasoltz (Collegeville: Liturgical Press,
1987), 126–157.

17 N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 554.
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setting is not that of open table-fellowship but a private room that would
have been provided by a wealthy patron. While the words and actions of
Jesus are embedded in this meal, they stand out and transform it into a
new reality.

Any historical argument in favour of Jesus’ institution of the Eucharist
as a sacred meal in remembrance of his sacrificial death needs to account
for the evident differences in the four narratives of institution in the New
Testament (Mt 26:26–29; Mk 14:22–25; Lk 22:14–20; 1 Cor 11:23–26)
and for the absence of the narrative in the Gospel of John. In particular,
such an investigation needs to include the questions: when did the Last
Supper take place, what character did the meal have, what were the words
used by Jesus over the bread and wine and how are they to be interpreted?

the date and character of the last supper

The Synoptic Gospels seem to present a clear picture: Jesus celebrated the
Last Supper with his disciples on the first day of unleavened bread, in the
evening (Mt 26:17, 20; Mk 14:12, 17; Lk 22:7, 14). Since Jews reckoned
the day from sunset to sunset, this evening meal was held at the start of
the fourteenth day of the Jewish month of Nisan, the date of the Passover
feast, after the lambs had been sacrificed in the Temple in the afternoon.
This day would be a Thursday, with the crucifixion taking place on
Friday, ‘the day before the sabbath’ (Mk 15:42; also Mt 27:62; Lk
23:54). The Synoptic narratives present the Last Supper as a Passover
meal, most clearly perhaps Luke, where Christ tells his disciples, ‘I have
earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer’ (Lk
22:15).18

At the same time, typical elements of the Passover, above all the lamb,
but also the unleavened bread and the bitter herbs, are not mentioned in
the description of the meal itself in the Synoptic Gospels. Only bread and
wine are mentioned, which were characteristic of every kind of festive
Jewish meal at the time. Another relevant detail may be the fact that the
Greek word for bread used in the Synoptic accounts (ἄρτος) usually
indicates (ordinary) leavened bread and not the unleavened bread
required for the Passover.19

18 Unless otherwise noted, biblical citations are taken from Revised Standard Version
Catholic Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006).

19 However, according to some Jewish scholars, before the destruction of the Temple (and
hence the rabbinic attempt to systematise religious observances) the Passover meal would
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The Fourth Gospel presents a different chronology: while it agrees
regarding the days of the week, it clearly implies that Jesus was crucified
as the day of preparation for the Passover (13th Nisan) was drawing to its
close (Jn 18:28; 39; 19:14). Significantly, Jesus dies on the cross at the
time when the lambs were slaughtered for the celebration of the Passover.
At the time, this could be done only in the Temple. Since outside
Jerusalem the Passover had to be celebrated without a lamb, thousands
of Jews went on pilgrimage to the holy city for the high feast. According
to this timeline, therefore, the Last Supper was held on the evening before
Passover, and it could not have been a Passover meal. Still, it would have
been in close proximity to it, as explicitly stated in John 13:1, and thus
takes on many of the marks and meanings of the Passover. Unlike the
Synoptics, John does not describe the meal itself but focusses on Jesus
washing the feet of his disciples (13:2–11).

How can the apparent discrepancy between the Synoptic Gospels and
the Fourth Gospel be reconciled?20 There have been theories about the
use of two different calendars, notably by Annie Jaubert, who argued that
John followed the official lunar calendar of the Jerusalem Temple,
whereas the Synoptics adopted a solar calendar attested in the Book of

mainly have consisted in eating the sacrificed roast lamb and may not necessarily have
included the eating of unleavened bread (matzah), bitter herbs or perhaps even the
drinking of wine. See Joshua Kulp, ‘The Origins of the Seder and Haggadah’, in
Currents in Biblical Research 4 (2005), 109–134, esp. 112–113.

20 The question is not a new one. The Alexandrian philosopher and theologian John
Philoponus (d. c. 575) relies on the Johannine chronology to support his argument that
the Last Supper was not a Passover meal in his treatise De paschate: ed. Karl Walter,
Commentationes philologae Ienenses 6,2 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1899), 197–229. Philoponus
seems intent on refuting the use of unleavened bread in the Eucharist, for which there is
some evidence from the Christian East in the late sixth century. See Jean Michel
Hanssens, Institutiones liturgicae de ritibus orientalibus, Tomus II: De missa rituum
orientalium, Pars prima (Rome: Apud Aedes Pont. Universitatis Gregorianae, 1930),
133–141. In the Armenian church, this practice is confirmed by the synod of Dvin in
719 and may go back to the seventh century but is doubtful for the sixth century, pace
Leslie B. MacCoull, ‘John Philoponus,On the Pasch (CPG 7267): The Egyptian Eucharist
and the Armenian Connection’, Jahrbuch der Österreichischen Byzantistik 49 (1999)
1–12 (reprinted in Leslie B. MacCoull, Documenting Christianity in Egypt: Sixth to
Fourteenth Centuries, Variorum Collected Studies 981 [Farnham: Ashgate, 2011], no.
XII). St Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) seeks to show that John agrees with the Synoptics,
with the aim of defending the Latin practice of unleavened bread against criticism from
the Greeks; see John P. Joy, ‘Ratzinger and Aquinas on the Dating of the Last Supper: In
Defense of the Synoptic Chronology’, in New Blackfriars 94 (2013), 324–339.
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Jubilees (mid-second century bc) and in some of the Dead Sea Scrolls.21

In this view, the Last Supper would have been an anticipated Passover
meal held on a Tuesday evening.22 While Jaubert’s theory continues to
attract considerable scholarly interest, there are strong arguments against
it, especially the improbability that Jesus would have concrete links with
the Qumran community, let alone follow their calendar. Moreover,
placing the Last Supper on the Tuesday before the crucifixion on Friday
cannot be reconciled with either the Synoptic or the Johannine chron-
ology of Jesus’ Passion.23

Joachim Jeremias presented the case for the Last Supper as a Passover
meal in a widely received study.24 More recently, Martin Hengel and
Anna Maria Schwemer have cogently resumed this argument. They
observe that a night meal, as described by the Synoptics, was not normal
among the common people at the time and would therefore suggest an
extraordinary occasion. Moreover, the fact that the participants were
reclining on couches marks the meal as a truly festive banquet. The meal
itself had a ritual structure, as shown by the formal words spoken as its
constituent parts. At the conclusion of the meal, the Hallel psalms (Ps
113–118) were chanted, which were presumably part of the Passover
liturgy by then.25

Any reading of the Last Supper as a Passover meal needs to recognise
that our knowledge about Jewish meal practice at the time of Jesus is
more limited than often assumed. Jewish sources detailing the observance
of the Passover and other ritual celebrations are considerably later than
the New Testament material and cannot simply be used as such to shed
light on the Last Supper (or the earliest Christian Eucharist, for that
matter). In particular, the Haggadah (literally, ‘telling’) that prescribes

21 Annie Jaubert, The Date of the Last Supper, trans. Isaac Rafferty (New York: Alba
House, 1965); translation of La date de la Cène: Calendrier biblique et liturgie chrétienne,
Études bibliques 27 (Paris: Gabalda, 1957).

22 This particular dating is supported by the unique testimony of the third/fourth-century
Syriac Didascalia apostolorum; see Jaubert, The Date of the Last Supper, 69–76.

23 See the detailed discussions in John R. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical
Jesus. Volume One: The Roots of the Problem and the Person, The Anchor Bible
Reference Library (New York: Doubleday, 1991), 390–395; and Pitre, Jesus and the
Last Supper, 260–280.

24 Joachim Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. Norman Perrin, The New
Testament Library (London: SCM Press, 1966); translation of Die Abendmahlsworte
Jesu, 3rd ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1964).

25 Martin Hengel and Anna Maria Schwemer, Jesus und das Judentum, Geschichte des
frühen Christentums 1 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 583–584.
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the Passover Seder, as contained in the Mishnah, the systematic collection
of rabbinic rulings about religious practices, stems from the late second
century and cannot simply be projected into the time of Jesus. The
destruction of the Second Temple had a definitive impact on the celebra-
tion of the Passover, since it made the sacrificial offering of lambs impos-
sible and shifted the emphasis entirely on the meal. Moreover, as the
Israeli scholar Israel Jacob Yuval has argued, the codification of
Passover Seder happened under the impression of the early Christian
Eucharist and in conscious opposition to it.26

From the historian’s perspective, perhaps the strongest arguments
against the Passover character of the Last Supper are the difficulties this
would create for the chronology and sequence of the events of Christ’s
Passion. If the Last Supper really took place as a Seder meal in the evening
that marked the beginning of 14th Nisan, this would mean that in the
night and in the early morning of the Passover feast, Jesus was arrested for
a capital crime, formally tried with witnesses before the Sanhedrin (spe-
cially convened for this case) and sentenced and handed over to the
Roman authorities to be executed on the same day.27 All this would go
against the stated intention of the high priests and scribes who were
looking for a possibility to have Jesus executed, but ‘not during the feast’
(Mt 26:5; Mk 14:2) to avoid a tumult among the people.

There are further problems with the Synoptic chronology, which have
been discussed at length by biblical exegetes. To name just two examples:
first, the custom of releasing a prisoner at the feast (Mt 27:15; Mk 15:6;
Jn 18:39) was precisely to enable him to take part in the Passover meal in
the evening. Second, Simon of Cyrene reportedly came from the field (Mt
27:32; Mk 15:21). This would imply that he had previously worked,
which would be prohibited on the solemn feast. Moreover, those
attending the Passover in Jerusalem were not allowed to leave or enter
the city.

These considerations speak in favour of the Johannine chronology,
which places the crucifixion of Jesus on the day of preparation for the
Passover. There is no lack of scholarly proposals to reconcile the

26 See Israel Jacob Yuval, Two Nations in Your Womb: Perceptions of Jews and Christians
in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, trans. Barbara Harshav and Jonathan Chipman
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 31–91; and ‘Easter and Passover As
Early Jewish-Christian Dialogue’, in Passover and Easter: Origin and History to Modern
Times, ed. Paul F. Bradshaw and Lawrence A. Hoffman (Notre Dame: University of
Notre Dame Press, 2000), 98–124.

27 See Meier, A Marginal Jew, 395–396.
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discrepancy between the Synoptics and John. Challenging a wide consen-
sus of contemporary New Testament exegetes, Brant Pitre, by drawing on
the semantic range of the term ‘Passover’, makes a strong case that the
Gospel of John does present the Last Supper as a Passover meal.28 There
is also renewed interest in the question of whether the apparent discrep-
ancy would reflect calendrical variations in the complex reality of first-
century Judaism, and Jaubert’s theory has been restated and refined.29

In favour of the Johannine chronology, John P. Meier offers the intri-
guing proposal that,

if Mark’s Passion Narrative is shorn of two passages that probably come from
either a secondary level of the tradition or from Mark’s own redactional activity,
the remaining Passion Narrative contains no clear indication that the Last Supper
was a Passover meal or that Jesus died on Passover Day.30

Meier refers here to the half verse 14:1a, which introduces the Markan
Passion Narrative: ‘Now it was the Passover and [the feast] of the unleav-
ened bread after two days.’ This is a vague indication, which could imply
lack of familiarity with Jewish customs, and its reading depends on
whether or not ‘after two days’ supposes inclusive counting. The time
frame becomes clearer when connected with the narrative of the prepar-
ation of the Last Supper, especially v. 12, which gives a clear date: ‘And
on the first day of the unleavened bread, when they were accustomed to
sacrifice the Passover lamb, his disciples say to him.’31 It could be argued
that only Mark 14:12–16 presents the Last Supper unambiguously as a
Passover meal. Some exegetes consider these verses a stratum of tradition
different to the rest of the Markan Passion narrative and possibly a later
addition.32

28 Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 331–373; see also the thorough but inconclusive study
by Barry D. Smith, ‘The Chronology of the Last Supper’, in Westminster Theological
Journal 53 (1991), 29–45.

29 See Stéphane Saulnier, Calendrical Variations in Second Temple Judaism: New
Perspectives on the ‘Date of the Last Supper’ Debate, Supplements to the Journal for
the Study of Judaism 159 (Leiden: Brill, 2012). The scientist Colin J. Humphreys, The
Mystery of the Last Supper: Reconstructing the Final Days of Jesus (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2011), drawing on astronomical research, argues for the
use of a pre-exilic solar calendar along the official Jewish lunar calendar to explain the
discrepancies between the Synoptics and John. He places the Last Supper on the
Wednesday night before the crucifixion on Friday.

30 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 396.
31 The translation of Mk 14:1 and 12 is by Meier, A Marginal Jew, 396–397.
32 See Jeremias, Eucharistic Words, 92–96; and Meier, A Marginal Jew, 425–426, n. 94,

with further references.
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Even if the Last Supper was not a Passover meal, it was not simply an
ordinary meal in continuity with the table-fellowship of Jesus’ public
ministry. Meier proposes the following scenario:

sensing or suspecting that his enemies were closing in for an imminent, final
attack, and therefore taking into account that he might not be able to celebrate
the coming Passover meal with his disciples, Jesus instead arranged a solemn
farewell meal with his inner circle of disciples just before Passover. Wanting
privacy, and having his days taken up with teaching in the Jerusalem temple,
Jesus chose to have an evening meal with his closest followers in the house of
some affluent Jerusalem supporter on a Thursday around sunset . . .. The
supper, though not a Passover meal and not celebrated as a substitute
Passover meal, was nevertheless anything but an ordinary meal. With Jesus
bidding farewell to his closest disciples as he prepared himself for the possibil-
ity of an imminent and violent death, the tone of the meal would naturally be
both solemn and religious, accompanied by all the formalities (reclining at
table, drinking wine, singing hymns etc.) that Jeremias uses to prove the
Passover nature of the supper.33

What would have been the ‘formalities’, or ritual elements, of such a
‘solemn and religious’ meal? While attempts to postulate Jewish antece-
dents remain somewhat conjectural, near-contemporary sources, such as
the Qumran documents or Joseph and Aseneth, an apocryphal expansion
on the Joseph narrative in Genesis, variously dated between the first
century bc and the second century ad, give a broad context that can to
some degree illuminate the Last Supper.34 In Joseph and Aseneth, there
are several places where a meal is described with the use of bread and of a
cup of wine. These passages speak of ‘blessed bread of life’ or ‘bread of
life’ and of a ‘cup of blessing’ or ‘blessed cup of immortality’. While there
is little to suggest that there is any mutual influence, there are parallels

33 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 399.
34 See Spinks, Do This in Remembrance of Me, 5–11. As for the wider Hellenistic cultural

setting, Spinks concludes his brief overview (ibid., 2–5) with the observation that ‘it is not
what the New Testament meals might have in common with Greco-Roman Symposia that
are of particular importance, but rather, their differences and their theological
significance’ (ibid., 5; italics in the original). See also the general assessment of Walter
Burkert, Klassisches Altertum und antikes Christentum. Probleme einer übergreifenden
Religionswissenschaft, Hans-Lietzmann-Vorlesungen 1 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter,
1996), 43: ‘Für die konkrete Situation der frühen Kaiserzeit wird man das Jüdische und
das darauf aufbauende Christliche in seiner Besonderheit, in seiner Originalität
anerkennen müssen.‘ On Joseph and Aseneth, see Christoph Burchard, ‘The Importance
of Joseph and Aseneth for the Study of the New Testament: A General Survey and a Fresh
Look at the Last Supper’, in New Testament Studies 33 (1987), 102–134; and John
C. O’Neill, ‘Bread and Wine’, in Scottish Journal of Theology 48 (1995), 169–184.
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with the ‘bread of life’ of John 6:48 and with the ‘cup of blessing’ of
1 Corinthians 10:16.35 In the words of Christoph Burchard, the key idea
of this narrative is that benedictions ‘will somehow imbue food, drink,
and ointment with the spirit of life . . .. The spirit will in turn permeate a
person as he or she consumes blessed food and drink’.36 There is thus a
sacramental quality to the ordinary elements of human subsistence when
blessings are pronounced over them before they are taken.

At any formal Jewish meal, such as the weekly supper on the eve of the
Sabbath, nothing was to be eaten without God having first being thanked
for it. The Mishnah contains short blessings for use with various types of
food, the berakot.37 As already indicated, the systematic collection of
ritual practices in the Mishnah, dating from the end of the second century,
cannot simply be projected back into the time of Jesus. However, it can be
safely assumed that at the beginning of a festive meal, such as the Last
Supper, some form of blessing (berakah) would be used. This practice is
attested by the Qumran community and in the Jewish author Josephus.38

In the fully-fledged rabbinic tradition, the meal is concluded by a
standard grace, the birkat-ha-mazon. According to the Mishnah, this
consisted of three different blessings.39 While the Mishnah does not
specify the words of this tripartite blessing, the Hebrew Book of
Jubilees has Abraham offer this type of grace, firstly blessing God for
the creation of heaven and earth and for the gift of food and drink,
secondly giving thanks for his own longevity and thirdly asking for
God’s mercy and peace.40 It is often argued that a type of birkat ha-
mazon was used at the Last Supper and would have followed this pattern:
firstly, blessing God the Creator for the food he provides; secondly, giving
thanks to God the giver of the land and of the covenant and thirdly,
praying for his eschatological intervention in favour of the people of the
covenant.41 To be sure, some form of this blessing at the end of the meal
was likely to have been established in Palestinian Judaism at the time of

35 Some scholars have argued for a Christian background to Joseph and Aseneth; see the
discussion by Angela Standhartinger, ‘Meals in Joseph and Aseneth’, in T&T Clark
Handbook to Early Christian Meals in the Greco-Roman World, 211–224.

36 Burchard, ‘The Importance of Joseph and Aseneth for the Study of the New
Testament’, 117.

37 Mishnah, Tractate Berakot 6.1–3.
38 See Bradshaw and Johnson, The Eucharistic Liturgies, 5–6.
39 Mishnah, Tractate Berakot 6.8. 40 Jubilees 22:6–9.
41 See Louis Finkelstein, ‘The Birkat-Ha-Mazon’, in Jewish Quarterly Review 19 (1928/29),

211–262.
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Jesus, but it is unlikely that these prayers would already have reached a
fixed form, as in the later rabbinic tradition.42 For these reasons, attempts
to derive early Eucharistic prayers from Jewish meal blessings, especially
the birkat ha-mazon, should be met with great caution.

For the Last Supper, we can expect the ritual use of bread and wine, the
latter being a particular sign of a festive occasion. However, according to
the institution narratives in the New Testament (Mt, Mk, Lk, 1 Cor),
what Jesus said and did on the occasion was unprecedented and cannot
simply be derived from any Jewish ritual context.43 The actual words he
spoke over the bread and over the cup of wine make them signs anticipat-
ing his redemptive Passion and death. While I consider it more likely that
the Last Supper was not a Passover meal in the proper sense, the vicinity
of the Passover is significant and provides a theological context for
understanding the new reality instituted by Jesus.44

Joseph Ratzinger follows to a large extent John P. Meier’s interpret-
ation of the Last Supper narratives (without, however, accepting Meier’s
argument for different strata of redaction in Mk 14):45 Jesus was fully
aware that he was about to die and he anticipated that he would not be
able to celebrate the coming Passover according to the established Jewish
custom. Therefore, he gathered the Twelve, his innermost circle of dis-
ciples, for a special meal of farewell that followed no specific Jewish
ritual, though it would include the customary meal blessing. In the course

42 For increasing scepticism among Jewish scholars regarding first-century practice, see
Stefan C. Reif, ‘The Second Temple Period, Qumran Research, and Rabbinic Liturgy:
Some Contextual and Linguistic Comparisons’, in Liturgical Perspectives: Prayer and
Poetry in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Esther G. Chazon (Leiden: Brill, 2003),
133–149; and Richard S. Sarason, ‘Communal Prayer at Qumran and Among the Rabbis:
Certainties and Uncertainties’, in ibid., 151–172.

43 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 399, notes that ‘if we should allow the basic historicity of the
eucharistic narrative (Mark 14:22–25 parr.), we would have to admit that Jesus did and
said some astounding things at the Last Supper, things that cannot be explained simply by
positing the context of some Jewish ritual meal, Passover or otherwise. Given the unique
circumstances of this unusual person, it is not surprising that what he did at his last meal
with his inner circle of disciples does not fit neatly under any conventional religious rubric
of the time’.

44 See Gerard Deighan, ‘Continuity in Sacrifice: From Old Testament to New’, in
Celebrating the Eucharist: Sacrifice and Communion. Proceedings of the Fifth Fota
International Liturgical Conference, 2012, ed. Gerard Deighan, Fota Liturgy Series 5
(Wells: Smenos, 2014), 87–107, at 93: ‘It is enough to agree, as is generally done, that the
Last Supper was conducted in the atmosphere of the Passover’ (italics in the original).

45 See Ratzinger, Jesus of Nazareth, 112–115; Meier, A Marginal Jew, 398–399; also
Helmut Hoping, My Body Given for You: History and Theology of the Eucharist,
trans. Michael J. Miller (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2019), 45–50.
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of this meal, he gave himself as the true Lamb and so instituted his own
Passover. This would be the import of the somewhat ambiguous saying in
Lk 22:15–16, ‘I have earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before
I suffer; for I tell you I shall not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of
God’. While the reference to the Passover could mean this meal Jesus was
holding with the Twelve, it could also point to the new reality he was
about to institute in anticipation of his Passion and death. The decisive
moment of this Last Supper meal was not the customary consumption of
the Passover lamb (which even the Synoptics do not mention in their
description of the actual meal) but Jesus instituting the new Passover and
giving himself as the true Lamb. This is implied in John 19:36, where the
sacrificial rubric of Exodus 12:46 (also Num 9:12) is applied to
the crucified Jesus: ‘You shall not break any of its [the lamb’s] bones.’
The new Passover is Jesus’ sacrificial death, which fulfils and exceeds the
meaning of the old Passover. This would also be in harmony with
1 Corinthians 5:7: ‘Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed.’ The
content of this new Passover is signified in the Last Supper when Jesus
shares with his disciples bread and wine, which he identifies with his body
and his blood.

the words of institution

If we follow the standard assignment of the Synoptic Gospels to the
Flavian period (ad 69–96),46 then the earliest witness to the Last
Supper narrative would be 1 Corinthians 11:23–26. Scott Hahn has noted
the singular character of this text in the Pauline corpus:

The only significant narrative overlap between the Gospels and the letters attrib-
uted to Saint Paul is the institution narrative. Though Paul was Jesus’s most
prolific interpreter, he rarely quoted the Master. Yet here he carefully narrated
the scene and reported Jesus’s words at length. It is by far the longest quotation of
Jesus’s teaching found in the Pauline corpus. The Apostle emphasized that he
himself is not the origin of the tradition. He is simply passing on what has already
been well established in the Church. ‘For I received from the Lord what I also

46 The case for an earlier dating has been advanced, for instance, by John A. T. Robinson,
Redating the New Testament (London: SCM Press, 1986); and Hans-Joachim Schulz,Die
apostolische Herkunft der Evangelien: Zum Ursprung der Evangelienform in der
urgemeindlichen Paschafeier, Quaestiones Disputatae 145, 3rd ed. (Freiburg: Herder,
1997). However, such proposals remain a minority position.

20 The Roman Mass

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108957908.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108957908.002


delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took
bread . . .’ (1 Corinthians 11:23).47

Hahn’s observation is important: the institution narrative in
1 Corinthians is by far the most substantial verbatim quotation the
apostle ever makes of Christ’s teachings. Moreover, Paul presents it as
having been handed down to him from the Lord himself. The letter’s date
(ad 53/54) means that we are less than a generation away from the
reported events.

The institution narratives in the Synoptic Gospels fall into two distinct
groups: Mark 14:22–25 is close to Matthew 26:26–29, both referring to
the blood of the covenant of Mount Sinai (Ex 24:8), whereas Luke
22:14–20, which has an affinity to 1 Corinthians 11:23–26, takes up
the announcement of a new covenant in Jeremiah 31:31. While the
Fourth Gospel does not contain the words of institution, it would appear
that John 6 (especially verses 51–58) presupposes them, as shall be
argued below.

The dominical words of institution thus exemplify one of the ‘primary
criteria’ for sayings or deeds attributed to the historical Jesus, as
developed in New Testament scholarship and presented in synthesis by
John P. Meier, namely that of ‘multiple attestation’.48 It is noteworthy
that this criterion is usually applied to ‘general motifs and phrases’, such
as ‘kingdom of God’, but here we are confronted with ‘precise sayings and
deeds’, where ‘one cannot usually expect such a broad range of attest-
ation’.49 Hence, the fact that Jesus’ very words over the bread and wine at
the Last Supper are found in independent sources speaks in favour of their
historicity. Moreover, a case can be made that the words of institution
fulfil all five ‘primary criteria’ listed by Meier: (1) embarrassment (the
difficult idea of eating the body and drinking the blood of Christ); (2)
discontinuity (the originality of Jesus’ ‘new Passover’); (3) multiple attest-
ation (as we have seen); (4) coherence (with the mission of Jesus and in
particular with his Passion); (5) Jesus’ rejection and execution (the alien-
ation caused by the difficulty and novelty of the words).50

These criteria, proposed in what is known as the quest for the historical
Jesus, have recently sustained vigorous criticism from New Testament

47 Scott Hahn, Consuming the Word: The New Testament and the Eucharist in the Early
Church (New York: Image, 2013), 43.

48 See Meier, A Marginal Jew, 174–175. 49 Ibid., 175. 50 See ibid., 168–177.
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scholars.51 However, they serve to establish a strong plausibility that the
dominical words at the Last Supper, as transmitted by Paul and the
Synoptic Gospels, represent the ipsissima vox of Jesus (the ‘kind of thing’
he would have said), even though the multiplicity of their attestation
raises the question of the ipsissima verba (what exactly he said). This
question may in the end be impossible to answer, but the path of historical
inquiry will help us to attain a better understanding of the biblical
testimony and of the Last Supper tradition.

First Corinthians 11 is generally held to be the oldest literary account
of the dominical words (c. ad 53/54). Paul introduces the narrative with
the affirmation that he ‘received (παρέλαβον) from the Lord’ what he
‘handed on (παρέδωκα)’ to the church at Corinth. The same expressions
are used in 1 Corinthians 15:3, where Paul presents the eyewitnesses of
Jesus’ resurrection. These terms correspond to the technical rabbinic
vocabulary for transmitting sacred tradition faithfully and accurately,
namely qibbêl and mâsar.52 Thus Paul does not simply offer his own
teaching here but relates what he himself was taught and what at least the
churches he ministered to accepted as an ‘official version of events’, as
Eric Eve puts it.53 In other words, Paul is ‘constrained’ by the tradition,
which he considers authoritative, and ‘expects his audience to be so
[constrained] also’.54

While Paul must have received some instruction between his conver-
sion experience outside Damascus in c. 34 and his visit to Jerusalem in
c. 37, his account of the ‘Lord’s Supper (δεῖπνον κυριακόν)’ (1 Cor 11:20;
the expression is found only here in the New Testament)55 is held to
reflect liturgical practice at Antioch, where he stayed in the early 40s. The
Syrian metropolis had become a centre of the Hellenist followers of Jesus
after the martyrdom of Stephen (Acts 11:19).56 In Corinth, the Lord’s
Supper was combined with the (evening) meal, though the ritual action

51 See the contributions in Jesus, Criteria, and the Demise of Authenticity, ed. Chris Keith
and Anthony Le Donne (London; New York: T&T Clark, 2012).

52 See Gerhardsson, Memory & Manuscript, 290; William D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic
Judaism: Some Rabbinic Elements in Pauline Theology, 3rd ed. (London: SPCK,
1970), 246.

53 Eve, Behind the Gospels, 166. 54 Ibid., 167.
55 As Bradshaw and Johnson, The Eucharistic Liturgies, 10, note, it is rare in early Christian

writings; they list Apostolic Tradition, 27,1 and Tertullian, Ad uxorem, 2,4.
56 See Jerome Kodell, The Eucharist in the New Testament (Wilmington: Michael Glazier,

1988), 71; Ulrich Wilckens, Theologie des Neuen Testaments. Band 1: Geschichte der
urchristlichen Theologie, Teilband 2: Jesu Tod und Auferstehung und die Entstehung der
Kirche aus Juden und Heiden (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2003), 77.
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with bread and wine was clearly distinct from it. While Paul does not
indicate the frequency of the celebration, it must have happened with
some regularity, perhaps weekly. Repetition is implied in the double
command included in the dominical words to observe the ritual action
‘in remembrance of me’ (1 Cor 11: 24, 25). In fact, to partake in the bread
and the cup ‘proclaim[s] the Lord’s death’ in hope of eschatological
fulfilment – ‘until he comes’ (1 Cor 11:26). The formulaic way in which
Paul presents Jesus’ sayings at the Last Supper suggests their liturgical use,
which would have been familiar to his addressees.

Following the seminal work of Ferdinand Christian Baur (1792–1860),
biblical exegesis tended to see Petrine (Jewish) and Pauline (Gentile)
Christianity in antithesis. Paul was regarded as generally standing apart
and often in conflict with other apostles. The liturgical practice of the
Pauline communities would thus only offer a partial picture of primitive
Christianity. For instance, Hans Lietzmann argued that the Hellenist
‘Lord’s Supper’ in 1 Corinthians differed in many respects from the
Hebrew ‘breaking of the bread’ of the Jerusalem church (see above,
p. 9). More recently, however, New Testament scholars have localised Paul
within the context of Second Temple Judaism.57 Paul’s declarations that
he intended on working with the other apostles – despite the tensions that
existed – need to be taken seriously (see esp. Gal 2:1–10).58 Daniel Cardó
notes that Paul ‘was not disinterested in individual churches’ conformity
with the beliefs and practices of others (see 1 Cor 4:17; 7:17; 11:16;
14:33b; 16:1)’.59 The fact that Paul only refers to the Last Supper
tradition in one of his letters does not imply that it was observed only
at Corinth. Baptism occupies an important place in the apostle’s theology
and practice but is not mentioned in every letter.60 The apostle writes to
settle particular questions and not to offer general instruction.

The narrative beginning with ‘on the night when he was betrayed . . .’

(1 Cor 11:23) presupposes a fuller description of the Passion of Jesus that

57 See Magnus Zetterholm, Approaches to Paul: A Student’s Guide to Recent Scholarship
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2009); and Paula Fredriksen, Paul, the Pagans’ Apostle (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2017).

58 See Eve, Behind the Gospels, 167–168.
59 Daniel Cardó, ’The Eucharist in the First Three Centuries’, in The Cambridge History of

Ancient Christianity, ed. Bruce Longenecker and David Wilhite (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press), forthcoming.

60 See ibid., with reference to Everett Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church: History,
Theology, and Liturgy in the First Five Centuries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009),
146–155.

The Last Supper 23

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108957908.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108957908.002


is known to the Corinthians, but Paul sees no need to recall it at this point.
According to the pre-Pauline tradition, Jesus took bread (v. 23), said a
prayer of thanksgiving (εὐχαριστήσας), broke the bread and said: ‘This is
my body (τοῦτό μοῦ ἐστιν τὸ σῶμα), which is for you (τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν).’ By
comparison with the bread saying in the Synoptic Gospels, there are two
distinct features: the highlighted position of the possessive pronoun (μου)
after the demonstrative pronoun ‘this’ and the added phrase ‘which is for
you’, which cannot easily be rendered into Aramaic, the language Jesus
presumably used at the Last Supper. This specific wording would thus
point to a Greek-speaking tradition.61 In fact, the explanatory addition
‘for you’ suggests an existing liturgical use, possibly in the Antiochene
(Hellenist) church. Following right after, the dominical command ‘Do this
in remembrance of me’ is recorded for the first time (v. 24).

The rite over the cup follows ‘after supper (μετὰ τὸ δειπνῆσαι)’. From
this terse description, it does not seem clear whether the two ritual actions
provided the frame of the common meal (as in normal Jewish practice) or
whether they are both held at the end of it; the same question is raised by
the description in Luke.62 The action over the cup unfolds ‘in the same
way (ὡσαύτως)’ as the action over the bread. The cup saying, ‘This cup is
the new covenant in my blood’, relates to the proclamation of a new and
eschatological covenant in Jeremiah 31:31, which is, however, not con-
nected with sacrifice or shedding of blood. Then follows the second
command to repeat the action in the Lord’s memory: ‘Do this, as often
as you drink it, in remembrance of me’ (v. 26). While the first command
after the bread saying has a parallel in Luke 22:19, the second one is
recorded only in 1 Corinthians. This parallel structure might originate
from an already existing use of the words of institution in worship. The
term ἀνάμνησις (memory or remembrance) has been subjected to much
scholarly scrutiny, and it has been interpreted against the backdrop of
Hellenistic memorial or funeral meals. However, parallels between such
meals and the early Christian Eucharist remain very generic: communal

61 See Spinks, Do This in Remembrance of Me, 17, with reference to Panayotis
Coutsoumpos, Paul and the Lord’s Supper: A Socio-Historical Investigation, Studies in
Biblical Literature 84 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2005), 46–51.

62 The fact that 1 Corinthians 10:16–17 speaks first of ‘the cup of blessing which we bless’
and then of ‘the bread which we break’ is sometimes taken as an indication of diverse
Eucharistic patterns at Corinth; see Spinks, Do This in Remembrance of Me, 15.
However, these verses form part of moral exhortation with a careful rhetorical
structure. The reading that sees in chapter 10 the reflection of a specific meal practice
that would be different from chapter 11 seems overstretched.
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eating and drinking, and the use of bread and wine. Anamnesis as an act
of remembrance rather takes up the Hebrew understanding of remember-
ing God’s salvific deeds, especially the events of the Exodus and the entry
into the Promised Land (zikkaron; e.g., Ex 12:14). Bryan Spinks also
notes that zikkaron

recalls Jewish cultic celebrations such as the Passover, which is often linked with a
sacrifice, and serves as a proclamation. This latter is made explicit in the Pauline
narrative, for the Lord’s Supper is to be celebrated to proclaim the Lord’s death
until he comes.63

The (pre-)Pauline narrative concludes on this strongly eschatological note
and sees in the repeated enactment of the ritual meal an anticipation of the
Lord’s Second Coming and of the messianic banquet in the kingdom of
God.

In the Synoptic Gospels, the accounts of the Last Supper form part
of the Passion narrative. According to Mark 14, it was during the meal
that Jesus took bread, said the blessing (εὐλογήσας), broke the bread,
gave it to his disciples and said: ‘Take, this is my body’ (v. 22). He then
took the cup and said the prayer of thanksgiving (εὐχαριστήσας), gave the
cup to his disciples, who drank of it (v. 23), and said: ‘This is my blood
of the covenant, which is shed for many’ (v. 24). The prayer of blessing
over the bread may be identified with the Jewish berakah at the beginning
of the meal, while the prayer of thanksgiving may be a form of birkat
ha-mazon at the end of the meal (see above, pp. 18–19). However, despite
the use of two different terms, there is no significant difference between
the two kinds of prayer, as both would include the elements of blessing
and thanksgiving.

While the words over the bread are the same as in 1 Corinthians (with
a very minor grammatical variation), the words over the cup are distinct:
they refer to the narrative of the covenant made on mount Sinai (Ex
24:1–18; see also Heb 9:20). After having made the animal sacrifice,
Moses sprinkled half of the blood on the altar and read the Book of the
Covenant, to which the people gave their obedience. Then Moses ‘took
the blood, sprinkled it on the people and said, “This is the blood of the
covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these
words”’ (v. 8). Together with the leaders of the Israelites, Moses went up
the mountain ‘and saw the God of Israel . . .. But God did not raise his

63 Spinks, Do This in Remembrance of Me, 17.
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hand against these leaders of the Israelites; they saw God, and they ate
and drank’ (vv. 10–11).

The reference to the Mosaic covenant is also evident in the phrase ‘shed
for many (τὸ ἐκχυννόμενον ὑπὲρ πολλῶν)’, which highlights the sacrificial
character of the action, that is, the offering of blood. The present-tense,
passive-voice participle of the verb ἐκχύν(ν)ειν64 can refer to the present
‘pouring out’ of the cup at the Last Supper or to the future ‘shedding’ of
Jesus’ blood on the cross. While the former reading is preferred by most
modern exegetes, Lynne C. Boughton makes a lexical and grammatical
argument in favour of the latter: the verb denotes the forceful shedding of
a liquid, as in an act of sacrifice, rather than the orderly pouring, as during
a meal; the aspect of the Greek verb points to completion and fulfilment in
the future. This is the understanding of most patristic commentators,
including Jerome in his Vulgate translation, and it is worth noting that
almost the entire Latin liturgical tradition of the words of institution
renders the participle in the future tense (‘will be shed’ – effundetur).65

Even if we keep the future reference to the blood shed on the cross in
mind, the words relate to the cup that Jesus has just given to the Twelve to
drink from.66 At the same time, the Markan narrative, like 1 Corinthians,
opens the perspective of eschatological fulfilment, with Jesus saying:
‘Truly, I say to you, I shall not drink again of the fruit of the vine until
that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God’ (Mk 14:25).

The Last Supper account in Matthew would seem to be a literary (and
probably liturgical) redaction of the account in Mark, from which it is
distinguished by only a few additions. The most noteworthy differences
are as follows: adding the exhortation ‘eat (φάγετε)’ after ‘take’ (Mt
26:26). In the rite over the cup, in place of the description ‘and they all
drank of it’ there is the Lord’s exhortation ‘drink of it, all of you’ (v. 27).
Finally, the cup saying includes ‘for the forgiveness of sins’ after ‘for
many’, emphasising the propitiatory effect of the sacrificial action

64 This is a Hellenistic variant of ἐκχεῖν; see Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the
New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, rev. and ed. Frederick William
Danker, 3rd ed. (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. ἐκχέω.

65 See Lynne C. Boughton, ‘“Being Shed for You/Many”: Time-Sense and Consequences in
the Synoptic Cup Citations’, in Tyndale Bulletin 48 (1997), 249–270; and
‘Transubstantiation and the Latin Text of the Bible: A Problem in the Nova Vulgata
Bibliorum’, in Gregorianum 83 (2002), 209–224.

66 Deighan, ‘Continuity in Sacrifice: From Old Testament to New’, 91, speaks of ‘the
possibility . . . of an intentional ambivalence’.
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(v. 28). The eschatological conclusion of the dominical words substitutes
‘kingdom of God’ with ‘my Father’s kingdom’ (v. 29).

How are we to understand Jesus’ statement that his blood of the
covenant is shed ‘for many’ (ὑπὲρ πολλῶν in Mk 14:24; περὶ πολλῶν in
Mt 26:28)? Catholic theologians and liturgists have discussed this ques-
tion extensively during the recent process of revising the translations of
the Missale Romanum into modern languages. After the Second Vatican
Council (1962–1965), most vernacular editions of the missal rendered the
Latin expression pro multis with an equivalent of ‘for all’. This decision
was based largely on the argument of the noted Lutheran exegete Joachim
Jeremias that the Aramaic underlying the Greek of the Gospels has no
proper expression for indicating a totality and hence the phrase ‘for
many’ is to be taken inclusively. Moreover, he posits that the Hebrew
rabim, in contrast to the Greek πολλοί, refers to an immeasurable number
and is tantamount to ‘for all’.67 These philological arguments are now
generally rejected, since it has been shown that, just as in Indo-European
languages, both Hebrew and Aramaic are capable of distinguishing
between ‘all’ (kol/kūl) and ‘many’ (rabim/sagı̄).68 Jeremias was right,
however, in connecting the words over the cup in Matthew and Mark
with the prophecy of the suffering servant in Isaiah 52–53: ‘the righteous
one, my servant, [shall] make many to be accounted righteous; and he
shall bear their iniquities . . . he poured out his soul to death, and was
numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and made
intercession for the transgressors’ (Is 53:11–12). Leaving aside the dis-
puted question of whether Jesus identified himself with the suffering
servant of Isaiah, it seems clear that by alluding to Isaiah 53 in the words
of institution, Jesus presents his own death as sacrificial and redemptive
(see also Mt 20:28; Mk 10:45, where he refers to himself as the Son of
Man who came ‘to give his life as a ransom for many’). In Matthew, this
link is even clearer since Jesus pours out his blood ‘for many for the
forgiveness of sins’ (Mt 26:28). Moreover, in Isaiah the suffering servant
is offered ‘as a covenant to the people’ (Is 42:6, 49:8); and in all four

67 See Jeremias, Eucharistic Words, 179–182; and ‘polloi’, in Theological Dictionary of the
New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley,
10 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964–1976) vol. VI, 536–545 at 536.

68 See the thorough study of Franz Prosinger, Das Blut des Bundes – vergossen für viele?
Zur Übersetzung und Interpretation des hyper pollôn in Mk 14,24, Quaestiones non
disputatae 12 (Siegburg: Franz Schmitt, 2007); for a summary of the discussion, see
Manfred Hauke, ‘Shed for Many: An Accurate Rendering of the Pro Multis in the
Formula of Consecration’, in Antiphon 14 (2010), 169–229, at 173–175.
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narratives of institution; Jesus explicitly associates the offering of his
blood with the (new) covenant (Mt 26:28; Mk 14:24; Lk 22:20; 1 Cor
11:25).69 Against this background, Jeremias argued that the ‘many’ in the
Eucharistic words of Jesus stand for the Gentiles.70 While this reading
was widely accepted by exegetes, more recently the position has gained
ground that the ‘many’ should rather be identified with the people of
Israel. In favour of this interpretation, Rudolf Pesch recalls that the Last
Supper, unlike other meals of Jesus, is specifically held with the twelve
apostles who represent the twelve tribes of Israel (most of which had
disappeared since the Assyrian invasion and the loss of the northern
kingdom in the eighth century bc). Hence, it is a covenant for the
eschatological restoration of Israel that is established by Jesus’ offering
of the cup to the Twelve. However, as Helmut Hoping notes, ‘indirectly
the Gentiles are being considered too, since Israel’s election consists
precisely in the vocation to be a sign for the nations (cf. Is 56:7; Mk
11:17), so that we can say that Jesus dies not only for Israel but [also] for
the Gentiles’.71 This context makes clear that here ‘Jesus was not talking
about the question of whether “many” or “all” will be saved’.72 Jesus’
description of the eschatological banquet in the kingdom of God ‘with
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob’ (Mt 8:11; also Lk 13:28) clearly states that
not all will share in it.73 Such and other biblical evidence inform the
discussion in systematic theology on the universal offer of salvation and
its particular realisation;74 however, it has no immediate bearing on
understanding (and translating) the words of institution.

The Last Supper narrative in Luke shows a number of particular
features. The dominical words of institution are preceded by a section
that accentuates the eschatological horizon of the entire meal (which in
Matthew and Mark forms the conclusion of the narrative):

69 See Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 100–104, with further literature.
70 See Jeremias, Eucharistic Words, 225–231.
71 Hoping, My Body Given for You, 370. See Rudolf Pesch, Das Abendmahl und Jesu

Todesverständnis, Quaestiones disputatae 80 (Freiburg: Herder, 1978), 95–96.
72 Hoping, My Body Given for You, 368, with reference to Gerhard Lohfink, Gegen die

Verharmlosung Jesu (Freiburg: Herder, 2013), 131–132.
73 For the disputed question of identifying those who are gathered for the banquet, see Pitre,

Jesus and the Last Supper, 460–481. Pitre makes plausible that ‘those who are excluded
from the banquet are simply those who reject Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom’, both
Israelites and Gentiles (ibid., 466).

74 See Hoping, My Body Given for You, 370–372; and esp. Hauke, ‘Shed for Many’.
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And when the hour came, he sat at table, and the apostles with him. And he said to
them, ‘I have earnestly desired to eat this passover with you before I suffer; for
I tell you I shall not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God.’ And he took a
cup, and when he had given thanks 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.’ (Lk 22:14–18)

After this initial cup, the two ritual actions over the bread and the cup are
described. The account is very similar to Mark and Matthew, with some
differences: Luke records that Jesus ‘gave thanks (εὐχαριστήσας)’ (v. 19),
as he had done with the initial cup (v. 17). The bread saying has the
addition ‘which is given for you (τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν διδόμενον)’, followed
immediately by the command ‘Do this in memory of me’ (v. 19), which
suggests an already existing liturgical practice. The subsequent ritual
action over the cup ‘after supper’ is introduced pithily with ‘likewise
(ὡσαύτως)’, with the dominical words being given as: ‘This cup is the
new covenant in my blood, which is shed for you’ (v. 20). The parallels
between Luke and the pre-Pauline tradition in 1 Corinthians 11 are
evident. Apart from some stylistic modifications, there are two significant
explanatory additions: the body is ‘given (διδόμενον)’ and the blood is
‘shed (ἐκχυννόμενον)’. While the latter is also found in Mark and Matthew,
the former is unique to Luke. In the context of the Passion narrative, both
additions point to the sacrificial character and the salvific benefit of the
bread and wine offered by Jesus to his disciples.

New Testament scholarship distinguishes between the ‘longer reading’
of Luke 22:17–20 and the ‘shorter reading’, which omits the (second) cup
in vv. 19b–20. The shorter reading is attested in an important Greek New
Testament manuscript, the fifth-century Codex Bezae (D), and in a few
Old Latin manuscripts. Some Syriac witnesses present different modifica-
tions of the text, with the Peshitta omitting vv. 17–18. This is not the
place to discuss such an intricate question of New Testament textual
criticism and it may suffice here to note that today biblical exegetes tend
to support the originality of the longer reading.75 The early manuscript
variations would seem to reflect attempts to resolve the difficulty created
by the sequence cup-bread-cup in the longer reading. Some exegetes,
notably Heinz Schürmann, saw in Lk 22:15–18 the record of an

75 See Meier, A Marginal Jew, 427, n. 99, with reference to Bruce Metzger, A Textual
Commentary on the Greek New Testament: A Companion Volume to the United Bible
Societies’ Greek New Testament (Fourth Revised Edition), 2nd ed. (London; New York:
United Bible Societies, 1994), 173–177.
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independent tradition,76 while others argue for a redactional expansion,
and indeed inversion, of the narrative in Mark. John P. Meier identifies ‘a
neat pattern of two words about not eating and not drinking any ordinary
food, followed by the two words of institution over the bread and the
wine’ and regards the Lukan redaction as ‘early Christian reflection on the
Last Supper’.77

Like Eugene LaVerdiere (see above, p. 11), Scott Hahn sees in the
narrative of the Last Supper the key juncture of the Lukan accounts of
Jesus’ table-fellowship, which are saturated with images of the coming
kingdom of God. While Eucharistic themes are present in the feeding of
the five thousand (Lk 9:10–17) and in the breaking of bread at Emmaus
(Lk 24:13–35), the Last Supper occupies the central place in this concat-
enation of events. In Mark and Matthew, Jesus’ prophecy about not
drinking again of the fruit of the vine ‘until that day when I drink it
new in the kingdom of God’ (Mk 14:25; see Mt 26:29) follows the ritual
with bread and wine. Luke, on the other hand, places the prophecy at the
beginning of the meal (Lk 22:18) and adds a similar one about not eating
the Passover ‘until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God’ (Lk 22:16). Thus,
the Last Supper is closely related to the imminent arrival of the kingdom,
which in turn is linked with eating and drinking. The prophecy is fulfilled
when the Risen Christ eats with his disciples, notably at Emmaus. There
he physically disappears after having broken and distributed the bread,
which, in the light of the institution narrative, is identified with his
body.78 The institution narrative is of key importance for the Lukan
history of the nascent church:

The ‘breaking of the bread’ . . . in Acts 2:42, as well as 20:11 and 27:35, is no
simple eating but eucharistic celebration and proleptic participation in the messi-
anic banquet. In the continuing practice of ‘the breaking of bread’ the Apostles
experience the fulfillment of the promise ‘to eat and drink at my table in my

76 See Heinz Schürmann, Eine quellenkritische Untersuchung des lukanischen
Abendmahlsberichtes, Lk 22, 7–38. Bd.1: Der Paschamahlbericht, Lk 22, (7–14)
15–18, Neutestamentliche Abhandlungen 19/5, 2nd ed. (Münster: Aschendorff, 1968),
1–74.

77 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 398. See Marion L. Soards, The Passion According to Luke: The
Special Material of Luke 22, Journal for the Study of the New Testament. Supplement
Series 14 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1987), 45, 50, 116.

78 See Scott Hahn, Kinship by Covenant: A Canonical Approach to the Fulfillment of God’s
Saving Promises, The Anchor Yale Bible Reference Library (New Haven; London: Yale
University Press, 2009), 222–226.
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kingdom’ (Luke 22:30) and the whole eschatological community shares in the
fulfillment with them.79

Having reviewed the biblical data, we are now in a better position to
assess the historicity of Jesus’ words and actions at the Last Supper. In the
first place, we should take stock of the similarities between these four
accounts. Even an extremely sceptical scholar, such as Gerd Lüdemann,
concedes that, ‘all in all, the difference between the words of institution in
Mark and Paul is not all that great’.80 The limited variances between the
four accounts are representative of a tradition that is stable but not
fixed.81 Recently theories of ‘social memory’ that offer a context for the
transmission of the Jesus tradition reach similar conclusions: memory can
be malleable, but at the same time it mediates the basic data of tradition.82

The study of memory thus fills a lacuna that was left by the form-critical
method Bultmann applied to the study of the Gospels.83

With such caveats in mind, there is a strong plausibility for the words
and acts of Jesus at the Last Supper, as transmitted by Paul and the Synoptic
Gospels. Allowance needs to be made for limited variability in the process of
oral tradition and the work of a final redactor. There would seem to be a
wide consensus among biblical scholars that Jesus indeed broke bread, gave
it to his disciples and said ‘This is my body’. Neither the Hebrew nor the
Aramaic language use the copula ‘is’, but it can be safely assumed that Jesus
identified the broken and shared bread with his body and hence with his
voluntary self-offering in the violent death he was about to suffer.

The words over the cup are often considered to have undergone some
post-Easter editing from distinctive theological perspectives. Both

79 Ibid., 234.
80 Gerd Lüdemann, Jesus After 2000 Years: What He Really Said and Did, trans. John

Bowden (London: SCM Press 2000), 96. Boughton, ‘Transubstantiation and the Latin
Text of the Bible’, 209, observes: ‘Yet in transmitting his words at the Last Supper, these
evangelists [Mt, Mk, Lk] exceed their usual degree of concurrence by using almost
identical vocabulary and syntax.’

81 Eve, Behind the Gospels, 169, lists other examples of constrained variability: ‘when Paul
explicitly cites Jesus’ sayings elsewhere . . . the wording never corresponds all that closely
to anything we find in the Gospels . . .. Moreover, although Paul, Mark and the other
Evangelists agree in the fact of the resurrection, they are quite at odds over the details’.

82 See Dale C. Allison Jr., Constructing Jesus: Memory, Imagination, and History (Grand
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010); and Jesus, Criteria, and the Demise of Authenticity, ed.
Keith and Le Donne.

83 See Alan Kirk,Memory and the Jesus Tradition, The Reception of Jesus in the First Three
Centuries 2 (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2018), who also offers a critical
appreciation of Gerhardsson, Memory & Manuscript.
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versions (1 Cor/Lk and Mt/Mk) agree that Jesus identified the cup of wine
as his blood and offered it to his disciples in order to establish a (new)
covenant. Many exegetes tend to prefer the pre-Pauline and Lukan ver-
sion, because it mitigates the scandal to Jewish ears to some degree by
designating the cup as the ‘new covenant’ in Jesus’ blood, which is a
reference to Jeremiah 31:31. This raises the difficulty that the announce-
ment of an eschatological covenant in Jeremiah has no connection with
sacrifice or the offering of blood. On the other hand, some exegetes have
argued that there is an implicit allusion to the covenant sacrifice of
Exodus 24:8 in Paul and Luke.84 The statement that the blood is shed
‘for you’ (Lk 22:20) could reflect a liturgical formula already in use by
early Christian communities.

The version of Matthew and Mark makes explicit reference to Exodus
24:8, where covenant, blood (sacrifice) and meal are already connected.
However, Jeremiah 31:31 is present in the background. Seyoon Kim
comments: ‘Although the word “new” does not appear before “coven-
ant” in Mk 14.24, a covenant established by Jesus’ blood can only be a
“new covenant”, different from the Mosaic one.’85 There is considerable
originality in the words of Jesus linking the expectation of the messianic
age to come with the suffering servant of Isaiah 53, who lays down his life
‘for many’.86 Because of the difficulties that Jesus’ direct identification of
the cup of wine with ‘my blood’ would raise in a Jewish context, it is not
likely to be a creation of the post-Easter community. Helmut Hoping
raises the pertinent question: ‘Why should the more difficult version of the
words over the chalice be secondary and not the easier version instead?’87

At any rate, it would become clear from a post-Easter perspective that this

84 See Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 94, with n. 105, where he cites Joseph A. Fitzmeyer,
The Gospel According to Luke, Anchor Bible 28–28A, 2 vols. (New York: Doubleday,
1983–1985), vol. II, 1391.

85 Seyoon Kim, The ‘Son of Man’ as the Son of God, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen
zum Neuen Testament 30 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1983), 98.

86 See Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 120; Hoping, My Body Given for You, 42–43.
87 Hoping, My Body Given for You, 42; see also Deighan, ‘Continuity in Sacrifice: From

Old Testament to New’, 89–91: ‘the starkness of the formula . . . recommends itself’. I am
not convinced by Pitre’s argument that Jesus’ telling his disciples to drink his blood is
contextually plausible because it would not break any positive precept of the Law, as the
Torah only prohibited the consumption of animal blood, not of human blood (Gen
9:3–4; Lev 17:10–12; Deut 12:16; see Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 108–109 and
429–430). Surely, the idea of drinking of human blood in worship would have been
abhorrent to Jews, as it was to most Greeks and Romans (which is noted by Pitre, ibid.,
430, n. 138).
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is not about drinking the human blood of Jesus but rather a sacramental
participation in his redemptive self-offering.

the bread of life discourse of john 6

The account of the Last Supper in the Fourth Gospel does not contain
words of institution as in the Synoptic Gospels. The focus of John’s
narrative rests instead on Jesus washing of feet (Jn 13:2–11), by which
he gives an ‘example’ (Jn 13:15) to his disciples of the ‘new command-
ment’ to love one another as he has loved them (Jn 13:34). The washing of
feet is not only an act of humble service but also a sign of Jesus ‘loving his
own who were in the world . . . to the end’ (Jn 13:1) by laying down his
life. There are baptismal resonances in the act of washing, which is
interpreted in the dialogue between Jesus and Peter as an act of symbolic
cleansing (Jn 13:6–11).88 Sandra M. Schneiders interprets the washing of
feet as a prophetic action that is fulfilled on Calvary, when Jesus sheds his
blood and ‘washes’ away the sins of the world, without which no one may
have ‘part’ with him (Jn 13:8).89

The absence of an institution narrative in John does not mean, how-
ever, that the Eucharist was unknown to Johannine communities. Strong
evidence to the contrary is offered by the ‘bread of life’ discourse (John
6:22–59), which Jesus gives in the synagogue of Capernaum shortly
before the Passover (Jn 6:4), after the feeding of the five thousand (Jn
6:1–15) and walking on the water of the Sea of Galilee (Jn 6:16–21).90

Having witnessed the miracle of the multiplication of the loaves, those
listening to Jesus in the synagogue bring up the manna, the bread God
gave every day to nourish the Israelites during the exodus from Egypt (Ex
16:4, 31), referring in v. 31 to Ps 78:24: ‘He rained down upon them
manna to eat, and gave them the bread of heaven.' In response,
Jesus speaks of himself as the new manna that nourishes for eternal life
(esp. vv. 48–51). When Jesus identifies himself as the ‘bread of life’ or ‘the

88 George R. Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary 36, 2nd ed. (Nashville:
Thomas Nelson, 1999), 234–235, discusses baptismal readings, while disagreeing with
them. The washing of feet formed part of the baptismal liturgy in Ambrose of Milan and
the later Gallican tradition.

89 See Sandra M. Schneiders, ‘The Foot Washing (John 13:1–20): An Experiment in
Hermeneutics’, in Catholic Biblical Quarterly 43 (1981), 76–92, at 81 and 84; see also
Jan van der Watt, ‘The Meaning of Jesus Washing the Feet of His Disciples (John 13)’, in
Neotestamentica 51 (2017), 25–39.

90 For a comprehensive discussion of the teaching in the synagogue of Capernaum, see Pitre,
Jesus and the Last Supper, 193–250.

The Last Supper 33

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108957908.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108957908.002


living bread which comes down from heaven’ (vv. 35, 51), this can be
taken in a personal sense, and eating of this bread can be understood as
fellowship with Jesus through faith in him. The following section, how-
ever, is pervaded by a startling Eucharistic realism:

‘I am the living bread which came down from heaven; if any one eats of this bread,
he will live for ever; and the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my
flesh.’ The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, ‘How can this man give
us his flesh to eat?’ So Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat
the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you; he who
eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the
last day. For my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. He who eats
my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him. As the living Father sent
me, and I live because of the Father, so he who eats me will live because of me.
This is the bread which came down from heaven, not such as the fathers ate and
died; he who eats this bread will live for ever.’ (Jn 6:51–58)

Here the bread of life discourse moves away from the earlier figurative
sense of eating. This shift is enforced when Jesus replaces the common
verb for eating (φαγεῖν) with the more palpable ‘chewing’ (τρώγειν, vv. 54,
56, 57, 58). He presents his flesh and blood as ‘real’ food and drink
(ἀληθής, v. 55) in a literal sense.91 At the same time, by identifying himself
with the messianic ‘Son of man’, Jesus makes clear that he is not inviting
cannibalism but a sharing in his risen and glorified flesh and blood, which
is a supernatural reality. This heavenly food is linked with an
eschatological promise: those who receive it will enter into eternal life
and be raised on the last day.

A purely metaphorical reading appears difficult to sustain at this point.
Raymond Brown observes:

‘To eat someone’s flesh’ appears in the Bible as a metaphor for hostile action . . ..
Thus, if Jesus’ words in 6:53 are to have a favorable meaning, they must refer to
the Eucharist. They simply reproduce the words we hear in the Synoptic account
of the institution of the Eucharist (Matt xxvi 26–28): ‘Take, eat; this is my body . . .
drink . . . this is my blood’.92

The lexical parallels between John 6 and the Last Supper tradition in the
Synoptics are unmistakable. One significant difference consists in the

91 See Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 209–210, with further references to
modern commentators.

92 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, Anchor Bible 29–29A, 2 vols. (New
York: Doubleday, 1966–1970), vol. I, 284–285. However, the case for a metaphorical
reading of John 6:52–58 has been restated by Jens Schröter,Nehmt – esst und trinkt: Das
Abendmahl verstehen und feiern (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 2010), 54–59.
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Johannine use of ‘flesh’ (σάρξ) rather than ‘body’ (σῶμα). Helmut Hoping
argues that this preference derives from the Fourth Gospel’s Christology
that presents Jesus as the Word made flesh (Jn 1:14). Moreover,
Johannine Christology has a strong anti-Gnostic and anti-docetist
emphasis.93 In a similar way, Ignatius of Antioch (early second century)
and Justin Martyr’s Apology (c. 150) develop an anti-docetist Christology
and employ the same Eucharistic terminology as John.94

At first sight, Jesus’ response to the disciples who remained with him
may call the realism of the previous teaching in question:

‘Do you take offense at this? Then what if you were to see the Son of man
ascending where he was before? It is the spirit that gives life, the flesh is of no
avail; the words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. But there are some of
you that do not believe.’ (Jn 6:61–64)

Brant Pitre argues that the key to understanding this passage is the
statement about the Son of man ascending into heaven. When Jesus
declares that ‘the flesh’ on its own is ‘of no avail’, he reiterates that eating
‘his flesh’ is not an act of cannibalism but means ‘consuming his resur-
rected and spirit-filled body in the form of food and drink’.95 Jesus also
makes clear that such sacramental eating does not work automatically but
offers union with Christ and the pledge of eternal life through faith.96

Thus, the full meaning of Jesus’ bread of life discourse is accessible only
from the perspective of his cross and resurrection, and this raises the
question of its historicity. Most modern exegetes would see in John 6 a
reflection of the faith of the Johannine community or school. Pitre, on the
other hand, makes a bold case that ‘the substance of the Capernaum
teaching’ (Jn 6:48–66) is historically plausible in the context of Second
Temple Judaism and derives ‘from Jesus during his public ministry in
Galilee’.97 Moreover, he also argues that the coherence of this teaching
with the words of institution in the Synoptic Gospels and in 1 Corinthians
counts in favour of its historical plausibility, rather than against, as many
scholars hold. At the same time, Pitre rejects the idea that the Eucharistic

93 See Hoping, My Body Given for You, 55.
94 See Ignatius of Antioch, Romans, 7,3: The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English

Translations, ed. and trans. Michael W. Holmes after the earlier work of J. B. Lightfoot
and J. R. Harmer, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 232 and 233;
Philadelphians, 4: ibid., 238 and 239; Smyrneans, 6,2: ibid., 254 and 255. Justin
Martyr, First Apology, 66: PTS 38,127–128.

95 Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 220. 96 See Hoping, My Body Given for You, 55.
97 Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 250; see the full discussion, ibid., 220–250.
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elements of John 6 constitute ‘the Johannine forms of the words of insti-
tution’,98 precisely because they do not institute a rite, as in the Synoptic
and Pauline account.99 Would this fact allow for the conclusion that the
first Johannine communities did not have a Eucharistic celebration? It
would appear very unlikely that the strong sacramental realism of John 6,
set against the background of the Last Supper tradition, did not find an
expression in these communities’ practice of worship.

conclusion

The review of recent New Testament scholarship on the Last Supper in
this chapter has found considerable support for the thesis that Jesus, in
proximity of his arrest, trial and execution, was preparing for his death,
which he understood as a redemptive sacrifice. In the atmosphere of the
Passover, he assembled the twelve apostles for a meal in which he antici-
pated his self-offering on the cross by identifying the broken bread as his
body and the poured cup of wine as the blood of the covenant. Acting as a
new Moses, he inaugurated a new covenant to gather the twelve tribes of
Israel, and through them the Gentiles, into an eschatological kingdom. By
giving himself as the true Lamb, Jesus instituted a new Passover that
fulfilled and exceeded the meaning of the old Passover. This new
Passover was a ‘cultic’ or liturgical act: by repeating the rite Jesus insti-
tuted over bread and wine, the disciples would not only remember his
saving death but also receive a share in its saving effects and a foretaste of
the messianic banquet in the heavenly kingdom. There seems to be a
broad agreement among New Testament scholars that the substance of
the Eucharistic words of institution originate with Jesus himself. While
the practice of the early Church has often been taken as an argument
against the historicity of the gospel data,100 it is most implausible that the
celebration of the Eucharist, which developed within a short time of Jesus’
departure, could simply be the creation of the post-Easter communities
without a firm point of reference in his Passion. In Chapter 2, I shall
discuss how the sacrificial character of the words of institution offered
early Christians the hermeneutical key for understanding the cultic meal
that came to be the heart of their worship.

98 Brown, The Gospel According to John, vol. I, 285.
99 See Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 241–245.

100 For a critique of this methodology, see Pitre, Jesus and the Last Supper, 21–28 and
passim; also Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 109–112.
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