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I got a letter from one of our parishioners last week. He wanted an opportunity to wish me a good Holy Week and a Happy Easter. He wasn't going to have a chance to do it in person, because he was going out of town to visit his parents.

In his letter he told me that he thought I ought to write a book--not the book so many people tell me to write, which would be entitled something like, "Weirdos I have known," but, instead, a book that would answer some basic questions about the church. Not basic questions like, "Is there a God?" and "Who says so?" but really basic questions like "Why is Maundy Thursday called Maundy Thursday?"

I know he is not here tonight, but I certainly think his question is worth answering--and I'll try to see that he gets a copy of this sermon when he gets home.

The Latin word for "commandment" is "mandatum." M-a-n-d-a-t-um. It is almost identical to the English word "mandate," and it is the root from which we derive the word "commandment" itself. About twenty verses and a few minutes after tonight's Gospel ends, Jesus tells the eleven disciples who are left at the Last Supper, "A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one another as I have loved you."

Commandment--mandate--mandatum--say or sing it often enough and over a long enough period of time and it will start to sound like "Maundy." "Maundy" Thursday is the Thursday of the commandment--the new commandment from Jesus, "That ye love one another as I have loved you."

Now there wasn't anything new about the love part of the commandment. Jesus himself had said, that the commandment to love God and to love one's neighbor as one loves oneself was a perfectly adequate summing up of the law of Moses.

And there was nothing new about any of that. At the time of Jesus the law of Moses was about fourteen centuries old. It was about as far away in time from Jesus as Mohammed is from us.

The new part of the commandment was, quite obviously, the model-- the example of the kind of love we followers of Jesus are supposed to imitate. Later on at the Last Supper Jesus becomes even more specific, as he tells the disciples, "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends."

So the new commandment takes us into a rather different realm from the world of well-meaning greeting card sentiments and fuzzy pleasant feelings. The new commandment says that we need to be willing to do for everyone else exactly what Jesus did for us--which is to suffer and die.

Now I don't have to look at myself too hard in order to discover that I don't want to do that. Sure, I can entertain fantasies of what a hero I would be if I were confronted with a child in a burning building or something else dramatic like that.

But on a day to day basis laying down one's life for other people-- loving them--just means putting what they want and need ahead of what I want and need. And that's exactly what I don't particularly want to do, because it is obvious to me that my needs and wants are the most important thing in the world. That is, by the way, the condition the Bible calls "sin."

So if I am even going to begin to want to obey Jesus' new commandment--let alone actually do it--I am going to need lots of help. And that is where Holy Communion--the Sacrament of Christ's Body and Blood--enters the picture.

In the sacrament which he set up on the first Maundy Thursday night, Jesus feeds us with himself--he puts his life into us, so he can work on our hearts from the inside--where we need him. In the forms of bread and wine, we re-present on the altar Jesus' supreme act of love for us.

And then, as it were, we climb up on the same altar to offer ourselves to God. We join our sacrifice of ourselves to Christ's sacrtiice of himself. We ask God to use us for his purposes just as he used Jesus. And his purpose is love.

We do not and we cannot love other people by ourselves. We can only love other people with the love of Jesus which flows through us in Holy Communion. We obey his new commandment despite ourselves and because of him.

St. Paul sums it all up this way: "When we were yet without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly. For scarcely for a righteous man will one die: yet peradventure for a good man some would even dare to die. But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us."

Jesus tells us, "Except ye eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his Blood, ye have no life in you," and, therefore, "A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one another as I have loved you."
