
MAUNDY THURSDAY 

“So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love.” 

The drama of Holy Week continues tonight, as the Sacred Triduum begins.  Jesus is 

at the heart of the enfolding drama, and tonight he performs two acts which are both 

radical and shocking: the institution of the priesthood, and the institution of the Holy 

Eucharist. 

Both of these actions have their origins in His own Jewish background, but 

transformed into the New Covenant – the emergence of Christianity. The Jewish 

Passover festival was a seven or eight-day event, but on this night he gathered his 

disciples together – the chosen twelve – to instruct them, and to hand on something 

so sacred, so precious, that it will be carried out from this night onwards. Like the 

Passover of the Old Covenant – of which we read in Exodus – the commands of Jesus 

resonate with deep significance. It is a remembrance of God leading his people from 

slavery to freedom; and of God’s promise to remain with his people … if they remain 

true to him. 

Jesus amongst the twelve is a fulfilment of Moses amongst the twelve tribes of Israel. 

Where Moses feeds the people with manna – the bread sent by God which perishes -  

Jesus gives himself as the bread of heaven, the bread which lasts to eternal life (John 

ch 6). However, instead of being their leader and judge like Moses, Jesus takes the 

place of the servant – the hired hand that prepares the guests for their ritual and 

religious meal. He doesn’t only give them the ‘form of words’ and ritual at the Last 

Supper, he gives them a right attitude in how their future lives are to be carried out – 

that of service. 

Tonight’s dual ritual of foot washing and celebration of mass has its direct origin in 

tonight’s Gospel and second reading. What priests throughout the world re-enact this 

evening has a direct link back to the Last Supper, of an intimate private event with 

universal significance. In many ways, the significance of this evening’s liturgy is 

linked to the first thing which happened during our opening hymn. The holy oils that 



are used for anointing in baptism, confirmation, ordination of priests, and the care of 

the sick and dying. The Chrism Mass from where they are sent is traditionally 

celebrated on the morning of Maundy Thursday, but these days is usually celebrated 

earlier in the week. It is the mass when – annually – priests renew their promises at 

ordination, and of their obedience to the bishop. These three promises reflect the life 

and ministry of Jesus, and how they are to be lived out in the life and ministry of a 

priest. To remind us, these promises are: 

• Are you resolved to celebrate the mysteries of Christ faithfully and religiously as the 

Church has handed them down to us for the glory of God and the sanctification of 

Christ’s people? 

• Are you resolved to exercise the ministry of the word worthily and wisely, preaching 

the Gospel and explaining the Catholic faith? 

• Are you resolved to consecrate your life to God for the salvation of His people, and to 

unite yourself more closely every day to Christ the High Priest, who offered Himself for 

us to the Father as a perfect sacrifice? 

To each of these questions the man to be ordained responds, ‘I am’. It is an act of faith, 

not in his own abilities and efforts, but in God’s good grace. The priest is not called to 

be successful, but to be faithful; he is not required to pass his personal opinions, but 

to teach the faith worthily and wisely; to hand on what he has received, for the glory 

of God and on behalf of the people. 

 

As we gather this evening, with our brothers and sisters the world over, we do so 

with a common purpose: to walk with Jesus in his way of suffering and death, in the 

manner that the Church has given us, from the first days of her divine life. When we 

arrive on the morning of the third day - with the glow of Easter joy – then we do so 

knowing that our life is hidden with His. To His suffering we unite our sufferings; to 

His sacrifice on the cross we unite our sacrifices. Let us renew tonight our 

commitment to the glorious inheritance which is ours in the Faith, each in our own 

way and to our own particular calling. 


