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Luke 22:14-20                                                                         Ruskin Falls, August 4, 2019
A meal of memory and hope.                                              Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

8th Sunday after Pentecost
TEXT (English translation: NRSV)

When the hour came, he [Jesus] took his place at the table, and the apostles
with him. He said to them, "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." Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he said, "Take this and divide
it among yourselves;  for I tell you that from now on I will not drink of the fruit of
the vine until the kingdom of God comes." Then he took a loaf of bread, and
when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying, "This is my
body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me." And he did the
same with the cup after supper, saying, "This cup that is poured out for you is
the new covenant in my blood.”  

(1)
Along with tens of thousands of other Jewish pilgrims, Jesus and his intimate circle of followers
known as the Twelve have come to the holy city of Jerusalem for the Passover Festival.
Passover commemorates the event in Israelite history known as the Exodus.

The Exodus was God’s act of liberating the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, freeing them for life
together in an Israelite homeland as God’s covenant people. God’s covenant promise was this:
to be Israel’s God, and to make of Israel God’s own people. In their homeland, they were to live
in such intimate nearness to God’s own will and way, that they would be formed into a light to
the nations, a people through whom all the families of the earth one day shall come to know
God and rejoice in God’s redeeming and liberating will and way.

On the final night before their mass exodus from Egypt under the leadership of Moses and his
brother Aaron, all Israelite families were commanded to prepare for this mighty act of God by
preparing a meal consisting of certain ingredients, to be shared that night in a particular
manner. This would, they were told, mark their home to be passed over by the plague of death
that was about to afflict the Egyptians. And so it was called the Passover.

God’s Exodus act of liberation and covenant promise continued to be celebrated annually in
Jerusalem as the Passover Festival. Passover pilgrims arrived several days ahead of the actual
evening of the Passover meal itself, for a time of pre-Passover festivity and preparation. Then,
on Passover evening, families gathered in homes and rooms throughout Jerusalem for a ritual
remembrance of the Passover meal that the Israelites had shared as slaves in Egypt the night
before being miraculously liberated by God.

The irony in Jesus’s day was this: Passover is a celebration of the event in which God acted to
liberate, to release, to free, to redeem, the children of Israel from an oppressive ruler, for the
sake of God’s covenant promise; yet now, in Jesus’s day, Passover is being celebrated in a
Jewish homeland that is under military occupation by the Roman Empire – an empire whose
rule most Jews have experienced to be tyrannical and cruel. Sometimes, during Passover,
remembrance of the Exodus so rouses Jewish longings for freedom from Roman oppression,
that rebellion and revolt break out in the city. Rome sensed that it would be counter-productive
to try to prohibit the celebration of the Passover altogether. What was done, however, was this:
during the Passover festival each year, Rome admonished Jerusalem’s Jewish religious leaders
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to cooperate with Rome in keeping the peace; and, for safe measure, Rome lined the city and
even the temple walls with military reinforcements set on vigorously crushing any anti-Roman
sentiments that threatened to get out of hand. If and when there was a hint of rebellion, the
military moved in with spears drawn. Sometimes blood was spilled, sometimes on the streets,
sometimes on a cross.

Those are the circumstances now surrounding what is going to turn out to be Jesus’s last
supper with the Twelve before he is hung on a Roman cross to die.

(2)
Jesus sees what’s coming. 

We don’t know just what it was about Jesus that turned so many political and religious leaders
against him. All we can say is this: Something about the gospel that Jesus came bringing,
something about the kingdom of God that Jesus came proclaiming, something about the kind of
followers that Jesus gathered and inspired, something about the kind of justice, peace, and love
that Jesus called on followers to pursue, something about the healings and exorcisms that
Jesus performed, something about the things Jesus said regarding imperial rulers and temple
priests, something about Jesus’s attitude toward the social norms and legal standards of his
day – something about such things as these made Jesus a threat to those with a vested
interest in keeping Roman imperial peace and law and order in place in Galilee and Judea.

The official reason for Jesus’s crucifixion – what was inscribed on the placard at the top of his
cross – was this: “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.”  Those are, of course, words of
mockery. The Romans are ridiculing Jesus and scoffing the very idea that allegiance to his
cause should ever take the place of allegiance to those who rule in the name of Caesar with the
power of the imperial sword.

Note well, however, that the words on that placard are not merely ridicule. They also tell us this:
Rome did see in Jesus a Jew who was up to his ears in the tradition of the biblical prophets.
From the very beginnings of the monarchy in Israel, these prophets publicly and adamantly had
declared that worldly rulers inevitably turn the world into dominions, states, realms, kingdoms,
and empires, where the order of things – where the way in which people are organized and
ruled – is a disgrace to God – a disgrace that is destined one day to be replaced by a kingdom
of God’s own making, a kingdom led not by selfishness, self-interest, callousness, and
indifference, but by a shepherd-like concern for the good of all the sheep. Rome suspects
Jesus of fanatically dreaming – and inspiring others fanatically to dream – of a kingdom where
Caesar does not and cannot rule; Rome suspects Jesus of stirring up prophetic fires that the
Empire cannot afford to let get out of hand. And Rome is confident that a crucifixion will put an
end to this fanatic nonsense. 

Jesus sees Rome coming. This does not, however, stop him or even send him into hiding.
Jesus knows that it belongs to his mission to challenge what injustice, unkindness, and
arrogance have done to God’s good earth. He knows, too, that those now in power will come
down on him the way they came down on the prophets sent by God before him. Jesus sees his
crucifixion coming. And, before the authorities haul him in, he wants first to share the Passover
with his friends.  

It is not clear that Jesus shares this meal with them precisely according to the usual protocol for
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a Passover meal. Admittedly Luke is not out to describe all the details of the meal they shared. 
Still, it appears that Jesus may have taken some liberties with the more customary rituals of the
meal. He may well have shared the Passover meal rather differently than it ordinarily was
shared. Also interesting is that it is not clear whether or not Jesus himself actually partook of
the meal. Deciding that question depends on how we translate and interpret certain
particularities of the Greek text that has come down to us from Luke. It may be that Jesus said
he’s now eating the Passover meal for the last time until the order of things in this world is
ended and replaced by God’s coming kingdom. Or, it may be that Jesus said he’s not going to
eat the Passover meal until God’s coming kingdom at last has put an end to the injustice,
unkindness, and arrogance that now dominate the world, replacing all worldly rule with God’s
own rule. In any case, Jesus does seem to be saying this: The Passover meal that ultimately
really matters will happen when the order of things in this world at last has been replaced by the
order of things that Jesus called the kingdom of God.  When, at last, the sinful ways of all the
petty dominions and petty states and petty realms and petty kingdoms and petty empires of this
world have collapsed under the weight of the incredible lightness of God’s redeeming love, then
the Passover will be a celebration of the actuality of the freedom, the liberation, the redemption,
the salvation, that is heavenly God’s creative aim for all the world. On that day, says Jesus, he
will share the Passover with us, not as an act of memory and hope, but as the glorious
realization of God’s plan for human life and history.

In the meantime, says Jesus, in this world of sin and suffering, followers are to find sustenance
through a new act of memory and hope. They, Jesus’s followers – we, Jesus’s followers! – are
to let remembering Jesus through the sharing of bread and wine keep us mindful of the ways in
which Jesus gave himself to the work of challenging the injustice, unkindness, arrogance, and
suffering that mark our world as a world of sin – a world of indifference, resistance, and
opposition to God’s love. And, we are to let remembering Jesus through the sharing of bread
and wine lift our hearts into the assurance that our world’s ways – and therefore also our own
personal ways – ways of ignoring, resisting, and opposing God’s love for the world, cannot stop
what God, through Jesus, is out to do for us. For, in Jesus, God’s covenant promise is this: I
shall forgive all about you that needs forgiving, in order to fit you for the future that I am calling
into being, where the glory of my love – the glory of my compassion, my mercy, my kindness,
my peace, my justice – shall, at last, be all in all. Even should you now hang my love on a cross
to die, my love shall live, and shall forgive you, and shall fit you for a place and role in the future
that I am calling into being, the future that one day shall surely be. 

(3)
Jesus and the Twelve have come to Jerusalem for the Passover. It is evening. The bread has
been broken. The cup has been passed. In a little while, they are going to go out to the Mount
of Olives. There Jesus will be arrested. The following morning he’ll be put on trial and declared
guilty of crimes against the empire. He’ll be ridiculed, beaten, and paraded in utter humiliation
through Jerusalem to a place called The Skull. He’ll be stripped naked and nailed to a cross to
die. And he will die. As a criminal. And be buried. 

But, before he was buried, before he died, before he was stripped naked and nailed to a cross,
before he was ridiculed and beaten, before he was arrested and put on trial, he looked across
the table into the eyes of his disciples – he looked across the table into your eyes and mine – 
and he said, “Share this bread and this cup; and come, follow me.”

May our response to Jesus be faithful, humble, and brave.  Amen.


