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Holy Thursday 

Mass of the Lord’s Supper 

So here we are at Holy Thursday, at the Mass of the Lord’s Supper and the Washing of 

Feet.  It’s an important, a very important, moment both in our journey to the Cross on 

Good Friday and as the beginning of the life and mission of the new People of God.  It is 

an image of what the Church is called to look like.  When God comes to us in Jesus, He 

doesn’t come just to fill our heads with nice ideas, even true ideas.  He comes to heal 

us and change us and set us in a new direction in our lives which will carry on His 

redemptive work in this world until the day when the game is over.  And the game is 

certainly not over yet.  And so on Holy Thursday, He gives us two things to tell us- no, to 

show us!- what this looks like- the Eucharistic Meal and the Washing of Feet. 

When Jesus wants to explain to His followers what His death is all about- and we have 

to remember that the disciples have really not cottoned on, except perhaps in 

momentary  and rather nervous glances, to what’s going to happen in Jerusalem- Jesus 

doesn’t give them a theory, an idea, a theological explanation.  What He does is to take 

them back into the tradition, the meal, that they already know, that already means 

something to them- the Passover Meal- and then to “re-ritualize” it in a very powerful 

way in order to tell them His story and what it means:  “Take and eat this. This is my 

body broken for you!”  “Drink this.  This cup is the new covenant in my blood!” 

The disciples already have a sense of what’s going in the Passover.  They are familiar 

with the music of the Old Testament, so to speak, and now with Jesus they are hearing 

a new melody line being written into that music.  We heard that music in the first reading 
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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.  It’s as if another “night of judgment” 

is now happening.  They have come up to Jerusalem just at the time of the old 

Passover in order to confront the religious authorities, who, according to the new story 

being played out, are just like pharaoh of old.  And now tonight a new “passing over” is 

taking place. 

Jesus uses the framework of the Passover to give His disciples, and to give us, not only 

a way of understanding His death, His blood, as being the death and blood of a new 

kind of Passover Lamb.  He also uses the Passover as a means by which His new Meal 

can be experienced by His followers as a place of healing and forgiveness and renewal 

and transformation.  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.   

The new Passover, the new Eucharist, speaks even more powerfully about God 

rescuing His people in a fuller and final way, making us His own, and now sending us 

out into this world into another risky and dangerous adventure of working and praying 

for God’s Kingdom to come into our world today.  As Christians we’re not looking for a 

way out of this world.  As disciples of Jesus who eat the Bread of heaven at the 

Eucharistic Table, we’re committed to making this place here and now a place where 

God’s Kingdom of justice and truth and love win. That’s what we ask for every time we 

pray, “Thy Kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.” 
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Whenever we celebrate this Meal, this Eucharist, this Memorial of Jesus’ sacrifice, 

regardless of whether we are in huge church surrounded by solemnity and beauty and 

ritual or whether we are two or three people in a living room with some simple 

homemade bread and wine, we are announcing to the world around us, and to the 

powers and principalities that keep people enslaved and fearful and angry, and to 

ourselves, that Jesus is Lord and that His death on the cross has in a real, if often 

unrecognized, way broken the power of sin and fear and sorrow and shame and death!  

We are announcing that we are crossing the Red Sea again 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 

slavery and building pyramids!   This is what every Eucharist is about! 

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 it 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’s saved people look 

like- this is what it looks like when God’s Kingdom comes to earth- people who know 
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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 what the Meal and the Foot-washing are 

all about.  

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. 

Yet, it is precisely the Foot-washing and everything that it means which can keep us 

from “institutionalizing” the Eucharist and reducing it 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.  Jesus showed us what this all looks like through signs and symbols, and 

then He went out from the Last Supper and showed us what this looks like physically, 

literally as He gave Himself up for His friends and for the world.  Holy Thursday is the 

lens that Jesus gave us so that we can read and interpret and receive Holy Friday 

rightly.  
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As we try to listen during Holy Week to the music of the Old Testament, the music of 

Israel and the Passover, and as we try to hear this music with a new melody line given 

to us by Jesus, there is a final movement to the music that now pushes us into the 

future and waits for its own completion.  It’s not as if we can now say, “Well, it’s all done.  

Nothing for me to do.”  Quite the opposite!  At the Last Supper, Jesus said to us, “This is 

what the Kingdom looks like.  This is what love-in-action looks like. This is what 

salvation is.  So now, my friends, you go and do it.  And do it until this world is finished 

and is rolled up like a garment and God’s Kingdom comes.  You have work to do!  

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 act out what I have showed you tonight.  

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. . . This is My Body broken for them.”  “Just as I 

have loved you, so you love one another!” 

 

 


