HOLY THURSDAY 2010 HOMILY

Two national holidays that we especially enjoy celebrating are Thanksgiving Day and Independence Day, the Fourth of July.  We recall the origins of our nation, how the first settlers, the pilgrims, remembered their first year of freedom from political oppression with a feast to give thanks to God.  And we observe the anniversary of the Declaration of our Independence with parades and fireworks.  For us, these are fun holidays.  But the actual events of arriving at this country and, years later, declaring independence from England, caused much suffering for those who experienced them.

For us, the liturgies of Holy Week are anniversary celebrations of our faith, recalling the Passover that freed the Israelite people from Egyptian slavery, and the Passion, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus that freed us from death and obtained for us eternal life.  But the actual events caused much suffering for those who experienced them, the Israelites and Jesus.  The Israelites were in exile and enslaved; Jesus was on the eve of his passion and death when he celebrated the last Supper in remembrance of the Passover.

But the Israelites held onto the hope that they would be freed from slavery. And Jesus held on to the hope and faith that God would remain faithful to His Son.  The Exodus freed the Israelites from Egypt; the Resurrection freed Jesus (and us) from death.

Tonight, we recall and relive the event of the Last Supper.  We gather to recall and celebrate that special meal which is the source of the Eucharist, the center of our faith, Jesus’ gift to us today of His Body and Blood as he lives today in Resurrected form.  The Eucharist is indeed the most special banquet of all times. 

I notice a custom developing of people removing their shoes as they enter a home, even the rectory where I live.  I don’t remove my shoes when I enter the rectory, and I don’t like to remove my shoes in other peoples’ homes.  But I understand it is a sign of respect to not track outside dirt into a home.

I remember a man in Peru who did masonry work for us at the parish.  His wife could come at midday with lunch to share with him.  But before he would eat with her, he would wash up and change into the clean clothes he had worn when he had walked to work in the morning.

Grant Wood painted a famous mural of threshers washing and combing hair before sitting down to the meal that the farmer’s wife had prepared for them.  Women and servants in Jesus’ time washed the dusty feet of dinner guests as they arrived at a home for a meal.  A meal is a special gathering of people to enjoy nourishment of body and spirit together.

And during this Last Supper, Jesus decided to wash the feet of his disciples.  It was an act of humility and service on his part, as well as a gesture of hospitality.  Jesus is teaching his disciples some lessons.  Hospitality is at the center of discipleship.  And behind the habit and impulse of exercising Christian hospitality is generosity – living for others, putting others first.

Jesus knows that his life is in danger.  But he had committed himself to his Father and to them … and to us.  He will continue to live his life for others, even if it will end in death for others.

The Last Supper was a dark day for Jesus, a meal he celebrated in the most dire of circumstances.  But Jesus held on to the hope that God would remain faithful to his Son if Jesus remained faithful to God.  

Tonight we begin the Triduum, the Three Holy Days, the most important period of our year of faith.  As we continue to gather to celebrate Good Friday and the Saturday Easter Vigil of the Resurrection, we will recall how the life that Jesus lived for others unfolds in a death for others.  And as we remember, we will again realize that we who live in the New Life won by that death are called to live in the same manner … for others.    

