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Our Holy Thursday readings present us with three tension-filled texts. The first speaks in the voice of God, who declares that he will destroy the first-born of every household In Egypt except for those whom he chooses to save and to deliver from the unjust rule of Pharoah. The Chosen are to identify themselves by marking their homes with the blood of a lamb, sacrificed and eaten.  In the second reading, St. Paul reminds believers solemnly that they participate in the death of Jesus as well as in his resurrection. And, of course, our gospel passage – portrays the intimate bonding of Jesus with his disciples through his lesson on the true meaning of humble service in the reign of God – a graphic display of the working of the power of God.
Jesus’ hour had come! 

Jesus’ example of washing the disciples’ feet is an incredible act of tenderness when they needed a little TLC.  Jesus does for them what the anointing woman did for him. They will long remember what he does. He was, in his own anguish, totally present to them. It is what friends do for friends! It is an intimate act of inclusion and intimate friendship which speaks to his role in linking them intimately with his Abba God. It powerfully foreshadows the cross.

Kneeling there and washing their feet, Jesus acknowledged in a  very personal way how each of them had walked with him, and the path that each was being asked to walk in the days and months and years ahead.

There was a death pall over their conversation that night – not unlike that which hovers over the approaching death of any loved one. The word of hope in the passage is that Jesus had come from God and was going to God – as are we all! There is of course also the sadness of betrayal in the atmosphere, but it cannot overcome the truth that Jesus was going to God, firmly asserting the faith that our hope is surely that our relationship with God through Jesus will triumph over all pain and betrayal. 

Something to focus on in this touching example of God’s compassionate concern for us is that God, through Jesus, is our humble servant!  The humility of God’s self -  as exemplified by the humble and intimate relationality of Jesus with his disciples -  calls us all do the same. Our authority as bearers of the Good News depends on our own self-emptying. We are called to follow Jesus in humility. The humility of God is really about God’s relationship to the world, and God’s fidelity to the world, even when everything in the world seems to fail. Jesus makes clear that his washing of the disciples’ feet calls them to wash each other’s feet.
This very same gospel passage has inspired Franciscan theologian Ilia Delio to comment in her book, The Humility of God, that, without humility – without being in touch with one’s real self and with one’s relatedness to and interdependence with all that is, one cannot truly know how to serve. Noting that the humility of Jesus, in washing the feet of his disciples, and making clear to Peter and all the rest that if they are not washed by him, they will have no part in his promise, Jesus defines divinity itself as humble service. Jesus implies that God is a humble God, totally bound up with us and vulnerable because of it.  The humility of Jesus is divine; and Jesus calls his disciples to become divinized by doing as he does. So, to be divinized, as Delio puts it, “is to be Christ for others in all Christ’s humility and compassion, going to the margins, touching the untouchable, willing to lose one’s life for the sake of the gospel. Only then, can we, as ministers of the gospel, share the consciousness of that divine spark that we are as images of God, with the world.” 
We must be contemplative. We must listen and learn and find God over and over again in the ordinary , says Delio, – even in the scary. We must, as Jesus tells us, wash each other’s feet! And it doesn’t stop there with an aha moment. We are indeed on a journey – a journey together, every bit as much on a journey as the People of God who left Egypt headed for the Promised Land. We must find our way forward together – together with those with whom we agree and with those with whom we have some differences.
The significance of God’s humility and loving compassion cannot be overstated in a world of evolution, suffering and plurality in a fragmented, complex and changing world. It is indisputable that good people are vulnerable to suffering. The question is, where is God in all of this human suffering? Is this of concern to God? Where does God stand on dealing with difference? Richard Rohr notes that Francis of Assisi, who admittedly did not live in a world of globalism and the threat of nuclear war, did live in a society  of clear and unmitigated class distinctions. Through his life in Christ, Francis came to see that Christ cannot be limited to a single human person, or race or gender or ethnicity, but rather, Christ encompasses the whole creation. Nowhere is this more evident, says Rohr, than in Francis’ Canticle of the Creatures. By entering into the heart of Christ, Francis found Christ at the heart of the world, and that to be a Christian is to find Christ in every person and living creature, and to be in union with  Christ is to experience God’s goodness throughout creation,  not just in a church. “Christ, the crucified and risen incarnate Word of God, encompasses the whole creation, and until we live in relation to this Christ, we will continue to experience the increasing irrelevance of Christianity.”
“The Christian,” insists Rohr, “is one who lives out of a God-center, one in whom Christ lives anew, and this God-centered one is actually engaged in christifying the universe- helping it to achieve its goal in Christ so that God may be all in all.”
Delio agrees. She writes, “Divinization – being in spirit and truth an image of God - is what Christian life is ultimately about. The universe continues to falter and stumble in its movement toward Christ because we Christians are often unaware that to be divinized is to live passionately, to be intimately involved in the world, to sacrifice our lives if necessary for the sake of the gospel. 
Divinization contradicts any culture that thrives on privatism and individualism.” 
To live in God’s humble love, one must live in attentiveness, in openness and relationship: attentiveness to the presence of God in the details of the fragile human person, openness to the ways God is both hidden and revealed in creation, and relationship to the God incarnated in our neighbors, our family, and our community members. In each of these, we are called to love in a spirit of compassion, forgiveness, tenderness and care. As God bends low to love us where we are, we must allow God to live in us in every way. It is the role of Christians to publicly witness to the humility of God’s faithful love, and this is nothing short of making Christ live anew. As early Father of the Church, Gregory of Nyssa taught, “ Christianity is the imitation of God’s nature.”
Amen.
