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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

I’ve been on a liturgical learning curve ever since we moved here 

nearly seven years ago. That’s because of the difference between 

the Prayer Book we use here, and the one I was used to up yonder. 

That one is old school, and this one has recovered a lot of the 

practices of the ancient Church that had got lost after the 

Protestant Reformation. So following that older Prayer Book 

tradition, I always put on white vestments and altar hangings to 

celebrate Maundy Thursday, without giving a thought to the 

possibility that things may be different with the newer Prayer 

Book here. But I finally found out this week, and consulted the 

bishop, who said, “Absolutely, we use red because Maundy 

Thursday is the eve of Good Friday and the beginning of the 

Passion of Our Lord.” That makes perfect sense. The other 

difference is that we’re not supposed to sing the Gloria (Glory to 

God in the highest) today, like we used to do. Instead we sing, 

“Lord, have mercy upon us,” which is much more fitting for the 

occasion.  

What’s important to understand in all this is that, although 

Maundy Thursday is the day before Good Friday, they can’t be 

separated. Along with Easter Day they’re a package deal, which 

the Church calls the Paschal Triduum, the great three days of the 

Christian Passover when, like the Israelites, the Old Testament 

people of God, being freed from Egyptian slavery, the New 

Testament people of God have been freed from the bondage of sin 

and death. The first act in the OT Passover was when God 

commanded his people to kill a lamb and smear its blood on the 

doorposts of their houses, and then to lock themselves inside, 

roast the lamb with bitter herbs, symbolic of the bitterness and 

harshness of slavery, and to consume every last bit of the meat. 



They were also to put their travelling clothes on before they sat 

down to eat. Then God passed through the land killing all the 

firstborn sons of Egypt. But everybody who did what God had 

commanded was spared. The next day they packed up and headed 

for the Promised Land, passing through the waters of the Red Sea 

on the way. Then when Pharaoh’s army went down into the sea 

after them, God let the waters go back together again, drowning 

the army. That’s how they were finally liberated from slavery.  

Every year since that great event, Jews have been celebrating the 

Passover, in obedience to God’s command to remember. The 

reason for that annual commemoration was so that when Jesus 

came along to institute the much greater Passover, they should 

have been able to recognize it for what it was. On the night he was 

betrayed, Paul says, during the annual Passover celebration, Jesus 

took bread, blessed, broke and gave it to his disciples, declaring 

it to be his own body. Then he did the same with the cup, declaring 

it to be his blood of the new and eternal covenant. What the 

Israelites had done so long before was not eternal. It was 

temporal— temporary— meant to last only until Jesus came to 

establish the eternal one.  

And you can see the parallels between the two. First the Israelite 

slaves killed a spotless lamb and ate it, smearing its blood around 

their doors so that God would spare their lives. It was those who 

were enslaved to sin, representing all of sinful humanity, who 

killed Jesus. “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood,” Jesus 

says of himself in John’s gospel, “has eternal life, and I will raise 

them up on the last day” (Jn 6:54). Some time before that John the 

Baptist declared as he pointed at Jesus, “Behold the Lamb of God 

who takes away the sin of the world” (Jn 1:29). When the Israelites 

passed through the Red Sea, arriving safely on the other side while 

Pharaoh’s army drowned in the same water, they were finally free 

from slavery. When people who want to follow Jesus pass through 

the water of baptism, they’re freed from their slavery to sin. And 

for a lifetime after the Red Sea, God fed his people with manna, 

the breadlike stuff that fell from the heavens every night. Jesus 

said to his disciples, “Your ancestors ate the manna in the 



wilderness, and they died… I am the living bread that came down 

from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the 

bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh” (Jn 6:49, 

51). It doesn’t matter that the Passover meal came first, and then 

the Red Sea and the manna for the Israelites, but that the Christian 

Passover meal came before the Lamb of God was killed on Good 

Friday, followed by the water of baptism. Nor is there any conflict 

with the fact that in the Christian life, baptism comes first, then 

Holy Communion. The differences in timing are not all that 

important, because all these separate actions by God are really 

inseparable, any one of them has no real meaning apart from the 

others. They’re all one event from Maundy Thursday through 

Easter Day. And Easter Day, the resurrection of Jesus from the 

dead, is the vindication, the verification of the truth of everything 

Jesus did and said, and the guarantee of eternal life in him.  

At supper Jesus took bread, gave thanks, broke it and gave it to 

his disciples, and said, “Take, eat: This is my Body which is given 

for you. Do this for the remembrance of me.” After supper he took 

the cup, gave thanks, gave it to them and said, “This is my Blood 

of the new Covenant, which is shed for you and for many for the 

forgiveness of sins. Whenever you drink it, do this for the 

remembrance of me.” In those last words he gave an implicit 

command that his people are to repeat these actions and these 

words on a regular basis—“Whenever you drink it, do this” = 

every time you do it, this is how you do it. The sacrament of the 

Holy Eucharist is our Passover meal; Baptism is our liberation 

from sin. Of course, God’s OT people sinned again, repeatedly, 

and so do we, his NT people, his Church. That’s where repentance 

comes in, and renewing our baptismal vows, and returning to the 

communion rail.  

All this is what we’re celebrating tonight. St Augustine says that 

“all the mysteries of the Old Testament were fully consummated 

when Christ handed over to his disciples the bread that was his 

body and the wine that was his blood, to be offered by them in the 

eternal mysteries, and to be received by each of the faithful for 

the forgiveness of all sin” (in Barnecut, ed. Journey with the Fathers: Year 



C, New City Press, 1994: 42). “On the altar,” he says, “Christ is present; 

there he is slain, there he is sacrificed, there his Body and Blood 

are received.” In other words, all the mysteries of the OT and all 

the mysteries of Jesus are present when his Church gathers at his 

altar to celebrate his Passover. The whole story of our redemption 

is played out there every time we repeat it. 

“Let us therefore approach Christ’s altar in a fitting manner,” 

Augustine concludes, “so that we may be counted worthy to share 

eternal life with Christ, who with the Father and the Holy Spirit 

lives and reigns for ever and ever. Amen” (ibid, 43). 
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