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THURSDAY

… the last lap …

For generations once again in the Church of Ireland we will have had a Celebration of Holy Communion on the evening of Maundy Thursday, followed perhaps by the stripping of the altars and a period during which the church remained open and then everyone went home and kept some sort of domestic vigil; people did so until returning to church for a time of devotion on Good Friday and then people again went home until coming to church on Easter Sunday for a bright and glorious celebration of Holy Communion. Something else then happened. In and around the Millennium this all changed and lots more things started to appear: Footwashing and the Blessing of Oils on Maundy Thursday; Walks of Witness through town and city centres on Good Friday often incorporating a range of ecumenical partnerships; a Vigil on Easter Eve, again starting outside churches in public with a fire from which the Easter Candle was lit; Easter Dawn Services by seashores and on mountainsides; and again completing with and culminating in a glorious celebration of Holy Communion on Easter Sunday. 
As many will know there has, for many years, been a walk involving Archbishop Martin and me with a wide range of people from anywhere and everywhere. People walked their own walk, with others and with Christ. People walked from Christ Church to St Mary’s Pro-Cathedral with a Taize Cross and in the cathedral we had Scripture, Prayer and Hymn; when we got to The Pro-Cathedral we had Taize Chant and an opportunity to sit at the foot of the cross. All of these things are energizing and inclusive, church inside and outside the walls, until you are deprived of them and then the loss of them is truly terrible. There is no gathering; there is no community; there is no walking. The Camino has to be internal, in the heart and of the heart. Self-sufficiency is the new gregariousness. Isolation is the new community. We have no idea whatsoever for how long we will have to sustain this symbolic walking. … the last lap … will take us beyond Golgatha and Gethsemane to Emmaus and into Galilee and to the ends of the earth. It feels entirely different and it doesn’t feel very fulfilling. It is not that it is not as real as The Scriptures are real, it is just that it has no movement and no togetherness. We struggle and it is better to admit it than not to admit it. 
I want now simply to draw out a few thoughts to leave with you for your digestion spiritually on a day where social distancing is as important and needs to be as rigorous as on any other day; yet it leaves us with no footwashing, with no distribution of oils for baptism, catechumens, sick, with no receiving of bread and wine. All is now virtual in our earthly world but our faith is that all remains real in the heavenly world on earth. We still have the duty of witness, discipleship, proclamation, care and justice. Our enrichment and our responsibility remain the same. We simply need to find new ways of understanding and new ways of expressing the meaning and the integrity at the heart of the symbol. Because the symbols will be there when we gather again in real time and in real space. 
The Footwashing is the bedrock Gospel Reading in the Readings for today, Maundy Thursday. And it is no surprize. Maundy derives not from the English word Money but from the Latin word: mandatum meaning commandment or something entrusted to you for whatever purpose. Here it is clear that the purpose is footwashing and footwashing symbolizes service, servanthood, slavery in fact as the voice of leadership. Now were we to take all the Readings for today, we would have The Passover from The Old Testament, the words of Institution from 1 Corinthians 11 along with The Footwashing from St John. This is the wider framework but the Word of God as The Gospel of the Day is The Footwashing. This tells us something. The Gospel of Jesus Christ is in our midst even when we gather as a virtual community. It is not a question of taking your pick: towel and feet as service or bread and wine as sacrament. Service and sacrament march together. We cannot play a sacramental life off against a life of service. It just does not work like that as both belong together. And as Holy Week is much more virtual this year, we have to take the opportunity to make it more symbolic and real and not simply watch it pass by the window, like a fox in the garden when we are cocooned inside.
I suggest that service is our calling of both Footwashing and Communion in these days of the coronavirus when service of others, in whatever ways are possible and whatever ways are proper, is the way forward. We are at home; we are effectively locked down and locked in; we are serving others and being fed in our faith by compliance to the purpose of the common good and the safety of more. We have no real sense of the direction in which we are going. This means that the small picture is the only picture. We need to take charge, piece by piece, of our own small picture. But, as we have been confined to our house or apartment or bed, we may be learning something we never thought of before; we may be learning something entirely new: It is more blessed to receive than to give when all our lives we have been told: It is more blessed to give than to receive. Would it not be rather exciting to learn something different and to accept it as equally true of God as well, in the heart of a crisis where our hearts are torn for those who suffer in the panic of breathlessness, in the aloneness of dying and in the exhaustion of incomprehension. The coronavirus makes no difference of age, creed or colour. The most effective service and sacrament we as Christian people can offer at this time is prayer and thanksgiving in a landscape of fear; hope and gratitude to those from whom we receive; simplicity and support to those whose personal and professional contribution we admire and respect so very much in all front line services. God works through them; God is in them; they are responding as free and dedicated human beings to other human beings whom they never knew and with whom they may never ever speak and who may never speak to them. This is The New Gospel.  
So then, and finally, what is The Footwashing at a time of heightened hygiene consciousness when Handwashing is our first calling? I think it is first of all compliance with Regulations. But it is also a specific form of remembering and this is entirely and properly Eucharistic. It is to remember to remember those who have both dignity and needs that have nothing to do with the coronavirus and to remember these for the sake of the people themselves. Other needs happen. Children are born. Nature comes back to life with light and heat. The migrant migrates still in his and her own head and heart. All of this continues. 

Do this in remembrance/ in memory of me … There are many people to remember and many situations to remember in and through Jesus Christ on this day of Institution of The Holy Communion. Let us savour these words as follow:
He instituted, and in his Holy Gospel commanded us to continue, a perpetual memory of his precious death until he comes again. … until he comes again … on this … the last lap … a new horizon opens again, the return of The One who prepares to depart. 
