1 April 2021, Maundy Thursday
Exodus 12: 1-4, 11-14; I Corinthians 11: 23-26

John 13: 1-17, 31b - 35

Ashdon 7.30pm
1.
Peter’s response
As ever, the response of Peter to Jesus’ intention to wash his feet says it all: it reveals the sort of hero Peter wanted Jesus to be. Let’s hear some words that might have expressed his thoughts, in words taken from a book that seeks to get inside the thoughts and feelings of those who were present with Jesus. This is from a passage about Peter:

 ‘You will never wash my feet … I sound hollow to myself, like a piece of dry whittled wood. But I hear the passion in my voice and I trust it. I hear the chin-out determination of the little boy I’d been.
You will never wash my feet … you who are changing the world … you whose hands can bring life to dead flesh, you who are peace-bringer, lover of the poor and the hopeless.

And in that moment I know I’m right … he wants to make himself a nobody and it isn’t right. Not him. So I stand and I speak and he stares at me …

He understands that I want him and me and all of us to be old-fashioned heroes. To be the kind of people who kick the backsides of our oppressors … who are fighters … who lead an army out into a field and kill and maim anyone who stands in our way. I want us to be grown-ups shouting the odds against all-comers in the courts and temples. I want us to be powerful. Lords and kings and princes.’
(Rachel Mann (2013) The Risen Dust)

2.
How hard it was and is to accept
In a different way, 2000 years later, perhaps our thoughts are not so dissimilar. We are pleased when we or our children are successful. We may not want the Church – Christ’s body today – to be one that is a fighting church, killing and maiming, but there are times, are there not, when we want it to be strong and attractive, growing and able to influence opinion. When we meet as just a handful of people in a church where we remember a thriving choir and Sunday school, when numbers at Midnight Mass take a nose dive, which of us does not feel at least sad that more are not drawn to this Lord we worship through his church in this place? None of us finds it easy to accept a church that serves and often looks close to death. Earlier in their time together, Peter has once before cried out in protest, when Jesus told his friends that he would be put to death. So we too seek success rather than death, in our lives and even in our churches.
Each time Jesus tells Peter that he is wrong. That God does not see the world the way Peter – and the rest of us – do. We need to be changed, cleansed, washed, of our everyday assumptions about what is important, and about what power and love mean.

Jesus says ‘Unless I do this for you, you have no part of me…’

We turn again to Peter’s thoughts:

He is not angry. I’m not even sure he’s disappointed. In the gentleness of his words, in their simplicity, he understands everything about me … about how proud I am, about who I want him to be … about who I think I should be …

Unless I do this for you, you have no part of me … He just wants me to drop the act … he wants me to see things as they really are. As God sees them. That the world isn’t going to be changed by power-mongers and princes, or by those who pretend they’ve got others’ interests at heart, but are really empty and fill themselves up with status and position. It is by becoming a servant. It is by discovering that God is alive among the nobodies. It is by becoming a child – powerless, treated with contempt, a nobody. It is by becoming a servant of all.


(Rachel Mann 2013)
3.
Love one another

And so, Jesus ends by telling his disciples, and us, to love one another. And he calls this a new commandment – surely not? What is new here? Surely this idea is old as the hills? No, for it is the nature of this love that is different. Not ‘love those you like, nor love until you get tired of it, or until it is your turn to be looked after, not just those you consider worthy, but always, sacrificially, even unto death.’ It is this kind of love that has the power to change the world – in our families, our communities, and in our churches too.
This is what was so hard for Peter to understand – and what we too find almost impossible to act upon – so engrained are the habits of thinking and acting that we take for granted.
4.
The importance of this meal for Jesus

For Jesus this meal was important in many ways. It would be a farewell meal, for we are told that he knew that ‘his hour had come’. We might think of it as – for him at least - a time to escape from the challenge lying ahead. But no, for Jesus it was – just as all moments were – a time to keep working, to convey his message, to hammer home to his closest friends the thing that he wanted them to remember above all the terrible things that were to come. Hence his actions – a parable acted out in front of them when he washes their feet. Service and love are his message, the things he wants them to remember above all else.  Yes, Jesus offers to be our friend, but he also urges us to befriend each other (and also countless others we do not even know) in his name through mutual service.

Each Sunday, we ‘re-member’ this special meal. At the heart of these services celebrations, however formal, lie two important things. One is this final message that underlines and summarises all that he has tried to teach his disciples then and now. The other is something that those gathered round the table then could not yet completely appreciate. 

By taking the bread and wine week by week, we let Jesus become part of our lives in ways that go far beyond friendship or reverence. It is a public declaration of allegiance, of ‘buying into’ the whole story of his death and resurrection. It aligns our lives with his. Certainly this means aligning with his commandment to love and to serve. But it also means becoming part of what was to follow – his death and resurrection. 

His disciples may well by this point have realised that things were going from bad to worse. Jesus told them that he would die, that he would suffer. But they had no idea that he would rise again. Every week, I say as I hand out the bread ‘the body of Christ keep you in eternal life.’ That is because this sharing of a meal is about far more than friendship and following an inspired leader. It is sharing a meal with others across the word and across time. About being part of a life that goes far beyond this earthly life and the earthly meals that we share. It is a sign of our sharing the very bread of heaven. 
This evening, then as we sit here quietly waiting to share his body, even in these restricted circumstances, let us ask our Lord to wash our feet  - and our hearts and minds - that we too may become truly part of his body.
Amen.
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