
Maundy Thursday
John 13:1-17, 31b-35

Liturgically  we  celebrate  the  institution  of  the  Eucharist  but  the  gospel
reading is about Jesus washing the feet of the disciples as a model of service.
The  church  gives  us  this  reading  from  the  gospel  of  John  on  Maundy
Thursday  to  remind  us  of  the  Christian  call  to  imitate  the  teacher  who
served. For the Christian, service is required. It is not something we do only
when we feel so moved. Rather, it is a fundamental element of our identity.
We act this way, in service, because of the example Jesus himself gave us. Of
course, if his life and death were not example enough, we have this further
action on his part during the Last Supper. So in addition to healing the sick,
curing the lame, making the blind see, we have one further example. It is as
though Jesus is preemptively responding to later followers who might say,
“Sure, Jesus made the blind see, but I cannot do that.” Or, “Sure, Jesus made
the leper whole, but I cannot do that.” And Jesus gave us another example,
one that each person could do. Jesus bent down, and washed the feet of his
disciples, even though they called him “Lord and Teacher.”

Such an example reverberates through the centuries. As human beings, we
typically enjoy the status that comes with power and privilege. We enjoy
sitting in places of honor. We enjoy getting bumped up to first class on a
flight. We enjoy having a fine meal at a restaurant. And these things are all
well and good. But Jesus reminds us that those with true power are servants
of others without power. Jesus reminds us that to be the master is to be the
servant. In so doing, Jesus overturns cultural and societal norms. How many
servants are praised and admired? If we become a servant like Jesus what
will happen to our prestige, our power, and our honor? What would people
think of us, if we stooped so low, to be of service to those “beneath us?” Yet,
this is precisely what Jesus asks of his disciples. This is not to be a “once-off,”
or “one-and-done” kind of service for show, so we can be admired for how
much we serve. Instead, this is to be our way of being.
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We  can  imagine  what  Jesus'  followers,  and  the  crowds,  and  even  his
enemies thought of him when he was serving others to the point of being
crucified. Jesus certainly did not appear to be one with power, prestige, or
honor at that point. Yet, that is precisely where these acts of self-service
lead, and it is where they will  lead us. We will  pour ourselves out to the
point of complete and utter self-emptying. And at that point, God will raise
us up like he did Jesus.

Over  this  and each Triduum we recall  the  ultimate mystery of  faith.  The
death and resurrection of  Jesus.  There could be no resurrection  without
death. And death was humiliating, shameful, and complete. In some ways, it
can be difficult to imagine that this poor Galilean, who died at the hands of
an  occupying  force,  still  has  followers  today.  His  message  completely
upended cultural and societal norms. How may of us really want to follow
Jesus  to  the  cross?  It  seems  much  easier  to  admire  him  from  afar.  In
preparation for  his  death,  Jesus celebrates supper one last  time with his
disciples. He gives them a lesson they, we, will never forget. In John's gospel
we do not  have  the  institution  of  the  Eucharist.  That  happened in  John
chapter 6. 

Instead,  in  John's  gospel  tonight,  we have  an outward sign  instituted by
Jesus  Christ  to  give grace:  the washing of  the feet.  Up to the thirteenth
century,  the  washing  of  feet  was  listed  among  one  of  more  than  thirty
sacraments in the ancient church. And of course, this evening we see this
ritual commemorated again in the liturgy. This fundamental element of our
identity is not something for liturgy only. It is to be lived each and every day
of our lives. Amen.
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