Rethinking the “Christian Seder”

Are you considering holding a “Christian Seder” in Holy Week? Please read this first. The Companion to our Book of Common Worship explains why such services are historically questionable, theologically problematic, liturgically confusing, and potentially offensive to Jewish neighbors. 
Though on this night we remember and celebrate the final supper Jesus shared with his disciples in the context of Passover, we are neither celebrating a Seder (“order of service”), nor reenacting the Last Supper, but sharing with our risen Lord a foretaste of the heavenly banquet. In recent years, some congregations have begun to celebrate a Maundy Thursday Eucharist in the context of a Christianized Seder (Passover meal). Before deciding to celebrate a Christian Passover, remember that seeking to experience the historical origins of the Last Supper presents an almost impenetrable path through which to walk.

1. Since no Jewish Seder texts earlier than the ninth century exist, any attempt at historical reconstruction of an authentic first-century Seder is suspect because it cannot possibly represent what Jesus did. The Gospels themselves present conflicting data regarding the day of the meal. The Eucharist was instituted either during the Passover meal (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) or before the feast of the Passover (John 13:1).

2. At a contemporary “Christian Passover Seder,” the attempt is sometimes made to “Christianize” the rite by adding the words of institution of the Lord’s Supper, or by appending “through Jesus Christ our Lord” to the prayers. Both practices may offend Jews.

3. The focus of the Lord’s Supper is not the annual reactualization of the exodus, but the celebration of salvation in Christ. The annual liturgy of liberation for Christians is the Easter (Paschal) Vigil (BCW 294–314).

4. The term “last supper” suggests that it was only one of many meals shared by Jesus and his disciples, and not the meal. The Eucharist is rooted not only in the Last Supper but also in Jesus’ eating with sinners, and in his feeding the crowd with the loaves and fishes, and it foreshadows the meals after his resurrection. All together they connote the multiple meanings of the Lord’s Supper. To reduce the Lord’s Supper to the Last Supper is to cut off the Sacrament from its eschatological significance (that is, as it relates to the unfolding of God’s purpose and in the ultimate destiny of humankind and the world).

5. What constitutes the Eucharist is a ritual meal that combines the sharing of bread and cup with the offering of a great prayer of thanksgiving. Therefore, the Eucharist as a ritual meal eliminates the need for an actual meal of multiple courses.

6. The quest to imitate Jesus’ Last Supper with his disciples in the upper room is a historicism that inevitably undermines the symbols of offering of a great prayer of thanksgiving and sharing of bread and cup as effective means of conversion or nurture.

It may be far better, therefore, for Christians to participate in Jewish Seders as guests, rather than entangling themselves in the hazards of celebrating “Christian Passover” meals.
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