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It is Thursday in the week we call Holy.  It is the evening before the Passover.  Tomorrow the 

lambs for the Passover meal on Friday evening will be killed.  This will happen at about the 

same hour that Jesus dies on the cross.  In the Gospel of John this timing, so different from the 

story in the other three gospels, is intentional.   Now is the evening before. 

Only Jesus knows what will happen tomorrow.  He’s tried to tell the disciples – several times.  

But denial stands between them and the reality Jesus speaks of.  The disciples don’t want to go 

there – psychologically or physically.  They don’t want to consider what the death of their leader 

will mean.  They don’t want to imagine how they can carry on without him.   

Now is the time Jesus prepares once again, to get them ready for what’s about to happen. 

The power of NOW. The power of the present moment.  Jesus is the Master of taking a moment, 

living it intensely and bringing others with him into it in a way that is so deep and so profound 

that it becomes unforgettable.  Time, Chronos time, clock time, stands still.  Kairos time, God’s 

time, takes over.  And the facts of the moment become deeply integrated with the feelings of the 

moment to become a powerful present. 

All the moments of Holy Week are so public.  Except on Thursday.  Then, it is as if some 

powerful lens zooms in – closer and closer – to a door that opens on an intimate scene in a long-

ago room.  Dinnertime is approaching.  A few close friends and the one they call their leader 

have gathered.  It is just before they will sit down to share a meal.  But the action starts before 

that. We look in on this private, intimate and, in some ways, awkward scene. 

Jesus takes off his outer robe.  It is a moment when the outer world is cast off, laid aside.  He ties 

a towel at his waist – clean, spotless.  He pours water in a basin.  There is silence in the room, 

except for the sound of moving water from pitcher to basin.  Jesus drops to his knees and kneels 

in front of them.  He calls them, one by one, dirty feet and all.  He takes their feet, one by one, 

into his hands, washes them with the water.  The water becomes cloudy.  The towel becomes 

stained. 

Water was a powerful symbol to the Jews.  It was cleansing.  Washing was a ritual.  A ritual of 

purification.  Washing was a symbol every man in that room understood.  Their tradition 

required a cleansing ritual before every meal – but this one would be different, very different. 

“I am about to do a new thing.”  Jesus did not say it.  He just did it.  He showed them. 

Yes, in effect, he was getting them “cleaned up” for something big about to happen.  Yes, he was 

forewarning them about what being a servant of love really meant. But that’s not all he wanted 

them to remember.  He wanted them to remember the act, not just of cleansing, but of caring.   

Whether we are “washed up” or “cleaned up” it is acts of caring that bond us together.  It is acts 

of caring that heal wounds, that nurture, that strengthen, that remind us that we are not alone, that 

remind us that we are worthy of being cared for and worthy of being cared about.  An act of 

caring connects us one to the other.  An act of caring is a thread that is woven into the fabric of 

the life of both the care giver and care receiver – for a moment or for a while or for a lifetime. 



This is not just a passage about servanthood, not just a lesson in servant leadership.  It is a 

passage about how a community gathers and bonds together – particularly in challenging and 

difficult times.  It is an act of commissioning a small band of followers to live together in 

community and show others what love for the good of the whole body looks like. 

Love one another as I have loved you.  Do this in remembrance of me.  These words happen not 

at a table but in a moment of touching, of caring. 

As I imagine the scene, I can’t take my eyes off the center of it – a pair of hands, a pair of feet, 

water and an act of touching.  It is a baptismal act.  Whenever water is involved it is a baptismal 

act.  We are not only cleansed at baptism, but we are made a part of a community and reminded 

that we are part of a bigger whole.  We are integrated into and absorbed within a larger body 

where caring, support, nurturing and strengthening cradle and stimulate our growth – whatever 

our age.  It may take a village to raise a child, but it takes a community – a caring, bonding faith 

community to raise a Christian – of any age. 

This scene of hands and feet in an evening before the world will change – it reminds me of the 

idea that God has no hands or feet.  That we are to be God’s hands and feet in the world.  And 

that God uses our hands and feet to do his work, to care for each other and care for his world.  

This act, this evening so long ago, was at the core of Jesus’ sending forth the disciples.  It was a 

powerful act of commissioning.  They were to remember it when he was gone.   

Look at my hands.  They have been used to touch the water and bread with which Christ wants to 

feed you.  They have been used to touch the water that baptizes, used to mark a baby, a child, an 

adult as Christ’s own forever; to touch one who is dying, to hold and sift soil in this church yard 

onto a casket, onto an urn, over ashes.  They have been used to soothe suffering, to heal, to 

comfort, to transmit God’s strength, to bless and keep you.  They were given to me by God, that 

he may use them.  And he has. 

Look at your own hands.  They were given to you by God, that he may use them.  And he has.  

They have touched others in compassion.  They have wiped away tears (your own and others).  

They have reached out to others in sorrow and in celebration.  They have prepared meals that 

have fed your family, friends, this community of faith and the larger community.  They have put 

salve on wounds.  They have bathed babies.  They have nurtured hope and calmed fears.  They 

have clapped in joy and been wrung in grief.  They have soothed the suffering and held others in 

times of need. 

And our feet – yours and mine.  They’ve walked a mile or two, haven’t they?  They’ve walked a 

lif time.  There may be a few calluses, a few rough spots here and there, but serviceable they are.  

God has used them to get us where he wants us to go, to walk into the lives of others, to walk 

beside or behind him, to walk the labyrinth of life, ever seeking the center where he waits for us, 

blesses us in the center, and then sends us  out to what waits on the outer margins and even 

beyond. 

We follow in many footsteps.  We walk the same territory as others (physically, emotionally, 

spiritually).  We put one step in front of the other on well worn paths.  Sometimes we walk a 

path less traveled, or carve a new one because, as God only knows, someone else may need to 

follow it one day. 



As you leave this evening, go with a new awareness:  of how God uses you and those 

instruments we call our hands and feet.  How is God calling you, how is Christ commissioning 

you to use them?   

This evening, go knowing that Christ has walked into your life, that he has touched your life with 

his.  And that he has done so because he loves you.  He has touched you, washed you, baptized 

with water and his Spirit that you may do God’s work and care for others as Christ has cared for 

you.  Love one another.  Do it in remembrance of Christ’s act of love.  Reach out and touch 

someone.  

-15; Psalm 63:1-8; 1 Cor. 10:1-13; LAnd remember – when you touch the life of 

another in love, it is the touch of Christ.  

 


