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Maundy Thursday - 3/20/08

St. David’s

In the name of the God who rules by serving.  Amen.

As most of you know, I am a proponent of both science and

religion.  Not only do I believe that there is no conflict between the

two, but I am convinced that if we are going to widen our expanse of

knowledge in either of these disciplines, we must be willing to utilize

the discoveries found in the other.  For example, the relatively new

field of quantum physics has greatly expanded the way I understand

humanity’s relationship to God and to God’s earth.  But in the end, I

agree with Chief Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., who was fond of

saying, “Science makes major contributions to minor needs.  Religion,

however small its successes, is at least at work on the things that

matter most.”

Science creates theories and then attempts to prove them to

provide us with knowledge and facts.  But religion, despite what some

have suggested, is not chiefly about facts.  It is about meaning. 

Religion exists so that we may discover the significance of our lives,

the things that matter most.  It attempts to answer the major
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questions of our existence.  Why are we here?  What is our purpose?

When we get caught in the trap of viewing religion as if it were

another branch of science, as if its chief function is to create laws,

religion loses its purpose.  Tonight, Jesus reminds us what matters

most.  He informs us one last time what religion is supposed to be all

about.  Tonight, Jesus gives meaning to our lives and captures the

essence of both Judaism and Christianity.

All of us know the story.  We know what is going to happen

tomorrow.  I don’t think there is much doubt that Jesus knew too.  He

knew what he was risking when he went back to Bethany to heal his

dear friend Lazarus.  He knew how the Roman officials were going to

respond to his staged anti-parade on Palm Sunday.  He knew what

Roman military leaders did with anyone who took part in subversive

acts against their rule.

That is why for me, tonight is the most meaningful moment in our

entire tradition.  Jesus knows full well that this is his last chance.  As

with anyone who is staring death directly in the face, Jesus

desperately wants to summarize his entire life’s mission for his
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disciples.  He wants to be certain that the disciples remember

everything that he has taught them.  He has only one evening, and a

short one at that, to capture the essence of his ministry, the heart and

soul of his religious teachings.

For a Christian, this is it.  If we are serious about our religion

answering life’s ultimate questions, we need to immerse ourselves

totally and completely in what Jesus says and does on this most

important of all nights.

What he says has become known as the high priestly prayer.  It is

a summary of the two central points that Jesus continually makes

throughout his ministry.  First, we are to never forget that Jesus loves

us in the most intimate way imaginable.  The God of Judaism and

Christianity is not a remote being separated from us by time and

space.  Our God, Jesus reminds us, is present with us in our daily

lives.  Second, just as Christ loves us, we are to love each other.  And

herein lies the answer to that ultimate meaning question.  Our central

purpose in life, according to Jesus, is to care for and love each other. 

Not just our friends and those who treat us well, but even our enemies
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and our Judas’.

Jesus also knows though, that words are not enough.  If his

disciples and we are going to remember tonight forever, we need

something that will indelibly hold these words in our psyches.  We

need some memorable action that will symbolize everything he has

said and done in his life.  Jesus chooses two simple symbols to

capture it all.  He begins with the most common form of community

found in antiquity, the meal.  Whether that meal is a Passover Seder,

as the synoptic Gospels suggest, or whether it is the ancient Jewish

practice of a friends meal, as suggested in tonight’s Gospel, we are not

sure.  But in either case, Jesus capture’s life’s ultimate meaning

through this action.  The meal is not just a gathering of the community,

but it is a symbol of every meal Jesus has taken part in for the last

three years.  It is our reminder of all those meals Jesus had with

people he wasn’t supposed to eat with, with beggars, pimps, drug

dealers and even, women.  We are to recall the day he shared a meal

with 5000 people, feeding them so much food that everyone ate until

they could eat no more.
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Through this ultimate symbolic act, Jesus once again, captures

for us life’s ultimate meanings.  First, our Christ invites everyone to the

table, no matter who we are, no matter what we have done, and he

provides for each of us abundantly.  How does Christ continue to do

that today?  Through each of us.  We are called to be his hands and

feet in the world.  This last meal with the disciples is our calling card

to feed everyone we meet, both physically and emotionally.  “Do this in

memory of me.”

This is the ultimate meaning behind the meal that we share

together each week.  Communion is the symbol of everything we are

as Christians and it is what matters most.  Unfortunately, often in the

history of the church, we have perverted our most important symbol by

trying to make it something else.  We have reversed the meaning

Jesus gave it by creating rules that someone must follow to

participate in it.  We have perverted its meaning by suggesting that it

is not a symbol at all, but instead a reality.  We have made ridiculous

theological statements about a real presence or some sort of chemical

change taking place in the bread and wine that cause it to literally
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become something else.  But all of that is turning communion into

science.   When we do so, we reduce religion’s role from answering

major questions, as Justice Holmes said, into minor ones.  If

communion is to have the meaning that Jesus gives to it tonight, it

must remain for us a symbol of a much deeper reality.  

Communion is also not an elixir that makes us better people just

by taking part in it.  It is as SYMBOL of what we are to do to become

better people.  It is our constant reminder that when we walk out that

door tonight, we are called to bring this food and abundance to all the

world.

Finally, Jesus gives us one last symbol to change us at the core

of our being.  The act of foot washing is uncomfortable for each of us

on so many levels.  It makes us feel vulnerable and maybe a bit

embarrassed to allow someone to interact with us on such an intimate

level.  I am well aware that even here at St. David’s, some do not come

to this service because exposing themselves to this level of intimacy

is just too much.

But in antiquity, there is so much more going on in the symbol
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that Jesus performs tonight than just embarrassment.  For starters,

this is a role reversal to end all role reversals.  No one but slaves, or if

no slaves were available, women, ever washed someone’s feet.  This

was particularly true in the ritual friends meal depicted in John’s

Gospel.  So when Jesus wraps that towel around himself, he is taking

the meaning of life and turning it on its ear.  

But even that is not the half of what’s going on tonight.  If you’ve

ever seen historical depictions of life in the Middle East in antiquity,

you know that people dumped their garbage -- all kinds of waste people

generate -- into the streets.  People walked through it, in sandals. 

When you went to someone’s place to eat a meal, all of that stuff,

would be washed off by the lowliest person in the household.  Washing

someone’s feet was, to put it in indelicately, a crappy job.  If there

remained any doubt as to the lengths that Christ will go to care for us,

this last symbol says it all.

Foot washing in antiquity is the ultimate symbol of humility and

servanthood.  “Do this too,” Jesus tells us, “in memory of me.”   The

act that we take part in, in a few moments, is one of the most powerful
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things in which I have ever taken part.  I have seen conversions of

spirit take place in the midst of this act.  But like the symbol of the

Eucharist, to realize its full significance, we must remember that it too

is a SYMBOL.  It is the symbol of how we treat everyone and

everything in God’s creation, once we leave here.

As we enter into these mighty acts, my prayer is that they will

change you as much as they have me, and that they will give each of

us the courage to carry Christ’s love to a world that desperately needs

it.  Amen.    
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