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Exodus 12:1-8,11-14; 1 Corinthians 11:23-26; John 13:1-15; Psalm  116 

I don’t know about anyone else. But I am always a little surprised when I open the Lectionary to look at the readings for Holy Thursday, the Mass of the Last Supper. I expect the story of the institution of the Eucharist. And to some degree it’s there, of course, in our second reading. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians actually predates the writing of any of the Gospels; so when we hear the words that Paul attributes to Jesus -- This bread is my body. This cup is my blood. Do this and remember me. – we’re certainly brought into the Eucharistic spirit of what happened at the Last Supper. 


But I am still surprised. For the Gospel this evening – what we proclaim as the Good News of Salvation – isn’t  about the institution of the Eucharist. No, it’s about a far simpler, less mystical, much earthier, hands-on act.  The Good News of Salvation for us  this evening is about something as mundane as washing feet.

When I was training as a massage therapist in the early 90’s, I learned more than I ever knew about human feet. I learned, for instance, that our two feet are very complex examples of magnificent engineering.  Each individual foot contain 28 bones, 3 weight-bearing arches, 112 ligaments, 20 muscles, and 7,200 identifiable nerve endings. Our feet are engineered to literally give a spring to our step. Unlike flat-footed creatures like chimpanzees or horses or cows, our feet are arched, so that when we walk, we send energy from the earth reverberating up and through our bodies. Upright walking as we do it is a uniquely human activity. 
I was also taught always to start a full-body massage at a person’s feet. Because the feet are so far removed from the heart & lungs, from the belly & the gut, they are almost always the safest, most non-threatening area in which to start a massage. With all those nerves and muscles in there, having the feet touched  can almost immediately induce a state of deep relaxation that preps a person for the rest of the massage.  You would think that with all the walking and weight-bearing that feet do, people would be dying to have them oiled, rubbed, washed, cared for, and attended to. But not everyone does.

I remember a client, whom I’ll call Pauline, who just would not let me touch her feet. She was a mother of four; a nurse by profession. She volunteered at her church’s food pantry, and was very active in peace & justice issues in her community. She was a hospice volunteer, and was absolutely beloved by all who came in contact with her. From the time she came to see me, she allowed me to give her a massage on every part of her body. And yet, like Peter in this evening’s Gospel, she said to me for more than a year, you will never touch my feet.  
Eventually, I came to understand what was going on. My client, Pauline, just could not reverse the roles she had played for so long. She was the mother, the helper, the nurse,  the one who did-for-others, gave-to-others, lived-for-others. Foot massage opened, for her, a world of vulnerability. She was simply afraid that if she allowed another to care for her to that degree, she might expose herself as needy, and thus allow another to see her brokenness. For all her healing gifts, she too was wounded, and in the face of her all-too-human woundedness, she said, I will never allow you to serve me in this way. You will never  touch my feet.  
Over time, Pauline came around. But her story has stayed with me to this day, because I think this is the full message that Jesus gave us at the Last Supper. His was not just a message of humble service to one another. It was also a message of humble acceptance of our own neediness, our own vulnerability and our own need for others  to calm and soothe and heal us by the washing of our feet – however that happens in our lives. When Jesus says, I have washed your feet, you should wash each other’s it implies that there are washers and washees. We are called to both – called to offering  humble service, and called to receiving the ministrations of others. 

We all grew up in a culture where we were taught that it was better to give than to receive. And it does seem easier for most of us – especially church-goers – to be washers than to be washees. And yet we look at Jesus in his everyday life. True, he healed those who were sick, fed those who were hungry, forgave those who were caught in sin, cured a centurion’s daughter, even raised Lazarus from the dead. All wonderful, caring, compassionate acts of service that Jesus performed. But we also look at Jesus receiving a cup of water from the Samaritan woman at the well. We look at his eating the lunch that Martha prepared. We see him grateful for the ministrations of a woman who washed his feet with her tears, and honored by Mary when she anointed his head with oil. Jesus doesn’t give Pilate or Herod the chance to do him any favors. But he gratefully accepts Simon of Cyrene’s carrying of his cross, Veronica’s wiping his face with her veil, the women of Jerusalem crying for his pain, even the gift of a tomb from Joseph of Arimethea. Jesus washes the feet of his followers. But he allows his own feet to be washed as well. Jesus lives a life of humble service; but in the fullness of his humanity, he is not immune to being cared for by others. 
In just a few minutes, we will wash each other’s feet. We will remember that in Jesus’ own words, we are to offer humble service – however that need presents itself --  to each other because he has first offered it to us. But we will also remember that Jesus asks us to allow ourselves to receive the love of others in our moments of vulnerability as well.
We are creatures of warts, moles, freckles and all manner of imperfections. And quite naturally, we want to hide these. We want to maintain our personal illusions of strength, of self-sufficiency, of  independence. And yet it was not until Pauline could receive a foot massage, not until Peter could allow his feet to be washed, that either of them could have a real part in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. It is not until we open ourselves  to others in our fears, our anxieties, our pain, our insecurities, our needs, and we allow others the joy of serving us, that we really know what it means to be fully a part of the Body of Christ. 
So as we move into our foot washing ritual this evening, let’s try to be present to Jesus’ invitation to wash and to be washed. This evening, we are asked to kneel in humble service; but we are also asked to sit and allow ourselves to be served. And during our ritual, let’s try to hear the words of Jesus at his last supper with his disciples saying to them and to each of us, Do you understand what I have done for you? I have given you an example, that you should do as I have done to you. Wash. Be washed. And in this giving and receiving, come together to form my Beloved Community.
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