
‘I Call You my Friends’ – A Homily for Maundy Thursday 2019 

Exodus 12.1-4, 11-14 
I Corinthians 11.23-26 
John 13.1-17, 31b-35 

On Maundy Thursday we gather in the darkness at a time of escalating violence to 

enact a story of loving friendship. We have just read from John’s Gospel, a pivotal 

moment that opens the second part of the Gospel, the so-called ‘Book of Glory.’ The 

first, the ‘Book of Signs,’ recounts the prophetic acts of Jesus from the first sign of 

changing water into wine, to the sign of raising Lazarus from death. This second 

section, the ‘Book of Glory,’ is the culmination of these acts, as Jesus is enthroned 

upon the cross and his glory is made known as he hangs upon the tree. The 

narrative of the washing of the feet is, therefore, a key moment, an action that 

interprets all that comes before it and all that will come after.  

 This is not simply about Jesus setting an example of humility for his disciples, 

it is far more than this, a prophetic sign that will reveal the true meaning of Jesus 

loving his own to the end, a sign of God’s boundless love for the world.  

 That something utterly profound is happening here can be discerned in the 

Gospel writer’s deliberate, almost liturgical language. This is a contemplative 

description of Jesus action as Jesus gets up from the table, takes off his outer robe, 

ties a towel around himself, pours water into a basin and begins to wash the 

disciples feet. Every action is imbued with deep symbolic resonance. If we are 

attentive here we can discern an echo of a similar narrative, this time from the 

synoptic gospels, in which Jesus takes bread, gives the thanksgiving, breaks it and 

gives it to his disciples. Whereas for Matthew, Mark and Luke it is this narrative of 



the Last Supper that interprets Jesus’ passion and death, for John it is this moment 

that interprets everything, the moment Jesus washes his disciple’s feet. Both are 

moments of gift, and both speak of a generosity and hospitality in a context of 

escalating violence and threat.  

 Throughout this narrative, Jesus is saying that status and power means 

nothing, that the only thing that really matters is friendship, a friendship that calls 

us into radical service and radical equality. This is what Peter cannot get his head 

around, and why his response is so unequivocal and uncompromising. Peter said to 

him, ‘You will never wash my feet.’  

 So, how are we to understand this washing of the disciples’ feet? We might 

think of three contexts out of which service arises. The first is what someone has to 

perform for another due to the other’s power over them: a child in relation to a 

parent, a slave to an owner, a woman to a man, the poor to the rich. Such service 

arises from a fundamental condition of inequality, a structure of domination based 

on the subordination of one person to another. This is exactly the relationship of 

power that Jesus threatens and subverts in front of Pilate, and it is precisely a model 

of servitude that he utterly rejects.  

 The second context is one where the server acts out of freedom, in which they 

have something to give to the one in need. Most of our expressions of service arise 

out of this context. This might be the kind of service a mother gives to her child, the 

rich gives to the poor or the professional gives to the client. But the problem here is 

that the inequality still remains, and the service rendered is a statement to both 

parties of the superiority of the server and the dependence of the served.  

 But Jesus speaks and acts out his liturgy of service in a third context, that of 

friendship, and it is only here where true equality is expressed. In John’s Gospel, 



Jesus is enacting nothing less than God’s offer of friendship to us, a friendship that 

even obliterates the inequality between us and God. This is always God’s invitation 

to us, that we might be his friends, sitting at table with him, washing his feet and 

having him stoop down to wash our feet also. This is what the church is called to be, 

a community of friendship, with each of us as surprising guests enjoying equal 

access to God’s hospitality and welcome of us, demonstrated in our hospitality and 

welcome of each other. 

 During his sermon at the Chrism Mass on Tuesday, Bishop Martin quoted some 

provocative words from Saint Augustine: ‘Christ’s deformity is what gives form to 

you… So he hung on the cross, deformed; but his deformity was our 

beauty.’ (Sermon 27.6). The deformity that Christ embraces on the cross is the 

deformity of human violence and oppression, the deformity of our anxious and 

fearful need to secure our own status and safety in our world whatever the cost. But 

Jesus makes this deformity our beauty by transmuting our violence into a gift. In his 

courageous acceptance of the cross, he turns our violence, our fear and anxiety into 

an invitation of divine friendship, a friendship undeserved but utterly free, a 

complete equality of love.  

 In a moment I will take off my chasuble, gird myself with a towel and come 

among you to wash your feet. After that we will gather around the altar to break 

bread together. Both of these activities enact Jesus’ offer of friendship to us, a divine 

friendship that is never exhausted, a friendship that challenges and transforms our 

need for status, power and privilege, and finally re-creates us as a community of 

friendship: equal, loved and free. AMEN.


