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TAKEN BY SUT"lliSE 

Long fam1lier1ty with the oel brattotl of the Holy Communion 
obscures from us the element of surprise., From the tlme of our 
flrst communion , we have been taup,ht to think on the mean1n~ of 
what we ~o here . We have been encouraged to prepare ourselves 
whenever ~·1e have come to the 'l'able of Our Lord o Tt 1s poas1ble 
that tra11t1onal beliefs ani states of mind lea e us unprepared 
for the unexpecte~ ~ If so, then our situation 1s not unlike that 
of the first 1ise1pleso A they were at the table, eating, Jesus 
sai~, "Truly , I say to you, one of you will betray ~e; one who 
is eat1n~ N1 th me .. " The ROspels report that .Jesus hal'\ hooked 
His ~1e~1plea when He ha1 first ai1 th6t ne would suffer many 
th1ng1t~e put to deat.,.lo They could not reconcile this trag1o 
consequence ith their bel1ef~at He was the Hes iah theconquer-
1np hero.. But mag1ne hoN startling this late t announcemwt 
must have been., Jesus c dea\h':,wouln result from a betrsyal by 
one of the ~'lel e. Mark tells us that, for the moment at leas't, 
the uecur1 ty of all of the 1is'J.)1p ee \'ISS shaken e One after another .. 
they began to say to Jesus, "Is it I? Is 1t I?• In that awkw r 
interval of silence after Jesus ha1 spoken , their self· eonf1denoe 
collapsed .. 

D1d they hear the Qm1nous worq of Jesu3 which f~llow in 
Mark s account? Like the chorus 1n Greek t~agedy RFor the 
Son of man P,oes as 1 t is ,.,r1 tten of him , but woo to that man by 
whom the Son of man 1s betraye~t It tould have been better for 
him if he ha1 never been born o" 

One mtght suppose that the finger of' susp1olon a'lreart.y polnted 
at Judas; yet there 1s 11 ttle \'I rrant for this assumt:t1on. A• 
the gaze of Jesus was f1xe~ on h1s nt1mAte e~soc1ate ~ a terr1ble 
question c ught at the1r thr~ats ; ftis 1t l? Coul~ 1t be that I 
am this betrayer?" It is easy for us to point to the differences 
between ourselves and the Tlielve, as we aPPI'<)ech the TahlP. of the 
Lord.. These men were in a pos1tion , as we are n~t, to be loyal 
or disloyal to Jesus 1n the h~ur of Hls ~eath~ For us, the cross 
is en event 1.n the lonv, ,, lone; ap,o. But let no security be 1bken 
in this thou~ht. The New Testament teaches that Chr1st1Rns can 
crucify the Son of Go1 on their o ~ accountP an~ hol1 Htm up to 
contempt. .For such persons the fate o-r Judl?'R 1moends; unless, 
we may believe, self-eoncer , or perh~ps remor e to9sr~smen, 
turns 1nt~ a F,enu1ne repentance unto God3 

Nor can we forp;et th2t Palll solemnly 1-1arns9 
1 Let a man exam

ine hlmself , an~ so eat of the brea~ an~ dr1nk ' of the cup • for 
anyone who eetR arJ1 d I'1nka without 1iscernment" without recoP:n1-
tion of the magnttu e of Christ ' s sacrifice eats and drinks 
ju-igement unto h1meelf o" 

The first 1isc1ples W'-'re :aken by suPprise that they shoulli 



be fore >'\ o coneifier ser () s y the lr Jart 1n the ·"leath of Jes~s 
The.v 1e e ,.H,t allowe1 ·o shoL' tier th l .. P.spons1b11Ity of pu1lt 
up n ... 'e us' en mte ·f nor ":o 1 vi"e the burlier). upon se.,.. .. eh off 1c-
8ls or H. nlA off'1c 1 a ls; they \O e b1•ourrht by Jesus to face the 

1ne ca~~ble qu~s 10n. ~Is tt I?" 

11 ~vere you th re uhen they erucifiet\ my J.,orn?tt Out ::>f Teq;r 
folk tract 1 n C< mt:~ this heunt1.mr. spir1ti.lAlD The ql estton mny 
affect ~bople 1. feren iy; ut 3Ske" 1n the pr ~encc ot the Lord s 
Table o (loes 1 t t ak·.:: ua by surprise? W .. re ou t ere 1han they 
cruc. 1e"l my Lor·d? 

The Recon1 occas1 :1 for surprise for J aus 11sc1ples \'lBS 
when Ue passert them brea 3n·1 1he cup,. It is not clear after in
tensive rese~n·ch 'Jhether tr 1 loaf and this Nine held any rel1p;-
1ous 1gn if 1cenc.e ~ It may b that on thet ev 1ng Jesu oelebratec\ 
the Passover with H1s 1'~c olea, as Mark believe~o But the 1~ent-
1fyinr• fea tux•es of ·he J~'H 11.sh pascha meal r absent from the 
early acc~ouuts of the Last Supuer. It 1s P~1S ible that ' hen Je-
s s try)k 1nt J His hanr1s t ':1e hret~1 an1 the cup H1 s 'it sot les saw 
nothtn~ out ~f the or11nw.ry: only the c aract~r1st1c gest1re of 
the 1r fr.ienri 9t meal table. 11Yw~r'-a1n ty must rema tn as to the mean
in~ ~f Jesus 1 ottunfor the i_s~ olas~ but of thta we may be sure: 
His -:>r1s took them by surpr 1 e ~ Talte, th1s ts my boriy 4

" or again 
"This is my blood of the Co enant wh1ch tA noure1 out for m~ny." 
It's a mi.t:JtRke t:o a~5tl.l!tl8 that the 11so1ples were prepar ti for these 
wor1s. t('he Gospels reoorti that .Jesus ha1 repeate-il spoken of 
n1> con~1ot1on that neath N 1'1 fulfill Hi mission. 'l'omorrow 1 s 
events W-:llll-=i hol"l no surprises for Him.. ",l'he 3 n of J'D<ln came ilot 
to be served, but to serve, an~ to glve his life a ransom or 
mar~.· But t~e same JOGP ls 1. s1st th·t the t~ciJles ha1 never 
unt1.e.rsto )rl that Jesus 1 1.ea th HiS n ~cessary, that Go1 l'lillerl ito 
By the ttme 0f the Lsst '>upper thPy ha~ harttly beaun to un1erstanc:t. 
tt., Anr1 th~ir reaction on the follot·!1n£Y ·'i.~y l'!lakes this quite cloar: 
not f'Jl" them N!;J<:" th~t r'l.<1y ~9.!1 Frt'lay D 

Why may NC ask, Nere the ilsciples o 111-prepa ed? Why 
wer<! they .o slm-1 o'f he·,.rt t0 believe Nhat Jesus Na:< teach1nf" 
tl1em? 'rhe Gosoels .enort th t the bl1nrlnesa .,r the TNelve !'' s 
"iue in part to a certain pre 1spos1 t ni'l of their min ls, anti thett· 
1111llr:;, ~~~~~nnst such a thinr.:. Y.'::>U ~e. th .y thou~ht they knew 
\~hat thet hr. 1c oroblems \•Jere. They kne··· the kin-\ o"' sp1r1t;U0l 
leat\ersh1!> they ~<~anteri; the kini"' of thinr.a they wishe1 the Chri:-;t 
to br1n" them. T ey loo~e1 to Jesus to fulfill their 1reams 
to sn .... 1s-r-·y ttet1· p?.rsonal exu otati "lS; .i\n"\ as a result, they 
wer.a 'ieaf to t·1hat He ~ffere1 hem to ~'lrs::~t He taup;ht ~ be 101\e 
for their snlYati:m... They w re not t-r1111nrr; to heor t•JhAt He n ust 
dem~n 1 ,f' them for the 1r uwn 'T')O :l; enrl as ~' consequ .nee, no 1n31e 
quate f >r t'•e1r ·~1Pc1plash1p.. 'Hhf!t haone1 e-i o the first d1sc1-
ples mAr very \'1ell hapoen to us, thoup;hnot exactly 1n the st:1me 
t..rey n 11 of cot rse.. I ·~-J have gcceptei the ~ospe 1 of the eruc1f1e1 
Ghrist· ,_.,e hsvP. maie of Il'ls eros~ a symbol of our 'fa 1 tho But are 
we any better prepare1 thal'l these men for the sp tter1nr: of our 



hopes, hot)es which we too nlace 1n Jesus? \lh!1t is the ~roun1 
of our· trust 1n God? ;,~hat are the needs that Ne ask }'liu tt) ful
fill., Llh~1t ar-e the terms o~ .-,ur dtscipleship to Jesus? 

How easy it is for us t.., h1tt.e from o1Jrse1ves that Ne often 
lo'>k t'> Christ t~ further our personal olans; t? br1n~ to pa~s 
our ,re~ms. An1 n~ n result, h~N unprepare'l r.qe are f-:Jr the un
expecte0.p hoN unrefjr1y to accept Nhat He ha to offer us • holft 1n~ 
sensitive to the myste!'y of' the Cross as it relates to our ltves; 
hot-I 1nariequate l.n momentR o-r peril an·1 ;1sapno1ntment, when 11 ··e 
tal<es us by surp.t~ise . Like the 1isc1ples • "' ho haii come with Je
sus t0 the critical moment tnthe~.r lives as \'/ell as 1.n His. we 
may become disheartened 8n1 afrgii when we see p,larin~ 11screpan
cies b~tween what , .. te th1nk sh.-,ulrl be the w111 of Gon for LlS, and 
what ac~uaP_y haupens t~ us.. It thl"eaten:g the secur1 ty we set 
for ~urselves. 

Still anothe aurprise was in store for the ~isciples, 1~ 
rlld:n;t dawn upon them all at once, but Nhen 1t overvolk them 

j 

1:. If'~.:: the v.reatest sur.prise of their lives.. Jesus ~a!i to them, 
"You •'1111 all fall away .. " Now wasn ' t 1t en'l':Rh th8t one of the 
Twelve shoul"l betray Him? Surely the rest of these men ltoul·i s tl=ind 
by H:\m 1n Hts hour of need.. Peter 1 s prtrle Na~ the Tlrst to be 
offenrietio ~rEven thouE;h they all fall away~" he s fS. "I \'Jill 
not." An~ Jesus sa11 to him , "Truly I say to you, this very n1~ht 
you l-.7111 leny me three ttmes .. " Peter s t.d vehemently "If I must 
d1e with you, I w111 not rieny you . " bnd they all sa11 the same. 
\o/hJ' ·,lo you suppose the ~1sc1ples 1r1ere so blinit to the1!' moral 
weakness? I 4uspect that someth1n~ more than ~efense mechanisms 
prompted their bol~ assertion of l•Yalty. lli1dn t Jesus chosen 
~? ~iere they n 1t the f">unrlnt1 1n of the community of the Mes
s1ah'l The f'a1thful remnant of Israel, man \'lho must stanrl fttm 
1n the mi~st of aposta y? Ha~ not Jesus just spoken of a co~en
ant which Go1 was mak1n.~-~ with them? If they \'lere to fall a\IQ 
then all 1ntieed \~oul1 be lost. whatever the basis of thetr seir
conf1~ence, 1t was to collapse, utterly collapse. Ann ss~ indeed 
are the word~ Nhich are reaordefl in the Passion narrative~ "And 
they all forsook Him, anti fle~a" Yet withal, the disciples wer~ 
hel~ fast 1n their relat1onsh1 w1th the Lordo In the 1ark moment 
of' 'ierel1ot1on, of separation -rrom the Han from t-Jhom they had 
fleti 1 these remorseful , miserable cot'larrls •iere taken by the great
est surprise of their life. He came to them, 1m pity, but more 1n 
love than 1n pity~ It was for such persona as themselves th~t He 
hatl 11eti. This 1s t'lhat He harl mean~ when He sa11, Take; this 1s 
my bofiy. broken for you, knowin..,. all the whtle that they would 
desert H!m an~ flee~ 

This \>!a'.; the Goo1 Ne,,.,s that Jesus ha:i procla1me1 ~11 "'lur1np; 
H1Fl 11-fe, an~ ~t the time of His tleath: Gotl l .oves the unieservinp;o 
Jesus ha~ i1e1, the truly ri~hte~uB man, for unri~hteous me~, that 
He m1~£tt br1l'lr' them t:> Go'i.. But this surprise t>Jas not f'?r ~he 
~1sc1oles al~ne~ The Church of Chr1~t, in its ~1~st proclamation, 
offeretl forrr1vel'less to those \th? had killed Jesus Christ, an1 a 



share of lt'e n the New Israft o those who hari reject.eri Him~ 
Go1 cont1nua1 to be the great 1o~r of the unexpected . 

Are we, prepare'l to1ay to accept th1,;, troth about ourselves? 
Not. by our virtue, ncr by reason of our fat thfulness, do \'te o ville 
tb thts 'r.uble.. 1oes thls offent'i our pride? 'Jo we bep;1n to think 
that there tnust be sornethinR 1n us soroeth1np v1e can offer Ch 1st 
wh1oh He needs &·rom us; eoroeth1nu, some thin>!~ surely a Do we be
r:in to ,r"JY. even thl")up;h all sh·wl forsake, yet not 1'1 Or l>I\11 
our foollsh pr1rlt:! f';ive place anti \'t111 we listen once sga1n to 
Him \>Jho comes to us in incomparable me~~cy fully a\>~are of our 
moral CO\'lart\ice 111 of' 01r ~l.sloyalty~ "Tai·e, eat; th1s is my 
bl)riy, broken f'or you .. • • • This cup 1a the ne1'l co 'enant in my 
blooi.." God. shm<Js h1s love :'or us, in that Nh1le ,.,e were yet 
sinners, Christ "\1ed f0r us. I- th~re anyth1np;, anyth1n:' as ama
zlnp as this? 

LeI; u~ oray: 

0 thou v.reat !)oer of' the unaxpecteti, if we have come to this 
place t~k 1no; +'oro ~ranted a r1r:ht rela t1onsh1p to thee an1 to our 
fellm<~s 1 make us al'lare l')f the tnsecur1ty of ::> 1r loyalties. If t1e 
have to., l1p:hlil.y mea'lureti ~he a ~..l(J.Jt:meas 01 ., 1:' .1.i.t su'l t~e cost 
of 'JLJr resempt on, startle tJs by the truth that men just like our
selves m~d.e necesa ry the cross of Christ.. If we are ~1 ven t-t p-11.m
pst: ot jur moral Wf~akness, or the CO\'Iar11ce of our 11se1plesh1p, 
surpr1se U8 by thy mercy 0 11o1; hat we 1.1scover Afresh the only 
oasi~ for s&cu~tty 1n thee. an~ take this saor~ment to our com
fort 6 Amen .. 
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