St. Andrew’s (Scots Kirk)

Sermon for Maundy Thursday, 20 March 2008

“A rose by any other name…”

Text: John 13 verse 34

“I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another”.
At our Palm Sunday service earlier this week, I was remarking that while an account of the events of that tumultuous day can be found in all four Gospels, the written record in John is significantly shorter than those found in the other 3 gospels. When we come to the corresponding accounts of what took place in the city of Jerusalem on this day, the Thursday after Palm Sunday, we find a complete reversal of roles. John’ account is not only longer but immensely so. Matthew, Mark and Luke each devote the major part of a chapter – about 60 verses. John’s account stretches over six chapters amounting to almost 200 verses in total. 

It is not difficult for us then to see the central importance of this day, this evening, in the life of the church, the family of faith which has put its trust in Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour. Of course, much of that significance is borrowed or carried over from the Jewish festival of the Passover, or the feast of Unleavened Bread, celebrating the moment of Israel’s coming into being, when the Hebrew slaves of Egypt were at long last granted their freedom by the Pharaoh, Rameses II, and then, only after the Angel of Death had passed through the land taking the first born from every Egyptian household.

Jesus has much to say and much to do on this final evening of fellowship with his chosen few. We can identify four major events. First, there is the washing of the disciples’ feet by Jesus as an act of humility and service. Then there is the institution of the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion. Then there is what is known as the Agony – when Jesus goes out into the Garden of Gethsemane to pray and finally there is his betrayal, arrest and trial before Caiaphas, the High Priest.

These different events have meant that in different parts of the church and in different parts of the world, a different activity has been emphasized. And these different emphases have led to different names being given to this day! For example in the Scandinavian countries of Sweden, Norway and Denmark, this day is sometimes referred to as “Skartorsdag” which means “Wash Day”, the day when Jesus washed his disciples’ feet. At one time, it was referred to in English as Shere Thursday, meaning “bright”, “clean” or “polished” through application. I think we catch a reference to it in Gerard Manley Hopkins immaculate tribute to “The Windhover” where he writes “sheer plod makes plough down sillion shine”.
But in many places all over the world, it is referred to simply as “Holy Thursday” not only because it falls within Holy Week but because of the institution of Holy Communion or the Holy Table of our Lord Jesus Christ. Interestingly, in his account, the Apostle John makes only a passing reference at chapter 13 verses 26 and 27 when Jesus gives a piece of bread dipped in wine to Judas as a sign that he knew who was going to betray him. John chooses to concentrate on other holy matters – Jesus as the true vine, his return to his Father in heaven and his giving of the Holy Spirit to those who remain faithful. This teaching stretches over three full chapters from 14 to 16.
In the Eastern Orthodox Churches of Greece and Russia, it is known as “Great Thursday” and this is an acknowledgement of the great things which were accomplished by Jesus through his prayers, first at the supper table when he prayed that his little flock of followers might be saved from destruction and preserved in unity in his absence, and then, in the Garden of Gethsemane when, through blood, sweat and tears, he, God the Son, put his will in line with that of God the Father and prayed: “Yet, not my will but yours be done” (Luke 22 verse 42).
Finally, in today’s secular world, it is referred to as “Easter Thursday”. This is in recognition of where it falls in the calendar but also that what happened on this day sets a train of events in motion which leads to Jesus’ crucifixion on the following day, Good Friday, and ultimately, to his resurrection on Easter Day.
There is a certain irony in each of these titles. Yes, Jesus did wash his disciples feet on Wash Day but as he himself had taught, there is little value in cleaning the outside of a pot if the inside remains dirty and polluted, as it did in the case of the heart of Judas. And yes, it was a high and Holy Day for each and everyone involved in that celebration of the Passover with Jesus but that holy moment did not last long. Very soon the whole of that little band of brothers was plunged into the most unholy of activities, betrayal, violence, desertion and denial. And yes, it was a Great Day in the ministry of Jesus to those who had been entrusted to him but it was also the day on which his resources reached their lowest ebb and he cried out to his Father, “Abba, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me” (Mark 14 verse 36). And yes, without the chain of events being set in motion that Easter Thursday, there could be no celebration of an Easter day resurrection but all of that still lay ahead. Easter was not yet a reality. A huge gulf of suffering had to be crossed before Easter joy could be celebrated and shared.
You will be aware that in my list of titles, I have omitted any mention of the title which appears at the top of the order of service and in all our publicity for this service. It is the least obvious because it comes to us from another time, when Latin was the lingua franca of the church - but not of the whole church. It was the language of the clergy but not of the laity. What the priest said and what the people heard were often two different things. “Maundy” was what the people heard. What the priest said was mandatum, the Latin word for a commandment. We find the same word when we say that something is “mandatory” or when we call something “a mandate”. That word maundy or mandatum appears in our text for this evening. It would be the word with which the service would begin, the first word, in Latin, which the people would hear:
A new commandment I give unto you, that you love one another. 
According to John, this new, great commandment is given by Jesus to his disciples immediately after he has washed their feet and shared the Passover supper with them. He begins to confirm what he has already told them on the road to Jerusalem, that as a result of what is going to happen to him here in Jerusalem, he will be glorified by a return to his Father in heaven and they will feel themselves abandoned. He has not abandoned them and they must remain faithful to each other. And so he gives them this one great commandment: “that you love one another”.  It is very simple, it is very straightforward, it is very obvious even. And of course, we know that it proves very difficult to keep - for Peter and Thomas, for James and John and for the others. Very soon they are divided, some like Peter follow him into the palace courtyard of the high priest, some do not. Some go with Jesus all the way to the cross and others do not. We can imagine the consequent recriminations. “Where were you? Where have you been? Just look who’s here…”
If we are honest, we know from our own experience how difficult it has been for any of us to keep that commandment in a universal church which is better known for its divisions than for its unity.

But “loving one another’ is only half of the instruction. Jesus says:

“I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another”.

“Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another”. Anytime we are obliged to look at ourselves, what some people call “navel gazing”, we end up depressed by a sense of failure for even the simplest command we cannot fulfil. What Jesus is inviting his disciples to do that first Maundy Thursday, and what we are being invited to do now, is not to look at ourselves and not even to look at one another. If we do, we shall surely fail because we shall never find enough to inspire us to love with a love that guarantees our unity. What Jesus is inviting us to do is to look at him and in him to see the extent of his love – that love which brought him to earth, that love which called them and us to himself, that love which is taking him to Gethsemane and Calvary and that love which will bring him back to them first in resurrection glory and then, in Pentecostal power. This is a command we can keep, now and always. All we are required to do is to look and see:
“I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another”.
