MAUNDY THURSDAY – FATHER ABBOT

The word “Maundy” is a corruption of the Latin word mandatum: meaning “a commandment”.  This word comes in one of the texts from St John’s Gospel which is used at this evening’s liturgy: “A new commandment I give you: love one another as I have loved you.”

Maundy Thursday is a confusing day in some ways, as there are so many things happening.  Jesus eats his Last Supper with his friends.   In the course of the meal he washes the feet of his apostles.  Then we have the Institution of the Holy Eucharist.  We have the Institution of the priesthood.  At the end of the meal, Jesus goes out, to face the agony in the garden, betrayal and arrest, and then he is led away to trial.  We are also told that we should have a collection for the poor at this Mass.  Finally, we receive into the church the holy oils, blessed by the Bishop at the Chrism Mass yesterday, for use this Easter.  These oils are used in the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, Holy Order and the Anointing of the Sick.

How can we make sense of all these different things we are thinking about today?  Go back to words of Jesus: “A new commandment I give you: love one another as I have loved you.”  Everything we do this evening tells us something about Jesus love, and his command that we love others in same way as he has loved us.  In each of the sacraments we are thinking about, Jesus comes close to us in a special way, at a special moment of our life, when we are sick, when we become Christians and when we confirm our Christian faith, when we commit ourselves to serving him in a special way in the priesthood, and of course when we come to Mass and receive him in Holy Communion.  Jesus is saying to us: I have shown you my love: now, you are to love one another as I have loved you.

When Jesus took bread and wine, he said, “this is my body, this is my blood, which is for you.”  Jesus is here for us.  We are here for others.  A husband is here for his wife, a wife for her husband, parents are here for their children.  A priest is here for everyone.  Anyone in public life is here for other people, anyone in business is not just here to benefit him or herself, they are here to promote the common good; anyone, whether a teacher, lawyer, accountant, or dustman, is here to serve.

“Love one another as I have loved you.”  Jesus shows us how to love in a practical way, by the example of his life on earth, when he gave himself up to serving others, full-time, totally.  He shows this above all in his death, when he shed his blood so that the whole human race, past, present and future, should be free from the power of evil and brought to heaven.

“Love one another as I have loved you.”  Jesus shows us how serving is a practical way of loving, and he tells us to do the same.

When Jesus washes disciples’ feet, we are told: Jesus had always loved those who were his own in the world, and now he showed how perfect his love was.  And he tells them at the end: if I, your Lord and Master, wash your feet, you now go and wash each other’s feet.  I have served you, now you serve each other.  I give you an example, so that you may copy it. 

That why the Church calls us to have a collection for the poor today.  Here at Downside we divide the collection between CAFOD, which helps the poor overseas, and Housing Justice, which helps the poor in this country.  When you contribute to this collection, remember that you are responding to Jesus’ new commandment: love one another, as I have loved you.   I have served you, now you serve each other.  

So the Church bids each of us, at this Eucharist: serve each other; and in this Mass, she asks me, as the celebrant, to show this in the same way that Jesus did, by washing the feet of others.  As you see this rite taking place, listen to the words of Jesus, which are sung in one of the antiphons, and which are addressed to every one of us: “A new commandment I give to you: love one another as I have loved you.”  “I have served you, now you serve each other.”
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