show of his authority. His servants scurried about preparing the palace for him. The religious authorities bowed and scraped trying to curry his favor. The crowds stood by, sullenly, witnessing this abuse of power.

All this tension and power-grabbing made what Jesus did that night even more remarkable. During the meal, knowing all that was to come, Jesus took off his robe and tied a towel around himself. He poured water into a basin and washed the disciples’ feet. That simple, humble act of service was Jesus’ response to the chaos and confusion and conflict swirling around him. The plotting of the Pharisees. The betrayal by Judas. The denial by Peter. The show trial by the Romans. The crowds shouting for Jesus to be crucified. Pilate’s weakness when confronted with the choice between right and wrong. The contempt of the guards who crucified Jesus. The scorn of the thieves who were crucified with him. The pain of the nails pounded into his flesh. All of that was coming, and Jesus knew it. 

Yet, Jesus’ response to all of that was the simplest, humblest, kindest, most ordinary act of love you could imagine. Jesus washed the disciples’ feet. He did this to teach them what is most important in the world. He did it to teach us that at the end of the day, what really matters in this chaotic, crazy life is love for one another and service to one another. To love each other as Jesus loved us; to put another’s needs first, this is what matters in God’s eyes. 

When we look around the world today, there is a lot to be concerned about. Political anxiety. Violence on our borders. Hostages in the Middle East. Open conflict in the Ukraine. Food insecurity in our own community. Wildfire in California. Inequality. Racism. Accusations and unkind words. And $9 for a dozen eggs, right at Easter time! Turn on the news on any given day, and you will find something discouraging, something to worry about, something about which to get angry. 

All of which is why I think that what Jesus did in that upper room is so terribly important for us to consider. When Jesus ate with the disciples and washed their feet it was at a very anxious and discouraging point in his ministry. The upper room was a tense place, a fear-filled place, a divided place. It was also a very real place. 

In that very real place, Jesus did a very simple, yet extraordinary thing. Jesus got down on his hands and knees and washed the disciples’ feet and dried them with the towel around his waist. That is where and how Jesus taught them to love one another. That is where and how Jesus issued his new commandment that we should do the same. That is where and how Jesus commanded us to “Love one another as I have loved you.”

When we see the trouble in our world, and are confronted with the latest disturbing news, what should we do? Love one another. 

When we have disagreements about what to do about all the challenges our world faces, what should we do? Love one another. 

When there are people who want to betray us, or deny knowing us at our moment of deepest need, what should we do? Love one another. 

When we disagree politically or theologically and want to terminate the relationship with someone, what should we do? Love one another. 

When we don’t know what to do, Jesus tells us, “Love one another.” When all else fails, we can at least do that. No matter what else is going on in our lives, we can love one another. 

At times, it will not seem like enough. We will want to do more. Or we will want to cut and run. Life is complicated, and there are times when we will be tempted to seek some other answer. Which is when it is so important to remember again all the chaos, confusion, and conflict swirling around the upper room. Jesus responded to all of that by loving those nearest to him. When in doubt or in distress or in disputes or in dis-ease, we keep loving one another. When quarrels divide us, we keep loving one another. When the culture is polarized, we keep loving one another. When angry words are shouted, we keep loving one another. It sounds simple, but we know it can be difficult to achieve; and yet loving one another is the only thing that will see us through whatever confusion and chaos and conflict we experience in this world. 

There is a story told about the Gospel writer John. I don’t know if the story is true or just part of the legend surrounding him, but it is a story worth telling. In his later years, when John was old and frail, he was the only person still living who once walked with Jesus during his earthly ministry; and so, the church community held John in very high esteem. The story goes that whenever John was in good enough health to come to worship, they would invite him to come to the front of the gathered congregation and share a word with them. John would walk to the front and look at the people and say to them, “Children, love one another…love one another…love one another.” Then he would return to his seat. Every time, the same message: Love one another. For John, this simple command from Jesus, to love another, was the most important lesson of all. 

There is a lot going this night. We celebrate the Lord’s Supper. We receive bread and juice to remind us that our sins are forgiven. We prepare for Good Friday worship, commemorating the day Jesus’ love for us took him to the cross. We feel the grief of Jesus’ death and sense the shadow of death for the three days leading up to the joy of Easter morning and the celebration of new life in Christ. It is easy to get distracted from what is at the heart of it all: LOVE. God’s love for us, embodied by Jesus. God’s love for the world, embodied by us. 

“Having loved his own who were in the world, [Jesus] loved them to the end.” What does it mean that Jesus loves us to the end? Many things; but tonight, if you want a picture of that love, picture the Son of God, Jesus of Nazareth, down on his hands and knees, washing feet, and hear his words: “Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.” Lord, help us to love others as you first loved us. 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, this new commandment truly sums up so many commandments in one simple sentence. In your infinite wisdom you gave us these words, which are exactly what we need. Our love for others, not to mention our love for you, is so imperfect and falls so short; and yet among your disciples this love should be obvious. Forgive us for not loving your followers as we should. Take away judgmental attitudes, pride, and the propensity to always think well of our own motives, opinions, and values while diminishing the motives, opinions, and values of others. None of this is based on love. Forgive us for being un-lovely.

Fill us with the love that you have for us so that we might express it to others. Help us to love others with a willingness to sacrifice ourselves for their benefit, even as you gave yourself for us. Let all people everywhere see your love in us. Let our love for your people and the mutual love among us be obvious. We need you, Lord Jesus, to immerse us in your love so that it might overflow from us toward our brothers and sisters in Christ. Let the result of this love be to glorify your name. Amen.

Source: Core idea from James Laurence’s sermon entitled, “Jesus Loved Us to the End.” April 21, 2020. https://mypastoralponderings.com/2021/04/01/loved-to-the-end-my-sermon-on-maundy-thursday/ . Retrieved February 20, 2025.




He Loved Them to the End
Maundy Thursday, April 17, 2025	John 13:1-17
Federated Church, Fergus Falls, MN

“Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this world and go to the Father,” we read in tonight’s gospel reading. “Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.” I find that to be a curious statement. It’s an odd turn of phrase. “He loved them to the end.” And so, I wonder, what did it mean for Jesus to love them to the end? What does it mean for Jesus to love us to the end. We will find out exactly what this means over the next twenty-four hours as Maundy Thursday bleeds into Good Friday. Tonight, in the upper room. Tomorrow, on the cross.

Think what it was like to be in the upper room with Jesus on that first Maundy Thursday. Jesus entered Jerusalem in triumph on Palm Sunday. Then he drove the moneychangers out of the Temple, angering the chief priests and religious leaders in that holy city. Now they are looking for a way to kill him. Jesus knows it, his disciples know it; but, here, for a few short hours they find safety in that upper room, even though there is no safety for them outside. Jesus prepares his disciples for his death, even telling them that one of his disciples will betray him. 

There was a lot going on that night, that first Maundy Thursday. It was not the tranquil, holy scene that we often see depicted in famous depictions of the Last Supper. There was a palpable tension in the air. The city itself hummed with unrest, as it did every year at the Festival of the Passover. The Jews gathered to celebrated God’s liberating work in their lives. They retold the story of how God brought their ancestors through the Red Sea waters out of slavery in Egypt and into the Promised Land. They recalled how God raised up Judges to rescue the people from their enemies. They remembered how God sent prophets to assure them that God would not abandon them during their exile in foreign lands. Yet even as they celebrated their ancestors’ deliverance, the Jews seethed under the yoke of the Romans who were simply the latest in a long line of empires to oppress God’s people. 

The Roman Prefect, Pontius Pilate, brought extra guards into the city to keep the peace, making the situation even more volatile. Pilate entered Jerusalem astride a magnificent warhorse, putting on a terrific display of Rome’s military might. Armor gleamed, drums banged, horns blared, and everyone knew that Rome was in charge. Pilate made a great
