
Sermon for Maundy Thursday 
Thursday, March 29, 2018 

“Servants loving one another” 

Texts: John 13:1-17, 31b-35; 1 Corinthians 11:23-26 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

I get tired of receiving text notifications on my iPhone and iPad 
giving me the latest updates of who was shot and killed, of which 
politician said or tweeted something malicious about another politician, 
of bombs going off in cities around the world, of yet another prominent 
person who sexually harassed somebody, of violence stemming from 
bigotry and racism, of people expressing hatred toward those who are 
different. Maundy Thursday is so important in times like these to 
reorient us and bring humanity back to the commandment of our Lord 
Jesus Christ to love one another because we are each servants of one 
other. 

Tonight’s liturgy will recreate that moment when Jesus washed his 
disciples’ feet. In the Gospel lesson tonight, we are immediately drawn 
into the room where we find Jesus who gets up from the table where he 
and the disciples were eating, takes off his robe, ties a towel around 
himself, and begins washing the feet of his disciples.  Think about the 
magnitude of such a gesture.  In the ancient world, it was customary 
when someone came for dinner, for the guests to have their feet washed, 
but that was the role either of the women of the house or of the servants 
and slaves, not the host, not the leader, not the teacher, certainly not the 
Messiah.  But Jesus showed an act of unbelievable humility, taking on 
the role of a servant, even though he was the leader.  Foot washing may 
seem very strange to us nowadays.  I cringe at the idea, myself, because 
I hate for other people to touch my feet, and I’m very ticklish.  But back 
then, foot washing was a sign of extreme hospitality. 

Tonight, I will wash the feet of twelve members of this congregation. 
It is the ultimate example of role reversal.  In the Gospel story, Jesus was 
the host, and yet he was the servant.  This image has become linked to 
the servanthood that is inherent in the priesthood.  Before we are 
ordained priests, we are ordained deacons, diakonos, which is Greek for 
servant or attendant.  It literally means one who kicks up dust in their 
haste.  We are ordained first as servants and then as priests, but as with 
any sacrament, once conferred by the power of the Holy Spirit, it cannot 
be undone.  So all priests, even bishops, are still deacons, by virtue of 
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ordination, and therefore, always servants.  We remember that tonight 
in the washing of the feet.  It isn’t a bath; when Peter wanted Jesus to 
wash his hands and his head, too, Jesus made it clear that he was not 
bathing Peter, but that he was washing his feet, like a servant would do 
to a guest. 

The other part of the story that we heard tonight is that we get 
details on how Jesus identifies Judas as his betrayer by giving him a 
piece of bread dipped in a dish and telling him to do what he must.  Then 
after Judas leaves, Jesus tells the rest of the group how God will be 
glorified through him—he was speaking about the Cross, of course—and 
then he gives the mandatum, the command “to love one another, just as 
I have loved you.”  Everyone will know who his disciples are by the way 
they love each other. Interestingly, what we don’t hear in this passage 
are the Words of Institution of the Eucharist (i.e., “This is my body which 
is given for you, etc…)  Those words come from the Gospels of Matthew 
and Luke, and we heard it in our Epistle lesson tonight, but if you 
compare the events, it is clear that Jesus would have said them during 
this meal.  However, John focuses on the betrayal, which will lead to the 
cross, and Jesus’s ultimate work of salvation and redemption as the 
Messiah, the Christ. 

It was at this meal that Jesus linked the elements of bread and wine 
to his upcoming passion and death—his body and blood as victim for the 
ultimate sacrifice, yet a meal where he also served as the host.  In the 
Epistle lesson, it says that Jesus took bread, he gave thanks, and he 
broke it with his friends.  This tradition of giving thanks was part of the 
Jewish berekah, in which one would have given thanks to God before 
eating.  For example, before eating bread, one would pray: ‘Baruch attah 
Adonai Eloheinu melech ha-olam, ha-motzi lechem min ha-aretz,’ Blessed 
are You, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who brings forth bread 
from the earth.  They are similar to the prayers at the minor elevations 
as our Eucharistic table is set.  So in giving thanks, Jesus was simply 
following Jewish tradition.  That tradition continued as part of very early 
Christianity, because Paul’s letter to the Corinthians was written some 
two to three decades before the Gospels.  And, we continue that tradition 
to this very day in our Eucharistic Prayer. But, the Eucharist has another 
significant meaning as well.  It is the sacrifice.  Christ will offer himself 
as a sacrifice to God in the same way that lambs were offered as a 
sacrifice to God in the Temple.  Every year at the Festival of the Passover 
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(Pesach), lambs were sacrificed as a commemoration of the angel that 
passed over the Hebrew people in Egypt, because they followed God’s 
commandment and slew a lamb and smeared its blood on the doorposts. 
(That was the first lesson this evening.)  The lamb is known as the lamb 
of the Pesach (or Pascal lamb).  Jesus in his sacrifice on the Cross became 
the ultimate Paschal lamb. 

Our celebration of Maundy Thursday shows us that Jesus’s story is 
our story, and our story is Jesus’s story.  The events that we witness 
tonight help draw us into the journey that leads from the gates of 
Jerusalem to Golgotha.  All of this helps us to remind us that we have 
been given a charge to love one another and to take care of one another.  
It’s not enough for us to give lip service to that mandate, we have to put 
our money where our mouth is, as it were.  I don’t see that happening too 
much these days. Our society and our world has taken on a general 
disregard for each other. It’s all about me, my convenience, my comfort, 
my desires, my rights, my whatever! We live in broken families, we 
experience strained and broken relationships, we see and experience 
inequality, injustice, persecution for one’s faith.  Not enough people are 
living into Jesus’s mandate to love one another, and not enough of us who 
hear the message are doing anything about it.  Most of us are guilty 
anyway. If we’re going to call ourselves Christians, then we need to live 
the commandment that Christ gave us: to love one another just as he 
loved us. 

So as we enter this most holy of days, let us walk the hard journey 
with Jesus to the cross. Let us go out of our way to be the loving, caring 
people that we have been mandated to be. Jesus went out of his way for 
us by enduring heinous torture and a horrible death. 

If you were listening to my sermon this past Sunday, you will recall 
that I stressed the importance of experiencing the entire Passion story. 
Tonight we begin the story, the Triduum, the three Holy Days that lead 
us from the gates of Jerusalem, through its narrow streets, to the palaces 
of Caiaphas, the Jewish high priest, and Pontius Pilate, the Roman 
governor, to Golgotha, the cross, and the tomb.  Let us walk this journey 
with Jesus, so that we may continue to that journey living out that which 
he commanded us to do. If we all do that, maybe the world will be more 
like heaven. Amen. 
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