
HOLY THURSDAY, 2015

On almost every day of the year, the homilist has a certain degree of freedom about what 

he will say, although it is expected that one or more of the readings in the Lectionary will be at  

the core of his remarks.  On Holy Thursday, however, the rubrics are more specific, saying that 

the homily should shed light on the principal mysteries celebrated in this Mass of the Lord’s 

Supper, namely, the institution of the Eucharist and of the priestly Order, and the Lord’s 

commandment about fraternal charity.  Fortunately the three themes are closely related, so it’s  

not a matter of somehow putting three very different subjects into one homily.  The institution of 

the Eucharist was clearly described in our reading from First Corinthians, where Paul gives us 

the New Testament’s earliest version of what came to be known as “the words of institution”: 

“This is my body that is for you” and “This cup is the new covenant in my blood,” while the 

following words, “Do this in remembrance of me,” imply the institution of the priesthood.  On 

the other hand, perhaps surprisingly, the reading from the Fourth Gospel has nothing about the 

institution of the Eucharist itself but rather shows us what the ultimate effect of the sacrament is  

meant to be:  loving service of others.  What is really worth noticing—and what I want to 

emphasize—is how Jesus instructed his disciples about this effect.

When we consider Jesus’ instruction or teaching in general, as we find it in all the 

gospels, I suggest we think about the way in which it was most effectively or memorably given. 

Different people may well have various opinions about this.  Some, for example, might think 

first of the  challenging sayings in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s gospel, such as “Love 

your enemies.  Pray for those who persecute you,” while others might give priority to the “new 

commandment” found in the Last Supper discourse in John’s gospel:  “Love one another as I 

have loved you.”    But if you look at the way Jesus generally taught, it was not so much by 

verbal exhortations or directives as by stories, parables, which gave his hearers the possibility of 

imagining a scene and drawing the practical conclusion without necessarily having it spelled out 



for them.  Parables like that of the Good Samaritan or the Prodigal Son are among the best 

examples of what I mean.  I also don’t think it outlandish to say that the gospel we just heard is 

itself a kind of parable, one that was acted out by Jesus himself.  After all, his doing so was 

surely much more effective than if he had only said to his disciples, “The kingdom of heaven 

may be likened to a master who was reclining at a meal with his followers, and then he got up, 

took off his cloak, tied a towel around his waist, and started washing their feet.”  However 

impressive such words might have been, how much more powerful was it for the Twelve to have 

it enacted before them, to have their own feet washed.  

Note, too, that while we know from the gospel that Satan had already induced Judas to 

hand Jesus over and that Jesus was aware of this, Judas was still with the others at this point and 

had his own feet washed, leaving the room only afterward.  What does this tell us but that even 

the most sacred and loving of actions is not automatically going to change one’s heart.  One must 

always hope for such a change, and we trust, for example, that the inmates in Rome’s Rebibbia 

Prison whose feet Pope Francis washed a few hours ago experienced that rite as one further step 

in the rehabilitation of their own lives.  But let us also beware of placing ourselves in some 

category totally removed from that of those prisoners or of others anywhere in the world.  God 

alone can read one’s heart, and it could very well be that in different circumstances any of us 

might have been charged with some crime and ourselves be in prison today.

This brings us to the Washing of the Feet as we will enact it here in just a few minutes. 

Certainly the circumstances are very different from those at the Last Supper.  In that setting, 

there was actually a very practical point to having one’s feet washed.  In a time and place when 

there were no asphalt roads or concrete sidewalks and where people regularly wore sandals 

rather than shoes and socks, feet really did get dusty and dirty.  Here, in our chapel, with its 



recently washed floor, things are far more tidy, leading to the danger that we will experience the 

rite, with its beautiful chanting in the background, merely as an uplifting religious experience 

and not as what Jesus intended it to be.  As he says at the very end of our gospel reading:  “I have 

given you a model to follow, so that as I have done for you, you should also do.”  

If you would like a useful guideline about just how to do this, since I very much doubt 

that any of you will literally wash anyone else’s feet in the coming weeks or months unless it be 

the feet of one of your young children or grandchildren, you might consider something once said 

by a person who deeply revered Jesus and his teaching even though this person was not himself a 

Christian.  Gandhi once offered his hearers or readers what he considered an almost magical way 

of helping them determine how to act in a given situation.  Here’s what he said:  “Whenever you 

are in doubt, or when the self becomes too much with you, apply the following test:  Recall the 

face of the poorest and the weakest person whom you have seen, and ask yourself if the next step 

you contemplate is going to be of any use to that person.  Will that person gain anything by it? 

Will it restore that person to a control over his or her own life and destiny?... Then you will find 

your doubts and your self melting away.”  This so-called “talisman” may not be appropriate in 

every single circumstance, but it is certainly in full accord with Jesus’ own teaching about 

serving him in the least of his brothers and sisters and about finding one’s life if one is willing to 

lose it for his sake.  As I said at the beginning, such a way of living is meant to be the effect of 

the sacrament of the Eucharist.

Now if you have been very attentive, you will have noticed that I haven’t yet said 

anything about the third theme that the rubrics say should be touched upon in this homily, the 

institution of the priestly order.  None of you need to be told that the ordained priesthood has 

been the focus of much horrific scandal in recent decades.  It’s no good saying that acts 



perpetrated by priests and often overlooked or downplayed by their bishops may be even more 

prevalent among other groups.  Pope Francis has been taking effective steps to see that such 

abuses never again get swept under the carpet and that those responsible be held responsible. As 

he said almost exactly a year ago,  “I feel that I must take responsibility … and ask forgiveness 

for the damage some priests have caused through sexual abuse of children. The Church is aware 

of this damage. It is their own personal and moral damage, but they are men of the Church. And 

we will not take one step backwards in dealing with this problem and the sanctions that must be 

imposed. On the contrary, I believe that we must be even stronger.”  

Just as a pope is sometimes appropriately called “the servant of the servants of God,” so 

too are all other members of the hierarchy called to be servants of those entrusted to their care.  A 

researcher who has spent years studying the problem of child sexual abuse by priests concluded 

that in almost every instance it coincided with a decided lack of prayer on the priest’s part.  And 

prayer, as St. Benedict teaches so clearly in chapter 19 of his Rule, is never a matter of merely 

mouthing words but rather of really attending to those words, having one’s lips and mind in 

harmony.  As we continue now with the rite of the Washing of Feet and the rest of this evening’s 

Eucharist, let us sincerely pray that the Church be blessed with good priests, ones able and 

willing to live chastely and to be of genuine service to everyone entrusted to their care.  Then 

what St. Benedict writes elsewhere in his Rule about monks in particular might be said of all of 

us, clergy and laity alike:  “Let them prefer nothing whatever to Christ, and may he bring us all 

together to everlasting life.”


