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April 2nd 2026 celebrant and preacher: the archbishop
St John 13.5: Then Jesus poured water into a basin, and began to wash his disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel…

MAKING A GO OF LENT
The Season of Lent can get the better of us just because it is so long-drawn-out. If this has happened to any of us who gather today to offer back to God our God-given ministries in the mother church of the dioceses, I suggest that we try our best next year to give Lent a more concerted ‘go’ from the outset. Earlier effort becomes easier habit. This can all modulate into settled satisfaction and definitive discipleship – both of which are good qualities and excellent achievements - if we take the plunge and make a start – early. I suggest taking it simply – say the Collect of Ash Wednesday every day and keep reassuring yourself that Lent is about love and not about hatred; because the Lenten Collect which we are still saying tells us that God hates nothing that God has made; be a disciple and set aside the shackles of leadership. Give following a try! Lent is not the time for leaders, it is the time for followers. You might enjoy it. It is somewhat different from filling out unending on-line forms to fulfil all administration, after all. 

PALM SUNDAY
And it is Palm Sunday which shows us that Holy Week is also the time for servants. It is from the servant-followers that the servant-leaders come. After all, they are the same people. Again, a simple suggestion: read Philippians 2.5-11, the Epistle for Palm Sunday, next year on each of the first three weekdays of Holy Week as well as on the Sunday. It draws us into understanding that self-emptying is the road to personal and Christly fulfilment. Not only is it the way of the Cross. It is also the way of the Desert come to meet us in The Amazing Everyday (as IKEA would have it) and inspire us as Christ Jesus enters the city. He does so as the Messiah. He addresses the city’s own sense of wilderness which is unfolding and unravelling politically, religiously and socially in real historical time. This is still the spiritual and the imaginative world we inhabit today in 2026. Political, religious and social norms have changed under our feet and yet show entirely recognizable, predictable characteristics. We might think we have moved beyond the pages of Scripture but, time and again, we find that its terrain and its personalities have got there before us. 

OUR CONTEXTS
All of these perspectives coming from Lent and from Holy Week are closer to the contemporary context in which most of us – lay and ordained alike – minister than we might have thought; this is the very same context from which those of us who are chaplains in schools and in hospitals find that those who are in our care come into our care. This is the context that those who join us - from outside of our self-enclosing and often-strangulating ecclesiastical circle - on Maundy Thursday for the act of Foot-washing share with us. Their presence and their thoughts are unique perspectives that they bring to our cathedral here and now and contribute to our common worship. We thank them for them. These are the contexts of the needy and the vulnerable and the homeless that are our calling today, that summon us to rise from the table to embrace and to share and that connect us directly with Christ the Homeless Jesus.  This is what it is to take a basin of water and a towel and to wash feet today. Our culture and our society have done away with repetition as a way not only of learning – we might perhaps forgive this – but also as a way of understanding – and this is harder to forgive – because understanding needs time and repetition is about time carefully and precisely spent. We have decided long ago that we have less time for other people, for listening to their concerns, for delaying with them and, therefore, we find that we have suddenly no time for ourselves either. Lent will have given us time to correct this misapprehension and this misconception. St John 13 is a text with which we need to grapple again and again. Its repetition is our inspiration to service and to holiness.

GATEWAY
Maundy Thursday is our gateway to the three days that immediately precede Easter. A lot happens in this relatively short, concentrated timeframe. Today represents a step-change. It may seem to offer two contradictory, or at least jarring, events for those who are taking the way of Christ Jesus at this late point in Lent and Holy Week – The Foot-washing and The Institution of the Last Supper. I ask you to view them as complementary rather than contradictory, if you can please. In our parish and institutional settings, it is for each and all of us to conduct these liturgies in the most appropriate local way. We do this for others to appreciate and to take away in their rucksacks. They get a chance to read themselves into the narrative in a living contemporary way. 

Our purpose now is different. The Narrative of the Foot-washing, unique to St John, concentrates our mind this morning on something intrinsic to the ministry that we exercize in a strictly Licensed capacity. Let us focus in on it for now and then go about the rest of our day for and with others. But let us first, each and all, find something of ourselves in this Jesus and something of this Jesus in ourselves. This is why we have drawn aside and given time to ourselves and God. 

PROPHETIC LIFE AND MINISTRY OF JESUS
Three specific features of the prophetic life and ministry of Jesus Christ come to the fore in St John 13. They are those of praying, of watching and of listening. We are now in the part of St John’s Gospel that we refer to as: The Farewell Discourses. It is written as one sustained prayer on the part of the Son to the Father. Ahead of Jesus lies the agonized praying in the Garden of Gethsemane, of course. But in St John 13, his first act of prayer is to treat Judas as an equal and to wash his feet along with those of the other disciples. He continues his prayer by graciously teaching the disciples what is happening to them and to him. His prayer is that they seamlessly continue in the new teaching (novum mandatum) that he has established; and that they move from receiving grace to giving grace; and that all of us here today do precisely the same thing. From this we see that, as with his time in The Desert, prayer is word and action combined. 
    
By taking a towel, Jesus enlivens prayer through giving it the energy to engage with others at the most basic and most abject level which is also at the most realistic level. The action is more than a gesture. It is an inversion and a subversion of role in a way that upends formula in the cause of service. Jesus does this in full recognition that he has come from the Father and is going back to the Father. He does this as God incarnate. He now does what is entrusted to him, it is his mandate, it is that for which he has been living. What he does is to show, by a lowly act of manual work, that everybody matters within the love of God. The feet of Judas are included among the feet that are washed as part of offering the new commandment to the disciples to love one another even as he has loved them. But this prayer in action, this tangible mandate does not go unchallenged, does not get away scot-free. It is contested, as are most acts of love in every church setting that I have ever encountered for ever and a day, by none other than an insider. Peter does not understand. Like most uncomprehending people he takes over the room, takes over the conversation, takes over the simplicity of what is happening and turns it into a nonsense that ultimately is all about himself – of course. 

By taking a towel, Jesus enlivens watching by showing that careful attention matters. This enables Jesus to make both the connections and the distinctions between spying and betrayal. Jesus watches Judas say nothing and leave. Peter says everything and stays. Redemption requires communication and redemption is the gift that Jesus can now communicate to Peter. At least Peter is talking. Jesus is able to respond to Peter in ways that create a platform for this new commandment (novum mandatum) to work. Living in your own silence, like Judas, does not help you but it may take you a lifetime to figure this out. Many people the world over live, by their own choice, in the pressure cooker of their own silence. Many of them think they are doing very well. It is the first and last way to miss out on everything that is happening to you as it happens. This is why I worry so deeply that so few members of these dioceses in fact attend church. It is not for the social aspect. It is for the inspiration poured out by God in a gathering ground with the purpose of enabling them one by one to hear the call to exercize the novum mandatum. Ultimately it is this which inspires anyone and everyone who will hear that voice to speak to others in love. And it is here that Peter is given new life. It is these very silences that erode our witness, our confidence and let The Devil in. 

By taking a towel, Jesus enlivens listening to show us that reading the silences and the ignorances is every bit as important as giving our attention to the main show. The disciples seem not to realize that they are the main show. And again the resonances with today’s church are as clear as daylight because in most church settings it can be just like this:
I don’t like the way he preaches …
I preferred the old rector …
I cannot get used to her, she is so different from what I am used to …
We need someone to take us forward and I don’t see this one doing it …
The church is not the person who is the dartboard at the front of the building. The church is the ship full (or empty) of people who are sitting and standing in the nave. Truths are uncomfortable ,particularly if they are home truths. God and God’s people are the main show working together. 
Jesus also listens to their arrogance and arrogance in all likelihood has not gone away from today’s church: In very truth I tell you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor a messenger than the one who sent him. (St John 13.17) Scripture continues to speak in its voice in our day.

WHENCE AND WHITHER, WHY AND WHEN?
We are entering the most intensely violent time of the Christian Year. We are doing so at a time when The Holy Land is once again subjected to warfare and destruction, cruelty and annihilation – intense violence. This immediate context gives a very specific resonance to our Three Days with Jesus Christ the Son of God and Son of Man. What we could easily miss is the stubborn simplicity of this well-worn narrative from St John 13, a little bit like an old fleece that doesn’t hold the heat as much or as well as it used to, but which is still worth putting into the washing machine one more time in the hope that it will continue to be of service. What is so easy to miss is that The New Commandment has to do with washing – yes of course – but in this washing it has to do with sanctification rather than with purification. It is an interchange of shared holiness graciously given by the Holy One. This is the whole work of Christ Jesus and the new mandate of today. Purification is too antiseptic for the Incarnate Son of God. His opus Dei is sanctification. 

The other counter-cultural thing that we learn is that all ministerial engagement and intervention require a heart for reconciliation and redemption not for retaliation or even for restoration, because the old cannot be brought back. We cannot do this solely on the back of a parable acted out. We need to travel through this evening and Good Friday if we are to stand by the empty tomb and hear the new voice of resurrection to each of us personally: Jesus said, Mary! (St John 20.16)
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