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Holy Thursday • April 18, 2019 
Exodus 12:1-14  •  Psalm 116:1-2, 12-19  •  1 Corinthians 11:23-26  •  John 13:1-17, 31b-

35  
 
 The readings we heard tonight don’t seem to have a lot in common. From the Hebrew Bible, 
we heard the Passover story. From the New Testament, we heard the institution of the Lord’s 
Supper. And from the gospels, we heard about Jesus washing his disciples’ feet. But there’s one 
theme that floats beneath the surface in all three. And that is sacrifice.  
 So I thought that tonight we might think together a little bit about what sacrifice is and why 
it keeps bubbling up throughout scripture. And, just as a warning, this is a little denser than usual. 
But I figured if you came to church on a Thursday night, you’re probably up for it. 

The idea of sacrifice shows up all over the Hebrew Bible. You can probably come up with 
lots of examples off the top of your head. Abraham being told to sacrifice Isaac and then God 
providing a ram to sacrifice instead. The dispute between Cain and Abel over who has the better 
sacrifice to offer God. The Israelites sacrificing a goat for their sins. Exodus and Leviticus are filled 
with images of sacrifice. How to do it. Why it matters. And earlier tonight, we heard the famous 
Passover story, which is all about sacrifice.  
 So sacrifice is a big theme in the Hebrew Bible, but there’s not a “system” for how it works. 
The authors of the texts all have different ideas about what to sacrifice, how to sacrifice it, and why 
you should sacrifice it. But there are a few things they have in common.1 One is the belief that the 
offering of something to God, often some form of life or wealth, restores a relationship with God. 
It frees people from guilt. It creates trust. It removes the barrier between the people and God. A 
second is that sacrifice is something you do on behalf of a large group of people. Sacrifice isn’t just a 
way of getting yourself lined up with God the right way. It’s a way you intercede for an entire 
community. And a third is that after you sacrifice this thing, especially if it’s an animal, you’re 
supposed to eat it as a sign of your new reconciled relationship with God and other people. You 
affirm the covenant. So in the worldview of the Hebrew Bible, sacrifice keeps catastrophe away, 
affects the lives of many, and affirms the prior covenant, often with some kind of a meal. 
 For many of us, the idea that sacrificing something appeases God strikes us as, at best, 
theologically odd and, at worst, morally reprehensible. We have good reasons for feeling that way. 
Part of the difficulty with this language of sacrifice is that we associate it so closely with punishment. 
God is mad at us because of our sins, so let’s try to get him, it’s usually a him in this kind of 
thinking, to relax. One of our neighboring churches has a sign up right now that reads in big letters, 
“HIS PAIN, OUR GAIN.” The implication is that God has to get the wrath out somehow, inflict a 
certain amount of pain on something, so Jesus mans up and takes one for the team. Calling this kind 
of thinking misguided would be excessively charitable.  
 So it’s tempting to just dump that language altogether. But we can’t do that without dumping 
a whole bunch of important scripture with it. Earlier tonight, for example, we heard St. Paul’s 
account of the Last Supper, which is actually the oldest account of Jesus’s words that we have in 
scripture, coming about two decades after his death, years before the gospels were written. And it’s 
clear when you read that account of the Last Supper that we’re somehow dealing with sacrificial 
imagery. When Jesus gathers his disciples for a Passover meal and says that this meal is his body and 
blood intended for a “new covenant,” we’re clearly dealing with sacrificial imagery. 

                                                           
1 This summary is outlined in Rowan Williams, The Sign and the Sacrifice: The Meaning of the Cross and the Resurrection 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2016).  
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 As I mentioned earlier, part of what the language of sacrifice does is emphasize an 
intervention that turns away catastrophe. Part of where we tend to go wrong is assuming that the 
catastrophe comes from God. So we’ll give God the sacrifice, and God won’t smite us. And if that’s 
true, then that means that we need to be saved from is God. 

But what we often fail to see is that the catastrophe doesn’t come from God. It comes from 
us. The catastrophe that we need to be saved from is not some action of God that’s dropped in as a 
kind of punishment from outside of creation. It’s a consequence that comes from our actions. If you 
want a tangible way to think about this, think about climate change. It is almost a foregone 
conclusion at this point that our grandkids or kids or even some of us will live in a world which has 
become catastrophically hellish in a way that’s hard to fathom.2 There are the primary effects: more 
drought, more hurricanes, more floods. And then there are all the secondary effects: more famines, 
more wars, more displacement, more refugees, more xenophobia. Are those a punishment for sin? 
No. But are they a consequence of sin? Yea.    

This punishment versus consequences thing might just feel like a semantic difference. But 
here’s why it matters. Because when Jesus uses sacrificial language to describe his death, when he 
uses that Passover imagery, he’s suggesting that his death is about bearing the consequences of sin. 
Because we live in a world where people are guided by greed and avarice and looking out for 
themselves no matter what, people are crucified. It’s not God who crucifies Jesus. It’s people. So 
when we talk about Jesus “bearing our sins,” what we’re saying is not that it’s Jesus who is punished 
for them in our place. What we’re saying is that it’s Jesus who bears the consequences of them even 
though he is innocent.  

And by offering himself in this way, bearing the consequences of sin even though he is 
innocent, Christ creates a new way for us to be in relationship with God. See, one of the things you 
notice when you read the Hebrew Bible is that the ideas about sacrifice change over time. In the 
prophets and the psalms, the idea of sacrifice moves away from sacrificing things (i.e., goats, crops) 
and toward obedience. The most perfect gift you can offer God is your heart, your soul, your life. In 
1 Samuel 15, Samuel advises, “Obedience is better than sacrifice.” In one of the psalms, which we 
usually don’t think of as being funny, God declares, “If I were hungry, I would not tell you… Do I 
eat the flesh of bulls or drink the blood of goats?”  

So in offering himself as a sacrifice, Christ is completing a life lived in perfect harmony and 
alignment with the character of God. By bearing the consequences of sin, Jesus opens up a new 
possibility, a new way of being, a new way for us to be in relationship with God. The limits that keep 
us from living justly and mercifully as God intends have been broken down. It’s almost like Jesus 
breaks down the walls that we use to define ourselves and shows us a new horizon.   

On Sunday, when we were talking about Christ’s death, I talked mostly about it showing us 
something about God that was already true. This thing has always been true, but now we can just see 
it more clearly, it just comes into focus better. That sermon wasn’t wrong, but it was half true. This 
idea of sacrifice is getting at something rather different. It’s getting at the other half. It’s suggesting 
that Jesus’s passion, his sacrifice, doesn’t just show us something or reveal something to us. Christ’s 
death actually does something. One of the famous prayers in the Book of Common Prayer goes so 
far as to say that, in Jesus Christ, God, “wonderfully created, and yet more wonderfully restored, the 
dignity of human nature.” Not just that God restores what was already there, but that there’s a new 
act of creation.  

                                                           
2 David Wallace Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth: Life After Warming (New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2019). 
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And this brings us back around full circle to the Last Supper. Because Christ’s sacrifice is not 
the kind of thing where you can stand back at a distance and say, “Well, isn’t that nice in theory.” 
It’s something that we participate in whenever we gather around this table. Christ changes what it 
means to be human, so when we gather around this table and receive the body of Christ, we don’t 
just receive a piece of bread. We receive the new humanity that Jesus has created for us to inhabit. 
The new humanity, the new obedience, the new sacrifice that we see in Jesus’s life has become 
yours. God gives you Jesus’s new humanity that transforms your life. That’s what it means for the 
body of Christ to be given “for you.” 

So how to tie all this up? Well, whenever we gather around this table, we are the truest 
versions of ourselves. Because when we are joined to the body of Christ, we become even more 
wonderfully restored. So take and eat. And become what God says you already are.  
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


