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“Do you know what I have done to you?”, Jesus asks his disciples. I sure don’t know. I can dimly grasp what he has done for me, but I don’t know what he has done to me, except to open my life up, expand the boundaries of my life far past any limits I would comfortably set for myself. I could easily wish myself back in Nashville tonight, where everything is so wonderfully and joyfully familiar. But that very familiarity is itself a trap. It acts like a set of blinders, keeping us from seeing what we don’t want to see. Keeping us from considering just what Jesus is doing to us. Because maybe one of the things Jesus is doing to us is keeping us a little bit uncertain, a little bit unsettled, a little bit off balance, so that we become prone to throwing out our hands for support. Reaching out for Jesus, certainly. And discovering, in doing so, that we can’t avoid grasping the hand of our neighbor.
Tonight is apt to throw us all a little off balance, isn’t it? John doesn’t tell us of the institution of the Lord’s Supper, instead he gives us the story of the washing of feet. Both stories are meant to convey the same truth, but thanks be to God we don’t have to wash feet every week! Eating together is important, it forges the links that make us a family, a community in Christ. We are familiar with eating together. We are not familiar with bathing together. Yet both are the same in that they open up the life of Jesus to us in the most immediate and intimate ways. Jesus draws the bath, and is himself the water that washes us clean. Jesus sets the table, prepares the meal, and is himself the food that makes us strong. And then we are invited to share in this exchange of intimacies, until the line between self and other becomes blurred. Blessed, so that we might bring a blessing. Made whole, so that our lives might be broken open for those in need. Made clean in and by Christ, so that we might get our hands dirty scrubbing away the disguising and disfiguring filth of fear and degradation until again we can recognize the shining and beloved face of Jesus both in our neighbor and in the mirror. This is what Jesus is doing to us by giving himself for us in the most unstinting and uncompromising ways – as the humblest of body servants, as the body and blood we eat and drink. And the magnitude of what he asks from us is only exceeded by the magnanimity with which he gives himself to us. Yes, we reach out to him for strength and support. That’s the plan. And in doing so we discover that we are holding hands. And that, I think, is the whole point.
An observation and a story.

The observation: Notice, please, that Judas is present when Jesus washes the disciples’ feet. When you look in the other gospels, you will also find that Jesus continues to extend the hand of fellowship to Judas, all but begging him not to cut himself off from the table fellowship. Certainly that shows us that nobody is beyond Christ’s love and mercy. It also means that there is nobody, not even our worst enemy, not even the one who betrayed confidences, not even the one who broke our hearts, there is nobody who has no place at this table. All people who come through these doors are to be received as  blessings from God. We must have no expectations they must live up to. Instead we must offer ourselves completely towards the fulfillment of their needs. I feel confident that we are all aware that we must treat all our visitors in this manner. But a real transformation will start to take place in your life when you treat your best friend, who has been coming to this church with you every Sunday for the past fifty years in exactly the same way. Remove the blinders of familiarity and look with the eyes of the Spirit. Each of us is surrounded by beauty to be celebrated and pain to be healed, and all in the most familiar faces.
And so the story. A true story. A man came to see me one Sunday afternoon, as so many did at my church in Nashville. He was looking for a handout. I asked him to sit down with me, got him a cup of coffee. I told him that I had no money I could give him, I was out of clothes to hand out, the food for lunch hadn’t arrived yet, but I could give him my time and attention, and he could worship with us and eat with us later. I said, “If you want, I can be your pastor, and this can be your church.” He jumped out of his seat. WHAT??!! Nobody has ever said anything like that to me! Why did I have to wander the streets of this city for so many years before I found you? He cried a little, and I did, too. This fellow knew just how much he needed what the Church has to offer. Do we?
