
Maundy Thursday 02.04.26 at St John and St Stephen’s Reading. 

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 

For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he 
was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my 
body that is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ In the same way he took the cup also, 
after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in 
remembrance of me.’ For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s 
death until he comes. 

John 13:1-17, 31b-35 

Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this 
world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the 
end. The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot to betray him. And 
during supper Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had 
come from God and was going to God, got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a 
towel around himself. Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and 
to wipe them with the towel that was tied around him. He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, 
“Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus answered, “You do not know now what I am doing, but 
later you will understand.” Peter said to him, “You will never wash my feet.” Jesus answered, 
“Unless I wash you, you have no share with me. ”Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, not my feet only 
but also my hands and my head!” Jesus said to him, “One who has bathed does not need to wash, 
except for the feet, but is entirely clean. And you are clean, though not all of you.” For he knew who 
was to betray him; for this reason he said, “Not all of you are clean.” After he had washed their feet, 
had put on his robe, and had returned to the table, he said to them, “Do you know what I have done 
to you? You call me Teacher and Lord—and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and 
Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an 
example, that you also should do as I have done to you. Very truly, I tell you, servants are not greater 
than their master, nor are messengers greater than the one who sent them. If you know these 
things, you are blessed if you do them. 

When he had gone out, Jesus said, “Now the Son of Man has been glorified, and God has been 
glorified in him. If God has been glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself and will glorify 
him at once. Little children, I am with you only a little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to 
the Jews so now I say to you, ‘Where I am going, you cannot come.’ 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.” 

A couple of recent events came together in my mind as I thought about Maundy 
Thursday and Jesus’ act of service in kneeling to wash the disciples’ feet. Firstly, I 
enjoyed watching the service of Installation for the Rt. Rev’d. Dame Sarah Mullaly as 
the new Archbishop of Canterbury. 

In many ways, the longer I am a priest the less comfortable I am with the pomp and 
ceremony that is alive and well at big occasions for the Church of England, although 
something like the late Queen’s funeral definitely seemed to require it. 



It was only eleven years after we agreed to consecrate the first female to the office 
of bishop until we had a female Archbishop, and on the occasion of her Installation 
we had all the robes, the mitre, the ritual and symbolism. A fantastically attired lead 
bishop of the Lutheran Church in Britain (a Polish woman) stood at one side of Sarah 
Mullaly and at the other was Rev. Tessa Henry-Robinson, Moderator of the Free 
Churches in the UK (originally from Trinidad and Tobago). The line of three senior 
women felt strong in symbolism. The message was: women and men are equal in 
leadership in the Church now - a very good message. 

But as I watched the ceremony, I kept in my head referring to it as an enthronement, 
and then stopping myself – I’m not sure if the Church of England has stopped using 
the term enthronement, despite the fact that a new Archbishop sits on the ‘throne’ 
of St Augustine, from where Archbishop Sarah delivered her sermon, in fact. 

So language-wise, we perhaps want to move away from ‘enthronement’ as it gives 
out all the wrong messages about Christian service. A ‘prince of the Church’ might 
well have been enthroned, in days gone by, but Jesus knelt and washed feet. With 
‘enthronement’, the language and the optics are rather compromised.  

So instead we call it an installation – because all new clergy are physically ‘installed’ 
into their new seats in the church, and it’s the same with Archbishops. In every other 
respect, installation is otherwise a rather mundane word, though – you install central 
heating, but installing an Archbishop…you can see why our conservative critics poke 
fun at the C of E. 

Secondly, watching the Installation of the new Archbishop coincided with my 
finishing Naomi Alderman’s dystopian novel about female power, simply titled The 
Power. In it she imagines what would happen if power across the globe shifted from 
largely being in the hands of men, to being in the hands of women.  

There are numerous asides in the novel about how most wars are started by men; 
that most violence in the home is perpetrated by men against women, that female 
sex workers are trafficked and used in devastating ways. As a female reader, I was 
caught up in the excitement of wondering how different it would be with women in 
power. 

Sadly, as the novel progresses, Alderman cleverly shows that women with unlimited 
power eventually react in similar ways to men. A very few are able to carry that 
power without creating injustice, but others quickly rise to become female despots 
with no mercy towards their enemies. 

Still other females in the novel use their power to invent coercive religious practices 
that fool many and bring huge financial reward for a few. Throughout the novel, she 
writes of ‘soldiers’ (who are nearly all female) and ‘men’s rights groups’, created to 



help men come to terms with the societal injustices they face. It’s a challenging novel 
that messes with your head, but in a good, thought-provoking way. 

By the end of the novel, the reader has to come to terms with the fact that human 
beings with power are equally corruptible, even equally violent; and that putting 
power in the hands of a different sex doesn’t essentially alter the way power works.  

The historian Tom Holland has made much of the propensity of Roman and Greek 
cultures to elevate status and might. He correctly realised in his research that far 
from being an accepted way of being, valuing all people alike and standing up for the 
weak was not endemic in ancient cultures – quite the opposite in fact. The values we 
take for granted in liberal Western democracies came into being, he asserts, because 
of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

That all people deserve equal treatment and that the strong have a responsibility 
towards the weak is so embedded in the Western imagination, that we don’t 
question this is the right way to live, to govern a society.  

Apart from the obvious central truth of the crucifixion, the picture of Jesus kneeling 
to wash his disciples’ feet is one of the most powerful images that feeds into this 
understanding of service. It's probably not too much of a stretch to discern that the 
only way an inherited monarchy can survive in the 21st Century is by promoting a 
strong ethos of service. The late Queen came to understand this utterly. Without it, 
it’s hard to see what the point of being at the top of the social tree is.  

It’s clear from the foot-washing account that even after having been with him for 
three years, his disciples were still scandalised by Jesus’ action of kneeling and 
washing. It would be a bit like Archbishop Sarah entering the cathedral, and instead 
of being led to the throne of Augustine, heading straight for the broom cupboard and 
proceeding to sweep under the pews and then moving on to clean the toilets. 

That’s how shocking Jesus washing feet would have been. The text cleverly builds up 
the theological expectation, only to let it down with this surprising gesture. ‘Jesus, 
knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had come 
from God and was going to God…’ (big pause)  ‘…got up from the table, took off his 
outer robe, and tied a towel around himself. Then he poured water into a basin and 
began to wash the disciples’ feet’.  

It is because he has been given all things by the Father that he in return gives all 
things up. In the theology of Paul, this is kenosis, or self-emptying. It is because he 
did not ‘consider equality with God as something to be usurped’ (Philippians) that he 
acts out this service. And it is because Jesus is willing to serve and give up his life that 
the Father can entrust all things to him in the first place.  



And in offering the washing of feet, Jesus is incorporating his disciples into his self-
offering, and giving them a visual example of mutual service and love. We often miss 
that invitation to be incorporated (and I mean that in the full, body-sense) into God’s 
life. Peter, in usual fashion, resists the foot washing, no doubt thinking he’s being 
gallant: ‘”You will never wash my feet”’. Jesus clearly needs protecting from this kind 
of self-abasement. We can sense Peter’s obvious discomfort at being served. 

But to Jesus it is everything: ‘”Unless I wash you, you have no share with me”’. Peter 
swings to the other extreme then, inviting Jesus to wash his whole body. But that’s 
not really it either. The disciples are already ‘clean’ (apart from Judas) but they do 
need to learn to serve and receive service.  

Because this action of Jesus’s puts the disciples in a receiving position. And that can 
feel uncomfortable. When did you last ask for help and receive it? Where are you in 
this scene as Jesus goes round the circle washing feet. Peter was clearly looking 
around and perhaps he was thinking ‘yes, these others need their feet washing but I 
am Peter the Rock; Jesus is building his church on me; this isn’t something I really 
need’. How wrong he was!  

But how difficult some of us find it to receive. After many years in various churches 
I’ve concluded that Christians find it much easier to give than to receive. We’re 
geared up to give, to help. When you give help it’s often the case that you feel 
stronger; the person to whom you give is weaker – they need you. It can give you a 
feeling of being indispensable. Some people live their whole lives in giving mode, and 
not always for the best of reasons. It is a particular trap for serial helpers, carers and 
ministers.  

If this is you, take a moment to reflect this Maundy Thursday about where you are 
with asking for help and receiving help. As we let Jesus incorporate us into each 
other and into his economy of giving and receiving, may we keep our hearts open 
and tender. Jesus has been given all power and authority, yet he divests himself of 
power and gives his life up for the salvation of the world. Thanks be to God. 

 

 

 

 

 


