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Texts: 
Exodus 12:1–14  
1 Corinthians 11:23–26 
John 13:1–17, 31b–35 
Psalm 116:1, 10–17 
 
	

Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us. Therefore, let us keep the feast. 

May the words of my lips and the meditations of all our hearts be now and always 

acceptable in your sight, O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

 

1. The Church of the Agony, Jerusalem. 

 

[1] This is the Church of the Agony, located just outside the old city walls of Jerusalem. 

It’s sometimes called the Church of All Nations because the money for its construction was 

donated by Catholic churches from around the world. While this church dates back less than a 
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hundred years, it sits on top of the foundations of two older churches: a twelfth-century Crusader 

chapel, and a fourth-century, Byzantine basilica, destroyed by an earthquake in 746. It is located 

next to [2] the Garden of Gethsemane, or at least, a modern garden called Gethsemane. 

 

2. The Garden of Gethsemane 
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Inside the church [3] is a slab of stone, said to be the place where Jesus prayed to God before his 

arrest: 

 

3. High Altar inside The Church of the Agony, Jerusalem 

 

“My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want.”1 

And again: “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.”2 The rose petals 

are an allusion to Luke’s Gospel, which says that Jesus prayed in such agony that “his sweat 

became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground.”3 

																																																								
1 Matt 26.39b. 

 
2 Matt 26.42b.  
3 Luke 22.44b.  
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This pleading with God is where we are headed this evening. 

This agony is where this night ends. 

But how do we get there? How do we travel from this meal, a meal we’re sharing together 

out of love, to agony in the garden? And to sweat like blood? 

It begins with a story, a story Jesus and his disciples knew intimately. Our reading from 

Exodus tonight is the beginning of the tenth plague — [4] in which God sends the destroyer to 

kill all the firstborn of Egypt. 

 

4. The Israelites are Eating the Passover Lamb, by Marc Chagall 
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The sprinkled blood on the posts and lintel of the doors, a sign for God to pass over the homes of 

the Israelites. The word for Passover in Hebrew, pesach, literally means to pass, or spring over, 

and so the wordplay works in both languages. 

In the section of the story we heard tonight, the LORD tells Israel that this event “shall be 

a day of remembrance for you. You shall celebrate it as a festival to the LORD; throughout your 

generations you shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance.”4 

Memory, as a scriptural idea, is an invitation to participate with history. The yearly 

remembrance of the Passover does not simply recount those triumphant events of the past. It is 

not the retelling of the story, or reliving something experienced once long ago. The celebration of 

Passover and the Passover Seder is an opportunity for the Jewish community to interact with that 

history and become a part of it. To live it once again. 

This fact would have been a part of Jesus and the disciples’ understanding of the Passover 

celebration they were holding. And so, when Jesus says to his disciples “Do this in remembrance 

of me,” he is not simply recalling the memory of the first Passover, he is carefully placing himself 

– and his teachings – inside of its narrative. The bread they break together becomes, 

simultaneously, the very same bread broken in Egypt, and the bread of his body. In the same way, 

the wine becomes Jesus’ blood of the New Covenant, and the blood of the lambs sprinkled on the 

doorposts and lintels. 

Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us. 

Therefore let us keep the feast. 

																																																								
4 Exod 12.14 
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Both the sacrifice of the Passover lamb and the Eucharistic remembrance of Jesus’ death 

do two things: They protect us from death and provide us with food for the journey.5 His 

command to do these things in remembrance of him is passed down to us. As a result, we are 

asked to remember it in a way that transcends mere story telling. We are asked to make ourselves 

a part of the story. A story that begins with the creation of the vast expanse of interstellar space, 

galaxies, suns, the planets in their courses. A story in which we turn against God and against one 

another. A story that gets a new beginning in a manger in Bethlehem when the fulfillment of the 

Law is born in the person of Jesus Christ. “Do this in remembrance of me” is not simply a 

command for a ritual, It is, first and foremost, an invitation to be present with Christ in the 

Eucharist. And through that presence we know our perfect freedom. 

The freedom from slavery in Egypt is a freedom given by God, and one that finds new 

meaning in the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. It is sacrifice that is at the heart of our freedom, 

because freedom cannot be obtained through control or coercion. Rather, God’s freedom comes 

from the cross, and through the service of love we are remade. As Augustine of Hippo says: 

“This is the kind of love that renews us. When we love as Jesus loved us we become new 
people, heirs of the new covenant and singers of the new song. . . . From the entire 
human race throughout the world this love gathers together in one body a new people, to 
be the bride of God’s only Son. . . . And so all her members make each other’s welfare 
their common care. When one member suffers, all the members suffer, and if one 
member is glorified, all the rest rejoice. . . . They love one another as God loves them so 
that they may be brothers and sisters of [the] only Son. . . . By loving us himself, our 
mighty head has linked us all together as members of his own body, bound to one another 
by the tender bond of love.”6 

 

																																																								
5 Marcus J. Borg & John Dominic Crossan, The Last Week: What the Gospels Really Teach About Jesus’s Final 

Days in Jerusalem (New York: Harper One, 2006), 117.  
6 Augustine of Hippo, “A Reading from a commentary of St. John’s Gospel,” in Celebrating the Seasons: Daily 

Spiritual Readings for the Christian Year, compiled and introduced by Robert Atwell (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 1999), 
210–11.  
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This is the love we are going to emulate in just a few moments when we get down to wash one 

another’s feet. 

 

5. Jesus Washing Peter’s Feet, by Ford Madox Brown. 

 

[5] This is Ford Madox Brown’s painting “Jesus Washing Peter’s Feet,” painted between 

1852 and 1856. It currently hangs in the Tate Britain museum in London. 

The washing of feet was an integral part of first-century hospitality. The lack of paved 

roads meant that travelers’ feet would get very dirty very quickly on any journey. Gathered for 
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dinner as they were, the disciples almost certainly would have expected to have their feet washed, 

but to their eyes there was no one there to do it. Because foot washing was menial, demeaning 

work. Work reserved for servants. And so the disciples, in their objection to having their feet 

washed by Jesus, were coming from a place that first- and second-century readers of this Gospel 

would’ve understood: what was Jesus doing, getting on his hands and knees, and doing the work 

of a servant? 

It might seem obvious to us, now, that the Son of Man came not to be served, but to 

serve, and that the Son dies a slave’s death to show us how far God is willing to go to save us.7 

But the disciples didn’t have the benefit of two-thousand years of Christian thought, and so their 

confusion comes from an honest place of shock. We probably share similar feelings, Because 

looking upon Jesus on his hands and knees reminds us that it is only through His act of service 

and submission that we are made clean. 

I love this painting because it shows the range of emotion the disciples almost certainly 

felt when Jesus insisted that they would have no share with him unless they were washed by him. 

Front and centre is Peter, who’s looking rather put out by the whole experience, but complying 

all the same, either out of trust or frustration. Behind him, the other disciples show the whole 

spectrum of emotions. On the left we see one man quickly removing his sandals. There is an 

eagerness to participate in the ritual – a place I imagine many of us occupy. Then there is 

confusion, agony, and perhaps fear – and I have no doubt that some of us, especially those of us 

for whom the foot washing ritual is new, are feeling this right about now as well. But there is also 

consolation, an understanding that Jesus works in ways we cannot fully fathom, and asks of us the 

things that are hard. 

																																																								
7 Martin L. Smith, SSJE, “If I Do Not Wash You,” in A Season For the Spirit: Readings for the days of Lent 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Cowley Publications, 1991), 195. 
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Jesus washes the feet of his followers because such service, such submission to the needs of others, 

is an act of love. And love is what Jesus would have us be remembered for. Not theology. Not 

dogma. Not our liturgy. And certainly not our power. But our love: “I give you a new 

commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one 

another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”8 

Love has been a part of the Christian story since the very beginning. When Israel was 

wondering in the desert, God commanded that we should love our neighbour as ourselves,9 and 

out of love, God gave the only-begotten son, so that everyone who believes in him may not die 

but have eternal life. 

But love comes with a price. The kind of love Jesus exemplified, love born out of service 

for others and submission to God, led him to the cross. This is a price Jesus paid willingly and 

freely. Julian of Norwich, in her Revelations of Divine Love, thinks about like this: 

“For though the dear humanity of Jesus could only suffer once, his goodness would 
always make him willing to do so – every day if need be. . . . For love of me to be willing 
to die times without number – beyond human capacity to compute – is, to my mind, the 
greatest gesture our Lord God could make to the human soul. This is his meaning: ‘How 
could I not, out of love for you, do all that I can for you? This would not be difficult, since 
for love of you I am ready to die often, regardless of the suffering.’”10 

	
The journey to that suffering begins here, tonight. After Jesus washed the feet of his disciples, he 

led them out across the Kidron valley to a place where there was a garden. The garden of 

Gethsemane. And there, [6] Jesus prayed in such agony that “his sweat became like great drops 

of blood falling down to the ground.”11 

																																																								
8 John 13.34–35 

 
9 Lev. 19.18b  
10 Julian of Norwich, from Revelations of Divine Love, in Celebrating the Seasons: Daily Spiritual Readings for the 

Christian Year, compiled and introduced by Robert Atwell (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 1999), 208. 
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I don’t know if this slab of stone is the very spot where the historical Jesus prayed to God that 

night. But I’m not entirely sure it matters. Since at least the fourth century, Christian pilgrims 

have been coming to this spot and laying their hands on this stone, their common conviction 

making it, and them, a part of the story, both in the present, and in history. 

The same is true when we gather around a table to celebrate the Eucharist. It may be 

April 13, 2017 in New Haven, Connecticut, but as we proclaim that we join our voices with the 

heavenly chorus, with prophets, apostles, and martyrs, and with all those in every generation, 

past, present, and future, it is also the Thursday of the Passover nearly two thousand years ago, 

																																																								
11 Luke 22.44b.  
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and a Maundy Thursday nearly two thousand years in the future. The story of God’s salvation 

reaches through time and comes to its climax on Easter, but only after it’s gone through its 

agony. 

The Church is the community that has had a foretaste of that salvation. And so we enter 

into the story of God’s salvation, agony and all, because we know the freedom born of love that 

lies on the other side of it. 

Amen. 


