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Exodus 12:1-4, 11-14, Psalm 116, 1 Corinthians 11:23-26, John 13:1-17, 31b-35

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


The Maundy Thursday liturgy is one of endings and beginnings.  What was begun on Ash Wednesday is brought to a close here tonight.  What begins tonight does not end until the resurrection of Easter.  It is the ancient Triduum, “The Sacred Three Days,” Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday with its Vigil of Easter leading us to Easter.  In fact,  I have heard the services of the Triduum  referred to as one long service broken into three days.  And in deed, if we think about it, without the events from Maundy Thursday to Easter morning, we would not be Christians.


Tonight’s liturgy serves as a bridge between the ending of Lent and the beginning of the sacred three days.  On Ash Wednesday we began Lent with a major act of confession and ashes, but did not receive absolution.  That forgiveness now comes at this service celebrating Christ’s love.   For the theme this evening is love, our Savior’s love for us, expressed in the washing of the disciples’ feet, in giving himself in bread 
and wine, and  in dying upon the cross.


Tonight the lessons of love are read.  Then an example of love is given, along with a new command, “Love one another.”  We will say prayers, celebrate the Lord’s Supper together where Jesus is revealed in bread and wine as he once revealed himself to his disciples.  But we can not stay at the table this evening, nor could our Lord.  His betrayal by Judas is imminent.


Before we know it, the markings of the betrayal will be seen.  The symbol of Christ in our midst, the altar, will be stripped bare.  Jesus will also be stripped of his power and glory on Good Friday.   We will leave this service tonight in silence with no blessing or dismissal because the liturgy continues tomorrow on Good Friday and ends at the Easter Vigil with the glorious Easter acclamation.


Tonight in the gospel from John there is no mention of the blessing of the wine and bread as there is in the narratives of  Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  In John’s gospel as the night begins, the apostle tells us that Jesus realizes that his time has come to leave this world and the followers he has loved so dearly.  So Jesus gets up from the table knowing what he was 
going to do and knowing that it would upset some people by doing it, but nevertheless he got up and took off his outer clothing, a practical thing to do so it wouldn’t get soiled and wet, but a symbolic thing as well.  If we are going to be effective in helping others, effective in doing God’s work, we need to take off the veneer that we hide behind.  God knows what we are really like, but so often we hide behind an outer garment of what we think we want others to see, instead of just being ourselves.   If we are not ourselves, not genuine, we risk not being able to hear where God would have us go.


Jesus wrapped a towel around his waist and then he poured water into a bowl.  In other words, he made preparation for what he was going to do.  We, likewise, need to equip ourselves with prayer for ministry.  Then after his preparation the gospel sentence finishes with the words “Jesus began to wash their feet” Likewise, after we prepare for ministry with prayer, we simply need to follow through and do it. 


The idea of literally following Christ’s example of washing one another’s feet is often met with some level of opposition.  People are more than reluctant to bare their feet to another person.  Worship planners find the act a messy and logistically complicated one.  For they have to 
determine what the people should sit and kneel on, how the ritual should be performed and how to keep people from slipping on a wet floor. 


Yet most people who have had their feet washed or done the washing themselves have found it to be quite meaningful.
Our reluctance to bare our feet to others runs parallel to our reluctance to bare ourselves to others.  A friend of mine has always been embarrassed to take off her shoes and socks in public, believing that her feet are big and ugly.  Many of us are embarrassed or ashamed to take off the shells that cover up the ugliness of our lives, the sin, pain and vulnerability that we do not want anyone to see.  We do not want to expose our weaknesses to others.  Yet this is what Jesus is asking his disciples to do by washing their feet, that they not only expose their dirty feet to him but their dirty lives as well.  Jesus, out of his love for them, will wash both.  This is hard for the disciples to accept because it requires them to be loved by Jesus, loved to death, in fact.


On the cross on Good Friday Jesus will make himself vulnerable for our sake.  Stripped of his clothes, his dignity, and his life.  Jesus shows us what it means to love.  His offering was to bare his entire body so that all of 

us might be washed by that sacrifice.  


Tonight this offering of sacrifice is ours as well, as we witness in Scripture or experience foot washing for ourselves.  Jesus stoops at our feet to wash both the soles of our feet  and our immortal souls of the dust that needs to be cleansed from our lives.  By allowing him to cleanse us, we might have a share in His life, death, and resurrection just as the disciples did when Jesus washed their feet.  This might be a tough offering to accept, but it is offered freely, no matter what our vulnerabilities or weaknesses.  As beloved sons and daughters of God, Jesus  invites us to be loved by God in this way, to expose ourselves to the one who was himself exposed so that our feelings of weakness will no longer have power over us.


At the same time we are challenged and commanded to love others as Christ loves us.  It can be difficult to expose our broken lives to others.  But in obeying Christ’s commands we are called to look past the dust and debris of other people’s lives and love them without condition.  We are called to sacrifice our needs for the sake of others, just as Christ sacrificed himself for us.


In a few minutes we will bring out basins and towels for foot washing.  On a practical note for the women in the congregation, if you are wearing nylons, foot washing can be done wearing them.  At the end of this homily there will be a brief time of silence and prayer.   During that time you might ask the Holy Spirit to show you whose feet you might wash this year.   Ask them if they will allow you to wash their feet, if so find a station in front to do so.  Be sure to tell them why you selected them  while you are washing their feet.  Or if they do not want their feet washed, simply express to them in words how you see the light of Christ shining in their lives.  Or if you would like to simply try foot washing, pick a person and simply pray that God would release new grace in their lives as you bathe their feet.

This year I have asked Dave and Pam Wright to allow me to wash their feet.  As most of you know, they will be moving this summer to the metro area to take new jobs.  I will miss them, their joy in knowing more about their faith, and their leadership. 


After a few moments of silence and prayer, I will lead you in your bulletin in the ceremony of the washing of feet.   Before we begin the foot washing liturgy would you bow your heads in prayer and allow the Holy Spirit to show you your part in this year’s foot washing.


