Sermon for Maundy Thursday Year B

April 9, 2009 

Texts: Exodus 12:1-14; Psalm 116:1-2,12-19; 1 Corinthians 11:23-26; Mark 14:22-25 

The setting for this evening

Is a setting that resonates for many of us,

A festival meal.

Gathering around a table

With friends and family,

Breaking bread together,

And eating other special foods

Cements our relationships

And gives us time 

To share news 

And reflect on memories. 

In the next days,

Many of us will gather with friends or family

On Easter Sunday

To celebrate Christ’s resurrection

And rejoice with one another.

Those Sunday dinners will indeed be joyful meals.

But this evening,

The atmosphere for our meal together

Is more subdued and reflective.  

Tonight is a time remembering and re-telling

Rather than for joyful celebration. 

Whether this is the first Maundy Thursday meal you have joined

Or whether it is a one in a long stream that dates back to childhood,

Tonight is a night to imagine yourself 

In that Upper Room with Jesus and the disciples.

In some undesignated home in Jerusalem,

In a room reserved for guests,

Jesus and his disciples have gathered

To share a meal for the first evening of Passover.

Passover is the defining event for the Hebrews, God’s Chosen People.

To this day, the youngest child at a Passover meal,

Also called a Seder,

Asks the question,

Why is this night different from all other nights?

This is a night in which the people gathered around the Seder table,

Remember the sacrifice of the passover lamb,

The marking of the door lintel with blood,

The angel of death passing over their homes

The hurried meal of unleavened bread,

The rapid escape from Egypt

And the realization 

That God had indeed brought them out of slavery.   

Jesus, as the leader and teacher

Of the group gathered in that Upper Room,

On that Thursday night so long ago,

Would have led the rituals of the Passover celebration.

As part of the tradition,

He would have blessed the unleavened bread.

Although we have no detailed record of that Passover celebration,

Perhaps it was in the ritual blessing of the bread,

Described by Paul in his letter to the Corinthians,

As giving thanks,

That Jesus broke the bread 

And said the words that have become for us,

The core of our sacred communion meal,

“This is my body, given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.”

During the course of the Passover meal and following it,

There would have been a blessing over four cups of wine.

Perhaps at one of those blessings, the one after the meal,

Jesus said the words that define us as Christians,

“This cup is the new covenant in my blood,

Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”

“This cup is the new covenant in my blood.”

We hear these words every Sunday,

And every time we celebrate Holy Communion.

For many of us they are a familiar part of the liturgy,

Words we know in our inner core.

Yet, how many of us take the time

To think about what they mean in our lives.

Over the several millennia of Biblical time

There have been many covenants.

This year, during Lenten Sundays,

We have been talking about them.

We have heard about the covenant of the rainbow,

The covenant to Abraham and Sarah,

The covenant of the Law,

The promises in the wilderness,

And the new covenant which Jeremiah prophesied. 

In the new covenant, described by Jeremiah,

God promises to write God’s Law in our hearts,

Making sure that each of us knows God.

This evening, we hear those words spoken by Jesus

“This cup is the new covenant in my blood.”

This new covenant forms the core

Of worship, our celebration of Holy Communion,

And our relationship with God.  

In Word, you hear the words of the covenant,

The Good News of Christ crucified for you.

In worship when we move from Word to Table,

You personally receive the Good News in tangible form,

The bit of bread and the sip of wine

That are the sacrifice of Christ’s body

And the blood of his new covenant,

Given and shed for you.

Tonight as Jesus gathers with his friends in the Upper Room,

For a last meal before he is condemned to death,

He provides words for you of ritual, remembrance and promise.

On this night of Passover,

Jesus is about to handed over

To become the new Passover lamb,

Sacrificed that God might pass over your sins. 

In this covenant, sealed with Jesus’ blood,

In this gift of bread and wine,

You are given the real presence of Christ in and among you.  

Neither the account from Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians

Or the Gospel of Mark give us details

Of how the bread and wine are the body and blood of Christ.

We have only Jesus’ words,

Words made real for you in bread and wine,

That this is my body given for you,

And this is my blood of the new covenant, 

Poured out for you.

There is mystery here

And there is faith here.

But there is also the reality

Of food that you taste and feel

And words spoken by Jesus

And repeated by his followers,

Day after day

Year after year for millennia. 

On the first night of Passover,

The Jews, God’s Chosen People

Remember and re-tell the story of how God saved them

And brought them out of slavery,

Out of the hand of the Egyptians.

On this Maundy Thursday night,

Which first occurred on the first night of Passover,

We remember and re-tell the story 

Of how God saves us

And brings us out of slavery to sin,

Through the blood of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

Tonight we remember the Passover Lamb,

The Son of God,

Who tomorrow will be crucified,

Sacrificed for you,

That you might be made free forever.  

Tonight you are part of the remembrance.

Tonight you are a participant in the ritual.

Tonight, like so many other times,

You will come to the Table,

Hands held in front of you.

Tonight you will be bound in communion

To those here in this sanctuary

And in rooms around the world,

Where sacred words are said

And bread and wine are blessed.

Tonight you will share a meal

With those who are physically present,

With those who are present in your memories,

And with those around the world

Gathered with hands held in front of them

Formed in the shape of a cross.

Tonight as we remember and re-tell,

Use all of your senses to share in this meal.

Hear the words:

Given for you and shed for you,

Not just with your ears, 

But also with your heart.

With your eyes, see the cross,

And in your core,

Feel the suffering of Jesus for you.

Taste and smell the bread and wine

And feel the presence of Christ with you.  

This is the new covenant.

God made known to you,

In heart, head and soul.  

Christ, given and sacrificed for you.

Amen
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