God be in my head, and in my understanding;
God be in mine eyes, and in my looking;
God be in my ears, and in my hearing;
God be in my heart, and in my thinking;
God be in my mouth, and in my speaking;

Based on Hymnal 1982, Hymn 694 God be in my head, and in my understanding
We are gathered here on this night during Holy Week—Maundy Thursday—the first liturgy of the Triduum—as many of us have done year after year, to share the familiar story central to our faith as Christians.  
Some of us come tonight unable to set aside the noise of our hectic lives—lives busy with school, work, family, and inevitable interruptions that make truly hearing the beginning of this powerful three-day narrative difficult.  
Others of us may come tonight to escape the daily chaos, hoping to retreat into the familiarity of the words themselves—to allow the beautiful word play, Greek philosophy, and theology honed from this fantastic narrative to intoxicate our intellect.  This, too, prevents us from truly hearing this story.
Fortunately, our liturgy includes ritual that cuts straight through noisy lives and wakens us from a la-la-land of lovely turns of phrase that have become as familiar as……..our own feet.

Tonight we join the disciples around the evening meal table, and we hear a mandate from Jesus to wash one another’s feet.  Now if you are anything like me, you thought long and hard about whether or not you would come tonight, knowing full well that you would be sitting here confronted with pitchers of water, basins, and towels, and the baring and washing of feet.

For those of you who didn’t know about the basins of water, towels, and feet, you may feel a bit like Peter, gathered among friends, half listening-half thinking about all he needed to do to get ready for Passover, and hearing, “blah, blah, feet, blah, blah, wash, blah, blah, servant, blah, blah, blah.”

All of a sudden, Jesus is kneeling at Peter’s feet with cloth in hand.  Instantly Peter felt the outrageousness of Jesus’ act.  Here was his rabbi, his teacher, his master on his knees doing something only a servant would do!  Instinctively, Peter knew that what was happening was completely backward and upside down and he blurted out as much, challenging Jesus that his actions were just plain crazy.

Having heard the entire story, we know by his incredulous comment to Jesus that Peter failed to comprehend—with sight, hearing, mind, and heart—the radical love being practiced by Jesus.  And I imagine, if we were in Peter’s place, regardless of the number of times we have heard the story and participated in this drama that we would be just as blown over as Peter.
During supper Jesus…got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around himself.  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. 

After he had washed their feet, had put on his robe, and had returned to the table, he said to them, “Do you know what I have done to you?”  

Of course they didn’t. 

Feet are disgusting.  Feet can be smelly, gnarled, swollen, blistered, accompanied by warts and fungi.  We can pedicure, pumice, and paint them—and I know many people who do just that prior to this service—but in the end, they are still feet.  
I suspect when we think about washing feet, the disturbing part is not the actual touching and washing of another person’s foot—no, the discomfort comes as we imagine someone else literally stooping down—kneeling down—to touch and wash our feet.

In our culture, feet are more private and complicated than sexualized body parts.  I dare say we see more breasts and backsides in public than bare feet.  We frequently see people in public touching the former but rarely the latter.  Living in an age where connecting with people on Facebook is considered knowing and being known by others, we have a fairly warped sense of intimacy. 

And so it is—Jesus’ actions unsettle us to the core. 

Perhaps for this reason, we posit our hang-ups with this mandate, from which Maundy Thursday derives its name, on feet, because it is easier to be unsettled by bodily insecurities than shaken to the bone by a deep abiding love:  
A love so unwarranted and undeserved that we call it pure grace.  
A love so encompassing that there is absolutely nothing we can do and no place where we can hide to escape it.  
Acceptance so complete that even though we are total screw ups—in full light of our short comings/ all those things we have done and all the things we have left undone/ and the things we personally consider so awful that we try to keep them hidden from ourselves—with all that—wide open and in plain sight—God loves us truly and irrevocably.

Tonight, as the Triduum begins, all of God’s efforts to woo us up until this point—
the wonders of creation; 
provisions and safe harbor during periods of exile; 
prophets making the crooked straight and the rough places plain; 
God incarnate in the person Jesus—God in the here and now modeling by example, sharing parables, performing miracles;

—despite all these efforts, we still don’t fully grasp the love of God.  And in this last ditch effort to convey that love to us, God kneels before us, in the person Jesus, to cradle our feet and tenderly bathe them in life giving water—our smelly, funny looking, calloused feet—and simply asks us to love one another with the love that has been modeled for us.

“…if I, your Master and Teacher, have washed your feet, you must now wash each other’s feet. For I have laid down a pattern for you. What I’ve done, you do.” 
Priest and blogger Debra Dean Murphy writes, 

In the midst of [Peter’s] misunderstanding and [Judas’] double-cross, Jesus sinks down to the lowliest of places to reveal not only the nature of servant leadership in the Kingdom [of God] but the very meaning of his death. Into the chaos and confusion of human existence the God of heaven stoops to dwell; into deceit and double-dealing, into the misery, fraud, and loneliness of our small lives–into this and more the Word became incarnate, and lived among us “full of grace and truth.”
 

It is easy for us to be like Peter, resisting and pushing against that which we don’t understand. Daily we say to the One who formed us out of the dust and breathed life into us, “You’re not going to wash my feet—ever!”
But the catch for us is the same as it was for Peter.  
Unless we experience the love of God, we cannot possibly love and care for one another.  Jesus said, “love one another in the same way I have loved you.”  Literally and metaphorically, if we, like Peter do not allow ourselves to be washed, we cannot be a part of what Jesus is doing.  It is only through the full experience God’s love—the radical, outrageous, and uncomfortable love of God—that we can follow Jesus’ command to love others in the way we are loved.
For us tonight, that means taking a risk.  
I encourage you to be courageous.  I invite you to take part fully in the washing of feet that will begin in a few moments.  It may very well feel awkward and uncomfortable.  And therein lies the transformative power of this annual ritual.  As we look at our own feet in the hands of another, we are confronted with an intimacy and radical acceptance that is found no where else in our culture.  As we experience God’s boundless love tonight, may we go from this place, inspired to love others, as we have been, and will continued to be, loved.

Amen.
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Debra Dean Murphy, Maundy Thursday is for April Fools, March 29, 2010.  
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John 13:1-17, 31b-35
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