HOMILY FOR THE HOLY THURSDAY 2008
WASHED CLEAN FOR SELFLESS SERVICE


Today, the Church all over the world celebrates the anniversary of the institution of the Eucharist and the institution of the priesthood.  With the institution of the Eucharist, Jesus introduced a new way of cultic communion with God.  In the place of the Passover meal of deliverance from bondage in Egypt, Jesus introduced the Meal of Salvation from the bondage of sin, namely, the Eucharist.  Again, in the place of the priesthood of Aaron and linage, he instituted a new priesthood in the order of Melchizedek.  


Before he celebrated this first Mass and ordained the new priests to celebrate it, he introduced a new sense of selfless ministry which is to characterize his disciples, namely, the washing of the feet.  After the custom of feet washing (Luke 17:36 ff) in which the host would have his servants make the guests comfortable by cleansing their feet before they recline at table for the meal, conversation and fellowship, washed the feet of his disciples to prepare them for selfless ministry and gave feet washing new meaning. It must be noted that washing of feet was the least desirable of all the tasks of servitude and was considered to be extremely humiliating.  But by this new interpretation Jesus raised the dignity of labor.
In this demonstration of selfless service, Jesus did not wash the feet of the disciples as a customary exercise.  Instead he showed them the kind of humility and spirit of service that should characterize their lives and mission. “What I am doing you do not understand now, but you will understand later.” (John 13:7). But as he further puts it: “I have given you a model to follow, so that as I have done for you, you should also do.” (John 13:14-15).   Here Jesus demonstrates to his disciples and believers what is involved in service – selfless ministry and not lording over people. 

Today Jesus is telling us that the way to the kingdom entails some service and sacrifice.  There is no love without service; love shows itself in service that comes from the heart.  In spite of his challenges he changed the prevailing method of service in which those who serve lord it over those they service.  He initiated selfless service as an ideal that leads to greatness. With this he gives us an example to follow, and teaches disciples of all times to know that this kind of service can be rewarded with persecution and ingratitude.  This is important for so many of us who find it difficult to continue to serve because they look for appreciation but receive criticism, for praise but receive condemnation, for harmony but receive disagreement, for joy but receive sorrow, for recognition but are ignored.  Because it is not easy to serve, Jesus taught his disciples that “only those who endure to the end shall be saved” (24:12).
When on a Holy Thursday the church washes the feet of her children, she symbolically reminds us that our vocation as Christians is to render selfless service.  “If I, therefore, the master and teacher, have washed your feet, you ought to wash one another’s feet” (John 13:14).  He made them know that the vocation of life is service – to serve and be served.  The service we give is an investment we are making for the future.

At this Mass, all of us as disciples are going to be washed by God at this Mass for we have come to celebrate the anniversary of the washing of the feet of Christians.  Though symbolically only twelve will come up to the sanctuary for this exercise, it does not mean that only twelve are washed.  It is like what happens during offertory procession.  Only two people process with the wine and bread to the Altar but in essence, all of us present at the Mass process to the Altar to offer our gifts through the representation of the two persons.  The same happens during the washing of the feet.  What is important is the significance of the celebration, namely, the idea of being washed so that we may go home and wash others.  It is the acceptance of a responsibility to live for Christ and witness our faith in him to others.    

So, while we celebrate the washing of our feet at this Mass either in spirit or physically, let us realize the enormous responsibility it puts on us.  Let us realize that Jesus did not only wash the feet of the apostles to teach them the new spirit of service, he further demonstrated it concretely by the self-giving of himself in which he celebrated the first Mass. 

This ministry of service cannot be possible without love, and that is what he meant by giving himself, considering as it were, the needs of humanity than sparing his life.  This love expressed in service is not a feeling but an action to improve humanity.  Through our Lord’s loving service of washing feet and through his self-giving sacrifice on the cross, we are welcomed by Christ and invited to his holy table.  Together in this banquet our Lord serves us and strengthens us for service in his name as he calls us to love one another as he has loved us – in service and in self-giving without distinction for the life of the world.  With Jesus labor and service become a way of sharing our love for people, something we do out of love and not out of constraint.  

To be able to serve amidst the ingratitude of men and women of our time, Jesus went to the mountain to surrender himself and ask for will power from God.  “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, thy will be done” (Matt 26:42).  In memory of the agony and prayer of Jesus on Holy Thursday before his crucifixion on Friday, at the end of this Mass we have four hours of Adoration in which we are to surrender ourselves and pray for the power from God for our various needs.
Adoration is the part that is not known by most Catholics today.  Holy Thursday is not complete without this last part where Jesus prayed and His sweat became like drops of blood, falling down upon the ground (Luk 22:44).  This Adoration is the memorial of Jesus’ agony and prayer in the garden.  Here he invites us to bring our agony, stress, fears, sickness, anxiety and heartbreak disappointments with us to an hour Adoration with Him.  This is a night of healing from the wounds sustained in service and a night we ask for strength to grapple with the challenges of our life and mission, the boredom of work, burnouts of work, pains of illness, and troubles of life.  Because Jesus overcame that agonizing moment, he now stands better to attend to all who are facing the bitter sides of life.  For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin (Hebrews 4:15).  It is the “will of God” night of prayer, do not miss it.
