HOMILY FOR THE HOLY THURSDAY – (04/05/07)
WHAT A SELFLESS SERVICE 


In Israel at the time of Jesus, the majority of the people put on only sandals and their feet became readily soiled.  As a result, it was customary for a man entering a home to remove his sandals in the vestibule and wash his feet before proceeding into the house.  The home of men who were affluent enough to have several servants always had a particular servant at the door assigned to wash the feet of the guests before they entered the house.  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.


The Last Supper took place during the time of Passover when spring rains were falling.  It is obvious that the streets of Jerusalem were very muddy, and that the disciples who came for meal had soiled feet.  Apparently, no one of them volunteered to wash the feet of the others.  Capturing this opportunity to teach them what is implied in his self-giving sacrifice, and how he wanted them to carry out their ministry, Jesus set out to wash the feet of each disciple.


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.  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.


Again, it must be noted 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 – Then he took the bread, said the blessing, broke it, and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body, which will be given for you; do this in memory of me” ….. “This cup is is the new covenant in my blood, which will be shed for you”.  By this self-giving of himself, he established the priesthood after his own to offer His body and blood in memory of his work of salvation, he provides believers a means of communion with himself and with one another; he unites believers and makes them into one family, his Body; and provides them an example of true relationship to strengthen them in their service to one another.  


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.

