PAGE  
5

Maundy Thursday/ April 5, 2007
“Christianity Is Meal Fellowship”

Exodus 12:1-14, 1 Corinthians 11:23-26, John 13:1-17, 31b-35

Pastor Wayne Zschech

“By this everyone will know that you are one of my disciples, if you have love for one another.”

Tonight at 10:00 on CNN’s show “Anderson Cooper 360” the question of “What is a Christian?” will be asked. I’ll be interested to hear what answer Mr. Cooper offers. Will he say a Christian is:

a) Someone who is baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,

b) A baptized person who knows the Creed, Commandments and Lord’s Prayer well enough to get confirmed,

c) A baptized and confirmed person who attends church at least on Christmas and Easter and puts a buck or two in the plate when they do, or

d) A baptized person who gathers around the meal of Word, bread, and wine to then go and feed the poor with the good news of Christ in both Word and meal?

I don’t know about you, but somehow I don’t think answer “d” will be explored very deeply. In fact, his answer may simply be a Christian is someone who is baptized and believes Jesus was God’s Son born of Mary in a Bethlehem stable who died on a cross and rose on Easter thereby granting eternal life to all who are baptized and believe in him.

While this may be true, it doesn’t quite get to the heart of what it means to be a Christian. More specifically, it doesn’t get to the heart of what it means to be a disciple, one who follows Christ. What is a Christian? Jesus would answer the question in this way. “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 

And on this day, the day we remember not only Jesus’ new commandment, or mandate from the word maundatum, to love one another, but the circumstance and context in which the commandment was given. We remember that to be a Christian is to be one who participates in meal.
In his book, The Pastor Lutheran Seminary at Philadelphia professor Gordon Lathrop writes, “Christianity is not just an idea or a list of convictions. It is not primarily a religious inclination that an individual might have or a technique to equip an individual to engage with spiritual realities. It is certainly best understood not as a consumer good that an individual might or might not choose to buy in the marketplace of religious ideas… Rather, Christianity is a meeting. Or, more exactly, the Christianity that is associated with the four Gospels is a specific kind of meeting: it is a meal fellowship. As such, this Christianity is an invitation for us together to see both God and the world anew from the perspective of that table, of that shared food… So, in its most basic form, Christianity is a meal fellowship.” 

And it is a meal fellowship that in many ways is a continuation of a meal that has been a part of the God’s people since the time of Moses. The meal of Holy Communion, the Lord’s Supper, is a meal connected to the meal of Passover. Like Passover, it too is a meal of liberation. Like Passover, it is a meal that is observed as a perpetual ordinance. And like Passover, its observance includes hospitality, acts of service, and rigorous cleaning.
For the Jews in Egypt, the Passover meal was a meal eaten on the night the angel of death would strike down the first-born male of every human and animal in Egypt. Only those who had marked their doors with the blood of the paschal lamb, the Passover lamb, would be spared. That lamb was then to be eaten by all those inside, family and friends, with the remains reverently disposed in the morning. 

It was a meal that saved them from death and freed them to new life. It was a meal they were to celebrate as a festival to the Lord throughout their generations, observing it as a perpetual ordinance. And in the gospel of John, it is the meal Jesus and his disciples would have been sharing the next day.
You see, according to John’s gospel, Jesus is the Passover. Jesus is the paschal lamb that was to be sacrificed, not just to save the Jews from death and bondage to Rome, but to save the world from death and our bondage to sin. Jesus provides new meaning to a cherished meal of remembering God’s love for his children. 

It is this meal fellowship that Paul refers to in his letter to the Christians. The meal of Holy Communion, of the Lord’s Supper, is the meal we celebrate in remembrance of God’s love for us by the blood of Christ, the true paschal lamb. It is a meal that is central to identifying who we are and what we are all about. In this meal, we gather around bread and wine, the body and blood of Christ, and receive what it proclaims; forgiveness of sin and new life in Christ.

And this meal fellowship is a meal that is celebrated in remembrance of Jesus Christ, our Paschal Lamb, who commands his disciples to love one another as he has first loved us. This meal fellowship is to be one that is shared among those who not only love one another, but having been fed by the love of Christ in the bread and wine, are called to go out and serve the needs of others with that same sacrificial love. Unlike any other meal, this one has the ability by the Holy Spirit’s power and by faith to change us.
Fifteen years ago, last Tuesday, I was ordained a pastor. My first call was to a rural congregation in southeast Montana. I didn’t ask to go there. I was placed there at great distress to my newly married wife and me by a woman who apparently didn’t like me very much. That year nearly killed our marriage.

Last year I attended the installation of Pastor Peggy Marks at Temple Lutheran, and who should sit next to me but the same woman who had sent us to Montana. She asked, “Do I know you? Did we work together in the Southeast Penn Synod?” I calmly replied, “No, we didn’t. But fifteen years ago you sent me to Montana for my first call.” Her husband said, “Uh-oh”, while she quickly responded, “Well, you seem to have done all right in the end. Haddonfield is a wonderful church and I’m sure you and your wife can laugh about it now.”
I didn’t flinch. “Yes we can. But you need to know that we weren’t laughing then. In fact, there were a lot of tears shed and it nearly tore our marriage apart. But yes, we are very happy with how things have turned out.” She said nothing, until the sharing of the peace.


Do you know why we share the peace? It’s not to socialize and say hello. It’s to offer forgiveness and seek reconciliation with those who have harmed you or you have harmed before coming to the Lord’s Table. And when we shared the peace that day she held my hand and said, “Fifteen years ago I was very arrogant and naïve. I pray you can forgive me of any pain I may have caused.” Shocked, I responded, “I do. Thank you.”


My one regret is I could not stay for the meal. I could not stay to share the meal of Christ’s body and blood, given and shed for the forgiveness of sin and the promise of new life it offers next to a woman whom for a decade and a half I had inwardly resented. I missed the chance to share in a meal wherein we remember God’s sacrificial love for us in Christ Jesus.

Yet, I know there will be another opportunity to do so, however. I know because Christianity is a meal fellowship. It is a meal fellowship that is given and received out of the love of God for the love of the world. In this meal we are given the food of life that not only sustains our faith, but enables us to truly love one another. By faith it makes us into the people God has called us to be. It makes us into Christ’s disciples, who by their love for one another are known by the world as God’s agents of grace to the world. Let us eat and drink so we may serve. For this is what a Christian truly is; one who participates in meal fellowship in love to serve others.
