
 1 

St John’s Newport and St Stephen’s Providence  
 
LENT LECTURES 2019 
  
3.   Maundy Thursday Evening  
 

This evening in our exploration of the liturgy of Holy Week 

we have reached Maundy Thursday and, more precisely, the 

evening Eucharist of the Lord’s Supper. This celebration marks a 

new beginning, the beginning of the end. It is the beginning of 

the Paschal Triduum, a continuum through to Easter morning in 

which some of the oldest liturgical texts still in current use are 

preserved and which rehearses the deepest and most 

fundamental of Christian memories. Before we venture any 

further I want to enlarge a little on the concept of the Triduum 

so that we are clear what it means. 

 

Triduum in a sense means simply three days and there has 

been some change over the centuries with regard to the exact 

application of the term in relation to the Easter event. The 

significance given to the “three days” and to the idea of “on the 

third day” clearly goes back to the New Testament, the Creeds 

and the earliest Christian tradition.  Words placed by Matthew in 

our Lord’s mouth bring together his passion, death and 

resurrection in a continuous event: 

“See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man 

will be handed over to the chief priests and scribes, and 

they will condemn him to death; then they will hand him 

over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and 
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crucified; and on the third day he will be raised.” (Matthew 

20:18-19) 

 

Before the Jerusalem effect, when the Great Easter Vigil 

was the unitive celebration of Christ’s passion and resurrection, 

there was already an implicit triduum comprising Easter day 

with two days of strict fasting beforehand. So, St Ambrose 

speaks of “the sacred triduum within which he suffered, lay in 

the tomb, arose - the three days of which he said, ‘Destroy this 

temple and in three days I will raise it up.’” St Augustine of 

Hippo, himself baptised by Ambrose at the Easter Vigil in 387, 

speaks of “the most holy triduum of the crucified, entombed and 

risen one.”  The triduum of which they speak is Friday, Saturday 

and Sunday.  When distinct celebrations developed on Thursday 

and Friday, medieval displacement of the timing of services 

played havoc with chronology, leading to the situation I 

remember from my youth when the Easter Vigil was celebrated 

on the morning of Holy Saturday and the triduum was seen as 

Thursday, Friday and Saturday. Since the reform of the Roman 

rite by Paul VI and the adoption of these changes by Anglicans, 

Lutherans and liturgical Evangelical churches, the Paschal 

Triduum begins with the evening Eucharist of the Lord’s Supper, 

moves seamlessly through the liturgy of Good Friday, reaches 

its high point in the Easter Vigil and closes with Evening Prayer 

on Easter Sunday. This is one liturgical event, the celebration of 

the Paschal Mystery, the culmination of the whole liturgical year. 

Although each day has its distinct emphasis, it is a continuum, it 

is the Paschal Mystery in its unity that is celebrated throughout. 
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Last week I ended my lecture with a brief account of the 

reception of the Holy Oils which prefaces the Thursday Evening 

Eucharist. The words of introduction to this short rite in 

Common Worship are helpful, I think, in firming up what we now 

understand by the Paschal Triduum:  

“Brothers and sisters, on this most holy night we enter into 

the three days of the celebration of our Lord’s paschal 

victory, his death and resurrection. Those of our 

community who are to be baptized this Eastertide will be 

made one with Christ, dying to sin and rising to new life in 

him. As we begin, therefore, we receive from our Bishop, 

the holy oils blessed and set apart for the sacramental life 

of our parish.” 

 

 The beginning of the Triduum, then, is marked by a 

celebration of the Eucharist carried out in much the same way 

as any other solemn celebration. It is a joyful occasion, a festive 

assembly of the People of God around the Table of the Lord. The 

vestments are the best white and gold, the Gloria is sung and 

the bells should be rung and all because one of the most 

important things being celebrated is the institution of the 

Eucharist, that ordinance which is both source and summit of 

the Christian life.  The senior priest of the community presides 

with the full participation of its members – that means you 

should all make a point of being there - and all the clergy should 

exercise their ministry according to their role. 
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 To this especially joyful Eucharistic celebration are joined 

three distinctive ceremonies: the Washing of Feet, the 

Procession to the Altar of Repose and the Stripping of the Altars. 

These unique and significant features we shall examine together 

in due course but it is important to remember that the dominant 

theme is the Supper of the Lord. This is not celebrated 

exclusively as a commemoration of the institution of the 

Eucharist – Corpus Christi is the day put aside for this – but 

rather experienced in the context of a paschal celebration which 

embraces the whole mystery of redemption. The paschal 

background emerges clearly with the first reading which is from 

the 12th chapter of Exodus and treats of the instructions for the 

Passover meal. The second reading is Paul’s account of the 

institution of the Eucharist – which undoubtedly antedates the 

written gospel accounts by many years. The association of the 

two readings points up the paschal dimension of Christ’s final 

meal with his friends. The words which introduce the Preparation 

of the Gifts in the Common Worship provision are adapted from 

the Jewish Passover meal to reinforce this link:  

“We know that it was not only our ancestors, but we who 

were redeemed and brought forth from bondage to 

freedom, from mourning to feasting. . . . Blessed are you, 

Lord, God of the universe, you bring forth bread from the 

earth. Blessed are you, Lord, God of the universe, you 

create the fruit of the vine. Blessed be God for ever.” 

These words, from the Passover narrative, the Haggadah, and 

the blessing of food, Birkat Hamazon, were probably on the lips 

of Jesus as he broke bread with his friends and drank wine at 
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this Last Supper. For the pedantic among you, I realise this begs 

the important question of Synoptic or Johannine chronology and 

whether this meal was a Passover celebration or a supper on the 

Day of Preparation. Suffice it to say, both traditions are 

represented in the New Testament and both inform the 

undergirding theology of the Paschal liturgy but it is to St John’s 

account that we turn for the other major theme in the rites of 

Maundy Thursday evening. 

 

 The gospel reading for this Eucharist is from the 13th 

chapter of John, the story of the washing of the disciples’ feet by 

the Lord. This dramatic act of hospitality and service is the 

putting into practice by the one who gives it of the Mandatum 

Novum, the new commandment, “love one another as I have 

loved you.”  The word mandatum give us the traditional English 

name for today “Maundy” Thursday, literally “Commandment” 

Thursday.  The sermon at this celebration, which should always 

be an exposition of the gospel to avoid any disjunction with 

what comes after, is immediately followed by the ceremony of 

the Washing of Feet in which the President of the Eucharistic 

assembly washes the feet of twelve representative members of 

that assembly.  I have heard priests say “I could not possibly do 

that – my people would not like it.  They will find it unreal, 

theatrical, embarrassing.”  Foot washing is a symbol that is so 

near the bone that many people feel uncomfortable unless it is 

stylised. However, I have found that those who have the 

courage to introduce it – and it is there, text and action, in the 

rite now available for all to use without the guilty thrill of 
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“popery” – experience it as a powerful and moving, though 

down to earth, symbolic act of service.  But if it is not to be a 

distraction, an intrusion into the otherwise clear dynamic of the 

liturgy we need to understand how it casts light upon the 

Eucharist. 

 

 As with so much in John’s gospel there is more than one 

level of meaning and interpretation to this story. First and most 

simply, it is a reminder that Christ came among us “to serve and 

not to be served,” and that we who follow him are called to live 

and act as servants of one another in a Christ-like manner.  At 

another level it is a reference to baptism. As Jesus says to Peter, 

“If I do not wash you, you can have no share with me.” (John 

13:8) At a deeper level still we are in the presence of one who 

discloses his essential identity as one “who being in the form of 

God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped. But 

emptied himself, taking the form of a slave . . he was humbler 

yet, even to accepting death, death on a cross.” (Philippians 2:6-8) 

The humility of the foot washing points forward to the greater, 

saving humiliation of his sacrificial death. 

 

 The Maundy is all about the new commandment of love – 

“love one another just as I have loved you.”  The mystery 

celebrated as the Triduum opens and which runs throughout the 

whole three days is supremely one of love. Jesus Christ gave 

himself in total, sacrificial, self-giving love to the Father and in 

total self-giving love to his fellow men.  This is signified by his 

words and actions over the bread and the cup in which we see 
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the double movement of his offering – to God and for mankind. 

“This is my body given for you.”  Nothing is withheld of love and 

obedience from the Father; nothing is withheld of love and 

service from humankind. This double movement of love is 

essential to the mystery of the Eucharist. In the Mass – and I 

use the term because I am quoting the substance of the 

Anglican/Roman Catholic Agreed Statement on the Eucharist – 

in the Mass we are taken up into the movement of Christ’s own 

self-offering to the Father, and at the same time are renewed in 

our commitment to one another in the common life of the Body 

of Christ. We are the Body of Christ and in receiving Holy 

Communion we say Amen to the mystery we have become.  

 

 In the Maundy Thursday celebration of the Eucharist and, 

because it is the “ur” celebration, by extension in every other 

celebration of the Eucharist, we are intimately involved in this 

double movement of the love of Christ.  We are called to 

respond to a double challenge: can we refuse the mandatum 

novum of love for our fellow human beings, can we refuse to 

wash one another’s feet? Can we refuse to be taken up by Christ 

and offered with him to the Father? Both are costly, risky and 

dangerous: we can refuse both but we cannot accept the one 

without the other.  St Benedict his Rule shed light on this as 

applied to reception of guests: 

“All guests who present themselves are to be welcomed as 

Christ . . . The abbot shall pour water on the hands of the 

guests and the abbot with the entire community, shall 

wash their feet . . . great care and concern are to be shown 



 8 

in receiving poor people and pilgrims, because in them 

more particularly Christ is received.” 

 

There is an interesting further connection: the hymn Ubi 

caritas et amor, generally sung during the footwashing 

ceremony, takes it origin from Benedictine liturgical usage. It 

was composed for use at the footwashing in the Benedictine 

Abbey of Reichenau in about AD 800.  “Where charity and love 

are found, there is God.”   Paul’s account of the institution of the 

Eucharist, which as I have already pointed out forms the second 

lesson at this Maundy Mass, ends with the warning about 

receiving the Blessed Sacrament unworthily when we fail to 

discern the Lord’s body. (1 Corinthians 11:29) Certainly we fail to 

discern the Lord’s Body when we fail to see him truly present in 

the consecrated bread, but we fail no less to discern the Lord’s 

Body when we fail to see in our brothers and sisters, our fellow 

members of the Body, the real presence of Christ.  “Truly I tell 

you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are 

members of my family, you did it to me.”  This discerning the 

Body, Jesus teaches in Matthew’s parable of the Last Judgement 

(Matthew 25:40), will be the criterion upon which the final 

judgement will be based.   

 

This inseparable link between that which is symbolised by 

the footwashing and that which is presented to believers in the 

sacramental blessing and sharing of bread and wine was 

summed up in a famous speech delivered by Frank Weston, 

Bishop of Zanzibar, to the Anglo-Catholic Congress of 1923. He 
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pointed out to the Anglicans of Catholic tradition assembled 

there: “You have got your Mass, you have got your Altar, you 

have begun to get your Tabernacle. Now go out into the 

highways and hedges. Go out and look for Jesus in the ragged, 

in the naked, in the oppressed and sweated, in those who have 

lost hope, in those who are struggling to make good.  Look for 

Jesus. And when you see him, gird yourself with his towel and 

try to wash their feet.” 

The second of the distinctive ceremonies attached to this 

celebration is the Procession to the Altar of Repose and the 

associated watch of prayer.  The purpose was, and to a certain 

extent still is, purely practical – to transfer the consecrated 

bread and the wine needful for tomorrow’s liturgy to a place of 

reservation. However, after the Last Supper came the Agony in 

the Garden of Gethsemane so the historicising tendency in the 

liturgical mind has bolstered a strong instinct to prolong the 

Maundy Eucharist by a watch of prayer. We have yet to 

encounter Egeria this evening, but, as you may imagine, she 

joined in enthusiastically with the geographically-based 

Jerusalem liturgy on this night. She records that after the 

Eucharist at which "everyone receives communion" all the 

people hurried home for a quick meal before beginning a 

continuous round of prayer and vigil which moved from location 

to location as the chronology unfolds. Stations with appropriate 

prayers and readings were kept in the Garden of Gethsemane 

and in the city itself for the narrative of Christ's trial before 

Pilate.  
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In our contemporary observance the practical is joined with 

the instinctive, historicising tendency: the sacrament is reserved 

for communion on the morrow but the place of our Lord's 

sacramental presence becomes the Garden of Gethsemane 

where we can watch and pray with Christ in his agony. The 

eucharistic celebration concludes with the prayers after 

communion and a procession with cross and lights is formed to 

accompany the Blessed Sacrament, carried by the ministers, to 

a specially prepared altar, the Altar of Repose. Traditionally, the 

great Pange lingua hymn of Thomas Aquinas, written for the 

Corpus Christi liturgy, is sung, supplying the right mixture of 

strength in weakness as the procession makes its way through 

the building:  

Of the glorious body telling,  

O my tongue, its mysteries sing,  

And the blood, all price excelling,  

Which the world’s eternal King,  

In a spotless womb once dwelling,  

Shed for this world’s ransoming. 

The drama here can be enhanced by the layout of the building. 

The liturgy is celebrated at main Altar and another is set aside 

as the Altar of Repose. There is real movement from on to the 

other. This place of Reservation is specially, but soberly 

decorated with flowers and lights and provides an ideal venue 

for a watch of prayer until midnight. 
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There thus is a two-fold character to this watch on Maundy 

Thursday evening. It is, of course, a watch before the Blessed 

Sacrament and so has the character of a prolonged meditation 

on and thanksgiving for the great gift of the Eucharist instituted 

on this night. But it has also gathered around it all the events 

which the Gospel narratives associate with this night and so 

could and should take place even in those places where the 

reception of Holy Communion on Good Friday is not the custom 

and thus the sacrament not reserved.  My own view is that the 

Watch is essential in remembering the chronology of the Passion 

and the need to watch with Christ for at least one hour on this 

night of all nights. It is crucial in underlining that unity and 

continuity which bind together Maundy Thursday and Good 

Friday, the Supper and the Cross.  

The third distinctive ceremony on this night is the Stripping of 

the Altars. Once again a practical necessity has been 

transformed into a liturgical action of profound power to move 

the emotions.  Before the joyful celebration of the Easter Mass, 

the vergers, sacrists and precentors of the medieval world would 

set to with a will to spring clean their church buildings, removing 

hangings, ornaments and altar furnishings to make them 

pristine for the Queen of Festivals.  By getting the clergy and 

servers to remove all that adorns the altar and sanctuary in a 

solemn and stylised way while the congregation kneels in 

prayer, the liturgy catches us up into the desolation of the 

abandoned and crucified Lord.  The bare altar is left in readiness 

for that most austere of liturgies, that of Good Friday, and 
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becomes a symbol of the deprivation of the Church in having no 

eucharistic celebration until the Easter Vigil is over.  

When I was at Norwich Cathedral, for unashamed dramatic 

effect, the choir always sang a deeply moving setting of verses 

from the Lamentations of Jeremiah. Written in 1942, it is one of 

the last choral works to be composed by Edward Bairstow, the 

organist of York Minster from 1913 until his death in 1946. 

Recognising the austere potential of Anglican chant, Bairstow set 

selections of the text chosen by the then Dean of York, Eric 

Milner-White. At times bitterly angry, at others desolate, and 

ultimately redemptive, the words are approached by Bairstow in 

a strikingly compassionate manner, capturing the constantly 

changing emotions of the Prophet’s lament with beautifully 

expressive chants. 

Jeremiah’s text is a poem of mourning for the fall of 

Jerusalem in 586BC to the armies of King Nebuchadnezzar in 

which he laments the destruction of the great city. But in the 

context of the Stripping of the Altar the prophet’s tears of 

despair are for the city that crucifies its King: ‘For these things I 

weep: mine eye, mine eye runneth down with water’. 

‘Jerusalem, Jerusalem, return unto the Lord thy God’ 

 

 


