Maundy Thursday Sermon

Caxton, 13th April 2006

John 13:1-17, 31b-35

‘Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was tied around him’. (v. 5)

The incident of Jesus washing his disciples feet, which we commemorate on Maundy Thursday, is one of the many gospel indications that the values of the kingdom of God are topsy-turvy in the eyes of the world.

In St John’s gospel, the incident comes immediately after Jesus’ profound statements about his origin and destiny.  He has come from God and he will go to God.  There could be no more glorious life, and yet it is framed with crushing humility; crushing voluntary humility.  The journey from God involved poverty, shame, danger, obscurity and opposition.  And having now gained some recognition for his mission, the journey back to God will involve shame, obscurity, pain, abandonment and defeat.  Glory, in the divine dictionary, clearly holds a range of meanings not readily recognisable to us.

Some scholars would suggest that Jesus’ washing of his disciples’ feet was a highly symbolic act which incorporated these over-arching acts of humility.  In the taking off of his garments in preparation, could be seen the laying aside of his divine prerogative when he chose to become human.  In the pouring of the water into a bowl, the water of purification by which the disciples are to be made clean by Christ, could be seen the pouring out of his life for the world.  In the taking up of the towel, could be seen the raising up of Christ in the resurrection.

For many of us who are not scholars, such an interpretation may seem a little extreme, but it is clear from St John’s gospel that whilst the feet-washing is a lesson in Christian humility, it’s also rather more than that.  It’s not just a form of teaching which tells us how to behave towards each other, it’s an act which carries significant meaning in itself.  And as is so often the way, it’s Peter’s misunder-standing which reveals this to us.

When Jesus tries to wash Peter’s feet, Peter suggests it’s not appropriate, to which Jesus responds ‘Unless I wash you, you have no share with me.’  So the act is symbolic not only of the humble death of Jesus, but also of the disciples’ incorporation into him.  Unless the disciples are washed by Jesus, they cannot belong to him and, through him, to the Father.  For St John in his gospel, the washing of the disciples’ feet provides a key for understanding the power of baptism, through whose waters the new people of God would be purified.

The exchange between Peter and Jesus, with Peter first refusing any acts of service from Jesus, and then requesting top to toe cleansing, seems to be typical of the relationship between the two men.  But the occasion is also an opportunity for symbolic teaching about the nature of relationships between all men and women in the kingdom of God.  Relationships based on ideas of servanthood and models of humility.  Relationship designed to enhance the other rather than to promote and preserve the self.  It is the climax, embodied in Jesus’ actions themselves of all his teaching about status and service.

It recalls the account in Mark’s gospel of how, on the way up to Jerusalem for the last time, Jesus was approached by James and John asking a favour.  It turned out to be a request that they should sit, one at his right hand and one at his left, in his glory.  Jesus replied ‘You do not know what you are asking.  Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptised with the baptism with which I am baptised? – a clear reference to his forthcoming death.  When the other ten disciples heard this they were indignant, but Jesus called them to himself and said ‘You know that those who are supposed to rule over the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over them.  But it shall not be so among you; but whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all.  For the Son of Man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:42ff).  The humble service of the Son of Man was to give his life as a ransom for many.  And the disciples were to be with him in that.

And in St Luke’s Gospel, when Luke recounts the story of Jesus visiting the home of a ruling Pharisee for a meal on the Sabbath, he reports his reaction to the sight of the guests trying to edge their way to the places of honour.  Jesus says: ‘When you are invited by any one to a marriage feast, do not sit down in a place of honour, lest a more eminent man than you be invited by him; and he who invited you both will come and say to you, “Give place to this man”, and then you will begin with shame to take the lowest place.  But when you are invited, go and sit in the lowest place, so that when your host comes he may say to you, “Friend, go up higher”’ then you will be honoured in the presence of all who sit at table with you.  For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted’ (Luke 14:8ff).  Jesus was not simply talking about general social etiquette; he was making a statement about the proper way to accept an invitation into the Kingdom, where humble service is the way of the Lord.

The washing of the disciples’ feet by Jesus both symbolises his death and resurrection, and also binds the disciples with him in the same humble but victorious destiny.  By his death he goes to the Father; by their being made one with him in his death, the disciples too can ‘go to the Father’ and inherit eternal life.  

And what about us?  By the acceptance (like Peter’s) of Christ’s humble service for us, we too are invited into the heavenly kingdom; and as partakers of that heavenly kingdom it should be in acts of humble service that we take our part in proclaiming and glorifying our Lord.  Amen.

