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Jesus knows that his time on Earth is up. He knows who will betray him to the rotten priests. 

He knows that Judas has become disillusioned because Jesus has spoken of dying, and not 

becoming the warlike Messiah whom he had hoped. He knows that Peter will hopelessly fail 

him, in spite of his bravado. He will fail as he strove to protect himself. Despite his 

shortcoming, Peter’s life will end triumphantly because he would never let go of his faith in 

the One who loved him unconditionally; Judas could not understand this, and his life ended 

tragically with the darkness of night within him.  

How does Jesus respond to this weakness? He did not change his loving. At this Last Supper 

meal with his core group of disciples, he rose from his divan, and, in a jaw-dropping act of 

love, he took on the role of a slave to exemplify the sacrificial love that he will expect in future 

from his followers. He washed his disciples’ dirty, dusty feet, disciples who will deny him, and 

not stand by him, but forsake him, in his hour of greatest distress. As he washed them, so 

they must wash others, to share the love that they have received from Jesus. It was his call to 

them to translate his love into service.  

Jesus was host of this special farewell meal. No meal host, no free person, would ever stoop 

to wash the feet of another free person, nor would any teacher ever wash his disciples’ feet. 

But, Jesus was a doer, who assumed the upside-down position of a slave, to act out giving his 

gift of divine love, later that night, in Gethsemane Garden and tomorrow on Calvary’s cross. 

Naturally, a dismayed Peter spluttered his objection. Peter did not want a Messiah who came 

to save the world in humiliation: “No, Lord, you will never wash my feet.” Jesus answered 

him, as he, Jesus, washed the disciples’ feet, so they must wash others, to share the love that 

they have received from Jesus.  

Then, Jesus fed Judas, the betraying bounder, gave him his first Holy Communion, the only 

one he will ever have, and then directed Judas to go out to do his dirty work. “And it was 

night,” a symbolic reference to the pathos of his dark deed. 

Once Judas was gone, Jesus did not launch into a criticism of how awful his betrayer was, but 

focussed on his mission, to prepare his disciples for his glorification to come: the glory that 

he will bring to God. The path to glory will be his elevation and death on the inescapable cross, 

then his resurrection and ascension. Rather than bringing shame, the shameful death of a 

criminal against the State, and executed by the state, his death on Calvary’s cross will not be 

a defeat or tragedy; it will be a moment of triumph. It will bring glory and completion to the 

whole plan of the God who sent him into the world to save it. His glorious resurrection will be 

a direct criticism of the puny power of the Empire, and a reversal of the shonky cultural values 

of the time, which had nailed him to the cross. His resurrection will show grace revealed in 

suffering, power displayed in apparent weakness, and glory disguised in humiliation. 

Jesus’ disciples and we, ourselves, will learn that real life is not gained by greedy grasping, 

but, by releasing, not by hoarding but by sharing, not by ruling, but by serving all others, just 

as we have been served by Jesus.  

From the Cross, Jesus showed a model of this future life. There, he instituted a new Christian 

family, by commanding two persons, not related by blood, his mother, and his beloved 

disciple, John, to promise to care for each other because of their bond through him. 



Then, Jesus addressed his team as “little  children,” to announce that he was about to leave 

on a journey to a place where none of them could yet follow, a journey, via suffering and 

death, back to Father God. The separation would be brief, Good Friday to Easter Day. From 

the victory of Calvary, he will go to prepare a place for us all. You may call this the opening of 

heaven. Then, at his resurrection, he will return to take us to himself. In the greatness of his 

heart, Jesus is not concerned about the way that the team will abandon him that very night, 

but about how he will orphan them to uncertainty at his departure.  

Then, Jesus summed up his new deal, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one 

another, just as I have loved you.” Initially, Jesus spoke to his inner circle of followers, to the 

band of sisters and brothers who had been with him throughout his ministry. What is new, 

what is revolutionary in the commandment is the call to love others as much as Jesus loved 

others, the way that Jesus practises love through service, being a living example of God’s love. 

This sacrificial love was exemplified in his washing feet. It will be fully manifest in a few hours, 

when, freely, he will lay down his life for his friends. It is also “new” because it is about the 

love to be practised in the new Christian communities of Jesus’ disciples.   

The great new commandment can fill us with a sense of hopelessness and failure. We know 

that we are wholly incapable of showing the love of God. But our forbear disciples were the 

same. They seemed to not understand a word he was saying. Jesus knew that they were, we 

are, ordinary and fallible. Still to these people and to us, Jesus entrusted himself and his 

message. They were worthy because they were loved, as we are, too. 

Loving those with whom we agree or are partial to, those who are more loving and lovable, is 

the easy part. Loving the rest of the folks with whom we come in contact, can be a much 

harder proposition. In a church, it is far easier and sometimes, more pleasant, to give in to 

denominational division and bickering back-biting, to ignore or even violate human rights, to 

refuse to stand up for the insignificant and dispossessed and disadvantaged. This new love is 

no sentimental, warm feeling. It means actively choosing to love in action; it means putting 

one’s love into real, compassionate activities. Because Jesus stood up against the lack of love 

in powerful people and places, and died as he had lived. So God stood up for Jesus by raising 

him from the dead to the glory of his resurrection. How can we love others as Jesus loves us? 

By helping when its not convenient, (thank you the team who staffed the sausage stand 

yesterday). How can we truly love others? By giving when it hurts, by focussing one’s energies 

to others’ welfare rather than our own, by absorbing hurts from others without fighting back, 

by giving scant attention to status-seeking, by refusing any subtle inclination to exclusion of 

anyone rather than inclusion.  This kind of loving is hard to do. And, when we learn to love 

thusly, justice, equality and peace follow in our life-giving community. 

This love extends from the mundane tiny acts to heroic acts of great risk, and encompasses 

every kind of self-giving in between. It may even extend to the point of giving one’s life for 

another, as Jesus will do on Mount Calvary.  Jesus tells us that, it is by this kind of love that 

everyone will know that we are his disciples. It became the hallmark of the spread of the Early 

Church: “These Christians. See how they love one another.” One of the weaknesses in the 

Church today is the way many Christians do not embody his command to have love for one 

another.     


