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“The World According to John: Do What Jesus Does”
John 13: 1-15

Sunday, April 3, 2011

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

We’ve been spending Lent in the Gospel of John. Up to this point we’ve been looking at some background and overarching themes and concerns of John. We’ve been trying to understand the world John was in and writing for. Next week we are going to look at the central theological core of John, which will help us understand the world he sees yet to be, and what it is that he sees to be the work of God in Jesus.

This week, as we prepare ourselves to participate in the sacrament of Holy Communion, we are going to look at one of the most dramatic differences that occur between John and the other gospels. Now, there are many differences. There is material in some of the gospels and not in others. Locations are sometimes different. Arrangement of the material is sometimes different. But the difference we find in John about the Last Supper is absolutely fascinating.

The Eucharist, Communion, this sacrament, has been central to the Christian celebration and worship since Christians began to gather. Its form follows the story that Matthew, Mark, and Luke lay out. Even before the Gospels were written, Paul talks about it in his first letter to the Corinthians and the appropriate way to celebrate the Lord’s Supper.

Paul admonishes the Corinthians to come to it with reverence and respect. Evidently there were some who were overindulging both in food and drink, leaving some hungry and others becoming drunk. He reminds them of that pivotal time Jesus supped with his disciples, celebrating the Passover, giving meaning to the way that God was going to make a new covenant – a new testament – with creation, giving the words that we often use when we celebrate communion, echoing Matthew, Mark, Luke:
On the night that he was betrayed [Jesus] took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, “This is my body which is broken for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.
I Corinthians 11: 23-26
This final Passover celebration becomes pivotal in the movement of God’s saving work through Jesus. It is so important that it has become institutionalized in our gathering and has become for us a means of God’s grace. The Eucharist, the Lord’s Supper, is the central element around which every worship centers in higher church traditions, less so in our protestant traditions. But even John Wesley, being an Anglican priest admonished his hearers to participate in Holy Communion as often as possible, at least once a week. I am afraid we have let Mr. Wesley down in some respects.
The bread and the cup have become the most important symbols of God’s saving grace in Christian tradition, and yet the Gospel of John speaks nothing of it. Not that the last Passover supper for Jesus and his disciples was unimportant for John. It occupies the same pivotal movement in the drama of God’s act of salvation as it does in the other gospels. It’s just that we hear nothing about the bread and the cup being the signs and symbol of God’s new covenant with the world. Instead, John wishes to focus on something that he thinks represents this new thing that God is doing in Christ. He washes feet.
First, I don’t think we should miss the symbolism that John uses in telling his rendition of the Last Supper. He takes great care in describing this “sacrament” of foot washing, giving a lot of detail to each motion of it. Knowing that his hour had finally come, we read in our lesson, Jesus rose from the table, took off his robe and put a towel around him. The Greek verb used to describe Jesus’ “removal” of his clothes, literally means he “laid them down,” and is the same verb that John uses when he talks about Jesus laying down his life, and connects the foot washing and Jesus’ gift of his life.

I am glad this ritual of foot washing has not become the sacrament we celebrate. It seems all just a little too intimate to me. Yet, there is a part of me that believes that is exactly John’s point. But I’m with Peter who resisted on this one. It is hard to submit yourself to letting someone do something like that. Perhaps it is even a bit embarrassing. One writer told of a nurse friend who commented that many people in the hospital are willing to take their clothes off for an examination, but hesitate to take their socks off.

I also think it is hard for the Marthas of this world. Martha, of Martha and Mary, was the one who complained about Mary not pulling her fair share of the work because all she did was sit, infatuated, at Jesus feet. The usual role of women was to serve others. It is a challenge to receive servant ministry instead of giving it.
Only when confronted with Jesus’ mild rebuke does Peter do a 180º turn and volunteer to submit himself to a whole bath. Jesus response is that he is clean and only his feet need washing, as would be true walking with sandals on dusty roads. But the mood changes as Jesus takes the opportunity to share that not all of you are clean. John, in his Jesus-knows-all approach, inserts his commentary to make sure the reader understands that, even now, Jesus knows the heart of Judas and what he will do.

This is very interesting to me. We don’t have time to flesh this out today, but it is interesting. What is John trying to communicate as Jesus knew Judas was about to betray him, he still stooped to wash his feet? He still practiced this intimate, hospitable act of servant-hood to Judas? It is crazy enough that the “master” the “teacher” would wash anyone’s feet. To provide such an act to one who wishes you harm adds another dimension.

After Jesus washes all of the disciples’ feet he again takes up his robe and his place at the table. He again assumes the role of teacher. He acknowledges the position he has with the disciples as “Lord” and “teacher” and then makes a very direct application of the lesson to be learned. 

To paraphrase, Jesus says, “You are right to call me teacher and Lord. That is the hierarchy of things. And it is true that a servant is not greater than his master. And yet I bowed to wash your feet as a servant. What I did for you, I want you to do for one another.”

It is hard to escape the direct ethical admonition of this passage. You are blessed when, no matter who you are, no matter what rung on the social ladder you occupy, you will lower yourself to serve and care for one another, when you are willing to put yourself on the rung below another in order to raise them up.

But there is more than the ethical admonition going on here. Here John articulates the whole point of “God with us,” his whole emphasis of the Word made flesh, the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ. It is an invitation to participate in an intimate relationship with Jesus that mirrors the intimacy of Jesus relationship with God. The foot washing reveals that Jesus does not hold back love for the disciples, and it is this love that holds the promise of new life. 
As the New Interpreter’s Bible comments, Jesus asks nothing of the disciples other than that they place themselves completely in his hands. He asks that they enter into relationship with him on his terms, which is that they allow their relationship with him to be defined by God’s love and God’s love alone. The foot washing removes the possibility of distance between Jesus and his followers, and brings them face to face with the love of God for them. Peter’s initial response and Judas’ mentioned betrayal make clear that accepting this gesture of love and hospitality is indeed a challenge for those who follow Jesus.

The call to service cannot be separated from the call to participate with Jesus. The call is to embody the love and service of Jesus for one another. Jesus does not simply issue a general call for service, he issues a call to give as he gives, to love as he loves.

It is interesting. John makes no reference to the bread and cup as the signs of this new covenant. And yet it is John’s rendition that the church has claimed when we reenact that Last Supper during Holy Week. We call it Maundy Thursday. “Maundy” a Middle English word from the Latin mandatum, meaning commandment. For a little beyond our Scripture lesson today, as John completes the story of the Last Supper, Jesus says, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you should love one another.”
When you eat this bread and drink this cup, do so in remembrance of me.

I pray it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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