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Sermon for Maundy Thursday, April 13, 2017 
The Holy Eucharist 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A: Exodus 12:1-14; Psalm 78:14-20, 23-25*; 1 Corinthians 11:23-32*; John 
13:1-15*; Psalm 22 

 
The historic gospel reading for this Eucharist is from 
the very beginning of John’s account of the supper 
before the Passover, what we call John chapters 13, 
14, 15, 16, and 17. These five chapters are together 
longest narrative by far in any of the gospels—and 
tonight we heard only the first fifteen verses of the 
account. 
 
One can usually depend on one word to get to the 
heart of a passage in John, the verb “believe.” But 
maybe not tonight. John’s narrative for this night is 
about much more than the mere washing of his 
disciples’ feet and Judas’ betrayal. From the beginning 
of the narrative think there’s another word in play, the 
word “relationship.” 
 
Jesus upsets his disciples understanding of who they 
are when he begins to wash their feet. Teachers and 
lords do not wash their disciples’—that is, their 
students’—feet. And that’s just the beginning of where 
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he is taking them this night. He promises that he and 
his Father will come and make their home with them. 
He continues and speaks of himself as the true Vine 
and his Father as the vinedresser and the men and 
women who believe in him as the branches. 
 
There is no hierarchy in this image. Those who believe 
abide in Christ and are in relationship with all others 
who are in relationship with Christ. Everyone can be a 
branch of this vine. They are no longer Jesus’ servants 
or his disciples—they are Jesus’ own, his friends. Jesus 
has abolished the inequality between him and each of 
them and between each other. 
 
For the record, the Twelve are mentioned as a group 
once in this gospel;1 but they are not named. In this 
gospel no person is an apostle. And among his first 
disciple was the Samaritan Woman.2 
 
In John, one doesn’t love one’s enemies; one lays 
down one’s life for one’s friends. What matters is 

                            
1 John 6:67. 
2 John 4:1–42. 
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believing in Jesus, abiding in him, and loving all who 
love him.3 
 
The journey of relationship with Jesus changes again 
on the morning of the resurrection. He tells Mary 
Magdalene, “Go to my brothers and sisters and say to 
them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, 
to my God and your God.’ ”4 
 
The opening words of John’s gospel, “In the 
beginning was the Word,”5 quite deliberately echo the 
first words of Genesis,6 “In the beginning God created 
the heavens and the earth.”7 Relationships start with 
the human and the woman—that’s the Hebrew for 
them until they are expelled from the garden.8 
 
Relationships among humans go very wrong when 
Adam and Eve’s son Cain murders his brother Abel. 
Genesis will approve of only one of Adam and Eve’s 

                            
3 Sandra M. Schneiders, Written That You May Believe: Encountering Jesus in the Fourth 
Gospel, 2nd ed. (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 2003), 13. 
4 John 20:17. 
5 John 1:1. 
6 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, Anchor Bible 29, 29A (Garden City: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1966, 1970), 1:4. 
7 Genesis 1:1. 
8 Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 1996), 5. 
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descendants until Noah is born, Enoch, who “walked 
with God; and [then] he was not, for God took him.”9 
By the sixth chapter of Genesis humankind is so 
wicked that God brings the flood and saves only Noah 
and his family.10 Relationships among the closest of 
relatives, not to mention, tribes and nations, as time 
moves on are almost unspeakable. 
 
How does Abraham let his wife Sarah talk him into 
sending his son by their slave Hagar, Ishmael, away 
when Sarah sees Ishmael playing with his brother 
Isaac.11 I think the relationship of those brothers—
Ishmael and Isaac come together again only once, to 
bury their father12—and Joseph and his brother 
Benjamin are the only good relationships among 
siblings in Genesis. Things do not improve when the 
Hebrew people come into the Promised Land. The 
Word becoming flesh changed all of that. To all who 
believe in him he still gives power by the will of God 
to become his brother and sister, to abide in him.13 
 

                            
9 Genesis 5:24. 
10 Genesis 6:5–8:22. 
11 Genesis 21:9–14. 
12 Genesis 25:9. 
13 John 1:13. 
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Now, a very few words about the Eucharist. Christian 
community emerged out of the culture of the 
Mediterranean world of the first century. Jesus and his 
friends weren’t sitting at a table; they were lying on 
couches around a table. How rich Christians shared 
with poor Christians was an issue. It seems the 
Eucharist was much more about life—food so that 
you and your brothers and sisters would not be 
hungry; drink so that none would know thirst. Paul 
Bradshaw suggests that it may have been Paul the 
Apostle who first associated bread and wine with 
Christ’s sacrifice—and Mark, and then Matthew, and 
Luke picked it up from him.14 
 
It seems that in the first century of the Christian 
community, Eucharist, the gathering of the baptized, 
the sisters and brothers of Christ, to give thanks for 
God’s gifts for the food that sustained their lives. As 
the church grew, we have no record of what we call 
the words of institution being used at a Eucharist until 
the last decades of the fourth century. The oldest 
Eucharistic Prayer, called the anaphora of Addai and 
Mari, now in use among Assyrian and Chaldean 

                            
14 Paul F. Bradshaw, “Did Jesus Institute the Eucharist at the Last Supper?,” in Issues 
in Eucharistic Praying in East and West: Essay in Liturgical and Theological Analysis, ed. 
Maxwell E. Johnson (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2010), 18. 
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Christians—those whose communities have been 
shattered by the war in Iraq and now Isis—with 
approval of the Roman Catholic Church, contains no 
words of institution.15 I’m not suggesting at all that we 
ignore our association of Christ’s sacrifice with the 
Eucharist, but that we be aware that the Eucharist may 
have meaning for us in new ways, that we may glimpse 
something of the way the first Christians understood 
Jesus’ living bread and drink were real food that 
sustains our ever-new lives of faith. 
 

 In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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15 Nicholas V. Russo, “The Validity of the Anaphora of Addai and Mari: Critique of 
the Critiques,” in Ibid., 21–62. 


