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1 Corinthians 11:23 - 26 

John 13:1 – 17, 31b – 35 
 

Maundy Thursday: a mandate for life  
 

 

Welcome to the Three Day Feast.  This the name given to the liturgies for Maundy 

Thursday, Good Friday and the Easter Vigil, restored from the ancient Church.  

Tonight, tomorrow and Saturday night are really one service in three parts: a drama in 

which in scripture, ritual, gesture and song we join Jesus as he makes his journey 

through death to new life for us.   The Three Day Feast is our “arcane discipline” in 

which the truth of our lives is told.  That is why people of faith quarantine this time.  

We keep this feast, because it keeps us.  It returns us to the place where we see and 

hear again the stark reality of what we humans make of God, and what in return God 

makes of us.  

 

Maundy Thursday sets the scene for the Three Day Feast, and for life of the Christian 

Community.  The word maundy is a corruption of the Latin word mandatum – 

commandment – and refers to the instructions Christ gave his disciples on the night 

before his death.  The church finds in them a mandate for its life.  The mandate takes 

its shape from the “do this” Last Supper, the command to wash each other’s feet, and 

the command to love one another as we have been loved in Christ.    

 

The practice of holy eating and drinking is found in many cultures.  The church 

knows it well in the celebration of the Eucharist, which is linked to Jesus’ last 

Passover meal with his disciples.  Passover is not an ordinary meal.  It the feast of 

freedom: an annual event that marks the beginning of Israel’s life.  The people stood 

and ate in haste as they prepared to commence their long journey from slavery into 

freedom.  We find difficulties with this story because of the sort of action God took 

against an Empire that shamelessly abused a community of slaves.  It is good to 

remember that one reading of Exodus is that it is the Creation narrative of a people.  

Read in mythological terms, it gives us a picture of a struggle in which, in a context of 

chaos and oppression, the power of life contended with the power of death and 

emerged victorious.  Set free by a strength not their own the people moved from 

slavery to freedom.  In celebrating the Passover the people of Israel remember who 

created them and who gave them life. 

 

Matthew, Mark and Luke report that the Last Supper was a Passover meal in which 

the bread came as a theological reminder of the people Israel’s escape and their 

suffering during their days as nomads.  For Christians the bread and the wine are 

transformed into signs of Jesus’ suffering, and represent the new covenant of mercy 

God makes with the world through him.  



In John Jesus does not eat the Passover, he is the Passover, and when it is celebrated 

his hour has come.  In him the powers of life and death contended, and life was 

victorious.  His suffering came about because he chose to set obedience to God before 

all other challenges.  When Jesus, in John, lays aside his garments he is 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 snatch at equality with God.  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.  This is a 

powerful sign of what it means to belong to the Christian community.   As Peter’s 

reaction shows, it is hard to receive this sign.  We should not underestimate the 

power, the humiliation and the humility present in this gesture.   

 

Jesus self-giving is what has created the church as a people.  This celebrated and 

symbolised in every Eucharist.  There is a real sense in which in the upper room 

heaven is opened to show what the life of God among us is meant to look like.  Jesus’ 

command to “do this”: to wash, to eat and to love as we have been loved, expresses 

what it means to receive him, and commit to his way in the world.  Among us it is 

mandatory to treat one another in the same way as Jesus has treated us.   

 

As we begin to enact this drama of this holy festival may the gift of his self-giving be 

renewed in us.  And in the days that lie ahead may we find ourselves able to be true to 

his command. 
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