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Holy Thursday 
Mass of the Lord’s Supper 

Tonight we heard John’s account of what Jesus did on the evening before Jesus’ arrest 

and execution, and we celebrate what Beatrice Bruteau has called the “Holy Thursday 

Revolution”, a revolution that is the key for understanding the next  couple of days 

during Holy Week, as well as a key for understanding what Christians mean by 

salvation in and through Jesus Christ. A good way to understand this revolution is to 

preface it by reflecting on what we have been doing during the past forty days and by 

looking at how the gospel-writer Mark sets the stage for the events of the last week of 

Jesus’ life. 

For us Lent is intended to be a transformative journey in time from Ash Wednesday to 

Easter Sunday.  For Mark, the gospel writer, there was also a kind of proto-Lent for 

Jesus and his disciples.  It was a transformative journey in space from the Caesarea 

Philippi, the capital city of Herod Philip’s territories up to the holy city of Jerusalem.  

During this journey, in Mark’s story, Jesus repeatedly tried to prepare his disciples for 

what would happen to him when he demonstrated against Roman imperial power 

concerning its violence and against the Jewish high-priestly authority concerning its 

injustice.  But even more importantly, Jesus tried to prepare his disciples for his 

execution and resurrection and  he invited them to participate with him in what was 

about to happen.  But as we shall see, Peter, James, John, then the Twelve as a group, 

and finally Judas, all fail tragically, but not irrevocably (except for Judas) to accept their 

destiny alongside Jesus. 
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One cannot emphasize enough that in Mark’s narrative, this failure on the part of the 

disciples is a very, very prominent theme.  And Mark’s story of failed discipleship is his 

warning gift to all of us who ever hear or read his gospel.  That’s why Lent is always a 

penitential season for us- because we know that, like those first disciples, we also would 

like to avoid the implications of our journey with Jesus.  We would like its Holy Week 

conclusion to be reduced to something that simply happens inside of us rather than 

about exterior life.  We would prefer that it simply had something to do with heaven 

rather than with life on this earth, about the future rather than about the present.  And 

we certainly would like journeying with Jesus to be about religion safely and securely 

quarantined from politics, economics and issues of social justice.   Confronting violent 

political power and unjust religious collaboration is dangerous at the best of times and 

most places, whether during the first century or the twenty-first century, and like the first 

disciples, we will do almost anything we can to avoid going down that road. 

As Jesus and those first disciples travel on their Lenten journey from Caesarea Philippi 

up to Jerusalem, three times Jesus tells his followers that there is big trouble in store for 

the “Son of Man”, his preferred title referring to himself- that he will be rejected by the 

authorities, will be executed and will be raised.  Three times he invites the disciples to 

journey alongside him through rejection, suffering, death and vindication by God.  And 

three times this invitation is responded to by his disciples with either complete 

incomprehension or downright opposition.  They either don’t want him even to talk about 

the scenario in Jerusalem that he has painted for them or they are much more 

interested in who will sit on thrones along Jesus in his glory. 
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In Mark’s story, Jesus does not speak about his own suffering and execution as if it 

were to happen in place of, or instead of,  what will happen to the disciples.  Rather, 

Jesus gives an open invitation to everyone to come along with him.  Mark tells us that 

he called the crowd to himself together with the disciples and said: “If any of you want to 

come the way I’m going, you must say no to your own selves, pick up your cross, and 

follow me.  Yes: if you want to save your live, you’ll lose it; but if you lose your life 

because of me and the Good News you’ll save it.” (8:34-35).  In other words, Jesus 

asks his followers, all his followers, to walk with him towards death and resurrection.  

And we have to remember that this will happen concretely as the result of Jesus’ 

confrontation with a religio-political system that has established injustice on an earth 

that belongs to a God of justice.  All of Jesus’ disciples, including us, are being asked to 

join him, participate with him, in that confrontation in one way or another. 

Even if physically the disciples don’t pass through death to resurrection alongside Jesus 

in Jerusalem and thereby end their lives on earth, Jesus was nonetheless trying to get 

them to understand that to follow him would mean a radical upheaval in their lives, a 

new through-death-to-resurrection mode of existence, a new way of thinking and 

behaving: “whoever wishes to become great among you,” he says,  “must be your 

servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all”.  This is the 

new and radical paradoxical style of life, Jesus tells them and tells us, which is to 

characterize the renewed covenant community, that we call the Church- the disciples 

are to lead, not like lords and rulers and tyrants, but like a child, a servant, a slave.  

That’s such a radical paradox! 
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And it is here at we get back to the Holy Thursday revolution.  What Jesus did on that 

first Maundy Thursday was to sacramentalize, symbolically demonstrate, what he had 

been trying to teach the disciples all the way along on that first Lenten journey from 

Caesarea Philippi to Jerusalem.  And he does this through two ritual actions- through 

the renewal of the covenant in his body broken and his blood poured out and through 

the washing of his disciples’ feet.  In the three Synoptic gospels, on Thursday night 

when Jesus wants to explain to His followers what His and their death-to-resurrection is 

all about, he doesn’t give them a theory or an idea or a theological explanation.  What 

He does is to take them back into the tradition, back to the meal, to the Passover Meal 

that they already know, and then to “re-ritualize” it in a new and very powerful way as a 

way of showing them what his story means:  “Take and eat this. This is my body broken 

for you!”  “This cup is the new covenant in my blood which is shed for you!”  What he 

has been trying to get them to understand about his own death-to-resurrection and his 

call to them and to us to join him in his journey, he now embeds in this new 

sacramental, sacrificial covenant meal.  Every time we participate in the Eucharist, we 

are confirming that we are ready and willing also to participate in the death-to-

resurrection journey with Jesus and to accept the new paradoxical way of living, of 

power-through-service over against all forms of domination that enslave and hold 

human beings captive. 

In John’s gospel, which has no account of Jesus’ institution of the Eucharist, Jesus tries 

to get his disciples to understand what he has been telling them about death-to-

resurrection in another way.  John tells us that Jesus gave the disciples a “new 

commandment”- “love one another just as I have loved you”.  As in the other gospels, 
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once again Jesus doesn’t just try to explain to them what He means by this.  He shows 

them.  He strips off his outer garments, ties a towel around His waist, gets down on His 

knees, and washes the feet of His friends.   It’s as if He were saying to them, “This is 

what going through betrayal, rejection, death and resurrection together with me will 

produce in you. If you die with me and rise with me, if you are actually changed by the 

Good News that I have telling you about, if you experience the Kingdom of God which is 

in your midst, this is what it will look like.   

This is the heart of “the Holy Thursday Revolution”- Jesus’ call to end the domination 

paradigm of human existence, what one theologian has called the “normalcy of 

civilization”, that seems to go back as far as we can see into our past, and which 

influences nearly all of life, everything from economics and politics to ethnic, gender and 

family relations. Domination, in one form or another, has been at the root of human 

society and at the root of so many of our ills for as long as we can remember.  The heart 

of the domination paradigm is that relations are non-reciprocal.  Footwashing is a good 

example of this.  Servants wash the feet of their lords- in all sorts of ways- but lords do 

not wash their servants’ feet.  On Holy Thursday, Jesus overturned this domination 

paradigm.  The master now acts like the servant.  His social program of boundary-

breaking- which is the story of the gospels- culminated in the Holy Thursday revolution 

which offers an alternative vision of life, an alternative paradigm to the “normalcy of 

civilization”.   

For far too long, our Church has been content to use symbols of power and domination 

in order to express the glory and majesty of God- thrones, crowns, golden rings, 
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kneeling before ministers.  Often all that we have succeeded in doing has been to 

embed practices  of domination in our structures and communal life, while at the same 

time counseling domination in social relations and supporting domination in matters of 

state.  The message of religion itself can become a matter of domination, frightening 

people into compliance, and presenting God as being the Supreme Dominator.   

Thank God that our new pope, Francis, is already engaged in stripping away some of 

the images and symbols of power and domination that have come to surround the 

papacy.  And every time we celebrate the foot-washing of Holy Thursday and every time 

we celebrate the Eucharist, we also are called back to another, more authentic, more 

radical vision of the Church, to another vision of human life - to a vision of the Kingdom 

of God that Jesus showed us. 

 

 

 

 

Religions too can practice domination in their structures and communal life, and they 

frequently have counseled domination in social relations and have supported 

domination in matters of state.  The message of religion itself can be a matter of 

domination, frightening people into compliance, and it may present God as being the 

Supreme Dominator.  This domination paradigm has often been learned in the home, in 
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the religious setting, in the school, on the playing field, in marriage relations and in 

government. 

When the disciples heard those words, their world must have turned upside down.  

Yahweh- God- had made the covenant with his people centuries ago. So, what is Jesus 

now saying about himself? What does he mean by a covenant in his blood? Why a new 

covenant?  What’s wrong with the old one? 

The disciples know the meaning of the Passover.  The music of the Old Testament is 

written in their souls, but now with Jesus they are hearing a new melody line being 

written into that music.  We heard that music in the first reading tonight- the story of the 

Passover, when God rescued the Jewish people from slavery in Egypt, when God 

“passed over” their houses on the night of judgment, because the blood of the lamb was 

painted on their doorposts.  Is another “night of judgment” about to happen?  Conflict 

with the religious authorities is brewing. There is danger in the air.  It’s almost as if the 

old story is about to be played out again somehow.  Is an new exodus, a new liberation, 

possible?  Is a new “passing over” about to occur? 

The old Passover celebrated how God had rescued the Jews from slavery, made them 

His People in a new way, and had then sent them off on a risky adventure into an 

unknown and dangerous land.  This new Passover, the new Eucharist, speaks even 

more powerfully about God rescuing His people, making us His own, and now sending 

us out into this world into another risky and dangerous adventure. 
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The Eucharist announces that we also are crossing the Red Sea out of the hands of all 

those pharaohs of this world who like having slaves, and we are walking through damp, 

muddy sand into the hands of a wild and crazy God who is leading us into freedom, into  

life, into danger. Every Eucharist is the concrete, embodied sign of the hospitality of 

God inviting us to join the band of escapees who have had enough of pharaoh and  

enough of slavery and enough of building pyramids!    

Tonight is also what is often called “Maundy Thursday”.  “Maundy” comes from a Latin 

word that means “commandment”, because at that Last Supper Jesus gave a new 

commandment to His disciples- “love one another just as I have loved you”.  And once 

again, Jesus didn’t just try to explain to them what He meant by this.  He showed them.  

He stripped off his outer garments, tied a towel around His waist, got down on His 

knees, and washed the feet of His friends.   It’s as if He were saying to them, “If you are 

coming out of Egypt into a new land, this is what that new land needs to look like.   This 

is how you need to live together as you travel.  You need to learn to wash one another’s 

feet.  You need to learn how to live towards one another.  This is what God saved you 

for!  This is what God’s saved people look like!  This is what it looks like when God’s 

Kingdom comes to earth- people who know how to serve and love one another on the 

journey because they know- deep down- that God has first served and loved them.    

This is the heart of what Beatrice Bruteau has called “the Holy Thursday Revolution”.  

She argues that domination, in one form or another, is at the root of so many of our 

society’s ills.  Privilege, superiority, and power characterize our relationships, and they 

then lead to injustice, damage and suffering.  Oppression of the weaker by the stronger 
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seems to go back as far as we can see into our past, and it influences everything from 

economics and politics to ethnic, gender and family relations. Religions too can Jesus’ 

social program of boundary-breaking- the story of the gospels- culminates in the Holy 

Thursday revolution which offers an alternative vision of life, an alternative paradigm to 

that of domination.  The heart of the domination paradigm is that relations are non-

reciprocal.  Footwashing is a good example of this.  Servants wash the feet of their 

lords- in all sorts of ways- but lords do not wash their servants’ feet.  On Holy Thursday, 

Jesus overturned this domination paradigm.  The master now acts like the servant.  

What Jesus did was revolutionary- revolutionary at the most basic fundamental level of 

human relations.  In washing his disciples’ feet, Jesus was in effect saying: instead of 

being myself by virtue of being not-you, over-against you, I am myself by virtue of giving 

myself to you, loving you, affirming you.  And this is what you too must do to one 

another.  This is what my church is called to do. 

 

One of the great ironies within the history of Christianity is how determined we have 

been to keep the Eucharistic Meal so fundamental and so central to our church life, but 

how easily we have either forgotten about the Foot-washing altogether or relegated it to 

a discrete once-a-year ritual action that shapes neither our life together nor the way we 

engage in mission to the world.  This past week, in one of my church history lectures 

about the 19th century, I was reminded just how easily within our history we have 

frequently forgotten the Holy Thursday revolution.  One of the popes of the 19th century, 

which was not so long ago, directed that anyone who had a papal audience had to 
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come before the pope on his knees and to remain in that posture throughout.  He also 

forbade any of his entourage to sit while in  his presence, and never once in twenty-five 

years did that pope exchange a word with his coachman.  There the paradigm of 

domination was intact.  Holy Thursday was forgotten.  Jesus’ words, “Don’t call anyone 

‘rabbi’, because you have one teacher, and all of you are brothers and sisters.” 

(Matthew 23:8) were not allowed to shape life in the Church. 

It is precisely the Holy Thursday revolution with its foot-washing and everything that that 

means which can keep us from “institutionalizing” both the Church and the Eucharist. It 

can keep us from reducing the Eucharist to a kind of ritual sacramental vending 

machine to which we come for a little piece of our own private “grace”.  Every time we 

receive the Lord’s Body in our mouths, we need to remember that that Body also has 

feet, and these feet are right next to me or in front of me or behind me.  And these are 

the feet, like our own, that are often a little worn, a little tired, a little dirty from all those 

years of slavery in Egypt and from the wet, muddy sand of the sea-bed of the Red Sea 

that we have crossed or are still crossing in our lives. 

The Passover, the Eucharist, the Foot-washing are all about God setting His people free 

from slavery, free from the domination paradigm of life.  On Thursday night, Jesus 

showed us what this looks like through signs and symbols.  The next day, he would 

show us what it looks like as his body is broken and his blood shed on a Roman cross. 

The task flowing from Jesus to us is immense. Wherever you find slavery, break the 

chains.  Wherever you find injustice, fight it.  Wherever you meet the pharaohs of this 

world, resist them. Wherever you encounter fear, and anger, and bitterness speak and 
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act out what I have showed you, Jesus says to us.  Wherever people are broken, bind 

them up; wherever they are despairing, speak to them a word of hope; wherever they 

are lost and searching, show them the hospitality of God.  “This is My Body broken for 

you. . . for all of you.”  “Just as I have loved you, so you love one another!” 

 


