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Why is This Night Different from 
All Other Nights?  

 

In traditional Jewish Seder meals—the special supper that marks the Passover—

the youngest child at the table is given the special task of asking four very 

important questions that help guide the meal. The first question is, why is this 

night different from all other nights?  

 

Why is this night different from all other nights? 

 

In the context of the Seder, the answer is that on this night the Jewish 

community celebrates their freedom from slavery in Egypt—the way that God 

guided them through the Red Sea and, eventually, into the Promised Land. The 

story of this great salvation—of God’s work with God’s people—is always told in 

the present tense. The urgency of the telling reminds those gathered that they 

are not simply commemorating an important past event, but are participating—

currently, right now—in an event that continues. The story of the Exodus, of 

God’s liberating guidance, happened in the past and is happening now.  

 

At the Seder meal, time collapses like a fan and the boundary between past 

and present ceases to exist.  



 

In the next three nights we, also, are entering into a collapsed time. God’s 

time. In the three-day event that we call the Triduum (today, tomorrow, and 

Saturday), we do much more than simply re-enact or remember Christ’s final 

meal, his death, and his triumph over death. We live them. Along with 

Christians around the world and Christians stretching back for centuries—for 

millennia—we are entering into the great mysteries of our faith: of how God 

became a human, how he sacrificed his life for us, and how he rose again. The 

boundary between past and present evaporates, and we find ourselves in a 

strange borderland where time as we know it ceases to exist.  

 

On Maundy Thursday we remember the Seder meal that Jesus celebrated with 

his disciples before being handed over to Pilate. For us, too, this night is 

different than every other night. On this night, we hold the tension of 

celebration and grief, of love and foreboding. And when we tell the story of 

that Seder celebrated in an upper room in Jerusalem—like Seder’s celebrated 

in countless rooms that night—we also participate in the lasting fruits of that 

meal, the event that brings past and present together…the Eucharist. It was on 

this night that Jesus broke the bread and blessed the wine, telling his friends 

to “do this in remembrance of me.” And we do. Every day in every corner of 

the world, we bridge time and space to celebrate the sacred meal—the 

Sacramental meal—just like Jesus told us to.  

 



For Jesus and his disciples, the Passover marked the end of one journey and 

the beginning of another. Gone were the crowds at the seashore, the healing 

miracles, the arguments with the Pharisees. Tonight would begin a journey into 

death…a real death that Jesus himself had to wrestle with before he could 

accept it.  

 

I imagine that the upper room that night was thick with mixed emotion. All of 

the disciples were gathered around the table, participating in a sacred meal of 

celebration that suddenly became uncomfortable, fearful. John tells us how 

Jesus rose from the table, stripped off his outer robe and tied a towel around 

his waist, like a servant. At that moment, I wonder how the disciples felt. In a 

society full of social norms—of hierarchies and castes—for their master to 

suddenly rise and don an apron must have been disconcerting.  

 

Jesus poured water into a basin took to his knees. I imagine a collective gasp 

from twelve sets of lungs, sucking all the familiarity out of the room. 

Something different was happening; something uncomfortable. And Jesus 

began to wash their feet.  

 

There is nothing completely comfortable about foot washing. Those of you who 

have participated in it as a part of a church ritual—like many of us did at the 

Seder supper immediately before this service—know how vulnerable it can feel. 

Your bare feet, swept with warm water, patted dry with a soft towel…the 



intimacy is staggering. The gesture was probably equally as unnerving, sweet, 

and emotional for the disciples in that upper room with Jesus. At that time, 

foot washing itself was more common than it is today. As an act of hospitality 

when a guest entered a home, the host usually asked a slave or servant to wash 

the dust of a day’s journey in sandals from their feet. What was so radical for 

the disciples, then, is not necessarily that their feet were being cleansed, but 

that Jesus—their teacher, a prophet, the Messiah—was doing the cleansing, just 

like the lowest member of a household’s hierarchy. It was a gesture radically 

opposed to the etiquette of the day.  

 

Jesus is aware of the upside-down-ness of his actions, which is probably why he 

did it. This ritual foot-washing is one of his final teaching moments on earth, 

and it packs a punch. 

 

Putting his robe back on and sitting at the table, Jesus turns to the disciples 

and asks, “Do you know what I have done to you?” Without waiting for an 

answer he explains the meaning of the foot washing. I am your master, he says. 

You are right to call me Lord. But masters are not greater than their servants. 

Go and do likewise. 

 

In other words: No one in God’s creation is better than anyone else. Now act 

like it.  

 



Jesus, preparing for his death, his exit from the human realm on earth, only 

had a short amount of time to prepare his disciples for what their ministry 

would look like. In his absence, that small group of people would have to be 

Jesus’ hands and feet on earth. The instruction that Jesus gives them at the 

Seder is a metaphor that points toward a greater reality. In washing their feet, 

Jesus shows them what type of leaders they will have to be—first and foremost, 

servants. Humble servants who are willing to subvert the norms of their society 

in order to build the Kingdom of God. A kingdom of servants and masters, 

messengers and senders, whose real equality is known and celebrated by all.  

 

Sometimes I can get swept away in thought just imagining how the twelve 

people gathered in the upper room that night have become a movement of 

Christ-followers two billion strong. A religious movement that has changed the 

course of human history began with friends having their feet washed in a house 

in Jerusalem. How incredible.  

 

But in the context of that amazement—of the wonder over how a group of 

fishermen and tax collectors (normal people) changed the world—we have to 

ask ourselves whether Jesus’ vision of radical equality has been fully realized 

by the Church. Just looking around our own city, our nation, the world, we can 

say with certainty, I think, that no, it has not. The principalities and powers 

that Jesus openly challenged in his earthly ministry still have a strong hold in 

our world and it is our task, as servant-ministers, as foot-washers, to continue 



pointing at injustice and seeking to build the type of world that Jesus 

envisioned—a world where equality is not only acknowledged, but actually 

experienced.   

 

For the Jewish people, the Seder meal is a teaching meal. The youngest child 

at the table asks the four questions as a symbolic gesture illustrating the way 

that the story of salvation history is handed down from generation to 

generation. In the sacred space of the family dinner table, time and space 

collapses as the community’s great journey with God is re-told, re-lived, re-

learned.  

 

Tonight is the first of three nights—the first third of one great event—where 

we, as a community of Christ-followers, tell, live, and learn our story, enfolded 

in God’s time. Tonight is different than all other nights. Tonight we dwell with 

the disciples in the upper room, and feel what they feel. Tonight is marked by 

anticipation, wonder, and even dread as we wait for tomorrow—Christ’s last 

human day. But with the disciples we also dwell with profound appreciation—

appreciation for the God who became one of us, who loves us to the end, who 

continues to point toward a greater vision for our communities, for our whole 

world.  

 


