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Maundy Thursday C

April 1, 2010

Exodus 12:1-4,11-14, Psalm 116:1,10-17, 1 Corinthians 11:23-26, John 13:1-17, 31-35

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other. Amen


Isn’t it ironic that this year the first of the three holiest days in the Christian calendar,  Maundy Thursday, falls on what the world recognizes as April Fool’s Day.    As a fourth grade teacher, April Fools Day was one of my least favorite days of the year as ten-year-olds explored  and often pushed the boundaries of what was funny and foolish to what was not, sometimes resulting in tears before the end of the school day.  I particularly remember the year that I decided to play a joke on the class by giving them a pop quiz that was timed.   It actually was a lesson on reading directions.   Perhaps you remember one like it.   There were about 30 questions on the test with enough things to do that would keep anyone that answered them busy for about 2 hours.  The directions read, “Read everything before doing anything.”  Then if you read all the directions, the last one said, “Now, that you have read all the directions, do none of them.  Just sign your paper and wait quietly for the rest of the class to finish.”


On the first Maundy Thursday, Jesus was giving his disciples important instructions.  Unlike those on my April Fool’s quiz, these commandments, if followed, would make profound changes in the disciple’s lives.  Those changes are or can be visible in the lives of Christian’s today.  In fact if you are here this evening, it probably means that you have inherited those profound changes .  We might say, in fact, that those of us who are here this evening are “Fools for Christ.”  But what does that mean?

         First a little background… Maundy Thursday is the first evening of the Triduum (tri di je um) or what many consider to be the three holiest days of the Christian year: Maundy Thursday, Good Friday and the first Eucharist of Easter.   Maundy comes from the Latin word “Mandate” which means commandment.  That is how “Maundy Thursday” got its name for Jesus’s new commandment which we heard this evening right at the end of the gospel.  “Love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  How can we become “Fools for Christ?”  by loving one another.  Simple to say, hard to do.  But Jesus does not just tell his disciples what to do, he models it.   He shows them and us how to love one another, or at least suggests a way to start.


We often forget that Jesus was Jewish.   But he was and the Passover event was and continues to be a major pillar of the Jewish faith.  The Passover meal that our Lord was celebrating with his disciples was the traditional feast that re-enacts the Jews escape from slavery in Egypt.   On that night Moses instructs the Jewish people to prepare a lamb and put the blood from the sacrificed animal on the doorposts of the houses of the people of faith so that the angel of death would “Passover” their houses.  When the angel of death comes, all the first born animals and children die except for those whose doorposts are marked.  In fact, the death of his firstborn son is the final plague, so to speak, that causes Pharaoh to finally let the Jewish slaves go.   Jesus has often been compared to that sacrificed lamb because it is his blood on the cross that will allow the angel of death to pass over us.   Not death in the physical sense, but because of Jesus’s sacrifice on the cross on Good Friday, we have been given eternal life.  But I am getting ahead of myself here.    Let’s return to the Maundy Thursday meal with Jesus and his disciples.   What does he suggest that they do?


As I said on Palm Sunday, Jesus always models for us as well as telling us what he would have us do to follow this new commandment.  The first clue is in the footwashing which Jesus performs for each of his disciples.   In biblical times foot washing was considered a menial task only to be done by slaves or servants.  Jesus, by getting down to wash his disciple’s feet, it seems to me, is suggesting that one of the ways we love one another is by serving each other.  You will have an opportunity at the end of tonight’s homily to wash the feet of any person whom you consider to be a fool for Christ.   Just simply approach that person, ask their permission and come to the front for the foot washing.  Sometimes, I believe ,giving permission for someone to wash your feet is more difficult than the washing.  Try to remember this is an act of servanthood.  It is not about ugly feet or embarrassment, it is about following Jesus when he says, “You also ought to wash one another’s feet.”


Servanthood is about loving one another enough to be able to put aside what we want to serve the needs of another person first.  That is easier with people we like, but it also applies to people whom we do not like.   Think for a moment about someone whom you really do not like.   What could you do for that person that would put aside your needs and serve them?  It doesn’t have to be a large or complicated act, just one that would put your needs aside and serve that person. 


Secondly Jesus models for us on Maundy Thursday, the  regular receiving of the Eucharist as a way to be a fool for Christ.  This evening’s passage from 1 Corinthians should sound familiar as it is one of the places where our the prayers we say in the Eucharist is taken.  Unlike the gospel of John which focuses on footwashing , the Maundy Thursday focus of the gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke is on the first Eucharistic meal.  Jesus uses the simple everyday elements of bread and wine to create a sacrament of life-giving remembrance.  Our Lord takes a loaf of bread, gives thanks, and gives it to the disciples telling them that the bread is his body that will be broken for them and to “Do this in remembrance of me.”  Likewise he takes a cup of wine, gives thanks and tells his disciples, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.  Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”   Every time we participate in the Eucharistic feast we are not only remembering Christ’s sacrifice.   We are also partaking of the actual body and blood of Christ as a way to continue to have the grace and strength to love one another, even when it is difficult.


Tonight we have the opportunity once again to be fools for Christ by practicing our servanthood in footwashing and in receiving the body and blood of Christ in continuing renewal of the grace needed to truly love one another.    As often happens, at least for me,  hymns capture what I am trying to say in a few short words.   Last summer at General Convention I brought home a fraction hymn entitled “Let Us Be Bread” that seems to me to be not only a summary of what I am trying to say, but a fitting conclusion to this homily.  The words are printed in your bulletin on the top of page 3. Listen as I read them.   “Let us be bread blessed by the Lord broken and shared life for the world.  Let us be wine love freely shared, let us be one in the Lord.”   Would you please join me in singing those words twice through twice, thinking about their meaning for your life tonight as we move further into the events of Holy Week and in the days, months, and years to come.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

