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St. David’s Episcopal Church
Maundy Thursday, March 28, 2024
Sermon by the Rev. Kate Wilson

Exodus 12:1-4, 5-10, 11-14      Psalm 116:1, 10-17       1 Corinthians 11:23-26       John 13:1-17, 31b-35

“How is this night unlike every other night?”  This is the first of four questions asked by a child at the Passover supper. To Jews worldwide and from ancient days, the answer is that this night is the Passover of the Lord; this is the night on which enslaved Israelites in Egypt were spared the most horrible of the ten acts and marvels God inflicted on Egyptians; acts to convince Pharoah that Yahweh far outpowered Pharoah’s many gods, forcing Pharoah to free the Israelite slaves. 
The final, crushing strike was the death of the firstborn of Egypt, whether human or cattle. To spare the enslaved Israelites, God ordered them to dress ready to flee, to prepare bread without having the time to let it rise, to roast a lamb, but first spreading its blood on the lintels of their doors as a sign to the angel of death to spare them. Pharoah had agreed to free the Jews nine times before, and had reneged once things settled down again, once the stink of millions of dead frogs dissipated, when the Nile water had returned from blood to clear water once again. 
This Israelites were very aware that Pharoah could and most likely would betray his own words again, even after such a devastating sign from Yahweh. And they, too, would be impacted by the passing over of all the roofs of Egypt by the angel of death should they fail to mark their supports above their doorways.
The Pass over by the angel is the pascha, thus making the lamb the paschal lamb, both in Jewish history and, as of this meal, in our Christian faith. It is from this night that Jesus becomes the Paschal Lamb, protecting us from eternal death, giving us eternal life, and leading us to great spiritual growth on our paths in the wilderness of our lives.  The bread of this night would sustain the Israelites, through their affliction, and the wine of this night would enliven them, uplift them in a frightening escape and for their journey into freedom.
When Jesus told his disciples to find the upper room and to prepare it for their Passover seder, they would know what was expected. They would know to clean the room thoroughly, ridding it of any minute speck of yeast or of any food containing yeast, because even a speck would render the room and their meal unclean. They would know which foods to gather to reenact the meal before the Passover of the angel. They would know that simple, unleavened bread would be the center of that food and of that sacred meal: matzah, the bread of affliction. 
The seder prayer over the bread is this:
THIS is the bread of affliction that our ancestors
ate in the land of Egypt. Whoever is hungry, come
eat with us! Whoever is needy, come join our
Seder! This year we’re here; next year in the land
of Israel! This year we’re slaves; next year we will
be free.

Here it is: this bread is the bread of inclusion, an invitation to the hungry, to the needy. This year we are here. This year we are enslaved. Next year we will be free. 

When the matzah was broken, it was broken into two unequal parts. The smaller represents our suffering. In our faith, it is expanded to embrac the suffering of Jesus from this night throughout his betrayal and humiliating death. The larger piece represents the redemption following the journey to the promised land. It represents the redemption of all the Jews, all of God’s chosen people, in both freedom and their work toward stability as a community living in mitzvah, as Micah wrote, 

He has shown you, O mortal, what is good.
    And what does the LORD require of you?
To act justly and to love mercy
    and to walk humbly[a] with your God. (Micah 6:8)

For us, it represents our call to do the same, and so much more. The larger piece also represents our redemption through the glorious resurrection. As Jesus said during this very sacred meal, and Paul recalled in his first letter to the Corinthians:

I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me." In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me." For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.

And we know we proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes in the resurrection, the beating down of death, and in his return as we are to enter our eternal promised land. 

We celebrate moving from the affliction of this life to the blessings to come this night and in every Sunday re-enactment of the same. We incorporate Christ into ourselves through this basic, essential, bread both to glorify and thank him and to strengthen our abilities to act in the ways of goodness that build community, that build belonging, just as the ancient Jews have prayed for millennia. And we strengthen and enliven our spirits with the simple table wine which Jesus introduces himself as his disciples, then and now, as the new Covenant with God. 

How is this night unlike every other night? 

It is the night in which the enslaved Jews of Egypt made their ways to the promised land. It is the night they began to reinvent themselves in every way they could imagine to be blessings of God to one another. It is the night in which Jesus and the disciples relived the fear and relief, honoring their ancestors who could not even imagine freedom, and honoring God who made it possible. 

For us, it is the night in which Jesus remembered freedom and movement in body and spirit; it is the night in which he gave himself to be around us, above us, beside us, below us, and in us as the sign that we are his and he is ours. 

This evening, take this simple, humble bread of affliction, the bread of sacredness, and remember the wondrous way in which this night is unlike every other night.



Thanks be to God. 



