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A Homily preached by            Maundy Thursday
The Rev’d Jo Popham  “The Love Event”

April 1, 2010
Exodus 14

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

From generation to generation the Jewish people celebrated the Festival to the Lord.

They make a sacrifice of a lamb and recall their history and the story of the Passover.

They were ordered to do this, to mark a day of remembrance by telling the story in the

setting of a meal (Exodus 12:14). The Jewish Passover that began this week on Monday

evening at sunset ends next Monday evening at sunset.

Likewise, we are commanded to remember The Last Supper. Jesus instituted the

Eucharist at the Passover meal with his disciples. And we celebrate this meal every time

we gather around the table to share communion together. We recall the words of

institution, the words we say as we break bread together. “On the night that he was

betrayed he took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said,

‘This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me. In the same way he took

the cup also, after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood” (I Cor.

11:23-26).

The new covenant of the Eucharist harkened back to the days of remembrance in

Exodus and was celebrated at Corinth by a communal meal that the wealthy shared with

the poor as a sort of love feast to demonstrate the loving unity of God’s people. Sharing

in the Eucharist when we are not in a loving relationship with Christ and with other

members of the community would make us “answerable” for his death. We would be

responsible for his crucifixion. So we prepare for the Lord’s supper by self-examination

that leads to reconciliation with others.

In John’s Gospel there is no institution. Jesus gave his disciples, and he gives us, a

new commandment: that they and we should love one another (John 13:34). The prophets

of old promised that God would make a new covenant with us. God told Jeremiah “The
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days are surely coming ... when I will make a new covenant ... I will put my law within

them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my

people” (Jeremiah 31:31-34). The disciples share a meal together where Jesus

demonstrated the importance of servanthood in the new covenant that he gave them and

us. Jesus called his disciples his own, but scholars say that there is no reason to believe

that only the twelve were present at supper. My brothers and sisters, we are his own, and

he loved his own to the end. He loved the disciples and he loves us utterly – completely. I

would dare to say that he loves us still, for love is not an emotion so much as it is an

event. And Jesus’s self-giving love on the cross is with us still.

Jesus’s hour had come. He knew this, and he was preparing his disciples and

followers and us for his leaving this world. He would be leaving this world but we would

not, my friends. The disciples and we would have to remain in the world to do his work.

If God’s love is to be proclaimed in the world, if the mission of the church is to continue,

it is up to us.

How do we learn to live into the mission that Jesus prepared us for? He washed the

disciples feet. In the 1st century Mediterranean world, “where walking was the usual

mode of transportation and sandals the customary footgear” it was hospitable to wash a

guest’s feet (Boring & Craddock, p. 333). But attending to the feet was the duty of a

slave. So Jesus taught the disciples and us that masters are not greater than their servants

when he lay aside his dignity and performed the service of a slave. Jesus gave them and

us and all Christians the perfect example of what it is like to serve as a human servant of

all. When Peter balked, Jesus said “Unless I wash you, you have no share with me” (John

13:8).  The washing put them and it puts us into a new relationship with Jesus. We love

because we are loved – because Jesus first loved us (I John 4:19). This love event called

and continues to call for active participation and emulation of the example of Christ

(Boring & Craddock, p. 334). We are to love one another. In John’s Gospel this love is

not intended to be shared with only the community. Love is not exclusive but should be

directed to all people. But it does start here. The new commandment that we were
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promised, is this: Jesus said: “I give you a new commandment, that you 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. (John 13:34-35). We are

called to live by this new commandment. Now we Christians are not called merely to be

“nice people” no, we are called to be God’s agents in the world. We are called to

demonstrate Jesus’s love to one another, yes, but also to all people. We are called to

imitate Christ in this manner, by showing that we are disciples by our love.

The Jewish Passover is celebrated every year around this time often falling in Holy

Week. Every week, if not more often, we celebrate the Lord’s Supper with a holy meal of

bread and wine as Jesus’s body and blood. When might we mark the new commandment

that Jesus gave us – to love one another? What sort of ritual or celebratory meal would be

appropriate for recalling tonight? We only have John’s Gospel reading once every three

years to remember the foot washing – the love event that is the perfect example of servant

ministry. The model of love that Jesus gave us in the foot washing was fully enacted in

his death. We are to love one another in the same way. Can we love one another that

much? If we love one another as God loves us, we make God visible in the world. Are we

willing to be Jesus’s disciples? Can we follow his model of love? His love means

servanthood, and in Jesus’s life, leadership and servanthood were synonymous.

Normally, servants are at the bottom rung of the ladder with authority at the top. But

Jesus flipped the ladder. By imitating him, servants neither lose their identity nor become

doormats. Servanthood following the loving model that Jesus taught is what I believe I

am called to. As your leader I believe I am called to be both your shepherd and your

servant. In my ministry I am called to both leadership and servanthood. I fail miserably at

both from time to time, but I know that as disciples of Jesus the Christ, you will love me

anyway, as I love you. Tonight I will wash your feet. Some of you have been designated

to represent the congregation in this foot washing reenactment of servant ministry. But all

are invited. Everyone may; noone must.


