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Today we celebrate Corpus Christi, the Feast of the Body and Blood of 

Our Lord Jesus Christ, or to express it in a more Anglican way, the 

Thanksgiving for the Holy Eucharist. However we entitle it or celebrate 

it, at its heart is a celebration of the sacrament we share Sunday by 

Sunday and in this parish daily.  It is good sometimes to focus on things 

which we do regularly but perhaps do not reflect on sufficiently.

As a way in to our reflection I placed Caravaggio’s famous “Supper at 

Emmaus” on the front cover. This is the more famous of 2 versions he 

painted which hangs in the National Gallery London and was shown at 

the Metropolitan Museum in 2004 as part of an exhibition of late 16th 

century Italian painting.  Caravaggio illustrated the scene described in 

Luke 24 following the walk to Emmaus by the two disciples who were 

joined by the Risen Lord whom they did not recognize. Having invited 

the unrecognized stranger to join them for supper Luke writes: “When 



he was at table with them, he took bread, blessed, and broke it, and gave 

it to them. Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him.”  But 

Caravaggio’s depiction was not typical of the devotional art of the time. 

He took liberties with the tradition which became a cause for scandal. 

Just look at the figure of Jesus. Jesus was always shown as bearded at 

the time, a tradition going back through Eastern iconography. Here 

Caravaggio shows him as a beardless, younger somewhat dissolute man.

If you know your Caravaggio you will recognize the model who appears

elsewhere as Bacchus or the Lute Player.  Not only that but the figures of

the two disciples are shown wearing worn, rather shabby clothes which 

was not the style of the time. And looking at the table you will see not 

simply the bread of Luke’s account but a typical of the period still life of

chicken, fruits, wine and bread, a full meal.  For all the scandal it caused 

with the religious authorities at the time nevertheless Caravaggio’s 

brilliance in depicting the drama of the moment won the day.  But before

leaving those details it is worth noting that the artist has highlighted the 

sheer “ordinariness” of the occasion in order to demonstrate its 

extraordinariness. After all it was a regular meal in an ordinary house 



thrown together to entertain a complete stranger. But the 

extraordinariness is shown in the drama of the moment in which 

recognition takes place as the unrecognized Jesus, the guest, suddenly 

becomes Jesus, the Risen Lord, the host, and in blessing, breaking and 

sharing the bread, is recognized. The tension and drama of the moment 

is captured in classic Mannerist mode by the use of the hands and arms 

and the intensity of the countenances of the participants. One disciple 

clutches his chair; the other with his pilgrim shell on his well-worn 

jacket spreads his arms in amazement but in that gesture which 

summons the attention of us the viewer to focus on Jesus whose hand is 

raised in blessing. And even the bowl of fruit teeters on the edge of the 

table adding to the tension of the moment.  “Then their eyes were 

opened and they recognized him.”

Caravaggio’s amazing picture reminds us that our God is an Incarnate 

God who enters into the fullness of our humanity, who enters into the 

messiness and ordinariness of our lives and world, and encounters us in 

the midst of it all.



There are several comments I would like to make as we reflect on this 

picture, on the Biblical incident in Luke, and on this feast.  

The first has to do with hospitality, a subject I have talked about a good 

deal over the years from this pulpit.  But what is so important in the 

Emmaus narrative in Luke is that it was the disciples who initiated the 

hospitality. “As they came near the village to which they were going, he 

walked ahead of them as if were going on. But they urged him strongly 

saying, Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is nearly 

over.”  The disciples do the inviting but at table the roles are reversed as 

Jesus blesses and breaks the bread. In that moment the guest becomes 

the host and the hosts become the guests. And so it is at every eucharist. 

We the community of faith at Transfiguration do the inviting. We 

advertise each eucharist on the noticeboards and on the website; we open

the doors and prepare the church for the meal; we set table and light the 

candles; we in fact provide the bread and the wine for the meal which 

we process up at the offertory.  But through the Eucharistic prayer, in 

which we bless and break the bread, that same bread and wine which we 



provided, it becomes for us the Body and Blood of Christ. In other 

words God has become our host and feeds us his faithful people with the

gift of his very Self.

The second comment I would make has to do with intimacy and 

communion.  When my mother was in her early nineties and nearing her 

end  she spent some months in a nursing home. I used to visit her on 

Thursday early evenings so that I could assist her with her dinner. She 

was able to eat in the dining room but her sight had been affected by a 

stroke and she could not see very well. So I used to sit with her and 

identify the vegetables and encourage her to eat her peas and the mashed

potatoes.  Sometimes I would take her fork and help her gather up the 

peas and literally feed her. On one unforgettable occasion she laughed 

and said “I used to feed you as a baby and now you are feeding me.”  

Such precious, intimate moments, are the very stuff of life. Eating food 

with others, feeding those we love, sharing food with friend or stranger, 

provide the basis for communion, for the fellowship which binds us 

together as family, friends and community.  The act of communion when



we come forward to the communion rail, and kneel down to receive this 

precious food and drink, is itself an extraordinarily intimate and precious

moment. We here we receive the bread of the eucharist with out-

stretched hands and drink from the common cup of the Eucharistic wine 

with friend and stranger alike. Our God is that intimate with us that he 

feeds us not just one to one but each and all together.  Here in this 

moment we are in communion with God and with each other in the 

community of faith.

The third thing I want to note is the action depicted in the Caravaggio 

picture. Recognition took place in the action of the breaking of the 

bread. “Then their eyes were opened”.  This action is repeated at every 

mass in what is called the Fraction. After the Lord’s Prayer the bread is 

broken and we say “Alleluia. Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us. 

Therefore let us keep the feast. Alleluia”.  It is that moment which not 

only recalls that moment at Emmaus but calls to mind Christ broken for 

us on the cross of his death. It is in Jesus’ self-offering on the cross that 

we recognize God’s love poured out for us. But the disciples in that 



moment of recognition also recalled an earlier moment. “Were not our 

hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he

was opening the scriptures to us?”  In every mass we celebrate there are 

two “breakings” if you like: first there is the Liturgy of the Word, in 

which the Scriptures are read and preached on, are literally “broken 

open”, and then we have the Liturgy of the Eucharist in which the bread 

is broken and wine is shared. Both become vehicles for revelation of the 

divine.  There is lovely prayer in the Service of Evening Prayer on page 

124 of the Prayerbook which reads: “Lord Jesus, stay with us, for 

evening is at hand and the day is past; be our companion in the way, 

kindle our hearts, and awaken hope, that we may know you as you are 

revealed in Scripture and the breaking of bread. Grant this for the sake 

of your love. Amen

Today we give thanks for this holy meal, this mass, this Eucharistic 

feast, this Holy Communion, in which we experience divine hospitality, 

intimacy with God and each other, and the revelation of God’s 

extraordinary love for us all.  Amen




