Sermon on Sunday May 30th 2010, Creating Community, John 13:1-17

Let’s pray: Dear God, as we share this time with one another, would you speak to our hearts we pray, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Amen. 

…Hot feet and cool water 

…Dusty feet and water poured out

…Dirty feet and a cleansing touch

It’s been a long day, a hot day, a busy day preparing for the Passover. Friends are gathered for a meal together, but before they eat, Jesus, who knows it is their last meal together takes off his outer garment, wraps a towel around his waist and begins to wash the feet of the astonished disciples. Or, at least I assume that they are astonished because they appear to be speechless. There is no conversation recorded until Jesus reaches Peter… 

Peter is such an interesting character – he has quite a handle on who Jesus is, of course he makes some monumental mistakes, but he is the first to say “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” (Matthew 16:16). Peter is literally a follower of Jesus, following Him everywhere – all over the country, down through dangerous valleys and up to the top of mountains. And along the way, his love and respect for Jesus is clear, he will even jump out of a boat in order to join Jesus walking on water. I think it would be fair to say that he is in awe of Jesus, his Rabbi, his master and his friend. 

And so, Peter sees Jesus approach him with the bowl and towel and freaks out. “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”

Now… in some respects, I can’t help thinking that this is quite a strange response from Peter. Jesus is undertaking a task that many would consider demeaning, even humiliating. And yet this is not out of character for Jesus… Peter and the other disciples have followed Him as He has met, talked with, laughed with, touched and embraced many whom His world would consider to be beneath Him. His are hands that have rubbed spit and dirt together to restore a man’s sight. They are hands that have touched those suffering from leprosy and other skin diseases. Here is a Saviour who has mixed openly with those who were thought to be unclean, who would willingly sully not only His reputation, but His own status. This is not a Saviour unwilling to serve and to literally ‘get his hands dirty’ – nothing about this counter-cultural act is uncharacteristic of Jesus. So why is Peter so surprised and shocked? 

[Feet are funny things – aren’t they? They’re really designed for function not beauty! And certainly in that era feet very much bore the brunt of travelling; it was hot, dusty walking, often over great distances. In fact one source I looked at suggests that Jesus walked approximately 3,125 miles during his 3-year public ministry.
 That’s a lot of walking! So foot-washing was a significant part of hospitality shown to guests, and would be the remit of a household servant or slave.

So why Peter’s reaction?] I wonder how he would have reacted if Jesus had been kneeling before a stranger outside this intimate setting. Would he have protested quite so strongly? Would he have followed and joined in? I wonder… 

It is one thing to see Jesus serving others, in fact to follow Jesus and identify those who need Jesus’ touch; to watch Him offer healing and wholeness to them and to be part of that, even from the sidelines – but here… this is different. This is a personal encounter… Jesus is kneeling before him, Peter, the Peter who walked with Jesus on the water, Peter - Cephas, the one of whom Jesus said “on this rock I will build my church” (Matthew 16:17-19)… Peter who has devoted everything to Jesus.
 Why should Jesus serve him in this way? He, who thinks he understands who Jesus is, who knows that it should be the other way round. Is this pride? “Never”, he says… “you shall never wash my feet” (John 13:13).

I don’t know about you, but I can relate to this – I can talk fervently about us seeing the need of others, out there, who need Jesus… I’ll even offer to go, out there, to strangers who clearly need the cleansing touch of Jesus… But here? Allow Jesus to offer that same cleansing, healing touch to me? Here amongst those that I know and love? I’m not so sure about that… that feels far too costly… far too vulnerable… It’s just not quite right Jesus, let me be the one who does the washing for you – that would feel better!

And yet Jesus isn’t interested in Peter’s comfort, He insists, this is important. Peter could wash Jesus feet, but his own would remain dirty, hot and dusty. In fact, he could go on to wash all the other disciples’ feet as well, but still, his own would remain dirty, hot and dusty. And so, Jesus says “unless I wash you, you have no part with me.” Jesus is washing that which needs washing… and Peter has to acknowledge not only that he needs to be made clean, but also that he is prepared to accept this servant-hearted act of love from Jesus, in front of the other disciples. 

Once he realises that Jesus is deadly serious, Peter the Impetuous throws caution to the wind, saying “Then, Lord, not just my feet but my hands and my head as well!” But Jesus reassures him that that isn’t necessary. As Tom Wright says, those who have accepted the call to belong to Jesus have already been washed, but that we still need daily washing and renewing of ‘those parts of ourselves, our personalities and bodies, which get dusty and dirty.’
 Those parts, I would suggest, that we often try so hard to hide from other people.

This incident described here by John is the final time that Jesus and his friends will eat together, so clearly this is a very important act. Jesus says “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.” (v.14) This is an object lesson of mutual submission, one submits, humbly serving another, and the other submits to their service. And this is isn’t service from a safe distance, something which maintains a certain detachment by both parties, rather this is intimate and vulnerable. 

I don’t know if you have ever washed another person’s feet? I once washed some of my colleagues’ feet as part of a charity event at work when I was nursing. It was a very strange experience, notable because people told me things they had never told me before when we were just working together on the ward – I realised that having such physical closeness encourages an emotional openness I hadn’t anticipated. I have found this sense of intimacy reflected in this beautiful painting by Sieger Koder… It is as if Peter and Jesus have been drawn into one another, and then you can see that even though Jesus’ face is ostensibly unseen, you can spot that it is in fact reflected in the water… 

And whenever we serve and offer wholeness and healing to one another in Jesus’ name, Jesus is reflected in that act, just as He is reflected here in the water. 

Our vision statement says that we will serve, share and support one another, so what does it mean for us to offer love and service within this community? Do we need to get out our feet and washing up bowls?!? Well, perhaps?! Washing feet was part of hospitality, and perhaps showing hospitality to others could be one way of demonstrating love and care for them. The Mental Health Foundation has just published their ‘Lonely Society Report’, finding that many of those questioned felt lonely and isolated, and surprisingly that nearly 60% of those aged between 18 to 34 spoke of feeling lonely often or sometimes. This is surely something of which we, as community, should be mindful. 

Jesus washing all of His disciples’ feet was an act of generosity and of grace. Can we identify members of our community here who we might serve in such a generous and gracious way? Perhaps you could be take some time to think and to be creative about it? There was a time when people used to talk a lot about Random Acts of Kindness in order to enrich a community – it’s certainly a challenge. After washing their feet, in v.35, Jesus says “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (TNIV) It is a useful health check to ask every now and again - could this be said of us?

Jesus is able to give and to receive love because He is comfortable with who He is, not just in the community of the disciples, but also in the community of the Holy Trinity that we celebrate today on Trinity Sunday. We are told that Jesus knew it was time for Him to reveal just how much He loved the disciples, and that He ‘knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that He had come from God and was returning to God.’ (v.3) He, God the Son, was returning to be part of the three-in-one God, the ultimate community, the God who is Love. From this place of love and security He was able to tie a towel around His waist and gently wash the feet of these men,
 men He knew well, men who He knew would follow but fail, men who would grow in understanding eventually, but also men who would betray Him within hours. And these men accepted His gift.

In this community are we willing to accept the gift of love and service from others, or are we “I’m fine” people? Can we allow ourselves to be vulnerable in the presence of others, to acknowledge our need for healing and wholeness, or not? If Jesus were to approach you with a towel and a bowl this morning, would you gladly submit to His cleansing touch, or would you brush Him away, preferring to be busy serving others rather than being served yourself? I think this is a huge challenge, but if we are to be a loving community that can serve one another, learning to allow others to love us is more than half the battle, even if that means that we have to show them our dirty feet in the process. For if we can’t admit to our own need for love, forgiveness and compassion, how can we give that away generously as Jesus does?

Let’s take a moment of quiet… Perhaps close your eyes… 

Imagine you are in that hot and dusty room now, with all the members of this congregation. Jesus is slowly working His way around the room, carefully and gently washing feet, as He washes the feet of some other members of the congregation far away from you, consider His act. Could you do that? Perhaps as you consider, ask God if there is a particular member of the congregation that you sense might be in need of kindness at this time, even if you don’t know why. How might you express that? An encouraging word? A random act of kindness? An expression of hospitality? 

Jesus continues to move around the room, your attention drifts, and then you suddenly notice that He is drawing near to you, that He will soon be kneeling at your feet, offering love, forgiveness and compassion through this simple and profound act. How does this make you feel? Can you accept this gift, or is it too much? How much courage does it take to admit your need for His touch in front of all these people? How would you like to respond? Could you admit that to another member of this community? Perhaps you might want someone to pray with or for you as part of that response, if that is the case, do ask someone you trust, or come to the side here at the end of the service for prayer. We would love to pray with you.

Dear Lord Jesus, Thank you that you love us so much that you long for us to experience your healing, your forgiveness and your compassion, thank you for your kindness towards us, may we be a community who can acknowledge our need for Your touch, that we can be honest and vulnerable with one another, and may we be a community that is characterised by our love and care for one another. Would you Father God, shape us as your people, and send your Holy Spirit to encourage us and equip us for this challenge we pray. Amen. 

Questions for home groups (as always, there are far more than is practical - do pick and choose): 

Have you ever washed someone else’s feet, or had someone wash yours? If so, are you willing to share what the occasion was, and how it felt? If not, has there been another occasion that involved cleaning in a similar way? Perhaps a car wash, or helping someone else clean their house/flat prior to moving, or had others help you? (Having someone clean your house can almost feel as vulnerable as washing your feet!?!)

Foot-washing was a demeaning role because involved washing of filthy feet – as mentioned in the written version of the sermon, Jesus is thought to have walked anything up to 3,125 miles during his 3 year public ministry. We do not have such demanding conditions in this country. We don’t have the same physical stresses upon us, but what are the big stresses for people today? 

How might an awareness of those stresses affect the way we offer hospitality to guests? 

It is suggested that Jesus’ act of washing feet, even though demeaning, was not as shocking as Peter’s reaction suggests because it was characteristic of Jesus’ ministry. Would you agree, or disagree? What are your reasons?

Can you relate to Peter’s reluctance to allow Jesus to wash his feet? If so, in what ways? Is it your experience that it is easier to minister to others than to allow them to minister to you? How does this manifest itself in your life, and particularly your worship life? 

How can the distinction between complete cleansing of bathing and the daily washing of those parts of our lives that get dusty and dirty help us think about our practice of regular confession and absolution, and relate to our practice of baptism?

Are there particular aspects of hospitality, generosity and grace that can be built into our life as a community? How might we support these together as well as individually?

If there were to be a spectrum from being people who willingly accept love and service from those around us through to being “I’m fine” people, where would you place yourself?

Did you find the final exercise imagining Jesus washing feet helpful? Or not? Can you share any of your reflections?

Consider washing each other’s feet!
� http://www.blessitt.com/?q=miles_jesus_and_mary_walked


� See Matthew 19:27


� Wright, T. 2004   John for Everyone: Part 2: Chapters 11-21 London: SPCK, pg. 45 


� And it is also from this place of acceptance and security that He had very recently accepted compassion offered to Him by a woman, who anointed His head with expensive perfume and washed His feet with her hair (John 12:1-8). 
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