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Peace be with you!  How might we 
assimilate the truth of our scriptures? 
How might we know Jesus as our 
Bread of Life?  
 
At the end of the Second World War 
some seven million German refugees 
were on the move.  Additionally, 
thousands of young children became 
separated from their parents.  Some 
came from as far as Ukraine and 
Central Russia where they had been 
settled in the 19th century during the 
reign of Catherine the Great, the 
German-speaking Czarina of Russia.   
 
With few resources at the end of the 
war, the German refugee workers 
found themselves at wits end trying 
to cope with the large number of 
homeless, hungry, and frightened 
children. 
 
But then one of the German 
psychologists came up with an idea.  
He gave each child a piece of bread – 
not to eat – but to clutch as they went 
to bed.  “Bettbrot” they called it.  Holding on to that bread, the children managed to survive the 
emotional trauma of the night.  That small piece of “Bettbrot” gave them the confidence and the 
courage to know that there would be something to eat when they would awaken the next 
morning.  “Bettbrot.” 
 
Though not in the same way, food focused all our family gatherings as I recall growing up.  And 
for good reason!  My grandmother was one of fifteen children.  She had twelve sisters and three 
brothers.  It took a lot of focus to feed such a large crew.  But even more than this, her parents 
came from an impoverished part of Eastern Europe.  Her dad came from Josefstal and her mother 



from Franzfeld, small German-speaking villages 30 miles southeast of Odessa in what is today the 
Ukraine.  
 
Catherine the Great and her successors recruited around 300 families from farming villages like 
Selz, a small German community on the Rhine River.  My ancestors were among the last to leave 
Germany for the Ukraine in 1804.  While there is still a Selz on the Rhine and a Selz in North 
Dakota where my extended family eventually ended up, there is no longer a Selz near Odessa in 
Ukraine.  Many of the one million Germans in the Ukraine died during the great famine in the 
1930s.  At its height in 1933 one person died every three seconds.  Some escaped back to 
Germany at the end of the war.  But many were shipped off to Soviet gulags.  None of our 
grandmother’s cousins survived Stalin and none returned to Germany.   
 
Thus, America for my grandma and her siblings seemed like the fulfillment of a Passover dream.  
Even as my grandmother learned English she still kept her native language and the culture alive.  
Routinely my grandmother would hop the Greyhound bus and come to stay with us for weeks at 
a time in Seattle.  She’d take over my mom’s kitchen and I would come home to the wonderful 
smells of Dumpfnudla, Kaasnipfla, and freshly baked Plachenda – culinary promises of another 
world. 
 
I share these simple memories to underscore the much more enduring and powerful promises of 
our Scriptures this Holy Thursday.  For not unlike the checkered history of my own German-
speaking family from Ukraine, our Scriptures this night bring together the complex threads of our 
own history as a people of faith. 
 
Exodus opens our liturgy tonight with God preparing Moses and Aaron for the end of their exile 
and their exodus from the land of Egypt.  They are to mark their door post with the blood of the 
lamb so that the angel of death might spare their young in this final and fatal plague against their 
oppressors.  Even more they are to remember this Passover event year after year by telling their 
young and taking together a sacred meal.  God commands their meal to be not unlike that of our 
own meal this night: unleavened bread.  Like the “Bettbrot” of German refugees, this bread is 
not simply for eating but it is also symbolic for folks on the move.  The Passover meal, God 
commands, is to be taken standing as if ready to flee from the land of slavery to a land of promise.   
 
In our second reading Saint Paul tell the early Christians at Corinth that Jesus – himself – becomes 
that unleavened Passover bread.  Jesus, himself – in his flesh – embodies that flight from slavery 
to freedom.  “This is my body that is for you … This cup is the new covenant in my blood.  Do this 
in remembrance of me.”   
 
Likewise, the words from Saint John’s Gospel: “Before the Feast of the Passover” underscores 
the Passover nature of this sacred meal.  For unlike Matthew, Mark and Luke, where Jesus dies 
on Good Friday, John’s Gospel records Jesus dying on the Passover Thursday because he is the 
“Lamb of God,” whose blood marks the doorposts of our souls allowing the angels of death in 
this world of ours to pass over us just as he did for our Jewish ancestors of faith. 
 



The message of our scriptures could not be clearer.  Jesus is our “Bettbrot.”  Like the refugee 
“Bettbrot” that fed a lost people on the move, it is Jesus – God´s very self – whose very existence 
and very presence nourishes us through the terrors of our darkest nights.  Here at St. Paul 
Cathedral, our languages may differ, our homelands may be distant, our exile and migrations 
diverse.  Some here tonight may have fled the clutch of Communism in Vietnam or, like mine, in 
southeast Europe.  Others fled the economic hardships of Mexico, Central or South America.  
Some have faced the sting of racism or the ugly heritage of slavery with roots in the American 
South.  Still others of us feel a very different kind of exile precisely because we lack the roots of 
a known family history.  Ultimately, all of us can face the sorrow of exodus and exile in deeply 
personal ways: the loss of a loved one, the death of a relationship, divorce, separation or even 
abandonment by those we trusted. 
 
This is the story of our spiritual lives regardless of our ethnicity or background.  This is our history 
of faith recorded from the time of our scripture and lived in our own time today.  May we trust 
the One we receive at this altar; body and soul, humanity and divinity!  However we may face 
the Passover in our lives, may Jesus remain our “Bettbrot” and our “Bread of Life.”   Peace be 
with you! 
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