Remember This?  The Table - Luke 22:14-20

I always say it every Spring.  Maybe you do too.  It's time to clean out the closets and attic and get rid of all those things I don't use anymore.  Old textbooks from college.  That plastic antfarm.  That old phone and fax machine that doesn't work anymore.  Old computer monitors, printers.… you get the point.  Lots of things need to either get sold at a rummage sale or taken to the recycling center.  But the thing is, if you are like me, once you start going through these old things you remember the memories attached to them.  Perhaps you find a pile of old pictures and then you might as well call off the Spring cleaning to next Spring because you are going to take an hour looking through to remember those times.  Or maybe You run across one of the kid’s teddy bears, a strange artifact from your wedding day, a souvenir from a family vacation – and entire chapters of your life are suddenly brought back.  You pick something up and turn to yourself, your spouse or child and say:  “Remember this?”

We do this each year when we remember and meditate on the history of our Savior’s suffering, death and resurrection.  For years many of us have followed Christ’s footsteps to the cross during Lent.  And there are some things, some physical items, the mere mention of which, bring up dramatic episodes on the screen of our memories.  There is the table in the upper room, the thirty pieces of silver clutched tightly in the fist of Judas, the wash basin in which Pilate tries to scrub away his personal responsibility, and even the heavy stone in Joseph’s garden which so worried the women on Easter morning.  Each one of these things physical items makes us:  “Remember this?”

Today, this Ash Wednesday, we are going to remember THE TABLE around which Christ and his disciples gathered around to celebrate the Passover on the night of his betrayal.  Read v. 14.  We've all seen that painting of the Lord's Supper.  Countless artists have tried to capture the scene on canvass.  There are jig-saw puzzles of the Last Supper – and paint-by-number versions.  But unfortunately sometimes, accuracy is sacrificed for artistic license. One portrait of the Lord’s Supper shows a platter of fish on the table.  We know, however, that roast lamb was the main course at the Passover meal ever since the Exodus from Egypt.  In Leonardo Da Vinci’s famous painting, Jesus and the Twelve are shown sitting in chairs, and all 13 of them on one side of the table, as though Da Vinci had them pose for the portrait.  The Bible tells us that they “reclined.”  Now I was taught never to put my elbows on the table while eating, but the way they ate at banquets back then takes this in the complete opposite direction.  They lounged while they were eating.  In those days the Jews reclined on low-lying dining couches drawn up lengthwise to a horseshoe-shaped, low-lying table.  A person would lean on one elbow, head toward the table, feet outward from the table.  

When you think about it this explains how Jesus could move about the table, washing the disciples’ feet which were pointed outward from the table.  As near as we can tell from the Gospel accounts, Judas must have been at Jesus’ left which according to the Jewish Talmud was, believe it or not, the place of honor.  This also explains how Jesus could talk to Judas about what Judas was about to do without the others hearing – and how Jesus could so easily hand the piece of Passover bread dipped in the bitter herbs directly to Judas.  We can picture also how John was to the right of Jesus and could lean back with his head on Jesus’ chest as the Bible portrays it, to ask Jesus who the betrayer was.

Since childhood, the disciples had gathered once a year in their homes around the Passover table, much as we gather about our family tables for Thanksgiving, Christmas or Easter.  And as we remember God’s goodness, Christ’s birth or Christ’s resurrection, so they remembered something too.  They remembered a night long ago when the streets of Egypt echoed with the crying and wailing of Egyptian mothers lamenting their lifeless firstborn in the 10th and final plague by which God pried the fingers of Pharaoh from the throats of His people.  They remembered how the angel of death “passed over” their homes – homes marked with the blood of the unblemished Passover lamb.  While death and destruction were all around, at their very doors, God told them to gather around the table to eat.  


With exacting standards, God gave instructions about the Passover table.  On the fourteenth day of the month you are to slaughter the lamb (no bone is to be broken).  Pour out its blood into a bowl.  Dip a hyssop branch into the warm blood and paint it on the doorframes of your houses.  Then you are to gather about your table for a festal meal – the entire lamb roasted with fire, no spices, with bitter herbs to remind you of the bitter bondage from which God is delivering you, and unleavened bread, the bread of haste.  It is not to be a relaxing meal.  It was a fast food meal.  You are to eat it with your robe tucked into your belt for walking, your shoes on your feet, your walking stick at hand.  In other words, be ready to go!  Eat quickly and be ready to run out the door.

God also gave them specific instructions about who was allowed to eat this Passover meal.  The table is not open to all.  No one who is not a member of the people of promise, no one who is not joined by faith to the God of Israel, no one who has forsaken the Lord God.  And when I see the blood of the lamb on your door, I will pass over your house – and the plague will not come upon you to destroy you when I smite the land of Egypt.  Now obviously, looking back at this, we see a lot of symbolism.  And we know what that symbolism means.  But think about what the people of God in Egypt must have thought.  Did it seem strange to them that the blood of a lamb could do what all of the plagues could not do?  Did it seem strange to them that their final deliverance should be accomplished without a sword being lifted by them?  Without anything being done by them but by the blood of a lamb?  God's point to them though, however strange they thought this all was, was that for the best of them and the worst of them there could be no freedom, no deliverance from death without the blood of God’s appointed lamb marking their homes and lives.  

So that table reminded them each year – as they ate – of God’s deliverance.  The central figure at this table is a Man in the prime of life, without blemish.  He shall shed his blood, but no bone shall be broken.  He shall mark our lives with his blood.  The same way that Israel’s Passover meal was not given to all, so this new memorial meal is instituted for those who are bound together by faith in Christ and his teachings.  During his ministry Jesus preached to the multitudes, to whomever would listen.  But this table of remembrance he celebrates in the solitude of the upper room for those he has instructed in his teachings.  For those who are able, as Paul puts it, to examine themselves, who recognize what they are receiving, who believe the simple words: “This is My body given for you…This is My blood poured out for you.”   Anyone approaching the Lord’s table in any other way, clinging to sin rather than renouncing it, not believing in the presence of Christ’s true body and blood, eats and drinks judgment on themselves. St. Paul said it well:  “you cannot have a part in both the Lord’s table and the table of demons.”
The words are simple words.  Christ did not say:  “This symbolizes” or “This represents” my body.  He said:  “This is.”  He refers to the cup as “the new covenant in My blood.”  This rings a bell with the apostles around the table.  When Israel was brought near to God to be His special people, Moses poured out half the blood in sacrifice – and the rest he sprinkled on the people as proof that a sacrifice had really taken place.  As Moses applied the real blood to the people, he said:  “This is the blood of the covenant.”  Within that covenant of the Old Testament was the promise of the living God that a Savior would come.  Now Jesus says:  “This cup is the NEW covenant in My blood.”    

This new covenant is different.  It is not the promise of a Savior who is coming, but the fulfilled promise of a Savior who has now come.  It is not the hoped for inheritance, but the inheritance itself.  It is not the one-way covenant promise of the God who lives – but the last will and testament of the God who is about to die for His people.  Luther remarks that a covenant or promise is made by someone who expects to continue living; a testament is made by someone who expects to die.  In holy communion, we have the last will and testament of our Savior.  With his very body and blood, Christ wraps his arms around us and touches us with the body and blood he gave for our redemption.

No more and no less is asked of us than was asked of Israel of old when they gathered about that table.  FAITH IN THE BLOOD OF GOD'S APPOINTED LAMB.  As with Israel, so with us, it is a new hour, a new day, a new year in our lives of freedom from the old bondage of our sins.  Because of this we eagerly follow his lead through the wildernesses in our lives, across the River Jordan to the land of promise.  THE TABLE.  Remember This?  Says, Jesus, "Remember Me!"  Amen.

