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 My grandparents had a farm in Dunnville close to the banks of the Grand River. While 
we visited them on many occasions throughout the calendar year, holiday times like Easter 
were particularly special. Two of my fondest memories from our family gatherings were 
our Easter egg hunts and viewing television on the checkered carpet of the dining room 
floor. Every year we watched Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Commandments, a 1956 
American epic film that went on to win several Academy Awards. The movie is among the 
highest grossing films of all time and has aired almost every year on ABC since 1973, 
always in the early spring around the time of the Jewish Passover and the Christian Holy 
Week. As you can probably imagine, The Ten Commandments is both a biographic tale of 
Moses—who is interpreted by Charlton Heston, one of the most recognized actors from 
Hollywood’s Golden Age—and also the larger story of the Israelites’ exodus from slavery 
in Egypt. Several scenes from the film are still engraved in my mind: the dialogues 
between Moses and Ramesses II, the horrors of the ten plagues, the parting of the Red Sea, 
and Moses’s reception of the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai. But despite my fond 
childhood memories and some of the merits of the film itself, watching The Ten 
Commandments is no longer an Easter tradition for me. I would rather spend four hours 
doing something else, not to mention the fact that every time I see Heston as Moses I am 
reminded of the National Rifle Association. Beyond this, I find it hard to sit through many 
of the cinematic liberties of the film and the blatant Cold War propaganda.  
 If I had to choose a new Easter movie for the next several years, I think I might go 
with the 1976 Cuban film La última cena (The Last Supper) by Tomás Gutiérrez. The Last 
Supper deals with the island’s history of slavery as much as it looks forward to a new 
revolutionary future free of imperialism and economic exploitation. In the film a pious 
plantation owner from Havana, in preparation for Holy Week in the late eighteenth 
century, decides to recreate Jesus’s Last Supper with his disciples with twelve of his 
slaves. He invites them to dine with him on Maundy Thursday, placing himself in the role 
of Christ at the head of an elaborately decorated table. Over the course of the meal he 
washes the feet of his twelve slaves and seeks to teach them various doctrinal aspects of 
Christianity, which often results in laughter and confusion. He also promises, after several 
glasses of wine, to give them the day off on Good Friday and to even set one of them free. 
But after the plantation owner sobered up the next day, he did not make good on his 
promises, so even on this sacred day it was cruel business as usual. As a result of this 
betrayal, the twelve slaves began an uprising against their master. In the final part of the 
movie, all of the slaves are hunted down and killed with the exception of one. Sebastian is 
able to get away and, we are to assume, finds his freedom in the mountains of Cuba like 
runaway slaves during the colonial period. 
 I reference these two films because they both deal with meals and slavery, two 
important elements of both the Passover and the Last Supper. But while remembering 
freedom from human bondage still forms part of modern-day celebrations of the Passover, 
throwing off the yoke of slavery has either been forgotten or entirely spiritualized in the 
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ways we practice communion in the present. Why do we often ignore the Jewish elements 
of the Last Supper? Why do we primarily draw upon the rich symbolism of the Passover 
lamb instead of emphasizing that Jesus—along with many early Christians—celebrated 
this meal to remember their ancestors’ flight from servile forms of labour in Egypt? Today 
I want to suggest that the Lord’s Supper always needs to be seen in light of the Passover; it 
must be a meal that celebrates our salvation from sin as much as it inspires us to liberate 
people from bondage in the present and work towards social justice. I hope that my 
reflections on Jesus’s Last Supper with his disciples will guide us through the season of 
Lent and prepare our hearts and minds for the Holy Week ahead. 
 While all four gospels in the New Testament recount the Last Supper, this morning we 
will be focusing on the account offered to us in Mark 14:12–26. According to tradition, 
John Mark, a member of the early church and companion to both Barnabas and Paul, was 
the author of the shortest gospel. Many biblical scholars believe that he wrote his 
biography of Jesus sometime during the Judean-Roman War between 66–73 CE or shortly 
thereafter. This was a horrible time for both Jews and Jewish Christians. According to 
some contemporary estimates, some 1.1 million Jews were killed and another 100,000 
were taken prisoner, several of them sold into slavery. It was also during this time that the 
temple in Jerusalem was destroyed. So as you can probably imagine, those reading or 
listening to the gospel being read to them were living through difficult times in the 
aftermath of war. There were tensions between Jews and Gentiles throughout the entire 
Roman world, which helps us to understand how the gospel would have been received in 
the last few decades of the first century. While in the past many argued that the principal 
audience of Mark was Gentile, more increasingly there is recognition that Mark’s readers 
and listeners were primarily Jewish. What did they think about the Last Supper when they 
heard the gospel being read to them?  
 Surely they were reminded of the Passover, for Mark purposefully begins his narrative 
of Jesus’s Passion with a time indicator: “On the first day of the Feast of Unleavened 
Bread, when it was customary to sacrifice the Passover lamb.” Based upon laws laid out in 
the book of Leviticus, the Feast of Unleavened Bread was a period of seven days in which 
the Israelites were to refrain from eating leavened bread. It begins on the fourteenth day of 
the Hebrew month of Nisan and is one of the most important religious festivals in the 
Jewish calendar. The Passover is the central part of the larger feast because it recalls one of 
the most defining moments in Jewish history: their exodus from Egypt and freedom from 
slavery. Since the Passover was a major religious event in the early first century (as it still 
is today), Jerusalem would have been overly crowded as a result. People from all over 
Palestine would have arrived to the holy city to be with family (much like Christmas, 
Easter, or Thanksgiving for us) and would have had a lamb sacrificed by a priest in the 
temple. Given this influx of visitors to Jerusalem, it was not uncommon for riots to take 
place; extra Roman soldiers were often dispatched to the city during this time. 
 Since the Passover was an important occasion for the Jews, the disciples ask Jesus 
where they were going to celebrate the event together. They offer their services in 
preparation, which makes sense given that they were in a subordinate position in the rabbi-
student relationship. Students took care of the physical needs of the rabbi, providing him 
with meals and running errands for him in exchange for his teaching. The willingness of 
the disciples here is also a direct contrast to the betrayal of Judas, whom Mark references 
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just before the beginning of our passage for today. Overall, the gospel writer is setting the 
stage for an intimate meal to be shared among friends. 
 Based upon their request, Jesus sends two anonymous disciples to Jerusalem in search 
of a place to celebrate the Passover meal. He tells them to, “Go into the city, and a man 
carrying a jar of water will meet you.” In the first century, water was primarily carried by 
women, so seeing a man performing this task would have been a recognizable sign for the 
two disciples. But it is also important to point out that this man could very well have been 
a slave given that slaves or servants were the ones who fetched water for their masters. 
Once again, it is important to remember that Jesus walked the earth during a time in human 
history when owning people as one would a chair or a cow was seen as completely normal. 
It was also a time, much like today, of glaring socioeconomic inequalities. Jesus tells his 
disciples to follow this water carrier to his owner’s home, who in this case would have 
most certainly lived in the Upper City of Jerusalem located near the temple. This was the 
wealthier region of the city, for the man with a jar leads the two disciples to a two-storied 
home, a clear sign that the owner was of high social standing. It was in the upper room of 
his house, already “furnished and ready,” that Jesus tells his disciples to get everything in 
order for the Passover. 
 While the first part of our passage deals with preparations, the second half recounts the 
actual Passover meal itself. Mark tells us that Jesus and his disciples ate in the evening, 
which would have been custom given that it was dark around six o’clock in the spring. He 
also tells us that upon arrival they “were reclining at the table eating.” In the first century 
many people in Palestine laid down on pillows to eat, propping themselves up on cushions 
on their left side; their heads and their hands would have been directed toward a short table 
in the middle with bowls of food that were commonly shared and dipped into. The physical 
positioning of Jesus and his disciples is important because it sets the stage for the intimacy 
of the meal, which, as I have already hinted, is a major contrast to Judas’s pact with the 
chief priests. As they are eating, Jesus tells them all that “one of you will betray me – the 
one who is eating with me.” As you can probably imagine, the disciples are horrified by 
what they hear. In what appears to be outright disbelief, each one seeks to justify himself 
by simultaneously declaring and questioning “Surely not I?” Here Jesus clarifies that it was 
the “one who dips bread into the bowl with me.” Anybody in Palestine listening to the 
Gospel of Mark would have been utterly horrified by this betrayal. Hospitality was central 
to familial relations and friendships, symbolized in the intimate bond of fellowship around 
the table. 
 After Mark narrates the betrayal of Judas, he recounts the actual Passover itself, 
providing us with a new way of thinking about this traditional meal. We read that while 
they were eating, “Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it,” giving it to his disciples 
saying, “Take it; this is my body.” The head of any given household would have been the 
one to give thanks for the bread, which the Jewish people broke instead of cutting. He 
would have explained that they were eating unleavened bread to remember that their 
ancestors fled Egypt in haste and as a result were unable to wait for it to rise. Based upon 
the book of Deuteronomy, Jesus would have called this the “bread of affliction” given their 
history of slavery. Beyond unleavened bread, Jesus and his disciples would have also eaten 
other foods of ritual and symbolic meaning that Mark does not mention. As I stated earlier, 
representatives of any given family would have gone to the temple to sacrifice a lamb; but 
what is missing from the gospel is that the meat from this sacrifice would have been taken 
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home, roasted, and eaten with bitter herbs that were dipped in salt water. Eating lamb was 
a reminder of the tenth plague in which the Israelites were ordered to place blood on the 
doorframes of their homes to avoid losing their firstborn children and animals. Bitter herbs 
and salt water were a way of remembering the bitterness and tears of slavery.  
 After Jesus had finished with the bread, he “took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to 
them.” He tells his disciples that, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out 
for many.” Cups of red wine were passed around during the Passover meal, so Jesus is not 
initiating anything unfamiliar here to his disciples. But the twelve of them would have 
been slightly surprised by Jesus’ symbolic reading of the blood even if they were 
accustomed to animal sacrifices in the temple. In the Old Testament convents between 
Yahweh and the Israelites were established through sacrifice, which means the blood of 
animals needed to be spilt. By saying that the wine was representative of his blood, Jesus 
was making a direct link to the blood of the Passover lamb that spared the Israelites from 
death. He gave the Passover new meaning, which is why the apostle Paul, in his first letter 
to the Corinthians, proclaims that “Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed.” But 
even if Jesus was signalling a new interpretation of the Passover, he never told his disciples 
to forget that their ancestors had been delivered from slavery in Egypt. 
 Our passage ends with a series of hymns that Jesus and the disciples sing before 
heading off to the Mount of Olives, about a fifteen-minute walk from where they had 
gathered in Upper Jerusalem. Throughout the meal Jesus, as the rabbi, would have 
recounted stories of the Exodus, which would have been reinforced by a series of songs 
from the Hallel (Psalms 113–118). Psalm 114, in particular, says: “When Israel came out 
of Egypt, the house of Jacob from a people of foreign tongue, Judah became God’s 
sanctuary, Israel his dominion/The Sea looked and fled, the Jordan turned back; the 
mountains skipped like rams, the hills like lambs.” The Passover meal—through food, 
narrative, ritual, and song—was to remind the people of Israel where they had come from; 
they were to reflect on their history of slavery and deliverance from bondage. 
 The Passover is indeed rich in symbolism and is central to the Last Supper, which is 
not always the case for us in the present. On many levels we have spiritualized the 
meaning of the Last Supper, which means the overall significance of the exodus is either 
muted when we celebrate communion or at least assigned to other aspects of church life. 
Let us briefly examine our own tradition in this regard. The early Anabaptists were an 
eclectic bunch with varying theologies across several regions of Europe. But despite this 
great diversity, there were some issues of common concern and the Lord’s Supper was one 
of them. Much like other reformers in the sixteenth century, Anabaptists rejected the 
Catholic stance on the Eucharist, firmly denying that the bread and the wine were 
transformed into the actual body and blood of Christ at the moment the host was elevated 
and blessed by a priest. Instead of seeing communion as a sacrament, Anabaptists saw it as 
a memorial meal in which they remembered Christ’s death and sacrifice and the 
establishment of a new covenant. Since they also stressed a believer’s baptism and 
discipleship (rigorously enforced by the ban and other forms of church discipline), they 
believed that only those who had repented and entered into a new life in Christ could 
participate in communion. The Lord’s Supper, then, was a selective meal for them, but one 
that was supposed to unite believers together as one body of Christ. 
 In our present day we have maintained many of the core teachings of the early 
Anabaptists in our practice of communion. We still have a symbolic reading of the meal, 
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we understand it as a way to remember Christ’s sacrifice and the forgiveness of our sins, 
and we believe that we should all be unified when we come together to partake of the 
bread and the wine (which is now juice in our case). Having said this, a major change in 
how we practice communion is our desire to open up the table so that more people can join 
us. We no longer practice the ban or other strict forms of church discipline and we have 
done away with prohibitions that, in the past, kept other Christians who had been baptized 
as children or baptized in other forms from other Mennonite traditions from joining us. 
Mindful of the children in our midst, we now offer grapes to incorporate them into what 
has traditionally been seen as a meal only for adults. 
 While these changes are subtle they are important because food is a means of 
communication in all cultures. We all need food to survive, but since we are social beings, 
the urge to fill our bellies is often a communal affair. We eat meals together as families; we 
host friends and other relatives for breakfast, lunch and supper; we dine together for 
special events like birthdays, weddings, and other festive occasions; and we even eat 
together at funerals. In many cases, we reserve the best food for the grandest occasions 
because we communicate our love and appreciation to people through food. Eating is 
indeed social and binds us together as families and communities, but our diets—along with 
several practices surrounding them—are also important markers of identity that often 
distinguish us from other ethnic groups, religions, and even socioeconomic classes. So 
while food unites us, it has the potential to divide us as well through cultural taboos and the 
ways in which we other groups of people through their eating habits. But whether it brings 
us together or separates us, food is often infused with sacred and symbolic meanings that 
act as a bridge to understanding the divine. Food is the perfect vehicle for rituals, which are 
powerful expressions of who we are as communities. 
 So to return to our practice of communion, what are we ultimately expressing when 
we come together to remember Christ’s death and resurrection? What do the bread and the 
wine symbolize for us beyond salvation from death and sin? In Article 12 of the 
Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective, which is on the Lord’s Supper, the 
language of the exodus informs the theology of the article, but delivery from human 
bondage is never mentioned. One needs to go the commentary for this, which 
acknowledges that the Passover was a celebration in memory of “God’s great act of 
delivering the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt.” But once again, the meaning here is 
spiritualized, for we read that the Last Supper “signaled that [Jesus] was leading his 
followers in a new exodus out of bondage and into salvation.” This interpretation is indeed 
important and emphasizes the magnitude of Christ’s sacrifice, which is what we desire to 
remember when we eat the bread and drink the wine together. But are we missing 
something Jesus was trying to communicate to his disciples when we fail to emphasize 
how central freedom from slavery in this life was to the Last Supper? 
 There are many Christians and even other non-religious people today who try to 
celebrate their own Passover meal. I am not suggesting that we need to take this route, nor 
do I want to open up the whole question of cultural appropriation. But even if we have not 
suffered as slaves, the history of slavery has profoundly shaped the world we live in today. 
We are still dealing with the legacies of this evil institution, specifically in various forms of 
racial profiling, discrimination, racism, and exploitative forms of labour. I believe that as 
followers of Christ, we need to be agents of change in battling these oppressive systems 
and working towards social justice whenever we can. We are already doing this here at 
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First Mennonite in various ways and our meals—whether we host potlucks or extend the 
tables of our homes to newcomers—are one way in which we symbolically communicate 
this commitment. But perhaps we should be more mindful of this when we break bread and 
drink wine together, remembering that Jesus, as he led his disciples through the Last 
Supper, walked them through their history of slavery in Egypt and eventual freedom from 
bondage. Amen. 


