Rabbi Wise at St. Simon's Anglican Church, Oakville

April 11, 2010

I want to again thank Reverend Darcy Lazerte for inviting me here this evening, part three of our clergy exchange that began a few weeks ago with a shared class of our high school students, continued yesterday with a sermon from Darcey at our Shabbat morning worship yesterday and continues tonight.  I don’t think these types of exchanges are that common, and it represents a real partnership of our two faith communities.

Two of our most important holy festivals have just concluded and so my remarks tonight are going to focus on the Passover seder, the last supper, Easter, and how they have interacted both in history and today.

Zman Cherutein – the season of our freedom.  That is the catchall phrase that the Jewish community uses during the season of Passover, celebrating our redemption from slavery to freedom.   The Passover holiday extends for 8 days, leading off with one of the most celebrate home rituals in the Jewish world – the Passover Seder.  Seder means order, as this meal has a specific set of rituals and blessings that are followed in a prescribed order of 14 steps in our Passover Hagaddah (book).  It includes drinking 4 cups of wine, songs of praise to god and perhaps most importantly, a retelling of the Passover story – called the Magid.  This is introduced by the Arbah Kushiyot – the 4 questions, usually sung by the youngest person at the seder table.   The first question is simple but requires a long answer – Why is this night different from all other nights?  The Passover Seder stirs emotions in the Jewish heart, a ritual as old as Judaism itself, celebrated across time and space, from the symposia of ancient Israel to the learning centres of Babylonia to the shtetls of Europe.  Each Jewish person can probably tell you their fondest memories of sitting with family and friends around a table, reciting the prayers, dipping their fingers into wine as they recited the 10 plagues, and giggling as children trying to find the hidden afikomen.  The Passover Seder is central to the identity and practice of every Jewish person.


At some point in the 1960’s, Christians too began participating in a form of a Jewish Passover Seder as part of the Holy Week observances, a celebration of the Lord’s Supper
.  Often Christ’s words are inserted at the breaking of the bread and at the third cup.  As it became more popular, there was sensitivity that this was a Jewish ritual, and so it needed to be openly stated that the Lord’s supper is a Christian sacrament instituted by Jesus following a specific Passover observance.  


So why would Christians want to celebrate a Jewish rite?  


According to Frank Senn, author and historian who wrote “Passover and Easter, the symbolic structuring of the two season”, there are two reasons.

1. the Christian Seders are sincere, increasing Christian understanding and respect for Jewish tradition.

2. the Seders seem to be trying to recover the biblical concept of memorial of a specific event in time.


In Judaism we say “in every generation let each man or woman consider as if he or she personally came forth from Egypt...it was not only our ancestors that God that were redeemed, God saved us along with them”.  Indeed this is so key to our Seder, we want to think about what it was like to be slaves so we never treat anyone like that again.  We remind ourselves, we were there, God saved us, and so we continually thank God for everything we have today.  Had it not been for our redemption back then, we would still be oppressed slaves.  We all connect better to history via dramatic re-enactment.

Perhaps the Christian community hope to achieve a similar experience via a Seder.  The problem is that for Jews, its more than just a re-enactment, for the Seder has continually evolved over time, adaption tradition to contemporary events and concerns such as the Holocaust, the birth of the state of Israel and the impact of feminism, to name a few.  The Seder we celebrate today would be unrecognizable to those that celebrated it 2 thousand years ago, a short symposium with 4 cups of wine, some appetizers and a some discussion.  We have added layers of interpretation and tradition.

For Christians trying to what Jesus did that night he was betrayed, and re-enact what might have been his Seder, the modern Seder is quite different.  Our Haggadah would be nothing like what Jesus or any of his contemporaries celebrated.

Indeed it is unclear if the last supper of Jesus a Passover meal at all.  If it was a Seder, then the arrest and trial and execution would all have taken place on the first day of Passover itself, as suggested by Mark 14:12.  It strains the imagination to think of the Sanhedrin holding court without compromising Jewish law, which prohibits any work or business to take place on the holy day of Passover.  We can’t even cook let alone gather for a trial.   

The Gospel of John has the last supper the day before Passover and the death of Jesus on the day of the slaughtering of the lambs in the temple, which commentators assumed allowed for the symbolism of Jesus as the lamb of God taking away the sins of the world.   This still is a troubling timing of events as most Jews would be gathering in their homes to celebrate the Passover Seder, again, not having a night court trial.

While the chronology has been hard to reconcile and it is clear that Passover themes were included in the last supper, there is no absolute certainty of it actually being a Seder.  At the meal there was not roasted lamb or bitter herbs but bread and wine, typical of any meal.  From them on, Christians continuing celebrating the Eucharist apart from the context of a meal, a ritual which of course does not happen in Judaism.   

In fact in 1 Corinthians 11, St. Paul moves in the direction of distinguishing the Lord’s supper from the church’s supper, thus the standard Christian Eucharist celebration did not use the food of the Passover Seder. This makes sense because for Christianity, the sacramental meal was the means of celebrating the presence of the crucified and rise of Christ among his disciples, not just a way of recalling the blissful days of being with Jesus during his earthly ministry.  The resurrection was an eschatological event, not something that happens every day.  The presence of a risen Christ among his failed disciples and bestowing the gift of forgiveness made the meal the lords supper.  It’s more a foretaste of the world to come, a day of reconciliation, then a backward looking historical commemoration of the last supper of Jesus and his disciples.  

St. Paul proclaimed Christ’s Passover as a new way of life.  “for Christ our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed.  Let us therefore celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the leven of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth”.  Paul was probably updating the new meaning of Passover for the new Christian circumstances.  

I think that today when Christians celebrate Passover it helps them come close to the historical Jesus, similar to nativity scenes and passion plays.  The goal,  is  for historical realism, to discover the bible without the intervening commentary of Jewish sages, church fathers, councils, creeds, liturgies, etc.

And that in and of itself is a worthy goal.  Last year we welcomed about 25 guests from St. Jude's Church to our Shaarei-Beth El Seder.  But though there was an appreciate of the Jewish ritual, it seemed that there were two levels.  The Jews were celebrating their Passover rituals and our guests were watching.   I want to be clear that I am not making a judgement, I think Christians can get a lot out of participating in Jewish rituals to learn more about Judaism and in the spirit of bringing our two sister faiths closer together.  In fact one of our mitzvot is to welcome anyone and everyone to the Seder table.  We are commanded to make sure no one goes hungry that night, and no one is left without a place at the table, Jew or non-Jew.

But I think a better way towards a shared experience between Jews and Christians, instead of trying to see the Seder was what Jesus might have done before he died, would be to read the story of the exodus from the Torah, to arrive at a common experience of our life with God as our redeemer from Egypt.


And that is what we have done this evening and what we shared yesterday as well.   I am so thankful to be in this partnership with Darcey, not only as the middle infield backbone of the St. Simon softball team, but as teammates in our shared faiths.  Our two congregations can truly come together when we share in our common experience of the mighty acts of God.  The original night of Passover, as the angel of death passed over the blood soaked doorways of Jewish homes, was a night of pure terror that required absolute trust and obedience of the people of Israel.  They had to trust that their first born would be spared as the Egyptian first born were slaughtered.  In the same way we Jews had to have complete faith, so too Christians believe Jesus had complete faith to die on the cross and submit himself to death to his heavenly father.  

There is a beautiful midrash of the children of Israel dancing and singing in joy once they miraculously crossed the sea and watched their Egyptian tormenters drown in the waters.  But God rebukes the angels in heaven for not weeping over the deaths of the beautiful Egyptians who are also God’s children.  Terror and destruction are real and cannot be explained away, we are left in the hands of the living and true God who can both destroy and save.  Our Passover has been celebrated many times during nights of terror, not just the original.  Jews in medieval Europe were often rounded up and killed because of the blood libel – the charge that we killed Christian children to use their blood in matzah preparation.  These libels continued even into the early part of the 20th century.  In the middle ages in Spain and Portugal, Jews were forced to convert and secretly held Seders despite the punishment of death.  There were secret Passover Seders in the ghettos and concentration camps of Nazi Europe during the holocaust.  This night is remembered throughout history as one of awe and terror.

As Passover and Easter often fall so close together in the calendar, dialogue is so crucial to our two sister faiths.  Our common human experience of fear and faith can and must be explored together.  The Easter vigil I understand has similar themes of light and darkness, renunciation of evil spirits and confessions of faith.  It might be that the Jewish Passover and the Christian Easter Vigil have much in common.  Through dialogue and sharing our stories, rituals and traditions, we together can affirm our common experience under God and move towards acceptance and true friendship.  

�	 “Should Christians Celebrate Passover?” Frank C. Senn in Passover and Easter: The Symbolic Structuring of the Seasons, Two Liturgical Traditions, Volume 6 (Paul F. Bradshaw and Lawrence A. Hoffman editors, University of Notre Dame Press, Indiana, 1995)
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