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“What Is This?”
“This is my body that is for you.  Do this in remembrance of me.”

For our 25  wedding anniversary, Susan and I returned to the Four Seasons Hotel in Philadelphia, where weth

had spent our wedding night on January 7, 1984 (we can only afford to stay at this hotel ever 25 years!).  As
a part of our weekend celebration, we made reservations in their five-star Fountains Restaurant, where a
feature of the evening was the “Chef’s Menu,” which means that you are not told what you will be eating
until it arrives at your table.  Being somewhat adventurous with food, I chose to place myself in the care of
the chef, which resulted in my eating some courses that I would have never chosen from a menu (but which
were very delicious).  When a few of these courses arrived, I remember that the first words that came to my
mind were “what is this?”, because I had no idea what was being placed before me.  Thankfully, our waiter
was very thorough in his explanation of each dish, even if I was still left somewhat mystified as to what the
chef had prepared for me.

“What is this?”  I hadn’t asked this question about food since I was as university student, where our dining
hall would feature meals we would label as “mystery meat,” unidentifiable meet swimming in brown sauce. 
While none of us got sick from any of these meals, they were not among my most memorable dining
experiences – at least not in a good sense!

“What is this?” – It’s the question that the people of Israel asked when they awoke in the wilderness and
found “a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground.” (Exodus 16:14).  It was in response to the
people’s complaining to Moses and Aaron about their perceived lack of food after they had been liberated
from slavery in Egypt: “If only we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the
fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into the wilderness to kill this whole assembly
with hunger.” (16:3).  In response, the Lord says to Moses that “I am going to rain bread from heaven for
you, and each day the people shall go out and gather enough for the day.” (16:4).  It was this “bread from
heaven” that the people found on the ground each morning; only it didn’t look like any bread that they had
previously eaten, so their first response was to ask, “what is it?” (16:15), which in Hebrew is manna.  This
manna from heaven was “the bread that the LORD has given you to eat,” the means through which God
provided for God’s people as they journey through the wilderness on their way to the Promised Land.

What is this?  This question is asked every year as the Jewish people gather at the Seder table to remember
the Passover in obedience to the instruction in the Torah that “you shall observe it as a festival to the LORD;
throughout your generations you shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance.” (Exodus 12:14).  Gathered at
the feast table filled with the traditional foods of Passover, Jewish families follow the Haggadah, the
Passover liturgy in which the Four Questions (Mah Nishtanah) are asked every year:

· “How is this night different from all other nights?”
· “On all other nights, we eat chameitz and matzah.  Why on this night only matzah?”
· “On all other nights we eat all vegetables.  Why, on this night, maror?”
· “On all other nights, we don’t dip even once.  Why on this night do we dip twice?”

The matzah that is on the Seder table is a reminder of the bread that was baked with haste on the night of
the Passover; the unleavened bread is a reminder that “on this very day I brought your companies out of the
land of Egypt; you shall observe this day throughout your generations as a perpetual ordinance.” (12:17).



What is this? As the hour of his death approached, Jesus gathered with his disciples for this Last Supper at
the Seder table.  On the first day of Unleavened Bread during this Holy Week, Jesus’ disciples ask him
“Where do you want us to go and make the preparations for you to eat the Passover?” (Mark 14:12), a
reminder that Jesus and his disciples were all observant Jews.  Jesus instructs them to go into the city where
a man carrying a jar of water will meet them; he will guide them to a house where the owner will show the
disciples “a large room upstairs, furnished and ready.  Make preparations for us there.” (14:15).  It is in this
Upper Room that Jesus shares his Last Supper with his disciples.  As they share the Passover meal in
remembrance of the Lord who “brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Exodus
20:2), Jesus takes two items off the Seder table – the bread and the wine – and institutes a supper that his
followers share in remembrance of what happened on this night:

· “… 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.’” – 1 Corinthians 11:23-25.

For Christians, this night is different from all other nights in that it is the night we remember every time we
gather at the Lord’s Table.  It is the night we know as Maundy Thursday, taking its name from the Latin
word mandatum, meaning “mandate” or “command.”  It is a reminder that on this night our Lord Jesus
commanded us to “do this in remembrance of me,” which is one of the three requirements in our Lutheran
teaching on sacraments:

1. A sacrament must be commanded by Christ: for Holy Communion, “do this in remembrance of me”;
for Holy Baptism, “go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19).

2. A sacrament must make use of a common earthly element: in Holy Baptism, water; in Holy
Communion, bread and wine.

3. A sacrament must be accompanied by the Word of promise: the baptismal formula “in the name of
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”; the Words of Institution in Holy Communion that
always center our attention on this “night in which he was betrayed.”

The identification of the bread with Jesus’ body (“this is my body which is for you”) is present in all the
Gospel accounts of the Last Supper (“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.’” – Mark 14:22).  Paul’s account in 1 Corinthians
extends the phrase by adding “which is for you,” which Luther teaches is central to our preparation and
worthiness to receive the Lord’s Supper:

· “Fasting and bodily preparation are in fact a fine external discipline, but 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.  However, a person who does not believe these words or doubts them is unworthy and
unprepared, because the words ‘for you’ require truly believing hearts.” – Small Catechism.

While the question is not a part of our communion liturgy, it may be proper for us to ask on this night – and
whenever we gather at the Lord’s Table – what is this?  While this meal shares aspects of other celebratory
feasts – it features a special table with special food around which are invited special people – it is unlike any
other supper because it is the Lord’s Supper, where we believe that Christ himself is present among us in
the bread and wine which is for us the Body and Blood of our Lord and Saviour:



· “It is the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ under the bread and wine, instituted by Christ
himself for us Christians to eat and to drink.” – Small Catechism.

· “Concerning the Lord’s Supper it is taught that the true body and blood of Christ are truly present
under the form of bread and wine in the Lord’s Supper and are distributed and received there.” –
Augsburg Confession, Article X.

· “There can be no doubt that it is godly and in accordance with the institution of Christ and the
words of Paul to use both elements in the Lord’s Supper.  For Christ instituted both elements and
instituted them not for part of the church but for the entire church.” – Apology of the Augsburg
Confession, Article XXII: Concerning Both Kinds in the Lord’s Supper.

In the eating of the bread in obedience to our Lord’s command, believers proclaim that Christ is for
believers; Christ is “on their side” as Paul proclaims in Romans: “If God is for us, who is against us?” (8:31). 
The Lord’s Supper affirms in its distribution of the bread to us that Christ’s body is for believers; it is as
members of Christ’s body that Christians have their fundamental identity.  The bread of Holy Communion
stands for Christ’s body (synecdoche), the Church, of which all participants are members, a point that Paul
will develop in 1 Corinthians when he proclaims that “you are the body of Christ and individually members
of it.” (12:27).  As in Holy Baptism we are “reborn children of God and made members of the church, the
body of Christ” (ELW Holy Baptism), our gathering at the Lord’s Table to receive the Body and Blood of
Christ is a confirmation of our unity with Christ as with one another:

· “The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ?  The bread that we
break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ?  Because there is one bread, we who are many are
one body, for we all partake of the one bread.” – 1 Corinthians 10:16-17.

Whenever we gather together to receive the Lord’s Supper – be it on a Sunday morning, or a midweek
service, or in a retirement home chapel, or at the dining room table of a homebound member or the
bedside of a person in the hospital – we are always brought back to this “night in which he was betrayed,”
this night that is different from all other nights because it compels us to ask “what is this?” as we look upon
this holy meal that our Lord has placed before us.

· “The Lord’s Supper is the forgiveness of sins.  It works the forgiveness of sins.  The words ‘for you’
and ‘for the forgiveness of sins,’ says Luther, ‘when accompanied by the bodily eating and drinking,
are the chief thing in the sacrament’ … Forgiveness of sins, then, is a blanket term for the whole
relationship that Jesus effects and which is ‘for you’ in the Lord’s Supper when grasped by faith.” –
Martin Marty, The Lord’s Supper.

The meal that Susan and I shared at the Four Seasons was on a most special occasion in our lives; and while
I may have asked “what is this?” when my mystery courses arrived, there was no mystery as to why we
were there on that evening; it was to celebrate the love with which the Lord has blessed us for those 25
years (now 34 years and counting!).  When we ask “what is this?” as we gather at the Lord’s Table tonight, it
is not because we have any doubts as to why we are here; there is a place for us at the Lord’s Table because
we are God’s children, called together by the one who gave of his body and blood in these days of his
Passion and Death so that we might have the assurance that “neither death, nor life … nor anything else in
all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39).  We
are at the Lord’s Table on this night when our Saviour was betrayed because it was through his “holy
precious blood and his innocent suffering and death” that we have the assurance that we “belong to him,
live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he
is risen from the dead and lives and rules eternally.  This is most certainly true.” (Small Catechism).  When
we ask, “what is this?” when we gather to receive the Lord’s Supper, our answer is not one of doubt or



uncertainty but of bold, confident trust and faith: “this is the Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, given
and shed for us for the forgiveness of sins.” 
 

· “It is, once again, about participation in Christ and not substitution by Christ.  And we, like they, are
invited to travel with Jesus through execution to resurrection.  The Last Supper is about bread for
the world, God’s justice against human injustice, a New Passover from bondage to liberation, and
participation in the path that leads through death to new life.” – Marcus Borg and John Dominic
Crossan, The Last Week.

What is this?  As we gather in response to our Lord’s command on this holy night, we know with assurance
the reason why we are here and what we are to receive: this is the body and blood of Christ, given and shed
for us for the forgiveness of sins, a foretaste of the feast to come when the Lord will destroy “the shroud
that is case over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all nations; he will swallow up death forever … This
is the LORD for whom we have waited; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.” (Isaiah 25:7, 9).  

What is this? Eat this bread, drink this cup; this is the body and blood of Christ given and shed for you. 
Amen.


