
In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Amen.

Thank you Hillary for a wonderful meal!  I wish that we could re-enact the last supper the way we just heard in the gospel reading. I am sure you all noticed in the reading that the supper, and what we now know as the “Holy Communion” are the one and the same thing, these are not two separate meals, like we are having today. But of course, I do not mind eating again!  

Last supper has been one of my childhood fascinations.  As a child I loved watching my dad celebrate the Holy Communion.  I loved the words of the liturgy.  By age 10 I had them all memorized. The words and the actions were just so intriguing. Then, out of my own choice, for 14 years I did not have the privilege of celebrating the Holy Communion. That was the only thing I did not like about being a deacon. All this time, along with my Duke Professor Dr. Fredrick Herzog’s love for Holy Communion, which he used to call the “Co-union”, gave me the opportunity to truly reflect on this meal.  

However, it was really when I was the pastor of my little congregation in Pakistan and was leading this peace movement that its meaning really came home to me.  It was then that I dared to begin my break from thinking of the Holy Communion as a Holy moment of union with God. Well, I should not say that. It is definitely a holy moment and it is definitely a union with God, but certainly not the way I had learned to think about it as a child and as a theology student at Duke. 

So what did I learn, and how do I think about it now?  First, I have to say that we do ourselves a great deal of disfavor when we do not give the scriptures their fair share in our lives.  They are a testament of relationship between God and us.  Yes, a lot of it is culture specific, but so are we today.  We are really nobody outside of our cultural context.  So yes, while the scriptures are deeply rooted in a culture that we cannot reconstruct – and yes, we cannot reconstruct a culture no matter how great our scholarly tools may be, but that is a different story – these scriptures to this day, remain our primary tool to understanding how the God-human relationship has been in history and therefore, how it may be understood today. 

So what is the scripture story for today?  The people of Israel are in bondage.  Their God appoints Moses and Aaron to lead them out of bondage.  The pharaoh’s heart is hardened and he would not let God’s people go. There is a confrontation between Moses and the Pharaoh. Moses is helped by God through the various plagues that help convince Pharaoh that Moses’ God is powerful and means business.  Pharaoh plays hard ball. He wants to know that he is not giving up anymore than he should.  God wants the Pharaoh to let God’s people go along with all their possessions. Pharaoh wants to keep as much as he can.  The confrontation keeps on getting intense, until finally God decides to bring about the last and final plague.  This time the first born of the Egyptians would be killed. And to distinguish between the Egyptians and the Israelites, there needed to be a sign posted on the front door, so that God would Passover and spare God’s people of the destruction that God was about to unleash.  
All this should sound very Christian to you, right?  Yes, that is the problem.  Today we read the part in the scriptures that says, “you should love one another” and we think we can do that without ever understanding the context in which these words were uttered!  

Today our love affair with secular thought has convinced us that we can create a world with no conflict.  We live under a childish illusion that life is possible without conflict.  That is why people hate religion so much today.  For an average Joe, and more so for those who delight in their knowledge, religion is the cause for division and conflict in the world.  Just look at history and all the bad things religion has done. Okay history is too complicated, just look at what Al-Qaeda intends to do.  In the name of God, blood is shed; people are killed; and life is desecrated.  
So, our secular, and now even religious friends would say, “why can’t we just all live peacefully together?”  “Why does it have to be so hard?” “Let’s be willing to give up our faith if that is what will bring peace.”  
There was a time when I too lived with these questions and notions.  And then I experienced conflict.  I was the pastor of a people who were being squeezed in no less a manner than the Israelites at the time of Moses.  My faith community was no less a religious minority than the Jewish community was at the time of Jesus.  Of course there were Pharisees in my parish. But there were also the disciples.  There were people who were eagerly looking for someone to rescue them for their oppression and injustice. So there were Peter, John, James, and yes Judas! Each with his/her own idea of what is best for the faith community; including what approach — and as they all loved to call it – “the strategy” best suited to reach the promised land.  Of course each had his or her own idea of what the promised land was.  

Now the intrigue that such a complex situation of conflict creates is truly inexplicable.  What I can say is that no one person, at any given point in time would have entertained the thought of him or her being the evil one. All approaches were for salvation, the problem being of course that there was never a single agreed idea of salvation, much less an agreement on how to get there.

And as I bore the pain of the intrigue of this intense conflict, I began to understand the meaning of the last supper.  I understood that each of the disciples around the table, the Pharisees not at the table, and all others beyond the reach of that table were on a single quest: the quest for peace and the quest for justice.  While each had a quest, the face of that quest varied depending on factors like, how wide the definition of your community was, how much you are willing to endure, how long are you willing to wait, who are you willing to follow, are you going to be passive or active, etc. etc.  

With all these variables that we posses by virtue of being human, we can safely say that there are times when people wishing for salvation can find themselves in intense conflict simply because they share a quest for justice and peace.  And when the fight begins, it can be bloody.  
So what is the way out?  Once having gone through a similar scenario myself, I realized that the last supper is truly the way out.  Jesus is well aware of the intrigue. He is well aware of the scheme to betray him.  He is well aware that Peter will deny him and that the rest of the disciples will go in hiding.  So he has a meal with all those who share the intrigue. He models servant hood and then announces his willingness to be the sacrificial lamb. But then he does something that we always seem to miss out on even when we repeat it every Sunday.  He says, “do this in remembrance of me”.  

What is this that he wants us to do in his memory?  He wants us to gather around a table and eat?  Yes, that is true, but what he really wants us to do, I believe, is that he wants us to bring our intrigue to the table!  He wants us to understand that each one of us will have the quest for peace and justice; but that those quests are counterproductive if they become instruments of disruption and further fragmentation of our faith community.  And they will become disruptive, counter productive and will fragment our common quest if every person on this quest is not allowed at the table; even those who find betrayal the best approach.  

So my friends, I learned that the breaking of the bread is the breaking of the body of the faithful. I learned that the shedding of the blood is real. But I also learned that to think that we will ever have a world without conflicts is to live in a fool’s paradise.  We will always have conflict. The difference is of course how we will entertain conflict. Will we entertain it by keeping it out of our sacred space, or will it be allowed a place at the table?  Will we accept betrayal as part and parcel of the context that Christ’s commandment eludes to when he says “do this in remembrance of me”?   Or will we continue to live with the notion that we can love one another without acknowledging the quest behind the conflict?
May God, in the breaking of the bread, bring us closer to the immensely complex and certainly intense spirituality of conflict.  Amen.  
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