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“A Feast to Remember”

“This day shall be a day of remembrance for you.”

Of all of the meals I have shared over the years, there are a few that are most memorable:

· Thanksgiving Day 1974, when my family from California visited us on the occasion of my final
Thanksgiving Day football game, the rivalry between North Plainfield and South Plainfield High
Schools and my last appearance as drum major of the North Plainfield High School Marching
Band.  Even though our team had a mediocre season, on that day we won 47-18, and sharing the
victory and Thanksgiving dinner with my family was all the more festive.

· The wedding of my cousin Donna Marie and her husband Ed in April 1999 was a wonderful
celebration at which I was privileged to preside.  It brought together family and friends at a
spectacular restaurant in Millburn, NJ, which included the first (and last) time I have every
sampled caviar.

· Our 25  wedding anniversary at the Four Seasons Hotel in Philadelphia, where we had spent ourth

wedding night on January 7, 1984 (we can only afford the Four Seasons every 25 years!).  It was
a dinner that began with a bottle of French champagne and stretched over several courses that
lasted over 3 ½ hours, easily the most sumptuous meal we’ve ever enjoyed.

There is one other feast that I could add to this list: the year we were invited into the home of Rabbi Marc
Gruber, his wife Renee and their family to share their Passover Seder.  Rabbi Gruber was my colleague
in Rockville Centre, and being invited to share his family Seder was a tremendous honour.  It also
sparked my curiosity, since Rabbi Gruber was a strict vegetarian; how would he negotiate some of the
requirements of the Seder, including the prescribed presence of the lamb at the meal?  Even my Jewish
chiropractor was curious as to how a vegetarian family would prepare this most important meal for the
Jewish people, a meal that is both a feast and a worship service that calls the Jewish people to
remember what God did for them in liberating God’s people from slavery in Egypt.  It is a meal that
demands a great deal of preparation; for observant Jewish families, only food that is designated as
kosher for Passover is to be consumed during the eight days of the festival (many stores on Long Island
had special sections for kosher food, with stores shelves lined with shelf paper so that the food did not
touch shelves that had previously held non-kosher products).  Families have special plates and utensils
that are only used at Passover, and many go to extreme lengths to make certain that all traces of leaven
are removed from their home and foods that are not kosher for Passover are stored elsewhere.  The
Passover table is set not only with these special dishes but also with foods that call to mind the events of
the first Passover; these include matzo or unleavened bread, bitter herbs, salt water, and haroset (a
mixture of apples, nuts, wine and cinnamon).  When the family gathers at the table to begin the Seder,
each place has a booklet that contains the Haggadah, the order of worship for Passover that includes the
key question that a child asks of their parents: “Why is this night different from all other nights?”

This night is different because it brings the Jewish people back to the land Egypt, where they had been
enslaved for centuries.  It brings them back to the night when the Lord issues a command to Moses and
Aaron to instruct the Israelites to prepare a special meal that will be their last supper in slavery, because
this is the night in which the Lord will answer their prayers in liberating his people from bondage.  It is the
night when the Lord will visit the tenth and final plague upon the Egyptians, which will have devastating
consequences for the nation that has been built upon the backs and persecution of the Israelites but will
now experience what they have suffered: “For I will pass through the land of Egypt that night, and I will
strike down every firstborn of the land of Egypt, both human beings and animals; on all the gods of Egypt
I will execute judgments; I am the LORD.” (Exodus 12:12).  But this horror will not affect the Israelites, for
the plague of death will “pass over” their households that are marked with the blood of the lamb they
were instructed to prepare for this occasion: “They shall take some of the blood and put it on the two



doorposts and the lintel of the houses in which they eat it.” (12:7).  As they endure this night in which
death is entering into the houses of the Egyptians in whose midst they have toiled and suffered, they are
to eat a meal whose menu is also prescribed by the Lord who is in the midst of liberating them: “This is
how you shall eat it: your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and you
shall eat it hurriedly.  It is the Passover of the LORD.” (12:11).  The blood of the lamb that marks the
homes of this people who are eating in preparation for liberation is a sign that marks those who are
exempt from destruction; it is a sign that makes visible the promise of God and assures the protection of
Israel.

· “Those who share the meal must be ready to go, ready to travel, ready to depart from the empire. 
The entire drama must be done in a hurry in order to reenact the memory that leaving Egypt is a
dangerous, anxiety-ridden business.” – Walter Brueggemann.

As the Lord instructs the Israelites as to how they are to prepare this meal of anticipation of liberation, he
also commands them to observe this occasion through a meal that will serve as a perpetual
remembrance of what God has done for God’s people on this day: “This day shall be a day of
remembrance for you.  You shall celebrate it as a festival to the LORD; throughout your generations you
shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance.” (12:14).  It is through annual observance of this momentous
event that the people of Israel will remember what God has done for them in the past, which is critical for
“a community of faith that stakes its identity on once-for-all events that must be kept present-time in each
new generation and in each new circumstance.” (Brueggemann).  The Passover Seder is both a feast to
remember in the same way that special feasts such as we celebrate on Thanksgiving or on weddings
and anniversaries remain cherished memories, and a feast of remembrance in which we remember in
the present what God has for us in the past, and what that means for our future hope of all that God has
still promised to fulfill for those who gather at this feast:

· “In attempting to understand the meaning and rationale of the ceremonies connected with the
Seder we must bear in mind two things.  First, that the Exodus was the momentous event in
Jewish history and the perpetuation of its memory by numerous symbolic ceremonies is
continually enjoined … Second, that the Passover was believed to be the time set for the future
Messianic redemption of Israel just as it was in the time of the first deliverance.  Hence the
insistent retention of the ancient ceremonies which express deep longing of a martyred people for
redemption.” – Meyer Waxman.

As observant Jews, Jesus and his disciples would gather every year at the Passover table to remember
all that the Lord accomplished for God’s people.  Even in his final days, Jesus fulfills this commitment
when he instructs his disciples to make preparations so that they can once again gather to celebrate this
feast of remembrance:

· “On the first day of Unleavened Bread, when the Passover lamb is sacrificed, his disciples said to
him, ‘Where do you want us to go and make the preparations for you to eat the Passover?’  So
he sent two of his disciples, saying to them, ‘Go into the city, and a man carrying a jar of water
will meet you; follow him, and wherever he enters, say to the owner of the house, ‘The Teacher
asks, Where is my guest room where I may eat the Passover with my disciples?’  He will show
you a large room upstairs, furnished and ready.  Make preparations for us there.’  So the
disciples set out and went to the city, and found everything as he had told them, and they
prepared for the Passover feast.” – Mark 14:12-16.

On the first night of Passover, Jesus and his disciples joined with all of the people of Israel on that
evening as they gathered at the Seder table to partake of all of the foods that were to remind them of the
night in which God freed his people from bondage, and the hope that remained for their future liberation
from the bondage they still endured.  But as they partake of this meal that the Jewish people had shared
for generations, Jesus takes two items that are on the table and institutes a new meal for his disciples, a
meal that will also be a feast of remembrance as well as a foretaste of what God will accomplish for
God’s people in the future:



· “While they were eating, he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke it, gave it to them,
and said, ‘Take; this is my body.’  Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to them,
and all of them drank from it.  He said to them, ‘This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured
out for many.  Truly I tell you, I will never again drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I
drink it new in the kingdom of God.’” – 14:22-25.

As the Passover is remembered as a night that is different from all other nights, the night of Jesus’ Last
Supper becomes a night that is also different from all others, because on this night Jesus institutes a
new meal that is also to be observed by God’s people as a perpetual feast.  It is the night we observe as
“Maundy Thursday,” which comes from the word mandatum (from which we also get the word
“mandate”), a night in which as God commanded his people to celebrate the Passover as a day of
remembrance (“… throughout your generations you shall observe it as a perpetual feast” – Exodus
12:14), so are those who gather as followers of Jesus Christ commanded to observe this meal that Jesus
institutes on the night in which he is betrayed as a feast of remembrance in which we call to mind our
Lord’s giving of his body and blood on the Cross, his presence among us whenever we gather to share
this feast, and the future promise that is ours whenever we gather at the Lord’s Table both on this night
and on every day and night when we answer Christ’s call to gather at the table of God’s family.

In his chastisement of the people of Corinth over the abuses that are taken place at their celebrations of
the Lord’s Supper, Paul presents this meal that Christ instituted at his Last Supper as commemorating
the Passover meal that Jesus celebrated with his disciples on the night he was betrayed:

· “For 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, be 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.” – 1 Corinthians 11:23-26.

As the Passover was instituted by God for the people of Israel to observe as a feast of remembrance, so
does our Lord Jesus Christ institute this holy supper we call Holy Communion so that whenever we
gather at this table we might also remember what happened on this night in which Jesus was betrayed
and what it means for us to proclaim the Lord’s death in our present age even as we look forward to what
will be fulfilled when he comes again.

· “What happened back then is retold to incorporate the new tellers and hearers as a part of the
narrative, as participants in the old and ongoing story … When the Corinthians tell the story, it
becomes their story; they ‘remember’ the story in a way that ties their own lives into it in a
transforming and illuminating way.” – J. Paul Sampley.

Holy Communion is of such central importance to Lutherans that it is one of only two acts (along with
Holy Baptism) that we understand as Sacraments, “rites which have the command of God and to which
the promise of grace has been added.” (Apology of the Augsburg Confession).  As distinguished from
other rites the church practices such as marriage and ordination, a sacrament is instituted by the Lord’s
command (“Do this in remembrance of me”), using a common earthly element (the water of Baptism,
bread and wine of Communion) along with the word of promise that is attached to the sacramental act (“I
baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”; “This is my Body, given for
you; this is my Blood, shed for you.”).  We gather at the Lord’s Table in obedience to our Lord’s
Command to receive this gift of grace that offers “strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow.”

· “What is the benefit of such eating and drinking? The words ‘given for you’ and ‘shed for you for
the forgiveness of sin’ show us that forgiveness of sin, life, and salvation are given to us in the
sacrament through these words, because where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and
salvation.” – Small Catechism.



No matter when we gather to celebrate Holy Communion, we are always brought back to this night; the
Words of Institution, the essential words that must be spoken whenever we gather at the Lord’s Table,
bring back to us the remembrance that it was “in the night [that] he was betrayed” that the Lord instituted
this Holy Meal for us to share, the meal we are mandated to observe as a perpetual ordinance, a meal
that reminds us of all that our Lord has given us in Jesus Christ and what unites as sisters and brothers
in Christ at the family table of God’s people.  Every time the bread is placed in our hands, every time the
wine touches out lips, we are brought back to this holy night and brought back to remembrance that the
most important words we share at this table are the words that make this meal a blessing for all of us, for
Christ’s and blood are given and shed “for you … for the forgiveness of sins,” for “a person who has faith
in these words, ‘given for you’ and ‘shed for you for the forgiveness of sin,’ is really worthy and well
prepared.” (Small Catechism).

· “Only belief in the ‘for you’ and ‘for the forgiveness of sin,’ accompanied by bodily eating and
drinking, is vital.  Philosopher William James once urged readers to seek the ‘commanding vision’
of an author so that everything else will fall into place.  ‘For you … for forgiveness’ is the
commanding vision in this understanding of the Lord’s Supper; everything else follows from it. 
Lose sight of it and the meal will become merely a nice rite.” – Martin Marty.

The feasts that we hold in special remembrance are memorable to us for many reasons; it may be the
sumptuous food, or the special occasion, or the people with whom we shared this feast.  On this night of
remembrance, we gather at a table that is set with very special food: the body and blood of our Lord
Jesus Christ.  We gather on the occasion of the night in which he was betrayed, his Last Supper before
he gave himself over the death on the Cross.  We gather with the people of God, all who are invited to
join in this feast which promises us God’s presence to give us strength for our journey in life as well as
the promise of the day when God will “make for all peoples a feast … and he will destroy on this
mountain the shroud that is cast over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all nations; he will
swallow up death forever.  Then the Lord God will wipe away the tears from all faces…” (Isaiah 25:6-8). 
Come, let us gather, for this is a feast to remember: all that God has done for us in the past, all that God
will provide for us in these present days, and all that is ours in the days to come as this feast which we
share on this holy night gives us a foretaste of the feast that is to come.  On this night of remembrance,
let us share in this feast of remembrance! Amen.


