
Maundy Thursday       Rev. William G. Utke 
April 2015   “Events of Holy Week”   Emanuel UCC, HC  
 
 
   So Palm Sunday was fun last week.  The music, the brunch, 200 people in church.  Many of 
you know one of our members had a fall and had to be checked out at the hospital.  Fortunately 
she went home that same day in good spirits, bruised but not broken.   
 
   Overall I like the Palm Sunday story.  The cheering crowd, waving palm branches, images of 
coats and branches strewn on the ground to welcome Jesus riding into Jerusalem for the first 
time.   
 
   Do you ever wonder how we got from Palm Sunday’s fanfare to a trial, a crucifixion and death 
in such a short amount of time? 
 
   Somewhere in the recesses of our mind, perhaps we have an idea.  We know during Holy 
Week Jesus stirred up trouble, offended officials, angered people in the crowd.   But how could 
it happen so fast? 
 
    Well in an attempt to understand how a crowd could welcome a savior only to turn against 
him less than a week later, calling for him to be crucified as a common criminal, an insurgent, 
we might take a closer look at the events of Holy Week. 
 
    As we look at the events of Holy Week we have to remember Jesus was mostly known in 
Jerusalem by word of mouth.  His reputation preceded him.  The people of Jerusalem were not 
among the crowds hearing him teach, experiencing his healing, watching him care for people, 
being fed by his loaves and fish.  This community knew about Jesus primarily by stories they had 
been told.  Then on Palm Sunday he rides into town in the flesh.  
 
   Following the Triumphal entry, Jesus returned to Jerusalem on Monday when he ‘cleansed 
the temple.”  We hear he entered the temple and typical activities in the outer court were 
going on.  Merchants were selling animals for the appropriate types of sacrifice; money 
changers were ready to exchange currency for travelers from foreign lands.  It was a completely 
normal and expected day in the temple.  Things had been going this way for as long as people 
could remember.   
 
   So in a burst of righteous indignation, Jesus turns over the tables setting the animals free and 
spilling the currency of the money changers.  He says, ““My house shall be called a house 
of prayer”; but you are making it a den of robbers.’  In other words, Jesus upset temple 
traditions.   
 
    We know how difficult it can be when our traditions get changed, especially in the church.  
On Sunday mornings, some of us would STILL rather be singing the traditional Doxology after 
the offering is collected.  Some of us would still rather be saying the Apostle’s creed or the 



Nicene Creed.  Some of us still don’t understand why children are welcomed at the communion 
table.  Why do things have to change?  On Monday Jesus upset long held, generally accepted, 
perhaps sacred traditions at the temple. 
 
    Then on Tuesday Jesus went back to Jerusalem.  Along the way he gives his disciples a lesson 
on Faith.  At the fig tree we hear Jesus talk about the difference between good and bad fruit, a 
metaphor for good faith and bad faith.  And he continues telling the disciples good faith can be 
strong enough to move mountains.  Talk about preaching truth to power.  It would have been 
considered treasonous for a desert prophet to come to Jerusalem, a center of secular and 
religious power, and talk about a faith that “Moves Mountains.”     
 
    And if that isn’t enough, on Tuesday we find Jesus’ authority being aggressively challenged.  
In response he calls the leaders “blind Guides, nothing more than whitewashed tombs.”  A 
metaphor meaning they looked great on the outside, but inside of them was spiritual deadness 
and sin.  You can imagine that didn’t endear Jesus to the powerful.   
 
    Wednesday most scholars believe Jesus took a day of rest in Bethany.  A town just two miles 
outside of Jerusalem, that is why some scholars call it Silent Wednesday. 
 
    That of course brings us to tonight, Maundy Thursday.  Jesus sharing the Passover meal with 
his disciples which becomes known to Christians as the last supper.   In John’s gospel it is the 
night Jesus washes the feet of his disciples.  “Maundy” comes from a latin word meaning 
“commandment.”  
    In the context of Holy Week it refers to the commandment Jesus gave to his disciples while 
washing their feet, “A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have loved you, so you 
must love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one 
another.”  
    
    If you have ever participated in “Footwashing” it is a humbling experience.  We can imagine 
how hard it was for the disciples to allow Jesus to serve them in this way.  Today if Jesus walked 
in, he might offer to wash our hands; what with all the typing, texting, writing, emailing, instant 
messaging we do.  Imagine how hard it would be if Jesus showed up here and said, “let me 
wash your aching hands for you.”   
 
    So in this city of political and religious power where those in control understand good 
leadership as pushing their power around and controlling others.  Where leaders would not be 
in power except that they have been able to intentionally keep certain groups of people within 
the community vulnerable and needy.  In Jerusalem on Passover where everyone, including the 
Roman army are on edge; we find Jesus telling his followers a very different story about good 
leadership.  Leadership requires humility and serving.  Leadership requires loving, and looking 
out for the least and the lost.  Leadership requires lifting everyone up and closing society’s  
cracks so no one falls through.   
 
 



    So this savior, preceded by his reputation came to Jerusalem -- he upset long held traditions 
at the temple, taught that his kind of faith could move mountains of power, called those who 
challenged his authority sinful and dead within, and then washed the feet of his disciples and 
taught them about a radically different style of leadership.  Now perhaps we see why; by Friday, 
there were many in the crowd were ready to see Jesus go on trial, be crucified, and die.   
 
    The stories of Holy week are about Jesus courage, his undying love which kept him coming 
back into Jerusalem, no threat, condemnation, or challenge he faced could stop him.  Despite 
confusion about who he is, Jesus keeps coming back.  Despite challenges to his authority, Jesus 
keeps coming back, despite modeling a subversive way to lead and the threats his servant 
leadership style provoked, Jesus keeps coming back.   
 
    So Friday came; Jesus was put on trial, an innocent man convicted by the death penalty, 
crucified on a wooden cross -- the symbol of Roman attitude toward insurgents, and he 
breathed his last and died.  It looked done.  It looked over.  The powers of corruption won 
again.  Yet in the darkness, the despair, the sorrow, Jesus keeps…  No, not yet, that’s the rest of 
the story. 
 
Amen 
 
    


