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There are two things that happen on Maundy Thursday that fundamentally shape the way we understand so 

much of our life in faith. There’s only one night each year that both of these things are so prominently displayed 

in the same room at the same time. To quote our Jewish friends on Passover, “what makes tonight different from 

all other nights?” Well, aside from the obvious, for Christians that observe Maundy Thursday, it’s the presentation 

of these two things. 

 

The first is kind of hard to preach in a virtual liturgy. Tonight is when we typically pay special attention to the 

institution of Holy Communion, the origin of the Holy Eucharist we remember each Sunday - well, most Sundays 

when we’re not in isolation. This is the night where Jesus gathered with his closest friends to share a special 

meal, and be together one last time before things got really difficult.  

 

Jesus often ate with both friends and strangers. At each sharing of bread, new relationships were made, existing 

relationships were made deeper and stronger, and relationships that hadn’t been realized yet were given a way 

to begin. Throughout the centuries deals have been finalized, alliances forged, and tribes have been united - all 

over a shared meal. Jesus knew this then, and calls our attention to it tonight, in profound and deeply spiritual 

ways. The supper Jesus shared with the disciples in that upper room was so special, so profound, that we believe 

we too share in that meal, even thousands of years after it happened.  

 

Preaching about that aspect of Maundy Thursday this year is really awkward. It feels like we did that last supper 

a few weeks ago when we were last in the sanctuary. Because we’re meeting like this, with no communion to 

share, tonight’s Maundy Thursday comes into a particularly sharp focus. Our faith teaches us about the value of 

gathering with other people and the importance of place and location to a faith community. It also teaches us 

about the importance of serving one another. That brings us to the other thing that makes tonight special. Jesus 

said, “I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.” 

 

Without The Washing of The Feet this liturgy is definitely missing something. Jesus washing his disciples’ feet 

is one of the few details that most people insist be maintained in its literal form. In some churches everyone has 

their feet washed, or some designate just a few representative individuals. Some churches go out and wash the 

feet of other people. However it’s done, this literal re-enactment brings to life the description of Jesus getting up 

from the table, removing his outer robe and tying a towel about himself and teaching by example. It’s easy to 

see in our mind’s eye the figure of Jesus kneeling with a basin of water before each of his disciples. We can 

imagine the tone of voice in Peter’s complaint. The nature of the command Jesus gives his disciples then - and 

by faithful extension to us today - is clear. As disciples of Jesus, we are here to offer ourselves in humble service 

to others the way Jesus offered himself in humble service to the people around him. While it’s a vivid picture of 

Jesus washing the feet of others, I don’t believe that’s the only way humble service can look. This year, we are 

forced to re-evaluate the literal assumption of that new commandment. 

 

In the Book of Alternative Services, the Maundy Thursday liturgy includes this text, “Fellow servants of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, on the night before his death, Jesus set an example for his disciples by washing their feet, an act 

of humble service. He taught that strength and growth in the life of the kingdom of God come not by power, 

authority, or even miracle, but by such lowly service.” If ever there was a time to really absorb these words, it’s 

this year. This year, humble service for the vast majority of us cannot include foot washing, so there must be 

another way to faithfully carry out this command. 

 



Real strength and growth in parish communities also cannot come by way of power, authority or miracle. What’s 

keeping our church community strong and growing is our dedication to serve others - obviously not in massive 

powerful ways, but in ways that are humble. Where the world has become more reliant on reaching out to one 

another than it ever has, you’re getting in touch with people in our community is making a difference.  

 

You’re making phone calls and sending notes and cards and letters and emails, so that others will know they’re 

not alone. People we don’t reach out to regularly are being contacted too, and are loving the phone calls. These 

are not acts of tremendous power or the deft wielding of authority. Picking up the phone and talking for a while 

doesn’t qualify as a miracle. And yet these acts of humble service to others are exactly the kind of things Jesus 

had in mind. These are the ways that parishes build up in strength, and grow. 

 

And it’s not just the people in our own parish that are being reached. Members of our parish are participating in 

the joyful noise each evening at 7 where we show our appreciation of medical professionals who are working so 

hard to keep us all safe and healthy. Neighbourhoods across Maple Ridge are coming together - at appropriate 

social distances - to share a common purpose: to demonstrate appreciation and love, to participate as a 

community, to be part of a neighbourhood of other people who also don’t like being cooped up alone everyday. 

Someone left a message on the church phone this week to say how much they appreciated hearing the church 

bell ring. Even though our parish cannot be active together, the parish is still an active part of our neighbourhood. 

 

Last Sunday I said that we might not be able to gather in the church, but we can gather as the church. You’ve 

shown me that that’s exactly what we’re doing. We can still be the parish of St. John the Divine - only now we’re 

more spread out in Maple Ridge. 

 

For this particular Maundy Thursday the liturgy calls our awareness to our purpose in the kingdom of God. It’s 

all about how we can practice humble acts of service to others. In a time such as this, when some of the 

foundational elements of our faith traditions are outside our reach, the one Jesus demonstrated so vividly still 

remains. We might not be able to get close enough to wash someone else’s feet, but we can certainly participate 

in other modes of service to those in need, and keep the new commandment that Jesus leaves us with tonight. 

 

And that’s good news. 

 


