CORPUS ET SANGUIS CHRISTI [C]
The shadowy figure of Melchizedek appears in the Book of Genesis, as read in the First Reading today, also in Psalm 109, also used today.   In the Psalm, the author, traditionally King David, acknowledges someone as greater than himself who is a “priest for ever like Melchizedek of old”.   This “priest for ever” is the Messiah, whom we see to be fulfilled in Christ.    Melchizedek also has an important place in the Letter to the Hebrews, where the author compares Christ’s eternal priesthood with the old high priesthood of the Temple in Jerusalem, which was limited by virtue of the high priests’ mortality and personal sinfulness.    

Melchizedek is seen as being “for ever” because in the tiny incident in Genesis, read today, we are told nothing about his ancestry, whereas the Old Testament is in general very much concerned with defining ancestry.   Melchizedek simply comes on the scene and disappears.   It is as though he has come from a spiritual realm.  

Abraham has just defeated a coalition of five kings.   We may not thinking of Abraham as being a warrior, but we need not imagine that this turns him into something like Alexander the Great or Napoleon.   In reality the ‘battle’ was probably more like the border skirmishes in the American ‘Wild West’, but it was important in establishing Abraham’s position and vindicating his status as one chosen by God.   We are told that Melchizedek is “king of Salem”, i.e. of Jerusalem, not that Jerusalem would have been much of a place at this stage.   The role has a symbolic significance.       Melchizedek sets a feast before Abraham (“bread and wine”) and gives him a blessing in recognition of his standing.    Abraham in return gives Melchizedek a “tithe”, a tenth, of all the booty captured from the kings.
Melchizedek’s action is seen as a pre-echo of Christ, the high priest for ever, who sets himself before us in bread and wine at the Eucharist and grants us his blessing.

Second Reading:   These words from 1 Corinthians contain the earliest account of the Institution of the Eucharist, for Paul’s letter precedes the Gospels.   It shows how the account must have circulated in oral form before it came to be written down – or rather, the words were already circulating in celebrations of the Eucharist before a definitive ‘version’ came to be.    The account in Luke’s Gospel is closest to Paul, but is not identical.    Paul speaks of “memorial” in the context of both the bread and the wine;  Christians at the Eucharist are ‘making alive Christ’s death’.   As often happens in Paul’s letters, something sublime springs from something unpromising.   The immediate context was that in gathering for the Eucharist some of the Corinthian community were being divisive and exclusive and not making allowance for the poorer and humbler members, for which Paul has been criticising them.
