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Homily: Holy Thursday, John 13:1-15 

When I first visited the Upper Room in Jerusalem, I was amazed at the room's splendor and 

simplicity. The Upper Room is also called the Cenacle, which means "dining room." It is located 

directly above King David's tomb on Mount Zion and is considered one of the holiest places in 

Christianity because it is where Jesus gathered the twelve for the Last Supper. The twelve are 

gathered with their Master for the most sacred meal of the year. The walls would have been lit 

with the warm light of flickering torches and lamps. The disciples and Jesus are reclining at the 

low table, glad to be together again to share this sacred meal. They know each other so well now. 

There is a bond that holds them together. But the atmosphere tonight is different. Jesus has 

changed. He has some new sense of urgency. He is looking at each of the disciples with even 

greater emotion than before. But this was a bittersweet time. Judas had already sealed the 

betrayal deal, Peter would deny he ever knew his beloved Master, and they would all abandon 

Jesus within a short time. Despite all that was to unfold, John tells us Jesus "Loved His own in 

the world, and He loved them to the end." 

 

The answer to all this treachery would be the Eucharist. Our merciful God would pursue His 

rebellious followers not with threats but with love. He exhausts the resources of His love and 

offers Himself not only as the redeemer who will die for us on the cross but as the very food that 

will nourish us. Death might claim Him in a few hours, but the Eucharist will perpetuate His 

Real, Living Presence until the end of time.  

 

It was Jesus Himself who planned the arrangements for the Last Supper. He chose a “large 

room” and then instructed the disciples on how to prepare it. St. John’s introduction to the Last 

Supper creates an atmosphere of solemnity and reverence. He reminds us that Jesus' mission was 

coming to a dramatic conclusion and that Jesus knew it. His words on this occasion have a 

greater intimacy, majesty, and solemnity than we have heard through the Gospel. The disciples 

sense it. The added intensity and their own expectations rise to a higher pitch than ever before. 

Now, Jesus was going to show how perfect love was. His example of humility and charity and 

His New Commandment to "Love one another as I have loved you" set the tone for the evening. 

Then, while everyone was chatting and getting comfortable, they looked up in utter shock and 

dismay. Jesus has already told the disciples that it is with great love that He has brought them 
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together this evening. And it’s true. For everything about Jesus is about love. He gets up from the 

table. He removes his outer garment, fills a basin with fresh water, and begins to wash his 

disciples' feet. A great silence covers the room… the disciples are confused and ashamed, not 

personally but ashamed for their Lord and Master, kneeling before them and washing their feet, a 

task given only to the humblest and most ignorant slaves. What does it mean to wash feet? Was 

Jesus playacting? Was He pretending to be the humble saint to please everyone? No, He was 

revealing a great mystery because when we look at Jesus, we are looking at God, and that’s why 

He came, the Son of God and Son of Man, to bring the knowledge and love, and understanding 

of God into human form so that we could grasp it. In frustration and anger, Peter was shocked 

and said to Jesus, "Lord, you’re not going to wash my feet!” And then Jesus said to Peter these 

extraordinary words. He said, “If I cannot wash your feet, you can have nothing to do with Me.” 

Why would Jesus say something like that? He said, "If you do not let me do this, you will never 

understand who I am. You will never understand why I have come into this world. You will 

never understand your own true purpose and destiny in life." 

 

The actual washing of feet was unusual for several reasons. Although it was common practice, it 

should have been done as soon as the guests arrived at the house and not when everyone was 

already seated at the table. In a class-conscious house, it was performed by a slave. Here, tonight, 

it was done by the one person who could boast of divine origin and was both Lord and teacher of 

those at the table. By washing His disciples' feet, Jesus showed the extent of His love. Because 

of His love, He was willing to empty Himself of all divine birthrights and assume the role of the 

household slave. The love He had for His disciples is the model of the love they are to have for 

one another. If washing His disciples' feet wasn't unusual enough, Jesus stretched the limit of His 

love. He washed the feet of Judas, who betrayed Him, and He also washed the feet of Peter, who 

denied Him. He stooped down to wash the feet of the rest of the disciples, who will flee and 

desert Him when He is arrested. This powerful but humble gesture of Jesus teaches that those 

who believe in Him should not only serve families and friends but should also serve those who 

oppose and betray them. The great thing that He was trying to teach was that you either love or 

you don't love, and if you love, you learn to wash feet. The example Jesus gives us is an 

invitation, an urgent invitation, to that charity that should be the fruit of our union with Him…the 

fruit of our Eucharistic Communion. If we cannot imitate Jesus by giving our body as food for 
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each other, we can imitate Him by giving our loving assistance not only in agreeable 

circumstances but in difficult and disagreeable ones as well. Jesus revealed to us the perfection 

of charity on the same night as He instituted the Eucharist to show us that such perfection should 

be both the fruit of the Sacrament of the Eucharist and our response to it.  

 

John mentions, "the hour has come." We think it means Jesus being arrested, being nailed to the 

cross, and dying, but it doesn't. "The hour has come," for John, this means it is the time the world 

has been waiting for, because now the great mystery begins. And the great mystery is not death. 

The great mystery is life, which is what Jesus brings us: new life. This is the beginning of the 

wonderful mystery of Holy Week. It begins with this poor, itinerant preacher who has nothing 

worldly to give, who understands and teaches us that we also have nothing worldly to give. Our 

money is not important. Our ideas are not important. The only thing important is that we are 

learning how to love, and we are learning how to love the way Jesus knows we must learn how 

to love…it includes our enemies if we are ever going to understand who we are and where we're 

going. 

 
For Jesus, love means sacrifice; love means not what you will get out of life but what you will 

put into it. God is a giver and not a taker. Jesus came to offer himself totally and completely for 

our healing, our salvation, but most of all for our understanding that God indeed is love, for it is 

this kind of love that holds the secret of wisdom and truth.   

 

Even though the Holy Spirit will be with us to remind us of Christ's lessons and to teach us more 

and more about the Kingdom, Christ wants to give us the most important lesson before He 

leaves. He tells us explicitly how to Love Him and how to live in communion with God, which is 

the meaning of human existence. If we want to live close to God, here is the recipe…written by 

God Himself: if we love Him, we will keep His word and follow His new commandment to love 

one another as He has loved us, and then the Father and the Son will come and take up their 

dwelling in our hearts, Just as Jesus told us.  


