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		In the World to Come there is no eating or drinking … but the righteous sit with crowns on their heads, feasting on the brightness of the divine presence, as it says, “And they beheld God, and did eat and drink” (Exodus 24:11).

		—Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Berakoth 17a

		[The priests in the Temple] used to lift up [the golden table] and exhibit the Bread of the Presence on it to those who came up for the festivals, saying to them, “Behold, God’s love for you!”

		—Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Menahoth 29a

	
		FOREWORD

		By Scott Hahn
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		At our remove of two thousand years, it seems natural for us to look upon Jesus’ crucifixion as a sacrifice. Christians are heirs to a long tradition of talking that way, praying that way, thinking that way. But first-century Jews who witnessed the event would not and could not have seen the crucifixion as a sacrifice. It bore none of the marks of a sacrifice in the ancient world. On Calvary there was no altar and no credentialed priest. There was indeed a death, but it took place apart from the Temple, which was the only valid place of sacrifice in Judaism, and even outside the walls of the holy city.

		St. Paul, however, made the connections for his generation, and especially for his fellow Jews. In First Corinthians, after introducing the word of the cross (1:18), he calls Christ “our paschal lamb” who “has been sacrificed” (5:7). Thus he makes the connection between the Passover celebrated as the Last Supper and the crucifixion on Calvary.

		Indeed, it was that first Eucharist that transformed Jesus’ death from an execution to an offering. At the Last Supper he gave his body to be broken, his blood to be poured out, as if on an altar.

		As Paul retold the story of the Last Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23–25), he spoke of the event in sacrificial terms. He quotes Jesus as calling it “the new covenant in my blood,” an evocation of Moses’ words as he made a sacrificial offering of oxen: “Behold the blood of the covenant” (Exodus 24:8). It was the sacrificial blood that ratified the covenant, because Moses said so, in the one instance, and because Jesus said so in the other.

		Paul also quotes Jesus calling the Supper a “remembrance,” which was another technical term for a specific type of Temple sacrifice (the memorial offering).

		And just in case we missed any of those connections, Paul compares the Christian Supper (the Eucharist) with the sacrifices of the Temple (1 Corinthians 10:18) and even with pagan sacrifices (1 Corinthians 10:19–21). All sacrifices, he says, bring about a communion, a fellowship. The offerings of idolatry bring about a communion with demons, but the Christian sacrifice brings about a communion with the body and blood of Jesus (1 Corinthians 10:16).

		Paul’s vision of the Passion is stunning. He shows us that it is not merely about how much Jesus suffered, but how much he loves. Love transforms suffering into sacrifice.

		The death on Calvary was not simply a brutal and bloody execution. Jesus’ death had been transformed by his self-offering in the Upper Room. It had become the offering of an unblemished paschal victim, the self-offering of a high priest who gave himself for the redemption of others. He is both priest and victim. For “Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Ephesians 5:2). That is love: the total gift of self.

		The Eucharist infuses that love into us, uniting our love with Christ’s, our sacrifice with his. Saint Paul preached: “I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship” (Romans 12:1). Note that he speaks of “bodies” in the plural, but “sacrifice” in the singular. For we are many, but our sacrifice is one with Jesus’ own, which is once for all (see Hebrews 7:27, 9:12, 9:26, 10:10).

		Paul teaches us that the Eucharist is ordered to the cross, and the cross is ordered to the resurrection. It is the crucified and resurrected humanity of Jesus that Christians consume in Holy Communion. We come to it by way of suffering, but we receive the Host as a pledge of lasting glory, and we have the grace to endure the rest.

		This is something we cannot appreciate fully until we have learned to see it “as it was in the beginning,” as it was for those first Jewish Christians, who saw an old, familiar world ending and a new one descending as a heavenly Jerusalem. This beautiful book by Dr. Brant Pitre gives us all we need for that appreciation of what was, so that we can see, ever more clearly, what “is now and ever shall be, world without end.”

	
		INTRODUCTION
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		I will never forget that day. I was a college sophomore and engaged to be married. It was a beautiful spring morning, and my future bride and I were driving through our hometown to visit her pastor to talk about the wedding. We were as happy as could be. There was just one small problem: I was a cradle Catholic, and Elizabeth was a Southern Baptist. As a result, we had our differences of opinion over how to interpret the Bible but had come to respect each other’s beliefs even where we disagreed. For this reason, we had big hopes of bringing our two families together in what we then referred to as an “ecumenical” wedding service, one that would be respectful of both families’ traditions.

		Since, however, a wedding can only take place in one building, the plan was to have the service at her church. So we were on our way to see her pastor to discuss the big day. Originally, we were scheduled to have only a brief meeting with him—fifteen minutes or so—in order to get his permission to celebrate the marriage there. We thought the meeting would go off without a hitch, especially since her late grandfather had been the founding pastor and built the church himself. Surely we wouldn’t have any trouble getting permission to use the sanctuary.

		Sadly, we were mistaken. For her church had just gotten a new pastor, one we had never met. He was newly ordained: fresh out of seminary and aflame with the fire of the Gospel. And, more important, he was none too friendly toward the Catholic Church.

		At first, the tone of our meeting was polite and conversational. However, before her pastor would agree to let us have our wedding there, he wanted to find out more about our personal beliefs. At that point, the fifteen-minute meeting—which was supposed to be about getting permission to use the building—turned into a nearly three-hour theological wrestling match. For what seemed like an eternity, he grilled me on every single controversial point of the Catholic faith:

		“Why do you Catholics worship Mary?” He fired at me, “Don’t you know that God alone is to be worshiped?”

		“How can you believe in Purgatory?” He said, “Show me where the word Purgatory ever occurs in the Bible! Why do you pray to the dead? Don’t you know that’s necromancy?”

		“Did you know that the Catholic Church added books to the Bible in the Middle Ages?” he inquired. “What authority does a man-made institution have to change the Word of God?”

		“And what about the Pope?” he asked. “Do you really believe that he, a mere man, is infallible? That he never sins? No one is sinless but Jesus Christ!”

		And so it went, on and on—for hours. Fortunately, I was the studious type, and had the mildly illustrious honor of having won my local parish’s catechism quiz-bowl. Moreover, I was an avid reader, and at age eighteen had already read through the entire Bible, cover to cover, in my freshman year. So I was able to put up something of a fight, trying to explain myself. But that only made him come on stronger, and, in the end, none of my attempts to defend my Catholic beliefs were successful.

		Many things were said over the course of that meeting. But the one exchange that stands out most in my memory was when we turned to the topic of the Lord’s Supper—what Catholics call the Eucharist.

		In order to understand what I’m about to say, it’s important to understand what the Catholic Church teaches about the Eucharist. The English word Eucharist comes from the Greek eucharistia, which means “thanksgiving,” as in Jesus’ act of “giving thanks” (eucharistesas) at the Last Supper (Matthew 26:26–28). According to the Catholic faith, when a Catholic priest takes the bread and wine of the Eucharist and says the words of Jesus from the Last Supper, “This is my body … This is my blood,” the bread and wine actually become the body and blood of Christ. Although the appearances of bread and wine remain—the taste, the touch, etc.—the reality is that there is no more bread and wine. There’s only Jesus: his body, his blood, his soul, and his divinity. This is called the doctrine of Jesus’ “Real Presence” in the Eucharist. You can see why this might be difficult for anyone to believe, including my new theological sparring partner.

		“And what about the Lord’s Supper?” he said. “How can you Catholics teach that bread and wine actually become Jesus’ body and blood? Do you really believe that? It’s ridiculous!”

		“Of course I believe it,” I replied. “The Eucharist is the most important thing in my life.”

		To which he responded: “Don’t you understand that if the Lord’s Supper were really Jesus’ body and blood, then you would be eating Jesus. That’s cannibalism!” Then, pausing for dramatic effect, he said, “Don’t you realize that if you were really able to eat Jesus, you would become Jesus?”

		I had no idea what to say to that, and the knowing smile he wore showed that he knew he had me.

		To be sure, I didn’t know how to respond to this at the time. Even though I had read the Bible, I still hadn’t memorized where every single one of my beliefs could be found in Scripture. I knew something about what I believed, but not necessarily why I believed it, much less where to find evidence for it.

		As the years went by, I would eventually learn that there are dozens of books on these subjects, providing biblical answers to all of his objections. At the time, however, I had grown up in a predominantly Catholic part of southeastern Louisiana and had never had to defend myself like this before. Sure, Elizabeth and her family members had questioned me before about topics like Purgatory or why Catholic Bibles had more books in them than Protestant Bibles, but this was the first time I had ever encountered an all-out biblical assault on the Catholic faith. The pastor was relentless, and the result was disastrous. Eventually, I just clammed up, shut up, and let him rage on.

		In the end, he concluded the session by turning to my future wife and saying, “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you a definite answer right now. I have serious concerns about yoking you to an unbeliever.”

		Needless to say, Elizabeth and I left his office devastated. We rode home in tears of disbelief at what had just happened.

		That night was awful.

		As I tried to sleep, my mind raced as it ran through all the topics we had debated. Over and over again, I replayed the scenes in my head—wishing I had said this, regretting I had not said that. The more I thought about what had happened, the more upset I got.

		And the more upset I got, the more I realized that of all my beliefs the pastor had attacked, there was one that hurt most: his mockery of the real presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. All of my life, the Eucharist had been the center of my faith. As a child, I had no recollection of ever missing a Sunday Eucharist (what Catholics commonly call the Mass)—ever—for any reason. Moreover, I also had no recollection of ever not believing, or even doubting for a single moment, that the Eucharist was really the body and blood of Jesus. That might sound hard to believe, but it’s true. I had just accepted it by faith. Even in my older years, as theological questions emerged, it had never even occurred to me that the Church’s teaching on the real presence of Jesus in the Eucharist might be unbiblical, much less untrue. Yet here was a pastor with a graduate degree in theology, who clearly knew more than I did about the Bible, ridiculing the very idea of such a thing.

		So, where was I to turn? What was I to do? Logically, the next step was to go back to Scripture and look for myself.

		That’s when something happened that would change the course of my life forever.

		Getting up from my bed and turning on my lamp, I went straight to the bookshelf and picked up the leather-bound, gold-leafed New American Bible that my parents had given me as a gift for my Confirmation. I was desperate. Is it possible, I thought, that the real presence of Jesus isn’t scriptural? I was determined to stay up all night if I had to and find out for myself. But when I opened that Bible, something remarkable happened. (And here I must insist that I’m telling the truth.) I didn’t flip through the pages. I didn’t scan the index. I didn’t search for some passage that might speak to how I was feeling. I just opened up my Bible, looked down, and immediately saw these words of Jesus, written in red letters:

		
			Amen, Amen, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you do not have life within you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him on the last day. For my flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink. (JOHN 6:53–54)

		

		For the second time that day, my eyes were flooded with tears, so many that I could barely see the pages. This time, however, they were tears of joy—the joy of discovering that my childhood belief in the Eucharist was not quite as unbiblical as that pastor had suggested. I was elated to find that Jesus himself had said that his flesh and blood were real food and real drink, which he had commanded his disciples to receive so that they might have eternal life. What?! I thought. Is this really in the Bible? How come I never saw this before? How did I miss this?

		At that moment, I have to confess, I was tempted to look up the phone number of that pastor, call him up, and ask him, “Hey, have you ever read John 6? It’s all right here! Jesus himself says, ‘He who eats me will live because of me.’ Check out verse 57!”

		But I didn’t do that. (In fact, sad to say, I don’t think I ever had another conversation with him.) I just closed my Bible, totally blown away by what I had just found. The more I thought about it, the more amazed I was. As I had already learned, the Bible is one long book. As I would later find out, only a handful of passages actually deal with the Eucharist, and only a few of those directly address the issue of Jesus’ Eucharistic presence. What are the chances that that night, in the wake of that conversation, at that moment, I would open the Bible not only to a passage about the Eucharist, but to those verses? What are the odds that I would turn directly to Jesus’ most explicit teaching on the reality of his Eucharistic presence in all of Scripture?

		All that happened more than fifteen years ago. But it was a major turning point for me. In many ways, it’s one of the reasons that today I am a biblical scholar and spend my days (and nights) studying, teaching, and writing about the Bible. In effect, my exchange with that pastor poured gasoline on the fire of my interest in Scripture. As a result, I shifted my primary major from English literature to religious studies, and continued to study the Bible, eventually earning my Ph.D. in the New Testament from the University of Notre Dame.

		During those years, I learned two things that would prove important for my own journey, and for explaining why I finally decided to write this book.

		First, I realized that when it comes to the words of Jesus in the Gospels, things aren’t quite so simple as they seemed at first. To say the least, not everyone sees John chapter 6 as conclusive evidence for the real presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. For one thing, many interpret Jesus’ words symbolically or “spiritually,” arguing that Jesus did not intend for his disciples to take him literally. “The flesh is of no avail; it is the Spirit that gives life,” he says in the same chapter. “The words I have spoken to you are spirit and life” (John 6:63). In addition, some scholars argue that Jesus, as a first-century Jew, could never have said such things. The Law of Moses is very clear when it prohibits the drinking of blood: “You shall not drink the blood” (Leviticus 17:11). From this point of view, the idea of a Jewish man, even a Jewish prophet, commanding others to eat his flesh and drink his blood is historically implausible, if not impossible.

		Second, at every stage of my studies—undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral—I had the privilege of being able to study under the guidance of several Jewish professors. These teachers not only opened up the world of Judaism to me, they also helped me to realize something very important about Christianity. If you really want to know who Jesus was and what he was saying and doing, then you need to interpret his words and deeds in their historical context. And that means becoming familiar with not just ancient Christianity but also with ancient Judaism. As one of my former professors, Amy-Jill Levine, writes:

		
			Jesus had to have made sense in his own context, and his context is that of Galilee and Judea. Jesus cannot be fully understood unless he is understood through first-century Jewish eyes and heard through first-century Jewish ears.… To understand Jesus’ impact in his own setting—why some chose to follow him, others to dismiss him, and still others to seek his death—requires an understanding of that setting.

		

		Levine’s words are paralleled in a recent book by Pope Benedict XVI, who writes:

		
			[I]t must be said that the message of Jesus is completely misunderstood if it is separated from the context of the faith and hope of the Chosen People: like John the Baptist, his direct Precursor, Jesus above all addresses Israel (cf. Mt 15:24), in order to “gather” it together in the eschatological time that arrived with him.

		

		These are strong words. According to Pope Benedict, to the extent that you separate the words of Jesus from the faith and hope of the Jewish people, you risk “completely misunderstanding” him. As we will see in this book, this is precisely what has happened with various interpretations of Jesus’ words at the Last Supper. Jesus’ Jewish context has been repeatedly ignored, and as a result, many readers of the Gospels have not understood him.

		In addition, I hope to show that by focusing on the Jewish context of Jesus’ teachings, all of his words not only begin to make sense; they come alive in a way that is exciting and powerful. I can testify to this from experience; the more I’ve studied Jesus’ teachings in their Jewish environment, the more he fascinates me, and the more he challenges me to change the way I see who he was, what he was doing, and what it means for my life today.

		So, whether you’re Catholic or Protestant, Jewish or

		Gentile, believer or nonbeliever, if you’ve ever wondered, Who was Jesus really? I invite you to come along with me on this journey. As we will see, it is precisely the Jewish roots of Jesus’ words that will enable us to unlock the secrets of who he was and what he meant when he said to his disciples, “Take, eat, this is my body.”

	
		1
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		THE MYSTERY OF THE LAST SUPPER

		JESUS AND JUDAISM

		Jesus of Nazareth was a Jew. He was born of a Jewish mother, received the Jewish sign of circumcision, and grew up in a Jewish town in Galilee. As a young man, he studied the Jewish Torah, celebrated Jewish feasts and holy days, and went on pilgrimages to the Jewish Temple. And, when he was thirty years old, he began to preach in the Jewish synagogues about the fulfillment of the Jewish Scriptures, proclaiming the kingdom of God to the Jewish people. At the very end of his life, he celebrated the Jewish Passover, was tried by the Jewish council of priests and elders known as the Sanhedrin, and was crucified outside the great Jewish city of Jerusalem. Above his head hung a placard that read in Greek, Latin, and Hebrew: “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews” (John 19:19).

		As this list demonstrates, the Jewishness of Jesus is a historical fact. But is it important? If Jesus was a real person who really lived in history, then the answer must be “Yes.” To be sure, over the centuries, Christian theologians have written books about Jesus that don’t spend much time studying his Jewish context. Much of the effort has gone into exploring the question of his divine identity. However, for anyone interested in exploring the humanity of Jesus—especially the original meaning of his words and actions—a focus on his Jewish identity is absolutely necessary. Jesus was a historical figure, living in a particular time and place. Therefore, any attempt to understand his words and deeds must reckon with the fact that Jesus lived in an ancient Jewish context. Although on a few occasions Jesus welcomed non-Jews (Gentiles) who accepted him as Messiah, he himself declared that he had been sent first and foremost “to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 10:5). This means that virtually all of his teachings were directed to a Jewish audience in a Jewish setting.

		For instance, during his first sermon in his hometown synagogue at Nazareth, Jesus began to reveal his messianic identity in a very Jewish way. He did not shout aloud in the streets or cry out from the rooftops, “I am the Messiah.” Instead, he took up the scroll of the prophet Isaiah and found the place that spoke of the coming of an “anointed” deliverer (see Isaiah 61:1–4). After reading Isaiah’s prophecy, Jesus closed the scroll and said to his audience, “Today, this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). With these words, he proclaimed to his fellow Jews that their long-held hope for the coming of the Messiah, the “anointed one” (Hebrew mashiah), had at last been fulfilled—in him. As we will see over the course of this book, this was the first of many instances in which Jesus would utilize the Jewish Scriptures to reveal himself to a Jewish audience as the long-awaited Jewish Messiah.

		YOU SHALL NOT DRINK THE BLOOD

		However, if Jesus did in fact see himself as the Jewish Messiah, then we are faced with a historical puzzle—a mystery of sorts. On the one hand, Jesus drew directly on the Jewish Scriptures as the inspiration for many of his most famous teachings. (Think once again of his sermon in the synagogue at Nazareth.) On the other hand, he said things that appeared to go directly against the Jewish Scriptures. Perhaps the most shocking of these are his teachings about eating his flesh and drinking his blood. According to the Gospel of John, in another Jewish synagogue on another Sabbath day, Jesus said the following words:

		
			“Amen, amen, 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 …” This he said in the synagogue, as he taught at Capernaum. (JOHN 6:53–54, 59)

		

		And then again, at the Last Supper, on the night he was betrayed:

		
			Now, as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to the disciples and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink of it, all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (MATTHEW 26:26–28)

		

		What is the meaning of these strange words? What did Jesus mean when he told his Jewish listeners in the synagogue that they had to eat his flesh and drink his blood in order to have eternal life? And what did he mean when he told his Jewish disciples that the bread of the Last Supper was his “body” and the wine was his “blood”? Why did he command them to eat and drink it?

		We’ll explore these questions and many others throughout this book. For now, I simply want to point out that the history of Christianity reveals dozens of different responses. Over the centuries, most Christians have taken Jesus at his word, believing that the bread and wine of the Eucharist really do become the body and blood of Christ. Others, however, especially since the time of the Protestant Reformation in the 1500s, think that Jesus was speaking only symbolically. Still others, such as certain modern historians, deny that Jesus could have said such things, even though they are recorded in all four Gospels and in the writings of Saint Paul (see Matthew 26:26–29; Mark 14:22–25; Luke 22:14–30; John 6:53–58; 1 Corinthians 11:23–26).

		The reasons for disagreement are several. First of all is the shocking nature of Jesus’ words. How could anyone, even the Messiah, command his followers to eat his flesh and drink his blood? As the Gospel of John records, when Jesus’ disciples first heard his teaching, they said, “This is a hard saying, who can listen to it?” (John 6:60). Jesus’ words were so offensive to their ears that they could barely listen to him. And indeed, many of them left him, and “no longer walked with him” (John 6:66). And he let them go. From the very beginning, people found Jesus’ command to eat his body and drink his blood extremely offensive.

		Another reason for disagreement is somewhat more subtle. Even if Jesus was speaking literally about eating his flesh and drinking his blood, what could such a command even mean? Was he talking about cannibalism—eating the flesh of a human corpse? While there is no explicit commandment against cannibalism in the Jewish Bible, it was certainly considered taboo. Again, the Gospels bear witness to this reaction. “The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, ‘How can this man give us his flesh to eat?’ ” (John 6:52). This is a good question, and it deserves a good answer.

		Perhaps the strongest objection to Jesus’ words comes from Jewish Scripture itself. As any ancient Jew would have known, the Bible absolutely forbids a Jewish person to drink the blood of an animal. Although many Gentile religions considered drinking blood to be a perfectly acceptable part of pagan worship, the Law of Moses specifically prohibited it. God had made this very clear on several different occasions. Take, for example, the following Scriptures:

		
			Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you.… Only you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood. (GENESIS 9:3–4)

		

		
			If any man of the house of Israel or of the strangers that sojourns among them eats any blood, I will set my face against that person who eats blood, and will cut him off from among his people. For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you upon the altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement, by reason of its life. Therefore I have said to the people of Israel, No person among you shall eat blood, neither shall any stranger who sojourns among you eat blood. (LEVITICUS 17:10–12)

		

		
			You may slaughter and eat flesh within any of your towns, as much as you desire.… Only you shall not eat the blood; you shall pour it out upon the earth like water. (DEUTERONOMY 12:16)

		

		Clearly, the commandment against drinking animal blood was serious. To break it would mean being “cut off” from God and from his people. Notice also that it was a universal law. God expected not only the chosen people of Israel to keep it, but any Gentile “strangers” living among them. Finally, note the reason for the prohibition. People were not to consume blood because “the life” or “the soul” (Hebrew nephesh) of the animal is in the blood. As Leviticus states, “It is the blood that makes atonement, by the power of its life.” While scholars continue to debate exactly what this means, one thing is clear: in the ancient world, the Jewish people were known for their refusal to consume blood. Jesus’ words at the Last Supper become even more mysterious with this biblical background in mind. As a Jew, how could he ever have commanded his disciples to eat his flesh and drink his blood? Wouldn’t this mean explicitly breaking the biblical law against consuming blood? Indeed, even if Jesus meant his words only symbolically, how could he say such things? Wouldn’t his command mean transgressing the spirit of the Law, if not the letter? As the Jewish scholar Geza Vermes points out,

		
			[T]he imagery of eating a man’s body and especially drinking his blood …, even after allowance is made for metaphorical language, strikes a totally foreign note in a Palestinian Jewish cultural setting (cf. John 6.52). With their profoundly rooted blood taboo, Jesus’ listeners would have been overcome with nausea at hearing such words.

		

		So, what should we make of these words of Jesus?

		THROUGH ANCIENT JEWISH EYES

		In this book, I will try to show that Jesus should be taken at his word. Along with the majority of Christians throughout history, I believe that Jesus himself taught that he was really and truly present in the Eucharist. In doing so, I will follow the Apostle Paul, a first-century Pharisee and an expert in the Jewish Law, when he said,

		
			I speak as to sensible men, judge for yourselves what I say. The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a communion in the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not a communion in the body of Christ? (1 CORINTHIANS 10:16)

		

		My goal is to explain how a first-century Jew like Jesus, Paul, or any of the apostles, could go from believing that drinking any blood—much less human blood—was an abomination before God, to believing that drinking the blood of Jesus was actually necessary for Christians: “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you” (John 6:53).

		In order to achieve this goal, we will have to go back in time to the first century A.D., in order to understand what Jesus was doing and saying in his original context. To a certain extent, this will mean taking off our modern “eyeglasses” and trying to see things as the first Jewish Christians saw them. When we look at the mystery of the Last Supper through ancient Jewish eyes, in the light of Jewish worship, beliefs, and hopes for the future, we will discover something remarkable. We will discover that there is much more in common between ancient Judaism and early Christianity than we might at first have expected. In fact, we will find that it was precisely the Jewish faith of the first Christians that enabled them to believe that the bread and wine of the Eucharist were really the body and blood of Jesus Christ.

		Unfortunately, as soon as we try to do this, we are faced with a problem. In order for us to hear Jesus in the way his first disciples would have heard him, we need to be familiar with two key sources of information: (1) the Jewish Scriptures, commonly known as the Old Testament, and (2) ancient Jewish tradition, enshrined in writings not contained in the Jewish Bible.

		Now, if my experience with students is any indicator, many modern readers—especially Christians—find the Jewish Scriptures to be challenging and unfamiliar territory. This is especially true of those passages in the Old Testament that describe ancient Jewish rituals, sacrifice, and worship—passages that will be very important for us as we explore Jesus’ last meal with his friends before his crucifixion. As for ancient Jewish writings outside the Bible—such as the Mishnah and the Talmud—although many people have heard of them, they are often not widely read by non-Jewish readers aside from specialists in biblical studies.

		For this reason, before beginning, it will be helpful to briefly identify the Jewish writings that I will be drawing on over the course of this book. (The reader may want to mark this page for future reference as we move along.) I want to stress here that I am not suggesting that Jesus himself would have read any of these, some of which were written down long after his death. What I am arguing is that many of them bear witness to ancient Jewish traditions that may have circulated at the time of Jesus and which demonstrate remarkable power to explain passages in the New Testament that reflect Jewish practices and beliefs.
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