Our Foot Washing Lord and Savior

A sermnon by Ted Atlinzon, Minister , (xford Presbyterian Church, Dxford, P& on Maundy Thursday , April £, 13932 Soripture
Lezsons: Exodus 12:1-14; 1 Corinthians 11:17-32; John 13:1-17, 24,

¥ Jesys... laid aside hiz garments... and began to wash the disciples” feet. ™ John 123, 4, 5.
M THE MAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON ANMD OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMENM.

Esther and Max De Pree’s granddaughter was a wee thing when she was born; she weighed
ane pound and seven ounces, and, as Max described her, “she was “so small that my wedding
ring could slide up her arm to her shoulder™ The child’s natural father had deserted his
farnily shortly before she was born. The doctors gave her a 5 to 10 percent chance of Tiving
three days.

The nurse in the intensive-care unit gave Max these instructions

For the next several months, at least, you’re the surrogate father. | want you to corme to the hospital every day . and
whan you come | would like you to rub her body and her legs and arms with the tig of your finger. while you're caressing her,
you must tell her over and aver how much you Tove her, becausze, you see , zhe has to be able to connect your veice o your
touch.

The baby survived. She was named Zoe - a Greek word that means /i/e (Smedes, Shame and
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Like Max De Pree loved Zoe, the God | worship loves us in Jesus Christ. “Having loved his
own whoowere in the world, he toved them to the end,” John tells us This is the very essence
of the Gospel. This is so wanderfully illustrated for us by John when he tells us how that
Jdesus, an the night that he was betrayed, washed the Teet of his disciples.

We see in this act, first of all, something of who God is. Jesus, “knowing... that he had
carme from God and was going to God, got up from the table, (and) took off his outer garments”
{this refers to the long, loose, outer garment which peopie in the East always wear, and which
riust be laid aside if any bodily exertion is used [Ryie]). He then took the form of & servant by
girding himself with a towel, which was a badge of servitude. Mext he humbled himself to
such an extent that he poured water into a basin, and began to wash the disciples” feet, and to

wipe them with the towel with which he was girded. This wasn't something that one friend
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Jid for another in ancient Palestine. 1t was the work of @ slave or a servant.

| see in this something of who God 1s. What does God look like? How does bod act? He
tooks and acts like Jesus. God comes to us in Jesus Christ. In theological language, the
second person in the Holy Trinity, the eternal Son of God, rose from his throne in heaven, set
aside his garments of glory and took upon himself @ frail human body. Paul writes, "God
emptied himself, iaking the form of a siave, being born in human Hikeness. And being found 10
hurman form, ke humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death - even death on 3
cross.” when Jesus washed the disciples’ feet he was showing us something of who God 15 q
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Eut, secondly, when Jesus washed the feet of the disciples he shows us sornething of how
God caves us. He saves us, a5 surely as Max De Pree saved that Nittle girl, with his caresses
and words. “Wwhile you're caressing her, you must 121l her over and aver hivy much gou Tove
her, because, you see, she has to be able to connect your voice to your touch™ the nurse
instructed May De Frae.

s very difficult for same of us to believe that we're loved. Words, by themselves, nTten
don’t do it. we've got to be able to connect the sound of sameone saying they love us with
qentle, caring touch. God, in Christ, comes dovwen to earth from heaven, caresses us and tells
us that he loves us.

Through Jesus Christ we begin to realize that we are someone who has been loved from the
beqinning by One who will love us to the end and out beyond. We are someone 1o whom bod has
rmade an unconditional commitment from the beginning. We are someone whose heaveniy

father considers us worthy of the love he gives even if we've done nothing to deserve it

(Stnedes, SASTE SOT GRECE).
Eut there's something within me {and perhaps all of ug) that finds God's unconditional
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aceeptance of me hard to accept. That must have been what Peter was Teeling when he said,

“Lord, do you wash my feet? You shall never wash my feet.” Peter felt sshamed of having
Jesus wash his feet. Shame is a very heavy Teeling 1Us a Teeling that we don’t measure up
and maybe never will measure up to the sorts of persons we're meant to be. The feeling of
sharne, when we're conscious of it, s 1ike a lump of lead in our hearts. [t tells us that we're
urworthy to have Christ wash our Teet (Smedes, Shame &nd Grace).

Shame so often keeps us from accepting God's saving grace. A vicious Morth Sea storm
once collided with a high tide one February night in the province of Zeeland in the Metherlands.
The dikes holding back the ocean broke. A Tew minutes tater, the low farmiands were covered
with the waters of the North Sea. Feopie locked for escape by climbing to the roefs of their
homes. But when small boats finally came by to rescue peole, some of these old Dutch
Reformed Calvinists refused to leave, saying, “No, no, this is God's judament; if the Lord does
not consider us deserving, we will not interfere with his judgment.” Some very good farmers
perished because they {eit ashamed and unworthy of receiving saving help iSmedes Shsse
S G 1. They were like Peter who said to the Lord, "You will never wash my Teet.”

But God’s grace is greater than our shame. When God qets down on his knees to wash our
feet, his grace beging 10 heal our sharme. In fact, it's the anly way our shame can be healad.
Jesus said, “Unless | wash you, you have no share with me.” But when | 1et him wash my feet,
despite the shame | feel, | Teel more worthy than | did before.

Thirdly, when Jesus washed the feet of the disciples, he showed us how God wants us to
treat ane another. Jesus said, “if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also
aught to wash one another’s feet. For | have set you an example, that you also should do as |
have done 1o you”

Sometimes the church, in an attempt o obey Christ’s command, has tended to do it with an
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sycessive wooden literalism. Jesus said that we should wash one anothers’ feet, so some
churches wash one anothers’ feet several times a year. And that’s DK It can be very
meaningful. we did it ance here on Maundy Thursday when | washed the feet of the eiders. But
| think Jesus had something mare in mind when he told us to wash one anothers’ feet.
when | hear Jesus say that we're to follow his example | think of two dactors. They both
. Lo _ :
have a patienk whehasa malignant tumog which may very well prove to be fatal. The one
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doctor leans against the doorway of &% patients room as if he wants to make & quick getaway.

He
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ays, Leshisepatiant, | see by the lab results that your tumaor is malignant. I"11 get back to
qou later about what gour options are” And then he leaves her alone with this hormibie truth,
The other doctor comes into the room and sits down with her patient and tells him a qood
- sy o i1 ~ ot ke Ydem - AC\M
rany things about herself; she talks about her family, how she happened to get into m

and what same of her care beliefs are One of the things she believes in, she says, is the

power of hope. Then she asks the patient to tell her a little about his life, his family, and
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he tells her

what he believes in. After they've qotten to listen 1o one another’s stores,
patient that his tumor is malignant, but that she, as g doctor with years of observing such
conditions, is not giving up hope.

which doctor is mare 1ike our foot washing Lord and Saviar?

| alen think of a story | read about General Ulysses 5. Grant. On April 9, 1863, Genersi
Robert £ Lee put on his Tinest dress uniform, mounted Traveller, and rode away from his tired
and tattered troops to Appomatox, where he would surrender his beaten army to General Grant.
A5 Lee rode to meet his congueror, he Tully expected that his men would be herded like cattle
into railroad cars and taken to a Union prison and that he, as their general, would be tried and
executed as a disgraced traitor.
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In the Hving room of the home where the loser and the winner met, Lee asked Grant what
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nis terms of surrender were. Grant told Lee that his men wers free to take thelr horses with
them and gqo back to their farms for Spring planting and that Lee too was free to go home and
create a new life. Lee offered Grant his sword; Grant refused it. Lee heaved @ sigh; he came
expecting to be humiliated, and he Teft with dignity and honor. As he watched General Lee

rmount Traveller and ride back to kis troops, Grant took of f hig hat and saluted his defeated

of Jesus to Tollow his foot washing example.

we are teachers, factory workers, business women and business men. we are students and
mothers and fathers., Some of Us have positions of autharity and power. ‘we have the power to

e R ™ powen 1y L WP\ Cort dorun, somafimadioit yeot a qlawea .

hire and fire”%when I'm in the position of power and suthority, there's often something within
e /that I have to Tight )th at wants Louse my power and authority to humiliate another; to
make them subservient to me. But in my best moments | catch a glimpse of God on his Knees
washing the feet of his children and I'm able to hear Jesus say, ”1 give you @ new
commandment | that you love one another. Just as | have loved you, you also should love one
anather”

Let me just say this in closing. As Tong as | trust in this God who comes te us an his knees
{ dan’t have to worry whether I’m good enough or smart enough or handsome enough or too Tat
ar too thin or whether {'ve accomplished enough with my life. | trust that the Une who comes
dowen from the Father in hieaven and kneels befare me to wash my Tilthy Teet accepts me and
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will love me to the end. Let us all come to the table. Lethno one skesraway. Let each of us
corne trusting in this God who has come, first, to us in Jesus Christ 1o wash our feet and tet
us Qo away from the table strengthetﬁmth his body and blood to follow his example in the way
we trest others.

Let us pray: Hely God, source of 311 love, on the night of his betrayal Jesus gave his disoiples 3 new cornraandment | 1o Tove
one another as he loved thern. Write this cornmandment in our hearts; give us the will to serve others as he was the servant of all,
who gave his 1ife and died for us, yet is alive and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Aren.

T
2



