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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Maundy Thursday is the day when we remember and celebrate Jesus’ last supper with his disciples 
before his crucifixion. This has traditionally been the day when even churches that practice Holy 
Communion infrequently are sure to be celebrating the sacrament. In other words, it’s the one day 
on the calendar when you could pretty much pick a church at random and be highly confident the 
Holy Communion was happening there. In many Lutheran churches this has been the traditional day 
for first communion. And yet tonight, here at Grace, we will not be having Holy Communion, for 
reasons that I laid out in an article for our April newsletter. I’m not going to repeat that now. You 
can find it on the web site on the Covid-19 page under the Worship menu.1 
 What I would like to do is to take a moment to consider the meaning of Jesus’ last supper 
with his disciples and its connection to our celebrations of Holy Communion. Now might be just the 
time to think about this gift that we can easily come to take for granted and minimize its 
significance. Our gospel reading this evening takes place on the evening of Jesus’ betrayal, but 
John’s Gospel has a slightly different timeline from the other Gospels that I’ll come back to in a few 
minutes. What John emphases, though, is the same thing Paul is emphasizing in our second reading 
from 1 Corinthians, namely that a community gathered in Jesus’ name is one that puts the interests 
of unity above the individual preferences of each of its members. And the way that happens is for 
each of us to become servants of one another, as Jesus graphically illustrated when he washed his 
disciples’ feet. He was performing the menial task of a servant for those who would normally be 
thought to be below him. Community gathered in Jesus’ name does not import the hierarchies and 
boundaries of worldly society. 
 Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians was written to a community of believers that hadn’t 
quite gotten that message. They were deeply divided over a number of different issues. The one 
being addressed in the section from which tonight’s reading comes was that when the congregation 
came together for worship that included a meal they tended to segregate themselves. The rich 
brought plenty of food that they shared with their rich friends, while the poor came with little or 
nothing and were effectively excluded. What those rich members failed to realize, Paul insisted, was 
that all of them, rich and poor, were part of the same body of Christ. The effect of their practice was 
disunity; exactly the opposite of the meal’s intent. Worship that perpetuates disunity and disregards 
the neighbor in need is no worship at all, and in fact makes a mockery of Christ’s death. 
 But a community that discerns that this meal, rightly shared among them, makes them body 
of Christ, also at the same time proclaims by their unity the saving power of Christ’s death for the 
sake of all people. By their remembrance of his sacrifice, and by their regard for one another, they 
show the world – and they show each other – that Christ did not die in vain, but that by his death he 
is bringing about the salvation and reconciliation of the whole world. 
 Our first reading tonight from Exodus connects Jesus’ last supper with his disciples to the 
Passover, when the blood of the lamb was splashed on the doorposts of the Israelites’ houses to 
ward off the plague that claimed the lives of the Egyptians’ first-born sons. In the first three Gospels, 
it is the Passover meal that Jesus and his disciples are sharing, at which Jesus reinterprets the meal 
with reference to his coming death. “This bread is my body.” “This cup is my blood.” John makes 
                                                
1 https://glccu.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Holy-Communion-and-the-Pandemic.pdf 



the same point in a different way. In his Gospel, Jesus’ meeting with his disciples takes place not on 
the Passover, but on the day of preparation for the Passover. That makes the day of Jesus’ 
crucifixion the day of Passover, the day on which the Passover lamb was killed. Already in John’s 
first chapter we hear John the Baptist declaring Jesus to be “the lamb of God who takes away the sin 
of the world,” words we use at every communion service. What John is telling us is that Jesus is the 
new Passover lamb, whose blood saves us and whose body gives us life. 
 The church’s understanding and practice of Holy Communion developed over the centuries, 
but always with reference to these key texts. It’s an interesting story that we don’t have time for 
now. But by the time of the Reformation there were two opposing understandings. The 
understanding of the Roman Catholic Church was that the church, through the ordained priesthood, 
was given the power to change ordinary bread and wine into the actual body and blood of Jesus. 
Even though the elements continued to look and taste like bread and wine, they were in reality the 
actual, physical body and blood of Jesus, and the faithful were required to receive this sacrament or 
face God’s judgment. The opposing position was that the bread and wine only symbolized the body 
and blood of Christ. We use them to help us remember Jesus and his sacrifice for us. But the bread 
and wine remained just bread and wine. We celebrate Holy Communion because Jesus told us to, 
but it is something we do, not something God does or that needs the special power of a priest. 
 Guess which side Luther chose? It’s a trick question, because Luther didn’t choose either 
side. He chose a third way. It’s tempting to say that that way was somewhere between the two 
options I just outlined, but that wouldn’t really be accurate. Luther affirmed with the Roman 
Catholic church that in the bread and wine of Holy Communion Christ’s body and blood were truly 
present, that it is true to say of them that they are the body and blood of Christ. But he rejected the 
philosophical speculation that explained how that worked. And he insisted that the bread and wine 
also remained bread and wine. Christ’s body and blood were present “in, with, and under” those 
elements because Christ promised that they would be. It was not some magical priestly power that 
made this happen, but the Word of God, the promise of God, attached to the elements, that forgive 
our sins, build our faith, and form us into the body of Christ for the sake of the world. 
 That Word and Promise of God were the active ingredient, both in the sacrament of Holy 
Baptism in which they are joined to water, and in the sacrament of Holy Communion in which they 
are joined to bread and wine. Water, bread, and wine for Luther delivery mechanisms for the life-
saving, life-changing promise of the Gospel: the promise of God’s love, forgiveness, and eternal 
presence in our lives through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
 The way I explain Holy Communion to children has also proven to be a powerful image for 
adults. Holy Communion is like a hug from your mother. Sometimes your mother tells you she 
loves you. That’s like the Word and Promise of God. Sometimes your mother shows you her love 
by giving you a hug. Both communicate the same love. They just do it in different ways. Sometimes 
you need to hear that you are loved. Sometimes you just need a hug. God give us both in Word and 
Sacrament. 
 Right now, many of us can’t get a hug from our mothers. My mother is in St. Louis, and it 
would be irresponsible of me to drive down there for a hug. Some of us can’t get a hug from our 
mother because our mother has died. Our separation from our mothers, whether by distance or death, 
doesn’t change our mother’s love for us. In a similar way, our refraining from Holy Communion at 
this time of global pandemic does not change God’s love for us. Bear that in mind as we continue 
our contemplation of the core of our faith in these three days, and trust that promise. And the peace 
of God, which passes all understanding, will keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


