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Holy Thursday 2014 

Every year as we begin the Triduum with the Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper and 

the Washing of Feet, I am struck by something different in the readings or in the liturgy.  

When I first read the gospel appointed for tonight, what stood out for me were the 

words, “So, during supper, fully aware that the Father had put everything into his power 

and that he had come from God and was returning to God, [Jesus] rose from supper 

and took off his outer garments.”  “Fully aware that the Father had put everything into 

his power”?  What on earth did John the Gospel-writer mean by that?  Power seems like 

the last thing that Jesus possessed right then.  Very soon he would be completely and 

utterly powerless, vulnerable, subject to what his enemies had been wanting and 

waiting for for a long time.   

 

And  the two rituals that Jesus would enact that first Maundy Thursday- the institution of 

the new covenant in his blood and the washing of his disciples’ feet- were rituals that 

seemed to symbolize and to embody anything but power- at least power as we 

understand it.  Knowing that he “had come from God and was returning to God”, Jesus 

takes off his outer garments, gets down on his knees and washes his disciples’ feet.  

There is something going on here that upsets and disturbs every conceivable notion of 

what it means to be the representative, the vicar, and the presence of God among 

human beings, and it upsets and disturbs all previous ideas of what God is like and 

what God is looking for in the human community. Holy Thursday is, in a sense, the lens 

that Jesus gave us for understanding both everything that he had been doing and 

saying during the time of his three-year ministry and the lens for understanding what 
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was going to happen during the next three strange and disorientating days.  And this 

lens gives us a new way of looking at God and a new way of looking at the relationship 

that God desires with us and among us. 

 

Christian faith and experience accepts the ultimacy embedded in what was happening 

on Holy Thursday evening and on the following days.  And by that I mean that 

something was going on in the life of Jesus, especially during this very strange time that 

we call Holy Week, that was so crucial, so ultimate in significance, that it calls for the 

response of my entire being, my entire person- it calls for the response of my heart, my 

head, my emotions, and my body to what I see as being the ultimate “breaking open” 

and “breaking in” of God towards us human beings in these events of Jesus’ life.  This, 

in a word, is what it means to be a Christian. 

 

Christian faith is my response to what I perceive as the intrusion of the Ultimate, the 

Other, the One we call God, into our world of space and time as Jesus gets down on his 

knees to wash the feet of his disciples, as he takes up a piece of bread, breaks it and 

identifies it as his body broken for us, as he undergoes mockery and beatings and a 

horrific and brutal death by being nailed to wood, and as he is laid dead in a cold, dark 

tomb.   The heart of the Christian experience is that in these events and in the 

remembrance of these events we meet the “Holy Other”, we meet the One whom we 

have been seeking all our lives, even when we haven’t known who or what we have 

been looking for.   Holy Week brings us face-to-face with what the Gospel presents to 
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us as being ultimate.   But without a sense of this Holy Week ultimacy, we so easily 

substitute all kinds of other things in its place. 

 

I regularly drive past a church which has a sign that says, “Come and pray in one of the 

most beautiful churches in Denver”.  I’m sure that the sign is saying something true, but 

I found myself getting increasingly irritated by it as we have gotten closer to Holy Week.  

And I think the reason why I have been getting irritated by it is because the sign seems 

to be inviting people towards something certainly good- a beautiful place- but this “good” 

doesn’t have ultimate significance.  The events of Holy Week did not take place so that 

we might have beautiful places in which to pray.  But maybe we all tend to reduce the 

Gospel to some lesser good in one way or another, because it’s harder to sell the 

church as a place where you are called to get down on your knees to serve one 

another, where the center of our life together is the sacrament of a body broken and 

blood poured out, and where a crucified man keeps on subverting all our notions about 

God and about power and about what authority looks like.  The fact that Easter Sunday 

morning is packed with people, while Holy Thursday evening, Good Friday, and the rest 

of the year have a much more slender participation, may be telling us that what is often 

really missing for many people, including many Christians, is the experience of the 

ultimate significance embedded in the events of Holy Week. 

 

At the heart of this Holy Week ultimacy, especially as it comes to us on Holy Thursday 

evening, there is something which is so central and so fundamental, that it is almost 

blinding.  And it is this- that in Jesus we are now the friends of God.  This is our starting 
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point.  In John’s gospel, after Jesus has washed the feet of his disciples, after he has 

shown them what power looks like in someone who has “come from God and is 

returning to God”, he then says the most radical thing imaginable: “I do not call you 

servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I 

have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have 

heard from my Father”.   

 

Just think about that- you and I are friends of Jesus, and so friends of God.  We don’t 

need to earn this status.  We don’t need to work at getting God to somehow like us.  We 

don’t need to go through life thinking of ourselves as merely tolerated by God and 

hoping that we might somehow at some point climb up the rungs of some spiritual 

ladder until God looks on us kindly.  We don’t go from being servants to somehow being 

friends.  We begin as friends.  This is the gift of Holy Thursday. 

 

If the One who ”has come from God and is going back to God” was willing to stoop 

down to wash our feet, and to call us his “friends”, then we are what he says we are.  

It’s only when we know that, when we know that we are the friends of Jesus, that we, 

then, like him, have the freedom and the power to learn to do what he did- to love one 

another enough to be ready and willing to wash one another’s feet, and not just ritually 

on Holy Thursday, but day-by-day throughout the year. 

 

Tonight is a glorious night.  It is a disturbing night.  It is a revolutionary night.  It is, if we 

can experience it as a door opening up to the ultimate, a night that can change how we 
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relate to God, how we go about being church, how we understand ourselves and what 

we are called to be and to do.  Holy Thursday is the gift and the lens that Jesus gave us  

to help us to read Him aright  and to read aright what human life is intended to be.  The 

gift is God’s.  The response is ours. 

 


