
 

 

Holy Thursday, April 9, 2020 

Unless 

(check our Facebook page for a video of this homily) 

 

We have come to Holy Thursday.  Last Sunday I gave a chronology of 

the events in Christ’s life that occurred in the first half of this most holy 

week.  Now we come to events that are more familiar to us because 

more intently celebrated.  

 

On Thursday morning Jesus sent Peter and John from Bethany to the 

Upper Room in Jerusalem to make preparations for the Passover Feast. 

That evening, after sunset, as the apostles and Jesus prepare to share 

the Passover meal, our Lord ties a towel around Himself, pours water 

into a basin and begins to wash the feet of His disciples, which 

scandalizes Peter.  He also announces that one of them will betray Him. 

 

Later in the ritual Passover meal Christ Holy takes the unleavened 

bread and wine and declares them to be His Body and Blood.  Our Lord 

then gives His apostles the priestly power to continue making His 

eucharistic Body present, every time they “do this in remembrance of 

Me.” 

 

Jesus tells Peter He has prayed that Peter’s faith will not fail him. Peter 

protests that He is willing to die for Jesus.  Our Lord predicts that Peter 

will thrice deny Him before morning. 

 

Afterward, Jesus and the disciples go to the Garden of Gethsemane, 

where in His anguish our Lord prays so earnestly to His Father that “His 



 

 

sweat became like great drops of blood falling down on the ground” (Lk 

22:44). 

 

A little while later, Judas arrives at the Garden and betrays Jesus with a 

kiss to a crowd that includes Temple guards, who came with him.  Jesus 

is seized and taken first to the house of Annas, the former High Priest, 

then to Caiaphas, his son-in-law and current High Priest, where the 

Sanhedrin (a tribunal of elders) has gathered to make a case against 

Him. 

 

Peter and John follow.  In the courtyard Peter is warming himself by a 

fire when others accuse him of being one of Jesus’ disciples. Three 

times he adamantly denies it.  Then the rooster crows and Peter weeps 

bitterly. 

 

These are the events of this fateful day.   

 

Now, I have a question for you.  Of all these things which took place on 

Holy Thursday, which would you consider the most central?  The Last 

Supper!  So much so that John’s Gospel dedicates five entire chapters 

to it!   

 

And within the Last Supper, which action would you consider the most 

important?  Why, Christ consecrating bread and wine as His Body and 

Blood – the institution of the Holy Eucharist – of course!  Three out the 

four gospels emphasize it (only John doesn’t).  And it’s what we 

participate in every Sunday! 

 



 

 

Then why, why, on this evening dedicated to the celebration of the 

Mass of the Lord’s Supper, do we not read the institution narrative 

from one of the Gospels: Matthew, Mark or Luke?  We never do.   

 

Oh, it is not completely ignored.  It appears in the Second Reading from 

1 Corinthians.  But the Second Reading does not have the pride-of-

place in the liturgy as the Gospels; where we hear instead about Christ 

washing His disciples’ feet.  Every year!   

 

Now, I think there is a very important reason for this. 

 

The clue, I think has to do with…every Sunday.  Ever Sunday of the year 

we assemble together, listen to the written Word of God being 

proclaimed, and then participate in a very real way in what our Lord 

instituted at the Last Supper: the Eucharist.   

 

The priest (myself), acting in the person of Christ, takes bread and wine 

in his hands, and pronounces the words of consecration over them, and 

by the power of our Lord acting through him (through me), the bread 

and wine really become the Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity of Jesus 

Christ.   

 

So, on Holy Thursday we do not need to give pride-of-place to the 

institution narrative, because it already has pride-of-place at every 

Mass, including this one! 

 

But Holy Thursday also commemorates Christ’s institution of the 

sacramental priesthood that goes hand-in-hand with the Eucharist.   



 

 

 

And so, we need to remember something else.  Something we do not 

hear every Sunday.  But something that is very much needed.  And that 

is how Christ wanted His apostles – wants His priests – to understand 

their role in His Church.  

 

So, the Gospel reading emphasizes how, during the Supper, Jesus “got 

up from the table, took off His outer robe, and tied a towel around 

Himself.  Then He poured water into a basin and began to wash the 

disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel.”  

 

When Peter protests, “You will never wash my feet” Jesus tells Him 

emphatically, “Unless I wash you, you have no share with Me.”   

 

That’s a strong statement. “Unless” Peter submits to having his feet 

washed, he cannot have a share in Christ’s priestly ministry.   

 

That little conjunctive word “unless” packs a lot of wallop! It indicates 

something that is expected, a requirement, for what follows.  It is like 

an ultimatum; but not so much a threat as an exhortation of what 

needs to be done first.   

 

“Unless a person is born of water and the spirit, he cannot enter the 

kingdom of God” (Jn 3:6, NET Bible). 

 

“Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you 

have no life in you” (Jn 6:53) 

 



 

 

“Unless you repent, you will all perish” (Lk 13:3). 

 

“Unless I wash you, you have no share with Me” (Jn 13:8). 

 

After completing this lowly foot-washing task, Jesus returns to the table 

and explains to the Twelve what this action means. “You call me 

Teacher and Lord—and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your 

Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one 

another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that you also should do as 

I have done to you.” 

 

If the Word of God, who was “in the beginning with God” and through 

whom “all things came into being” (Jn 1:1-3), stoops to wash the dirty 

feet of His creatures; if the Incarnate Son of God ties a towel around 

Himself and assumes the role of a servant; if the “King of kings” and the 

“Lord of lords” kneels before His subjects; if the Master washes the feet 

of His disciples; then if I am going to be His priestly representative, I 

sure as heck better be willing to do it too! 

 

To be a proper ambassador of Christ (see 2 Cor. 5:16-20), I must keep in 

the forefront of my mind that “the Son of Man came not to be served 

but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many” (Mt 10:45). 

 

The sacramental priesthood, instituted by Jesus Christ at the Last 

Supper and given authority to act and teach in His name, is to be lived 

out in humble, sacrificial service to God’s people.  

 



 

 

Our Lord had also given His apostles a new commandment at the Last 

Supper: “To love one another just as I have loved you” (Jn 13:34). Now it 

is joined to the visible action of foot washing. This makes it clear that 

this humble serving of one another is to be inspired by the love that 

God in Christ has shown toward us. 

 

It is too easy as a priest – when one is set apart and given spiritual 

authority from our Lord; when one is given sacramental power to 

absolve sins and confect the Eucharist; when one is given a position of 

leadership and respect – it is too easy to forget that Christ instituted 

the priesthood to serve Him and His Church.  

 

There has always been within the Church – going back to the apostles 

themselves (with James and John craving to sit at Jesus’ right and left 

hand in His glory; Mark 10:37) – a temptation toward elitism. Of 

viewing the Church like a hierarchal caste system: a pyramid with pope 

then bishops at the top, followed by other clergy, then religious orders, 

finally laity at the bottom: with each holding descending degrees of 

import or status.  Today this is seen as encouraging clericalism: of clergy 

using their authority to lord it over others; of thinking the clerical state 

automatically makes one morally superior; of treating privileges as a 

right; of acting as if the main purpose of the laity in the Church is to 

serve those “above” them. Ironically, this is what Jesus was so critical of 

in the Pharisees!   

 

I believe this attitude is less common today in the Church in Canada 

than it may have been in times past.  I pray it is not hiding somewhere 

inside me.   



 

 

 

Around the middle of the 19th century John Henry Newman converted 

in England to the Catholic faith.  He brought his great intellect and deep 

knowledge to bear on some the theological and ecclesiastical issues of 

the day. One of them being the role of the laity in the Church. 

 

One day Newman – himself a priest – was having a conversation with 

the Bishop of Birmingham, when the topic of laypeople in the Church 

arose. The Bishop said to Newman rather dismissively, “Who are the 

laity?” to which Newman responded (to the effect that) “the Church 

would look foolish without them.” 

 

These past few weeks I have been getting a kind of glimpse as to the 

truth of that statement! 

 

Jesus said, “Whoever wishes to be great among you must be your 

servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave” 

(Mt 20:26-27); “I have set you an example, that you also should do as I 

have done to you” (Jn 13:15).    

 

 

Let us end with a prayer of Spiritual Communion: 

 

Our Lord Jesus Christ,  

We believe that You are present in the Most Holy Sacrament.  

We love You above all things,  

and we desire to receive You into our souls.  

 



 

 

Since we cannot at this moment receive You sacramentally,  

come at least spiritually into our hearts.  

We embrace You as if You were already there  

and unite ourselves wholly to You.  

Never permit us to be separated from You. 

Amen. 

 

God bless you. 


