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“Jesus Washed My Feet”


Ash Wednesday								      February 17, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


The challenge of the Lenten observation is for us to see ourselves in the story.  What I’m going to do this Passion Season is try to help us get into the story by writing a diary of what I think went through Simon Peter’s mind as he lived the Passion story with Jesus, and then, his reflections become our reflections.  Tonight Peter reflects on the fact that Jesus washed his feet.  The goal is that as we look at the Passion story for this evening, and as I read this thing I’ve written about Simon Peter’s diary and as I comment on it, that each of us will stand before our Lord on this Ash Wednesday and we will say, “He washed my feet.”  The fact that he washed our feet, will humble us before him, draw us closer to him, and help us live more joyfully and more confidently.

The Diary of Simon Peter
“He Washed My Feet”

As I think back to that night in the upper room in Jerusalem, I realize that the events had a much greater impact on Jesus that night than they did on us.  He knew it would be our last night; we did not.  For a long time I felt foolish that I did not see the importance of what was happening.  However, as I learn to live in grace, I now enjoy feeling loved more than feeling foolish or embarrassed.

We all respected Jesus.  We were convinced in our hearts that we would do anything and go any place for him.  He was our hero as well as our leader.  We honored him as we could never honor anyone else.  Our goal was to grow to be like him if at all possible.  We looked forward to Passover for the food, for the fun, for the fellowship, and for the chance that Jesus would open up some new ways of thinking for us.  It was hard to be a disciple of Jesus in many ways, but it was also a great deal of fun as well.

I was used to Jesus doing surprising things, but I was not prepared for the way in which he started out that last night together before his crucifixion.  We weren’t used to having someone else wash our feet, but for Passover it would be a special situation and it appeared that arrangements had been made for someone to wash our feet before the meal began.  We were ready to enjoy the fun of this unusual luxury.  But we were not ready for what happened.

The most honored and respected person among us humbled himself to wash our feet.  As I watched Jesus wash the others’ feet, my reaction was physical revulsion.  I was so uneasy I was beside myself.  In part I was embarrassed for Jesus.  In part I feared for myself.  If Jesus would do such a thing, did that mean he would expect the same of me?

I rejected the whole process out of hand.  I said with all firmness, “You will never wash my feet!”  I had more pride than that; I am not that needy.  His answer took me more by surprise than anything up to that point.  He said, “If I do not wash you, you will not be clean.”

I objected because I thought myself too complete to need such a thing, but Jesus countered that I was so incomplete that I could not do without his humble kindness to me.  At that moment the seed was planted in my soul.  I didn’t need Jesus only as a guide or a mentor as though I were a whole person in need of minimal help or direction.  I was incomplete until he completed me; I was unclean until he washed me; I was too full until he filled my emptiness.

The humility of Jesus forced a new and uncomfortable humility upon me as I received from him.  Now I look back over the years and I rejoice that I set aside my view of myself as “the self-made man” to receive from Jesus the completeness, the cleansing, the fullness that only he can give.  Paul said it, but I agree with him:  I gladly set aside all that I was on my own for the joy of being what Christ has made of me.

The season of Lent which we begin this day is a season of repentance and humility.  As Peter reflected on the Last Supper he focused on these words of Jesus and said they were a turning point in his life, “If I do not wash your feet you have not part in me.”  In this statement Peter learned a good deal about himself and he learned a good deal about his relationship with Jesus.  He learned a lesson about humility and repentance—a lesson which we need to learn over and over and over and over.  

First of all, what do repentance and humility not mean?  It does not mean that you question your worth as a human being.  That is not humility.  It is not God’s will that you be down on yourself--that you think negative thoughts about yourself.  It does not make God happy to see you feeling bad about yourself.  It is not God’s will that you think yourself to be less than you are.  You are a creature of God, and as a lady I know once said, “God doesn’t make junk.”  

Humility doesn’t mean that you are somehow to deny your talents.  My favorite author, C. S. Lewis, said, “Humility isn’t a pretty woman claiming to be homely.  It isn’t an intelligent man claiming to be a dunce.  Humility is to take great delight in your own talents.  But as though you had found them to lie in someone else, the humble person can appreciate his talents and thank God for them without in anyway placing himself above another person.”  Your talents have been given to you by the God who created you, and he rejoices in you when you rejoice in them. 

Humility does not mean denying your good qualities.  You should be happy about your good qualities.  God has worked hard to develop them in you.  They are also gifts from a loving God.  They are nurtured by God, and he delights in your good qualities.  If you are becoming patient in your life, if you are developing the Christ-like characteristic of patience, God rejoices with you.  He is happy that he is bringing this thing about in your life.  If God is making you generous, he rejoices in that.  He wants you to rejoice in it.  If God is making you kind, if God is helping you be self-controlled or faithful or compassionate, or just plain thoughtful, if your character is developing in these godly ways, God rejoices with you.  He doesn’t want you to say you don’t have those things.  He wants you to rejoice in them as his gifts to you.  

And humility doesn’t mean that you should down-grade your accomplishments.  It is God’s desire that you have accomplishments.  Your accomplishments are necessary and they are an important part of what God wants to use you for in this world.  God celebrates your accomplishments with you.  He does not want you to deny them.  

Then what is humility and where is the repentance?  Humility is to rejoice in your worth as a person, to use your talents, to nurture your good qualities, and to celebrate your accomplishments—all the while accepting a dependence upon God for every one of those things as gifts from him.  The key isn’t to be negative about yourself; the key is to be positive about yourself--all the while acknowledging your dependence upon God from whom all good things come.  Humility is careful acknowledgement that it all comes from God.  Not that it all came from God, but that it all comes from God—yesterday, today, tomorrow, every day of our lives it all comes from God.

Repentance falls into three parts.  First of all, it is an admission that I forgot how dependent I am on God.  That’s the first part of repentance—I forgot how dependent I am on God.  It is saying I either denied the worth, talents, qualities, and accomplishments that God has given me, or I took credit for them entirely on my own as though I had done it all myself.  The answer for this forgetting is to be reminded.  And that’s the first part of repentance—remembering your dependence upon God.  

The second part of repentance is an admission on our part that considering all that God has invested in me I have actually under-performed, and I have produced a great deal less than God would have reason to expect from me.  This is not to deny any of your worth, your talent, your qualities, or your accomplishments, which can be many and can be God-pleasing.  The second part of repentance is to see that there is a gap.  A gap of some proportion between what God has a right to expect, and what we produce.  That’s repentance.  Even while we rejoice in what we are accomplishing in God’s name, we are aware that we are under-performing.  It is an awareness that we have let God down in thought, word, and deed by what we have done, and what we have left undone in spite of our accomplishments.  And the answer for this is to admit it--to admit it--and to humbly receive forgiveness from God through Jesus.  

And the third part of repentance is an admission that there has been a growing distance between myself and God.  That’s why we mark Lent every year, because every year that distance grows and we hear the voice of God saying, “Come back.  Return.  Turn around.  Let’s close that gap.”  This distancing between ourselves and God can be said in many ways.  One way to say it is, “I don’t want somebody picking up after me.  I don’t need somebody picking up after me.”  And so we distance ourselves from God by that bit.  Sometimes we go through life and we say, “I don’t need your help.  I’m going to take care of this on my own.  Look at how smart I am, and how wise I am, and how strong I am.  I’m going to take care of this myself.”  And just by saying that the distance grows between us and our God.  Sometimes it takes this form.  We come to church week after week after week and it comes time for the Confession of Sins, and by golly we can’t think of one thing to confess.  “I can’t think of one thing.  Near as I can figure, I’m complete.  Near as I can see, God, I’m done.  I’m clean.  I am full on my own.  I wonder what all these other people are confessing.  I can’t think of a thing.”  The answer here is to return back to the place where we all belong—close to God, depending on him, rejoicing in his goodness not our merit.  In the Bible the basic meaning of “repent” is simply “return.”  You’ve moved away a bit or a lot—return, come back, come closer, and come back where you belong.  That’s the message of Ash Wednesday—come back where you belong.

This is what Peter is speaking about in his diary.  For the rest of his life Peter rejoiced, “He washed my feet.”  We come to Ash Wednesday service and we rejoice, “He washed my feet.  I let him, and he washed my feet.”  The turning point for Peter was, “If I do not wash you, you have no part in me,” and we come to Ash Wednesday service and we say, “O Lord, if you do not wash me, I have no part in you, so here I am.”  In Peter we saw the change from respecting Jesus to needing Jesus.  And we come tonight and we say, “I respect you Lord, but I actually need you.  I actually need you in my life.”  For Peter it was the joy of setting aside what we are on our own to be what Christ will make of us.  

I really love this line from the Diary of St. Peter, “However, as I learn to live in grace, I now enjoy feeling loved more than feeling foolish or embarrassed.  I now enjoy feeling loved by God more than I enjoyed feeling self-sufficient.”  And so we return.  Amen
