1st April 2010
Maundy Thursday 

 Jn 13:1-17; 31-35

A new community

Holy week provides us with a very powerful set of images squeezed into a compressed time scale. In accepting that scripture holds other powerful images – in Holy week we have a unique intensity. 
When I was at Overton we started Holy Week with our own powerful image on Palm Sunday with Tulip the donkey leading our way around the village centre. Given his age I was always surprised to see him again – but having a donkey accompanied by church members dressed in period costume somehow transported us back to that first joyful entry into Jerusalem. That walk around the village provided us with an image of what it means to be a disciple. It was an opportunity for Christians of all denominations in the village to be seen and heard!
As we know church life tends to quieten down until today – in these quiet days we remember through reading and prayer the events of Jesus clearing the temple and teaching in parables on Monday and Tuesday. The Gospels are silent on the events of Wednesday and it’s almost as if the Gospel writers are preparing us for enormity of Good Friday and Easter Day.

But we pause today to think about two significant and familiar stories – Jesus’ washing of his disciples feet and his final meal with them. They together with Palm Sunday prepare us for the enormity of what is to happen on Good Friday. In their telling they reveal to us the overturning of convention. 

Near the beginning of that story of the washing of feet we have a verse of scripture that illustrates how Jesus was overturning the conventions of the day –‘Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power.’ (Jn 13:3)
We have some clues that can help us to understand the unsettling picture of overturned conventions. They are found positioned around this verse – Jesus’ special knowledge of the Father’s will for him – ‘[he] knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father’ and that the devil had worked on the mind of Judas – ‘to betray Jesus.’

With such power at Jesus’ disposal we could have expected him to defeat the Devil in an immediate and flashy confrontation and devastate Judas with a blast of divine anger. But instead he calmly sets about washing his disciple’s feet. An act which in itself is a clue that something extraordinary is happening here, no where in ancient literature is there an example of a superior washing the feet of an inferior. Although the other disciples are silent on this, Peter’s reaction spoke volumes.

These clues show us how Jesus reverses normal convention – rulers normally disposed quickly of potential threats and left the demeaning jobs to others. But here Jesus ignores one and does the other. His act of humility is as unnecessary as it is stunning and simultaneously shows us the display of love. It is a picture of salvation and a model for Christian conduct.

If all power has been given to Jesus, how can we link this authority to the second part of the passage? After all you’d expect Jesus to have the Father’s authority given the closeness of their relationship, but we can almost be reluctant to embrace the enormity of what is offered to us through that Father Son relationship. If we fail to recognise our new relationship with Christ through the giving our lives to him we miss the point of what Jesus is demonstrating during the washing of his disciple’s feet. 
He is through this act of humility acting out the love of an equal. He is saying to his disciples you and I are one. Jesus is demonstrating through his actions that we are one with him. There is no superior or inferior. To put it into Paul’s words – ‘in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. (Rom 12:5). 
Now that promise of scripture is very significant – because it talks of the formation of a new community. One formed in power – not physical but spiritual. 
In our mission statement we are being called in the power of the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support one another and also the community in which we live. In other words Jesus here demonstrates the model Christian community, based on equality. So if we are one with Christ how does the power given to him affect our attitude towards a new way of living?

Christ in us has the power to change our lives, to change this Christian community and change the community in which we live and work.

In Christ’s authority, our own lives can be freed from the past and released from a self centred attitude – like Jesus who made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant. A servant by their very nature puts themselves in a position that says that someone else’s interest comes first. The idea of a servant in our present culture is quite abhorrent – on one level society talks about everyone being equal. But the reality is that, self interest quickly comes into play when we as individuals feel threatened in any way. Jesus through his actions in this passage shows himself as a role model. A model of transcendent thinking and acting; he is effectively challenging us to take a fresh look at what the shape of our own discipleship looks like.
In Christ’s authority we have the power to make new and deeper relationships with those we come to worship with. To do so may need a change of attitude – a step on our part to be the first to heal a hurt or to understand someone better. Sharing the peace is an ideal time to make a start in that direction – we can in the scrum of the peace miss that person we really need to be at ‘peace’ with. The early church didn’t do the English thing and shake hands – but gave each other a ‘holy kiss.’ Which when you think about it is a more personal and intimate greeting – both for the giver and recipient. There is through that action the entry into each other’s very personal space, which under normal circumstances we only allow a select few into. 
That personal interaction can speak powerfully of forgiveness and reconciliation. The principle we can apply here is not necessarily returning to the practice of the early church but rather applying it in such a way that we approach relationships in a more intimate way.
In Christ’s authority we have the power to intervene not only in the context of worship but into the community in which we live and work. Community breakdown is a major source of deprivation, in its broadest sense. We are not immune from that even here. You can be assured that domestic violence and intimidation, physical and sexual abuse, low level crime and anti-social behaviour occurs in this community of Kempshott as much as anywhere else. The pleasant surroundings may be a contributing factor in hiding its revelation. It is these quality of life issues that are uppermost in people’s minds and if they are not resolved or are brushed under the carpet, the household and ultimately the community suffers.
Jesus’ modelling of community through the events of the last night he spent with his disciples can speak powerfully to us as we enter this Easter. The actions of Jesus convey his understanding of the Kingdom of God – a kingdom which upsets the social conventions of the time and continues to encourage the upsetting the conventions of our present age. 
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