People have a great ability to make simple things complicated.  For reasons no one can really understand, most people cannot ever believe that something is every really as easy as it seems, and manage to make things so full of rules and regulations that the original instruction becomes completely lost, and a simple, basic thing becomes a messy, complex one.
I remember when, as a child, our new pastor decided to switch from using wafers at communion to using loaves of bread.  It was a pretty simple idea.  He knew that a lot of ladies in the church baked, and he decided to call up a different baker each month to request a loaf of bread for communion that Sunday.  One month, the request got misinterpreted.  Probably certain that pastor couldn’t have just wanted a plain old loaf of bread, one lady brought a very special loaf of bread to church in the morning.  When Pastor broke it in two before distribution, he realized that she had provided him with a fragrant loaf of cinnamon raisin bread.

Our dear baker lady didn’t get it.  She didn’t know what she had been asked to do or why, and so while she got it almost right, but she didn’t quite.  It’s a funny story, but to me, here’s the best part: we used it for communion any way.  Misunderstandings and confusions aside, this cinnamon raisin bread was perfect for our Eucharistic meal.  It didn’t matter that it had all gotten mixed up – it mattered that, out of love, this was her gift.  Christ had promised to be present, even if we were using cinnamon raisin bread.
We look at these elements gathered for communion, and we wonder how these promises can indeed come true.  Just plain old bread, made of flour and other kitchen staples.  Just a humble cup filled with crushed grapes.  Just beloved people gathering together out of love and community, to celebrate and proclaim their Lord’s presence.  This is such a simple, basic thing – perhaps so simple that we figure it can’t be that basic.  We manage to make it messed up and complicated.  We put rules on this event – who is welcome, what it means, why we do it, and more – all to have power over other people, to argue with each other, to feel like we’ve gained control.  
The thing is, there’s nothing we do that makes this meal special.  We just show up.  The real power in this meal is in a simple promise: Jesus’ promise that he will be present with us, no matter what.  He makes this promise out of love, and it is this love that transforms us.  Here, in this meal, in the presence of God, we are constantly reminded of God’s unending love for us.  And what is it that Jesus says about this love?  “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another." 

Jesus’ commandment isn’t about a new rule we have to follow, or a new bar set too high for anyone to get in, but about love.  It is uncomplicated and uncompromising.  In fact, Jesus completely levels the playing field by making the single most important thing we can do, the single defining characteristic, into love.  He does this on a night when he will be betrayed by one of his own.  He does this knowing full well that world he came to save will reject him.  In spite of all this, maybe even because of all this, he commands that those with him and those to follow him must follow a new commandment: love.
It is called Maundy Thursday because of the Latin word “maundatum”, or mandate – in other words, Jesus’ declaration of the new commandment.   Jesus acts out the mandate to love by taking a servant’s position and washing his disciples’ feet.  Considering the poor hygiene of the time and the fact that everyone wore sandals, this would be a pretty stinky, messy job.  He also commands that we act out his love when he says “Do this in remembrance of me”.  When we eat this bread and drink this wine, as Paul says in 1 Corinthians, we proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.

This is the same death that Jesus went to out of love for us.  He knows how stinky and messy we can be, how we want to make things complicated and bossy, but he loves us anyway.  He loves us so much that he would do anything for us – he would give all of himself to us.  And what does he ask of us in return?  This is where his mandate, his new commandment, is so different from any other we’ve ever gotten – our command is to love.

[Today, some of you will take communion for the first time.]  When you come up to this table, you are being a gift that you did nothing to deserve and can do nothing to earn.  It’s like when you were baptized – some of you were even babies, so you couldn’t say a thing, except maybe cry – because at your baptism, you simply received God’s promises.  God loves you, and God wants you, and God is going to do anything to be with you.  That includes this meal.  Whether it is your first time or your millionth time, those promises are still real, and deep, and for you.

[Remember those banners you made, that have your names on it?]  When you receive the gift of communion tonight, you can know that this gift of love is for you, and for you in particular.  It is out of love for each and every one of you that Jesus gives himself to you.  [Remember the heart right in the middle of your banner?]  It is in Jesus’ love that we find our center, and out of that love that we go into the world to proclaim in our words and actions that we are Jesus’ disciples.

No matter what, our God is with us.  No matter what, Christ is for us.  No matter what, we will love.  We can’t mess it up, replace it, or destroy it, no matter how much we might try. This is our Lord’s commandment, and as we gather together at the table today/tonight, we remember it and live it, and nothing, not even death itself, will get in the way.
