Holy Thursday (Jn 13:1-15)


LOVE TO THE END

This is a night of betrayal, and of love to the end.


Jesus “knew who was going to betray him” (Jn 13:11) but having “always loved his own who were his in the world, he now showed how perfect his love was” (Jn 13:1).  He loved them utterly, to the end. He loved his betrayer to the end, no less than any of the others whose feet he washed.


There is much talk of love from the pulpit and in church circles generally. The more we talk abut it, the more we need to practise it as Jesus did, or else people get thoroughly sick of us.


If you advertise some soap as the best for everyone from baby to grandma, and the soap has a peculiar ability to burn everyone’s tender spots, then people will laugh at your claims for the soap. They may become very angry, and reject your soap, and you too, and pelt you with your soap out of their sight.


Anyone who has been badly let down, by infidelity, desertion, separation, divorce, or in any way rejected or betrayed, finds it painful to listen to talk of Christian love. Reactions vary, from confusion (“I don’t know what to make of anything anymore”), numbness and despair, to resentment, anger, and blind rage. It is a traumatic experience to be let down by the one you love.


It’s amazing how composed Jesus remained through the Last Supper, knowing what he did about his betrayer. Even he didn’t escape the emotional reaction, the agony that swept over him in the garden afterwards, until he regained his composure through prayer: “Father, let your will be done, not mine” (Lk 22:42).


No doubt, we have all been let down, sold out, or felt deserted at some time. It’s impossible not to feel used and abused, not appreciated, imposed upon callously, frustrated, and depressed, hurt through and through.


It’s cold comfort to be told then that the nearer the offender has been to our heart, the nearer we have been to our Saviour at the Last Supper and in the garden of Gethsemane. That is true, but we need support from at least one good friend, and from God especially, before we can accept that sort of closeness to Jesus.


What’s more unfortunate, we have let others down in many ways, sometimes very badly, and we think that a quick apology should be enough to set everything right. “Why must you harp on it?”, we say, “Can’t you forget it? I’ve said I’m sorry.”


It may take years of compassionate understanding and self-effacing service to set some things right between husband and wife, parent, and child, superior and subject, friends fallen out,  neighbours or parishioners estranged, or fraternity members alienated.


We are responsible for those who come to church, to help them feel they belong. And we’re responsible for those who don’t come because they’re not convinced that we love as Christians should. Talk of Christ’s love can make things worse. Only the gift of oneself will heal the wound: love them to the end.


We’re here tonight to be reconciled to what has been done to us and to what we do to others. How do we progress beyond the symbol of washing feet, or of giving the sign of peace? We humbly ask Jesus to teach us how to love to the end.


There’s another angle. How do I progress beyond knowing that Jesus suffers in the person who lets me down? How can I free a person to love? Jesus, present in me, I ask you to love that person to the end, just as you loved your disciples utterly, including Judas who betrayed you.

