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“Why Is This Night Different?”

“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 …”

One of the most memorable dinners Susan and I have attended was when we were invited to share the
Passover Seder meal with a local rabbi and his family.  It was the first time we had been guests at this most
important occasion in the Jewish year and were very honored to be included with the rabbi’s family and
friends.  It was a wonderful evening that included a sumptuous dinner as well as the liturgy of the
Haggadah, the worship book used during the Seder to facilitate the retelling of the story of the Exodus from
Egypt.  When Jewish families gather at the Seder meal, they remember the Passover when the Lord
“brought your companies out of the land of Egypt; you shall observe this day throughout your generations
as a perpetual ordinance.” (Exodus 12:17).  As we followed the order of worship in the Haggadah, we were
reminded of God’s faithfulness to God’s people in bringing them “out of the land of Egypt, out of the house
of slavery.” (Exodus 20:1).

One of the main focal points of the Haggadah is the maggid, the telling of the story of the Exodus from
Egypt.  This story begins with the youngest person at the Seder asking the Mah Nishtanah, the “Four
Questions” that provide the impetus for telling why this night is different from all other nights.  At the
family Seder we had been invited to join, it was the youngest son who asked the first of the Four Questions:
“Why is this night different from all other nights?”  It is a question that has remained with me when we
come to this day in which Christians observe Maundy Thursday, the day when our Lord Jesus Christ
gathered with his disciples to share his Last Supper, the Seder meal that he had shared with family and
friends throughout his life, a reminder that Jesus and his disciples were observant Jews whose lives had
been shaped by the teachings of the Torah.  Jesus gathers with his disciples for a Passover Seder similar to
the many they have shared; but this time, he gathers for a Passover unlike any other, for on this occasion
he informs them that “I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer; for I tell you, I will
not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God.” (Luke 22:15-16).  Jesus takes his place at this Seder table
knowing that it will be his last supper, that within hours he will be betrayed, arrested, condemned and
crucified:

· “Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this
world and go to the Father.  Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the
end.  The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot to betray him.” –
John 13:1-2.

This night is “different from all other nights” because it was “the night when he was betrayed” (1
Corinthians 11:23), the night when Jesus gives his disciples a new meal and a new commandment:

· “… he 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 a 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.



· “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one
another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” – John 13:34-
35.

Maundy Thursday is a night that is different from other nights because it is a night that is defined by Jesus’
commandments (“maundy” come from the Latin word mandatum, which is also the root of our English
word “mandate”).  It is Jesus’ commandment, along with the earthly elements of bread and wine and the
words of assurance that this is the body and blood of Christ “for you” that assure us that this meal is a
Sacrament, a means of grace in which we have the assurance 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).  Maundy Thursday is different from all other nights because it is a
night we remember whenever we gather at the Lord’s Table around the bread and wine that, together with
these words, bestow upon us the grace of this holy sacrament.

While the Last Supper is recorded in all four Gospels, it is from Paul’s account in his first letter to the
Corinthians that we take the Words of Institution that are a necessary part of any celebration of the Lord’s
Supper.  Paul includes these words in a section of the letter in which he chastises the Corinthians for the
abuses that are taking place in their gatherings, calling them to task because “when you come together it
is not for the better but for the worse” (11:17).  In the early church, the Lord’s Supper would be celebrated
in the context of a communal meal, similar to the manner in which the Passover Seder includes both liturgy
and meal.  A meal that was established to promote the unity of the body of Christ (“communion”) had
instead become another occasion in which the divisions that were present within the Corinthian church
were manifest:

· “When you come together, it is not really to eat the Lord’s Supper.  For when the time comes to
eat, each of you goes ahead with your own supper, and one goes hungry and another becomes
drunk.  What!  Do you not have home to eat and drink in?  Or do you show contempt for the church
of God and humiliate those how have nothing?  What should I say to you?  Should I commend you? 
In this matter I do not commend you!” – 11:20-22.

The Corinthians who are abusing the Lord’s Supper have lost the sense that is at the heart of Paul’s teaching
that the life of faith is a life of community; they have “privatized their faith and their worship in a way that
Paul finds totally unacceptable; they have lost any sense that love as the right relation to others is the proper
and necessary expression of their faith as the right relation to God.” (J. Paul Sampley).
  
It is to this community that has lost its understanding of the true nature of the Lord’s Supper that Paul
offers the words that we hear at every gathering for Holy Communion, that “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” (11:23). 
Paul credits “the Lord” as his source, reminding his readers here as he does in other letters that “the gospel
that was proclaimed by me is not of human origin; for I did not receive it from a human source, not was I
taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ.” (Galatians 1:11-12).  The idea of memory
and remembrance has roots that reach back into Israel and are a part of Paul’s Jewish heritage.  When the
people brought their offerings of first fruits and tithes, they were called to remember all that the Lord had
done for them:

· “The LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with a terrifying
display of power, and with signs and wonders, and he brought us into this place and gave us this



land, a land flowing with milk and honey.  So now I bring the first of the fruit of the ground that you,
O LORD, have given me.” – Deuteronomy 26:8-10.

When the Corinthians tell the story, it becomes their story “in a way that ties their own lives into it in a
transforming and illuminating way.” (Sampley).  The words that Christians continue to hear whenever we
gather at the Lord’s Table remind us that this is no ordinary meal, but one that is different from all other
meals because it was instituted on a night that is different from all other nights, the Sacrament of Holy
Communion that unites us with Christ and 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.

When we gather at our Lord’s Table in obedience to Christ’s commandment (“Do this in remembrance of
me”), we meet not only our brothers and sisters but “we also meet Christ, and our lives are given new focus
by that reality.” (Brian Peterson).

Paul’s words of institution are a call to both remember and to proclaim: “For as often as you eat this bread
and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” (11:26).  While the word “proclaim”
(katangello) can mean to “preach,” it also implies that the way in which Christians live together can serve
as a faithful proclamation of the good news of Jesus Christ, a Paul states in his words to the Thessalonians:

· “For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but your
faith in God has gone forth everyone so that we have no need to say anything.” – 1 Thessalonians
1:8.

If Christ’s followers live faithfully according to the commands of Christ, “their very lives will become a fitting
proclamation of the gospel in the world.” (Sampley).

As we remember Maundy Thursday as the night that is different from all other nights, the night to which
we turn our attention whenever we gather at the Lord’s Table, we also call to mind that this is a Maundy
Thursday that is different from any other we have experienced.  While in previous years we were able to
gather together to share the Lord’s Supper on this night when Jesus was betrayed, in this time of pandemic
and social distancing we are unable to be together to share the body and blood of Christ.  But while we are
current unable to gather as the church around Word and Sacrament, we can still be the church in the world
when we live in obedience to Christ’s command to “love one another.”  We can still proclaim Christ’s love
through our acts of lovingkindness to those in need: delivering groceries to persons who are shut in or self-
isolating, sending cards or making phone calls to person who are feeling alone and frightened, sharing a
wave to a neighbor across the street, giving to charities that support persons in need in our community,
keeping those on the front lines of the pandemic in our prayers.  We cannot share the love of Christ with
each other physically at the moment, but the light of Christ can still shine as the Church of Jesus Christ goes
into the world so that we might be faithful to Christ’s command on this day of mandatum that “by this
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” (John 13:35).

· “For when through faith we know how dearly God loves us, we must gain a sweet and loving heart
toward God, and this heart cannot stay by itself alone.  It must flow forth and freely show itself in
gratitude and love … Christians make haste to give themselves wholeheartedly to their neighbors,



serving and helping them freely with their counsel, for they know that God showed them his grace
freely out of sheer mercy, without any merit, even while they were still in sin … if they see them
naked, they clothe them; hungry, they feed them; thirsty, they give them to drink, and so forth. 
To sum up, ‘Do to others as you would have them do to you’ (Matthew 7:12).  And so, whatever
way you can serve your neighbors, do it gladly and willingly, before they ask you.” – Martin Luther,
1527.

On this Maundy Thursday, we are called to consider how we might be faithful to the commands our Lord
gave on this night that is different from all other nights in this year that is different from all other years. 
Sadly, we cannot gather together at the Lord’s Table to share the Body and Blood of Christ; but we can
continue to be the Church wherever we find ourselves as we love one another, serve each other, be a
blessing to others as Christ has blessed us.  Until we can meet again, may we be the church wherever we
find ourselves, shining the light of Christ so that others may know that amidst the darkness of these present
days that nothing can separate us from the love of God that is with us – now and always – in the one who
blesses all of our days because of this night that is different from all other nights.

Amen.


