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

Maundy Thursday: a mandate is given

The name for Maundy Thursday is so ancient there is some doubt about what it means. 
Traditionally it has been associated with a late Latin corruption of the word mandatum - 
commandment, which refers to the instructions Christ gave his disciples on this day. 
Another possibility is a link with the Latin mundo - to wash, referring to the foot 
washing, and yet another is linked to the Saxon maund - basket, referring to the 
distribution of money and food to the poor. All of these have meaning here, for this is a 
celebration which sets the scene for life in the Christian community. Jesus ’ “do this” is 
a command which gives a mandate to love, to serve, and to celebrate the Eucharist.

Lets take those three in reverse order. Holy eating and drinking is a sign that is known 
across many cultures. In the church our celebration of the Eucharist has been linked to 
Jesus’ last meal but its associations with the Passover mean that it has links that go back 
much further. Passover was an annual meal celebrating God’s liberating act in setting 
the people free from slavery. There are so many layers of meaning here, but links 
between the blood of the lamb which protected the people, and Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world is central. In John, Jesus does not eat the Passover, he IS the 
Passover, and this is reflected in the tradition as passed on by Paul. On the way from 
Passover to the Eucharist of the church, the meal is translated into a new mode. Here it 
is the suffering of Jesus which sets us free. By this we are created as a people, and we 
“do this” as a core sign of our identity. Whereas the descendants of Abraham in the 
present day understand that they passed through into freedom in the loins of their 
ancestors, we also find in the word “remember” a depth of association with the past that 
recreates the effect of the original event for us in the present. We are speaking of deep 
and even mysterious things here, the meaning of which slowly unfolds as we live with 
them for many years. 

There is a link between our holy eating and drinking in this meal and the service Jesus 
offers the disciples at the Last Supper. There is a pattern of association in these two 
things and we are right to see in the action of foot washing another “do this” which 
marks the sort of community that is created by Jesus Christ. In John we see that Jesus is 
fully aware of who he is and that the Passover is his hour; his time has come. As he 
passes to the Father he brings to fulfilment the movement prefigured in the Exodus. 
Every gesture here means something. When Jesus lays aside his garments it equates 
with him laying aside his glory to subvert the false glory of the world. In humbling 
himself to wash feet he further shows what it means to not snatching at equality with 
God. By this he demonstrates everything about the style of his leadership amongst us, 
and the sort of leadership he expects to find amongst us. Note well that in this key 
moment of our tradition, instead of being given something spectacular or bedazzling, 
we find the image of a humble servant engaged in the most menial of tasks - the 
washing of his followers’ feet. This is a powerful sign and it signifies what leadership in 
this community is all about. We do well to take note. It costs something to receive this 
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image and to take it to heart, in our own expectation of ourselves, and of others. It costs 
something to allow another to wash our feet. As the reaction of Peter shows, it is hard to 
receive this sign. But Jesus’ washing of their feet is a born of his oneness with God. The 
corollary is that the way to God is to allow him to serve us in this same way; to allow 
ourselves to be made clean by his work for us. We should not underestimate the power, 
the humiliation and the humility that are coincidentally present in this gesture. But in 
this self-giving we catch a glimpse of the radiance of God. It is interesting that the 
Passover was an annual feast, while we share Eucharist every week, and that we wash 
one another’s feet only once a year. I wonder what it would do to our community life if 
we had foot washing every Sunday?

Everything about this scene shows that this is an enactment in which Jesus becomes the 
concrete universal symbol of self-giving love. There is a real sense in which the scene 
in the upper room is of heaven opened. This is what the life of God among us is like. It 
is no wonder, then, that the last word of our reading is the command to love one another 
in the same way as we have been loved by him. A mandate is given to us here. We 
know about mandates. If someone arrives in this country without proper reason or 
paper, it is mandatory that they be detained. But among us it is mandatory to treat one 
another in the same way as we have been treated in God’s love for the world revealed in 
Jesus Christ. This is a challenge of staggering proportions. It is possible to regard one 
another as worthy of such mandatory love, because here we see this light has been 
shone on us by another, even God the Father. Here we see that God who loved the 
world, us and gave the son, that all people may know that love, and find life in all its 
fulness.
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