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Holy Thursday 2016 

Exodus 12:1–8, 11–14 1 Corinthians 11:23–26 

John 13:1–15 

 

This evening I want to think with you about the ministerial priesthood. The priesthood that 

serves Christ at the Altar and Christ’s people through the administration of sacramental grace.  

Right after a man has been ordered to Christ and assumes the office of Persona Christi the 

Bishop prays a prayer that brings into clear focus the nature of the priestly vocation. There is one 

line in this prayer that grabbed me the first time I read it.  Here is the petition that so stirred my 

soul:  

Let them (that is the priests) meditate on your law day and night, so that they may believe what 

they have read, and teach what they have believed, and practice what they have taught. 

This sentence expresses concisely the priestly vocation. 

To believe what we read means that we take with the utmost seriousness the revelation that has 

been entrusted to us in the Deposit of Faith. What is this deposit? It is contained most concisely 

in two books, the Scriptures and the Catechism of the Catholic Church. The Bible is God’s 

revealed word. These 73 books, written over hundreds of years, form the basis of our Faith, 

whereby we can know what we are to believe.  The Catechism comprises the essence of the great 

and living magisterial tradition of the Church, assisting us in both understanding and apply to our 

lives, the Holy Scriptures.   

This brings me to the next part of the petition. Not only is the priest to believe what he reads he 

is also to teach what he believes. Now of course there are different ways in which a priest fulfils 

this teaching office. The one I want to concentrate on tonight is as preacher. For it is within the 

context of the Mass, where daily,  the priest, who believingly reads the Holy Scripture, now takes 

this same scripture and    thoughtfully and prayerfully teaches the people of God. In doing so he 

draws on the wealth of the Deposit of Faith so that he is not just giving his personal 

interpretation of God’s revealed word. Rather he speaks from the heart of the Church with the 

hope that God’s Holy People will, with him, come to more fully believe what they are reading so 

their faith can be renewed and deepened day by day. 

Priests are to believe what we have read, teach what we have believed and practice what we have 

taught. I so appreciate the verb used here. We are to practice what we teach.  If any of you play 

an instrument and enjoy a sport, why do you practice? It is so you can become more proficient 

and conform your playing or athletics to more fully and accurately represent the music on the 

page or effectively play the game on the field. The saying goes “practise makes perfect”. When it 

comes to the faith, this perfection will not be achieved until we behold the Blessed Trinity in the 

Beatific Vision, and beyond that when our perfected souls will be united with Resurrected 

Bodies after the Second Coming of Christ. This is why we so need the sacrament of Confession 

and Reconciliation.  

Each day we are to practise what we believe and teach so that we are growing in virtue. For 

ultimately what matters in time and for eternity is our sanctification, yours and mine. Unless we 
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are practising Catholics now it will be very hard for us to become perfected Catholics once our 

souls have left these mortal bodies.  

Thanks be to God that in Jesus Christ he has provided for us the means by which we can be 

trained in the faith now so as to enjoy the fullness of life that awaits those who sincerely and 

daily pray: 

“Thy kingdom come thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  

It is here where the Institution of the Lord’s Supper, the Eucharist, the Holy Mass is so 

important. Let me take a couple a minutes to teach what we have heard from this evening’s 

readings to help us better understand why the Mass is so important. The Vatican II Document 

Lumen Gentium says of the Mass:  

The Eucharist is "the source and summit of the Christian life."  

What is a summit? It is the destination at the top of a mountain. But in order to get to the summit 

there is a lot of climbing required to achieve the goal.  To call the Mass the summit of the 

Christian life is to understand that in the purposes of God, He had been preparing His people for 

centuries for the Passover Supper our Lord would celebrate on that night in the Upper Room. It 

was a very long climb indeed  that began some 1400 to 1600 years before Christ, when Moses 

was given the instruction about the Passover.  We heard that instruction in the first reading:  

Your lamb shall be without blemish, a year-old male; you may take it from the sheep or from 

the goats. 
6 
You shall keep it until the fourteenth day of this month; then the whole assembled 

congregation of Israel shall slaughter it at twilight. 
7 
They shall take some of the blood and put 

it on the two doorposts and the lintel of the houses in which they eat it. 

Here is contained a word of such prophetic power that shows something beautiful about the unity 

of Scripture and the centrality of the Mass in the purposes of God.  A male lamb, one year old 

without blemish. Do you know where in subsequent generations these lambs would be born and 

raised? In Bethlehem. And those shepherds who attended to our Lord on the night of his birth 

would have been responsible for tending to these Passover lambs. Such a lamb without blemish 

anticipated our Lord being without the taint of Original Sin because he is both God and perfect 

Man. Something St John the Baptist realized when he announced:  

Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the Sin of the World. 

A hyssop branch dipped in the blood of the lamb to form the sign of the Cross was used to mark 

the lintel and the doorposts a millennial and a half before the Crucifixion.  But not only this, 

consider the following. At the Passover Meal there was a special napkin called the Echad. This 

word “echad” means unity. The Echad napkin had three compartments. In each compartment 

was placed a Matzah. Three Matzah united in the Echad. Here an anticipation of the Doctrine of 

the Blessed Trinity. But there is more.  A Matzah is pierced and striped anticipating the mutilated 

body of our blessed Lord after his scourging and crucifixion. From that second compartment our 

Lord removed the Matzah and gave it to his disciples saying:  “This is my body given for you”. 

And then he took the third of four cups shared at Passover Meal, called the Cup of Salvation. 

This cup is remembered in this evening’s psalm:    
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I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the LORD, 

This psalm was sung at every Passover. And now Jesus identified that whenever the Eucharistic 

Chalice was raised it would contain the saving blood that had marked door posts and lintels all 

those centuries earlier. This is the cup of which he said:  

this is my blood poured out for you, 

Now remember the priest is to believe what he reads. I believe this passage from Exodus and 

many other passages from the Old Testament take us on that steep and arduous climb of the 

unfolding of Salvation History, and when we arrive at the Summit we are gathered around the 

Table of the Lord. 

But not only is the Mass the Summit of our life as Catholic Christians. It is also the Source. 

Something St. Paul so clearly understood when in the reading from 1 Corinthians he wrote:  

For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he 

comes. 

Here St Paul is telling us that as often as we practise eating the body and drinking the blood of 

Christ we are drawing from that spiritual source that will sustain us in this world. A source that 

will continue to flow until the Second Coming of Jesus Christ. Here we get to the heart of what it 

means to practise our faith. It is in the very act of eating and drinking the sacramental Christ that 

we are witnessing to his death. The death which will be commemorated in a most special way 

tomorrow.  

Such a proclamation says St. Paul is also a sharing in the New Covenant of his blood. Covenant 

is another word for Testament. So long before the New Testament was a collection of 27 books it 

was the collection of God’s Holy People gathered together around the altar of the Lord. From 

this Altar those books that form the New Testament are read, along with the Hebrew Scriptures 

and Psalms. This is so that as we read, and are taught we can practise the faith through our active 

and conscious participation in the Mass. And from the Mass we are then sent out into the world. 

For this is what the word “Mass” means. “To be sent”. This is why the last words of the Mass 

are: “Go forth, the Mass is over”. While it is true that while the Mass may be over as we go forth 

we are to be ever more fully conformed to Christ as we believe what we read, understand what 

we are taught so we may live as those who imitate Jesus in lives of sacrificial service. A service 

at the centre of today’s Gospel that we will re-enact liturgically shortly.  

To be a priest is a most beautiful and humbling vocation. A vocation that requires of those who 

respond to God’s call the kind of humility that is daily open to believing ever more fully the 

Deposit of Faith, so that this Deposit can be taught daily in the Mass and so practised in the 

places wherever we live our lives. Young men, boys, consider this vocation. God might be 

calling you so that one day as you are ordained you will hear the Bishop pray:  

Let them meditate on your law day and night, so that they may believe what they have read, 

and teach what they have believed, and practice what they have taught. 


