
Seder Meal 

The Mercy Spirituality Centre in Epsom reached full capacity when Rabbi Brent Gutmann and Fr 

John Dunn spoke about the meaning and celebration of the Passover – the Seder Meal. 

Rabbi Brent, a young and dynamic rabbi who had arrived in Auckland about two years ago, 

immediately captured the audience with his American accent and a kippah as black as his hair. 

He told the history of the Jewish Passover Meal in a very entertaining and yet educational way. 

What were the roots of was the Passover Meal and when did it become ritualised? 

In order to answer this question, Rabbi Brent first explained to the mainly Catholic audience 

that the Hebrew Bible consisted of three parts: the first five books of Moses, the books of the 

Prophets and the writings and proverbs. The five books of Moses make up the Torah, which 

contains the story of Passover and the flight out of Egypt. 

Exodus 12 tells the story of the Angel of Death who ‘passed over’ the houses when the 

doorposts were coated with the blood of the slaughtered lamb. There is the reference also to 

the unleavened bread and the bitter herbs – and the command to slaughter the lamb at twilight 

and eat the flesh the same night. 

Therefore, the Passover Meal which is always celebrated in the evening, reminds the Jews of 

their exodus out of Egypt to freedom. So the roots are evident. 

But what about the rituals around the meal? Have Jews always celebrated it the same way, and 

was this the way that Jesus was celebrating it with his disciples? 

The audience was surprised to hear that the Rabbinic literature which determined so many 

Jewish rituals, only emerged in the time of Jesus’ life. 

In fact, the Pharisees were the ones who influenced Judaism by decentralising it and developing 

the oral Torah which means literally the oral ‘teaching’. 

At the times of Jesus, the Greeks were highly admired for their culture and rituals. One of these 

was the Greek ‘symposium’ which was a social gathering of men to debate and discuss diverse 

topics, where they were entertained and where wine and meals were served. 

The Pharisees admired these ‘symposia’ for men of good families and created their own Jewish 

celebration, led by Exodus 6. The four key verbs of this verse were used for drinking four glasses 

of wine during the celebration: ‘I will free you’, ‘deliver you’, ‘redeem you’ and ‘I will take you’. 

In Exodus 13, 8 the Israelites were asked to pass the story about the exodus on to their 

children. This is part of the Passover Meal and led to the ‘Haggadah’, the book that tells the 

children the story of the flight out of Egypt. ‘Haggadah’ is used at every Passover celebration 

containing songs, prayers and stories about this central event in Jewish history. Rabbi Brent 

showed to examples of ‘Haggadah’ books: one was a paperback version, well used and with 

wine stains on certain pages whereas the other one was a precious book in a silver cover, 

beautifully decorated with symbols of the celebration. The precious binding shows the respect 



for this special book which would not be used on a family table – that’s when the paperback 

book would be used. 

In fact, the Passover Meal, the Seder is celebrated in families and in the community. On the 

contrary to the Greek symposium, it is not just a men’s celebration. 

The Rabbi passed a box of matzo (unleavened bread) around for everybody to taste. A piece of 

matzo is hidden during the Seder meal and the children look for it and get prizes for finding it. 

After this information on the Seder Meal, Fr John Dunn posed the question whether Jesus’ Last 

Supper was a Passover Meal or not. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke indicate that it 

was in fact a Passover Meal but John was not so sure. 

The Eucharistic Prayers show similarities with the Jewish prayers for the blessing and praising of 

the Lord. However, it is not clear if the ‘Lamb of God’ refers to the Passover Meal or Leviticus 16 

where two goats were blessed and then one of them sacrificed and the other one set free. 

In John’s Gospel we find a reference to Jesus, ‘the Lamb of God’ (John 1:29), and in 1 

Corinthians 5:7-8 is also a reference to ‘the Passover Lamb’. 

Both speakers were applauded by the audience. Going back to the roots of parts of the 

Christian liturgy was an introduction to the topic ‘roots’ that the Mercy Spirituality Centre had 

chosen for its 2015 Programme. 
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