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 The way John tells the story, there isn’t a whole lot of action between the Sunday 
when Jesus rode a donkey into the capital, Jerusalem, and dinner time on Thursday. There’s 
not even any mention of how the Passover meal was prepared for that Thursday night. All 
John tells us is that Jesus and the disciples were gathered for the Passover meal and, before 
they ate, Jesus washed his disciples’ feet. 

John says that Jesus stripped down to the attire of the slave, wrapped a towel 
around his waist, washed the disciples’ feet, and dried them with the towel. “After he had 
washed their feet, had put on his robe, and had returned to the table,” John writes, “[Jesus] 
said to them, ‘Do you know what I have done for you? You call me Teacher and Lord – and 
you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, 
you also ought to wash one another's feet.’”1 

The church has come to call this Thursday, the Thursday of Holy Week ,“Maundy 
Thursday” because, shortly after his foot-washing object lesson, Jesus tells his disciples, “I 
give you a new commandment, that you love one another.”2 “Maundy” comes from the Latin 
mandatum, the word we translate commandment. On this day, Jesus gave his disciples a 
new commandment, a new mandatum, and so this day is called Maundy Thursday. 

After the meal, Jesus launches into a speech that is called “the farewell discourse.” 
It’s four chapters long, chapters 14-17. Our reading today comes from chapter 15, and in 
these verses, Jesus’ mandatum, Jesus’ commandment to his disciples – that they love one 
another – is repeated. At one level, he has shown them what he means by this 
commandment. The person the disciples called Teacher and Lord, stripped down to slave’s 
wardrobe and washed their feet. That is why they and we can understand that the call to 
love is a call to service. But we shouldn’t stop there. 

In the first verses of chapter 15, the verses that immediately precede our passage, 
Jesus talks about connection – “I am the vine, you are the branches.”3 And “connection” is 
really too weak a word for what Jesus talks about. He talks about “abiding.” “Those who 
abide in me and I in them bear much fruit,” he says. Jesus calls his disciples to a unity that – 
I don’t know how to express it – a unity … that is at a cellular level, where Teacher and 
disciple become one, and we get there by abiding in his love. 

And why does Jesus call his disciples to love one another? Why does he call his 
disciples to abide in his love? “So that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be 
complete,” Jesus says.4 I suppose Jesus could command us (his disciples) to love one 
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because love makes the world go ’round. I suppose he could command us to love one 
another because it will reduce oppression and increase equality. Those are good reasons – 
and they are not the reason Jesus gives. Jesus wants us to love one another so that we may 
experience complete joy. 

I like the way one commentary paraphrased what Jesus is saying to his disciples 
here:  “And here’s the point of all this: I want us to be so close that my joy is yours, so that 
your joy will be perfect joy, complete joy, joy in all its fullness. Isn’t that what all loving 
parents want for their children? That’s what God wants for you! And so: even though the 
stars may seem to fall over the days ahead, as I am handed over and sent down into the 
valley of the shadow of death, remember this: what I want for you, and what I promise you, 
and what I give to you – is joy.”5 

Yesterday, at the Second Saturday Documentary Series, we watched the film I Am 
Greta. One of the things that struck me in the film was how much Greta Thunberg’s parents 
want to be supportive of her work to get politicians to address the climate crisis and, at the 
same time, even more, they want her to be happy. They see how pushing political leaders to 
act on the crisis is important to their elder daughter, and they see how her awareness and 
her work cause her anxiety, depression, discomfort, and potentially burn-out – things that 
get in the way of any joy, let along complete joy. 

As I reflected this past week on this concept of complete joy, as I pondered what 
might be an example of complete joy, I kept coming back to childbirth. I don’t know how 
much of this is influenced by Hollywood depictions of childbirth – those of you who have 
given birth can correct me. The image I have, an image that Jesus lifts up in the next chapter 
of John, is of the pain and struggle of delivery and then the sheer joy of holding that 
newborn. Maybe some of that joy is hormonal. Maybe. I say “maybe” because I’ve heard 
people speak of being overcome with a similar joy in the delivery room when they were 
only offering support to the person delivering the babe. And I’ve heard people who’ve 
become parents through adoption speak of a joy that brought them to tears when the 
adoption became final. 

This is the power of the love Jesus is talking about – a love that moves one into the 
deepest joy. And it is for the sake of this joy that Jesus calls us to love one another. 

Then Jesus says something that does not sound all the profound to our twenty-first 
century American ears. That’s why I want you to remember the social context when John 
wrote his gospel. John was in Roman occupied Israel – as were Jesus and his disciples. The 
social order of the day was the quid pro quo of the imperial patronage system, a deeply, 
deeply stratified culture. It is in this context that Jesus says, “I do not call you servants any 
longer,… but I have called you friends.”6 

Remember that just a couple pages ago, when he finished washing his disciples’ feet, 
Jesus said that his titles were Teacher and Lord – and here he is calling his disciples 
“friends.” He does say in the verse right before this, “You are my friends if you do what I 

 
5 Salt Project, “Love for the Sake of Joy,” salt*, https://www.saltproject.org/progressive-christian-
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6 John 15:15, NRSV. 
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command you,” and we spent a chunk of time at the Monday Morning Bible Study on that 
word “if.” The “if” does make the sentence sound conditional – you are my friends if you do 
what I command you. We wondered if Jesus was putting conditions on his friendship. 

I’ve come to the conclusion that he’s not. Here’s my paraphrase of these few verses: 
You’ve seen and experienced how I love you. That’s what I want you to do with each other. 
In fact, this is my parting commandment, my parting order: love one another. I’m about to 
face the principalities and powers. I’m about to be arrested and executed. And I’d doing this 
because I love you. So be my friends. Do what I commanded. Love one another. It’s because 
of love that I don’t call you “servants” any longer. You get what’s going on here. You 
understand this love I have, this love I want you to live. That’s why I call you “friends.” 

Here’s something Diana Butler Bass, in her new book Freeing Jesus, says about Jesus 
calling his disciples his friends:  “Jesus brought them to the very heart of God and then 
revealed that God’s heart longed for friendship. They had heard this story before – 
Abraham, Moses, and Miriam were friends of God, as were the prophets and seers of 
ancient times and the great heroes of Israel like Ruth and Naomi, Esther, and David and 
Jonathan. They were more than servants to God. God was their friend; and they were 
friends of God. Servanthood, although admirable, is the lesser thing. Friendship, the 
knowing, loving, and free and joyful giving to another, is the passionate desire of God. 

“And now Jesus is saying, ‘I have called you friends,’ not just to special people of the 
past whose names were recorded in sacred memory, but to the ragged fishermen and 
curious women, sitting around him listening to his tales, trusting for the first time that the 
God of Israel had not forgotten them, souls broken under the weight of Roman oppression, 
suffering under imperial slavery. They were not slaves, not even servants. They were 
friends of Jesus, friends of God. 

“Jesus calls us friends. God reaches toward us, not as a fearsome master or judge, 
but a friend, beckoning us to reach back. Memories of Eden flood the heart, that ancient 
longing for friendship with God. The exile is ended, the embrace endures. Once, we were 
created by that hand that reached to dust and rib; now that same hand joins ours again and 
again, the clasp of the unfailing friend.”7 

As disciples, we are called to choose love. In fact, it is a commandment. It is the core 
commandment Jesus has of his disciples. We can do this by abiding in God’s love. And when 
we do this, we are transformed:  we are moved into a deeper joy and we become Jesus’ 
friends. 

So, good people, love one another. It really is that simple. It really is that hard. Amen. 

 
7 Diana Butler Bass, Freeing Jesus, (New York: HarperCollins, 2021), 15. 


