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(Exodus 12:1-4, 11-14; Psalm 116:1-2, 12-19; 1st Cor. 11:23-26; John 13:1-17, 31b-25) 
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My friends, the shadow of death hovers over us as we gather this night.  We know this 
shadow and what it looks like.  From among those we know and love personally, we know real 
physical deaths that have happened recently (or that we suspect may happen soon).  We also 
know the cries of death that have rung out from all those who have fallen as victims:  fatalities of a 
world-altering disease pandemic, targets of armed forces invading from a neighbouring country, 
casualties of random acts of terror and systemic acts of racism.  Beyond the literal, physical 
deaths, we know too of the death of livelihoods and future plans as shadow fall over jobs, 
investment accounts, housing affordability.  We even may feel the shadow of death lurking right 
within, as we struggle with addictions, broken relationships, unfulfilled potentials.  The shadow 
hovers over us this night. 

The people of God gathering on such a night—it started long ago in the midst of another 
night of shadow, that night called the Passover.  It’s the story we remember from Exodus, of that 
night long, long ago when the shadow of death swooped and dove and hovered over the Israelites.  
Really, though—truth be told—the shadow had been hovering over them for generations:  the 
knowledge of death ever and always with them as they endured slavery and oppression at the 
hands of their Egyptian masters.  But as the story goes, death would hover over the land more 
immediately, more tangibly, that night—that night on which the first-borns were taken… and the 
gods were judged.   

The psalm-writer whose song-words we speak tonight, they knew this shadow too.  In 
verses left out of tonight’s passage, the psalmist laments that “the snares of death encompassed 
me; the pangs of Sheol laid hold on me.”  We do not know what affliction beset this writer; we 
only know their lasting testimony to the shadow that we know all so well, too. 

And, of course, we also know that death loomed large for Jesus and his band of disciples, 
gathered in that upper room on this night.  As we just heard the gospel of John testify, Jesus “knew 
that his time had come.”   In commemoration of that gathering and of the hour that had come, we 
the church gather each year on this night of Maundy Thursday.  We, like Jesus, know what 
daybreak brings:  Good Friday.  Trial.  Crucifixion.  Death.   

The shadow of death hovers over us this night. 
But you see, my friends, even enveloped by such a shadow, there is a word for us tonight:  

prepare for life.   
In the midst of death, prepare for life. 
We hear this word in the story of what Jesus does with those disciples in that upper room.  

Jesus knows that his hour has come, but he does not gather the inner circle for sentimental 
goodbyes.  No, rather, on this night that he knows will be the last before his death, he gathers the 
disciples to prepare them for their upcoming life.  Jesus’ actions on this night, he tells them, are an 
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example for the disciples—an example, that is, for how they are to live.  “You also ought to wash 
one another’s feet,” he says.  “For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have 
done to you.”   

The disciples may not understand what’s going on at this point—in fact, that seems pretty 
clear in Peter’s case.  But nevertheless, as they will only come to understand later, Jesus still loves 
them and is committed to showing them how they will live.  Indeed, it is on account of his love 
that Jesus washes his disciples’ feet.  But even more, it is on account of Jesus that his followers will 
be able to live into that love.   

In the midst of death, this is the life that we prepare to live. 
God’s love is the life that the psalm-writer prepares to live, too.  “What shall I return to the 

Lord for all his bounty to me?” the psalmist asks.  “I will call on the name of the Lord … I will pay 
my vows to the Lord in the presence of all the people … I will offer a thanksgiving sacrifice.”  Out 
of shadows of death known all too well, the psalmist commits their life to responding to God’s 
goodness.   

In the midst of death, this is the life that we prepare to live, too. 
Even for the Israelites in Egypt, with the looming shadow of death about to sweep across 

the land, God’s agenda is to prepare them to live.  Gird up your loins.  Have your sandals already 
on your feet, your staff already in hand.  God is saying ‘Get ready to be on the move.  Get ready to 
be released.  Get ready to be free.  Prepare yourselves… to live.”   

And I believe that word, that message—“prepare to live”—it is not just for the Israelites at 
the first Passover.  It is not just how the psalmist responded to God’s deliverance.  It is not even 
just how Jesus chose to spend his last moments with his disciples.  No, this is our word this night 
too.  “Prepare to live” is the message God speaks to us here, today, in this room and in all of the 
rooms in which we are gathered on this night. 

On the Lenten journey that brought us to this night, we laid ourselves bare in the 
confession of our sin.  And each time God said “You are forgiven.  You are set free.  Now prepare to 
live.”  Now joined together as we are this night, we prepare ourselves to face the stark, stripped 
bare realities of Good Friday.  And God says, “I have given myself for you.  I have handed over my 
very own life for you.  So prepare to live.” 

And we come to the table tonight.  We come to the table where we receive the cup of 
forgiveness, just as we received the words of forgiveness.  We come to the table where we receive 
humble service from Christ and from one another, just as feet were washed in that upper room.  
We come to the table where we receive Christ himself, given for us, just as Christ gave himself for 
us. 

So, my friends, beloved ones, come to the table.  In the midst of whatever death hovers 
over you this night, whatever death hovers over us together this night, come to the table.  Come to 
the table… and prepare to live. 


