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I wonder what each of us would do, if the future of the world, and the good of the world were suddenly placed in our hands.  I think I know what I would do.  I would try to conceive of a world where the United Staes of America had less power.  I would conceive of a world where there was a deep and real respect for organisations like the United Nations: where the voice of even the weakest countries could be heard.  I would conjure a world where all had access to clean water, adequate food and free health care; where organisations like Amnesty International are listened to; where people pay attention to people who are concerned about the environment, and don't just write them off as weirdos.  I would conceive of a world where refugees are never viewed as illegals but have a right to have their claims to refugee status processed in a way that affords them dignity.  I would conceive a world where justice and mercy reign, where there is enough stature in individuals and families and communities to allow the biblical principal of hospitality to the stranger to be exercised.  Where relationships were built on trust, and love of neighbour was still a risk management possibility.  That's what I would do.  What would you do if today, all things were placed into your hands?

Now there is of course nothing intrinsically wrong with my pipe dream, except that it is a pipe dream that has little possibility of coming to fruition in my time; and is unable to be in any sense significantly achievable just because I desire it.   I wonder whether your pipe dream is any more realisable than mine(?) 

In our Gospel story tonight, Jesus became aware that all things had been placed into his hands by his father.  This was for real.  The possibility that humanity might once more be at one with God, that people would live at peace, that even the natural world would be reconciled so that the lion might lie down with the lamb, that good might ultimately overcome evil...  All these possibilities depended on whether Jesus would accept the vocation of a horrific death on a cross, or would run away to his friends at Bethany, say,  where he might be able to lie low, until the historic moment passed.  

It was in the upper room, that Jesus had the realisation that everything depended on his decision.  Things were being prepared already for the feast of the Passover that he would eat with his disciples.  Passover was a celebration that could set the imagination working overtime.  It was the time when Israel remembered God's deliverance of the beloved, of the enslaved, of the oppressed.  The scene was set for a whole range of first-century Jewish pipedreams: that God would eradicate the Roman oppression; that Christ might become an earthly Messiah and king; that Jews would be gathered together from the ends of the earth.  There is of course nothing intrinsically wrong with any of these pipe dreams either, except of course that like mine, they were destined to remain just that, pipedreams.  

Jesus chose to sidetrack pipedreams.  He felt the power in his hands, he looked around him, and understood that what mattered was not lofty ideals, but his willingness to obey his father and to serve with utmost humility those around him in the real world and in the here and now: in other words, his disciples who gathered to be with him for Passover.  

Jesus wrapped a towel around his waist, the gesture of a lowly servant; he knelt down, and one by one he washed the feet of his friends. He was patient with those who were processing their own lofty ideals, their own pipedreams, such as Simon Peter buoyed up with the thought of dying at Jesus' side, struck with the fine sensibility that he would not accept servitude from his Lord and teacher.  A man rather like us who I am sure would have known what he would do if the future of the world were placed in his hands.

Jesus was patient with Peter, but firm.  He insisted that Peter let him wash his feet.  Jesus knew that it is easy to forget the starving one who moved us to tears yesterday, or the struggle for the cause that moved us to tears today.  But it is not possible to deny the claims of love and fellowship of the one whose feet we have once taken the trouble to wash. 

Then there was the sharing of food.  There were no privileged portions at this table.  The one who might have claimed this, Jesus himself, shared all that he had, and even more, he offered himself in the figures of the bread and wine.  This is my body given for you; this is my blood shed for you...  clear presentiments of an imminent death on a cross...

More than two thousand years later, we participate in these rites, and may even in one another catch a glimpse of the humility of Christ, in washing and being washed, in sharing food and drink, and in holding together the knowledge that we must accept God's death, in order to gain God's life.  

We are not able to attain to Christ's humility, even the best of us, but we can have our own humility, which is the humility of gratitude.  There is nothing tonight that we can do for Christ.  We are not here to do Jesus Christ a favour; we are here because there is much that Christ will do for us, for our healing, for our forgiveness, for our wholeness, for our maturity, and most especially, for the life of our community, that the love of God might be realised amongst us.  

We are brothers and sisters privileged only that Christ is in our midst.   So, let us forget ourselves for a while and allow ourselves to live in his story.  In doing this, we will be cleansed and fed and renewed, and we will learn that the only attitude to hold before God is one of gratitude; that the only posture to strike before God is one of receptivity to all the good things that God has given to us. 

Let us pray...

Most loving God,

In Jesus, you came in the body:

flesh of our flesh, bone of our bone...

We thank you that you did not remain an idea,

even a religious idea,

but walked, wept, and washed feet amongst us.

By your love,

change our ideas, especially our religious ideas,

into living signs of your work and will.

Amen

