“Intimacy”
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Those of you who read Chris’ Easter letter, or were here on Palm Sunday know that this Holy Week, Chris and I have been preaching on a theme.  Much like the radio show This American Life, which explores a single theme through different stories—different Acts—we have been exploring the theme of Spiritual Freedom. Tonight-- Act 2: Intimacy.  

When I was serving as an acolyte at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, the Maundy Thursday service became my favorite service of the entire year.  The massive Cathedral interior was made so very warm and inviting.  And each year, I was moved to tears watching the priests kneel on the hard stone floor and wash hundreds of feet.  As an acolyte, I watched, and wept, from the side.  I was waiting for eye contact from a priest, at which I floated across the stone with a fresh, dry towel and a replacement of warm water.  This dance was so moving to me.  The servanthood it embodied was immensely attractive.  Being in service to this ritual was focusing and calming—even comforting.  The altar party—the priests and we, the acolytes—washed the feet of every person in the choir that night….

Except--I have realized since--our own.  The shoes and socks of the altar party remained on the entire time.  None of us had our feet washed.

PAUSE

Fast forward to Maundy Thursday here, among all of you.  It remains one of my favorite services of the year, but, for me, it is no longer all comfort and warmth.  For…here, I must take my shoes and socks off…I must let one of you wash my feet.  And, I admit, that is uncomfortable for me.  

It was uncomfortable for Peter, too.  He initially declines—there is no way Jesus is washing his feet, he says.  But, Jesus continues to push the issue.  Peter accepts Jesus’ gesture in the only way he can—he makes it all about the water—about being washed.[footnoteRef:1]  “Ok!” he says.  “Then wash my hands and head, too!”  But, Jesus is not about the water.  He’s not really even about the servant part—the sacrifice-- in his footwashing gesture.  He is about the relationship that comes with the servanthood—intimate servanthood—the servanthood of God.  For Jesus the footwashing is about a moment of such shared presence and acceptance that Peter exists only in the sphere of God’s love.  [1:  From the New Interpreter Bible’s Commentary on the the Gospel of John.] 


As one commentator put it, “Jesus asks nothing of the disciples other than that they place themselves completely in his hands, that they discard their images of who he is and how one comes to God and give themselves to his ministrations. He asks that they enter into relationship with him on his terms, that they allow their relationship with him to be defined by God's love and God's love alone.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid.
] 


The mandatum that we wash one another’s feet is not about the sacrifice of kneeling down uncomfortably and handling each other’s smelly feet.  It is a mandate that we enter into our relationships with each other on God’s terms—
that our relationships enable us to be defined by God’s love, and God’s love alone—not by where we fall short—not by who we wish we were or who we wish each other would be—not even by what we excel at---but by God’s boundless, incomprehensible love for ourselves and for each other. 

For me, this is what’s so hard about Maundy Thursday.  It is really hard to recieve that kind of love.  To receive it—is to believe it—is to see myself the way God sees me, and then, to yearn for what God wants for me and from me.  

It does not come comfortably to me to see myself the way God sees me—I have been shaped to think that it is cocky, or that it doesn’t leave room for acknowledging where I might still need to grow and learn, or that it somehow diminishes those around me.  Because of these messages, there is a piercing intimacy in claiming my belovedness in the company of another.   

Perhaps some of you can relate to this.  

And yet, to only see you all in God’s love (something that comes joyously and easily to me!) and not see myself in that same love, is to lose my share with Christ.  

For, this is not an anything goes love that simply props up our egos.  It is a love that yearns for each other’s transformation—it not only takes deep joy in all that is just right within us each, but also sees the rough places, and burnishes them with compassion and encouragement. 

This forgiving, patient love is, indeed, God’s love for us.  Jesus knew on that last night with his disciples that one would betray him.  Yet, he washed all their feet—he defined each one of them, even the betrayer, as one inarguably loved by God.

The paradox of the footwashing is that the kind of servanthood that Jesus enacts actually frees us.  If we truly follow its mandate, we are liberated to give up all the definitions of ourselves that limit us, that shrink us, that harden us, that drain us—
and come alive in our defining identity as God’s beloved creations.  And all of us, priests and altar party included, need that redeeming, defining identity in order to be the Body of Christ.

Imagine how your days might be different if you defined yourself and others only as God’s beloved.  What challenges would soften for you?  What conversations would be different if, before you engaged, you imagined yourself gently washing the feet of the one with whom you are speaking, or imagined them, gently washing yours? What parts of you would you be liberated to share with others, if you allowed even them, to be defined only by God’s love and not by the judgment of anyone else?

Tonight, we are mandated to each other’s intimate service, as awkward and difficult as that may be for some of us.  Because, tonight is not for doing something “nice” for the person in front of us.  It is for freeing them.  It is for kneeling down, and with each rub of their feet and pat of the towel, defining that person by God’s transforming love, so that they may define themselves that way, too.  

“For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.”   May it be so.
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