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I'm returning today to the Hebrew scriptures, to
the Old Testament, to that reading we heard from
Exodus. If you were here the last couple of weeks,
you'll know that we're going through looking at the
story of Moses. Last week, you'll remember that
Moses received a call to be a leader of the people,
that voice from the burning bush. He did respond
to that call, and he did indeed become the leader
of his people. It was Moses who went to Pharaoh
and said, "Let my people go." They were slaves in
Egypt. And 10 times, Moses went to Pharaoh and
said, "Let my people go." And 10 times, Pharaoh
refused. And each time that Pharaoh refused, God
sent a plague to encourage Pharaoh to change his
mind. So, there were plagues of frogs, boils, lice,
hail, locusts, and other rather unpleasant things.
But the worst plague was the 10th. By the 10th
plague, God determined that the plague that would
come across the people of Egypt or that whole land
would be the death of the firstborn. So, God said,
Pharaoh's not listened, so it's going to take a truly
dreadful plague to change his mind.

And that's the context for this deep and
challenging passage that we heard read from the
book of Exodus. It's challenging, but it's also
important. There are many rich theological themes
that get developed through the rest of scripture
that first appear in this story of the Passover from
Exodus. It's a story which is foundational in both
the Jewish and the Christian tradition. And there
are elements in this story that make me feel
uncomfortable. There are many things | don't
understand, but | recognize its importance, its
significance, and the way things that are in this
story develop.

So let me just take the image of the lamb. For
example, every family in the story were required to
kill a lamb and to put the blood of the lamb on the
lintels of the door so that when God passed over
the land, taking the lives of the firstborn, that the
houses with blood on the lintel were spared, the
angel of death passed over.

And remember going forward to the New
Testament scriptures, what John the Baptist said
when he first saw Jesus, "Behold, the lamb of God
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who takes away the sin of the world." It's imagery
going back to the story from Exodus. So that's one
example of how the imagery is developed. And
there are dozens of references to this Exodus story
in the New Testament. So let me just pick out a
few, a few images which point to the importance of
this Old Testament story from Exodus.

First, the imagery of the lamb speaks of sacrifice.
I'm planning a trip to Mexico City after Christmas
and we're wondering whether to go to the
pyramids outside the city. I'm sure that some of
you have been there. It's a place where the Aztecs
practiced human sacrifice. Thousands and
thousands of remains have been found there. All
these people sacrificed in an attempt to placate an
angry God. In that Aztec religion, the God's
required offerings and sacrifices to make them less
angry. And of course, that sounds barbaric because
it was barbaric. But in our tradition, we haven't
completely abandoned the talk of sacrifice, but we
understand it in a different way. We recognize the
beauty of self-sacrifice.

| grew up spending a lot of time rowing on the river
Thames, and all of us up and down that stretch
knew the story of the rowing boat that was
dragged into a weir. And just before the boat went
over the weir and the crew perished, the stroke of
the boat lifted up the young cox and put him on
the weir and saved his life. And the story was
passed on because it demonstrates the power of
sacrifice, sacrificing oneself to save somebody else.

That's the way the Bible talks about sacrifice. It's
not about a sacrifice made to God. It's about a
sacrifice that God provides. In the Old Testament,
God provides the sacrificial system. What's
important about the sacrament isn't what it does
to God, rather it's the effect that it has on God's
people, that the sacrifice transforms the people. A
biblical sacrifice doesn't make God less angry. What
it does purify is the people so that they can draw
closer to God.

And moving on, you may know that Stephen
Spielberg made a film of the life of Moses called
the Prince of Egypt. And when he got to this bit of
the story, he got all squeamish and he wanted to
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take away the reference to the blood and just have
a mark on the door that the angel of death saw.
And his advisor said, "No, there must be blood."
And they were right. You can't get round all the
imagery and the importance of blood in the Bible.
William Evans said, "Cut the Bible anywhere and it
bleeds. It's read with redemptive truth." The
presence of blood speaks of the cost and
seriousness of the sacrifice. If we say something is
written in blood, then it's deep, it's permanent, it's
come at a cost.

The New Testament is full of references to the
blood of Jesus. St. Paul says, "We have been
justified by his blood." St. Peter says, "You were
ransomed not with perishable things like gold or
silver, but with the precious blood of Christ, like
that of a lamb without defect or blemish." St. John
says, "The blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from all
sin." Jesus himself said, "My blood is true drink and
those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have
eternal life."

These are deep and mysterious sayings. In the book
of Revelation, perhaps the most mysterious biblical
book of all, we read of people in heaven washing
their robes in the blood of the lamb. Such imagery
is rooted in this story from the book of Exodus. The
families that first Passover night were saved by the
blood of the lamb smeared on the door. We too
are saved by the blood of Jesus shed on the cross.

As I'll be saying later in this communion service,
"Christ, our Passover, is sacrificed for us." And this
reference to communion to the Eucharist brings
me to my final point. Our communion prayer tells
the story of Jesus' death and resurrection. It's full
of the language of blood and sacrifice. And as |
celebrate communion, I'm mindful that the call on
me is not to understand what's happening, what's
going on in that celebration. The call instead is to
remember. "Tell this story and do this in
remembrance of me", Jesus said. And the subject
of identity has come up in previous weeks in our
sermons. And | want to bring it up again because
we are what we remember. Our identity is shaped
by the things we remember, by the rituals we
practice.
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In this Eucharist, we remember again the story of
Jesus' sacrifice. We remember that Jesus made that
sacrifice and shed his blood for us. We are the
redeemed. We are the beneficiaries of that
sacrifice. That's our identity as Christians. That's at
the core of who we are. We are a redeemed
people. We are those whose souls have been
cleansed by the blood of the lamb. And as we come
to the altar, we kneel and we're invited to drink his
blood.

| can't begin to understand what's going on here. |
can't begin to explain it, but | believe it. | believe
that as | take the bread and the wine, I'm
nourished by the body and blood of Jesus Christ.
It's spiritual food which sustains my soul. We don't
come to the altar understanding everything. We
come forward to remember. We remember that
the blood of the lamb was shed for us. Amen.



