Service on Maundy Thursday, Christ Church Cathedral April 18th 2019

St Luke 7.44: Then turning to the woman, Jesus said to Simon: You see this woman? I came to your house, you provided no water for my feet but this woman has made my feet wet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. 

BREACHING PROTOCOL

The first mention we have of foot washing in the New Testament is this incident in the house of Simon. Foot washing, of course, is already a feature of Old Testament life. Life was dusty, sweaty and much of it outdoors. This incident is particularly important because it relates to a situation in which hospitality is denied and withheld by Simon the Pharisee precisely because a woman of scandal has entered his house and dares to approach Jesus. He is thrown by it. She has taken over the duties of hospitality in a way that, in an instant, changes the course of religious and theological history for ever after. It is she who forces matters around the priority of love and forgiveness over sinfulness and exclusion. It is because of her that we know of Simon, not the other way around. And we get the idea that Simon is a stickler for detail and decorum and status – so he might not like the fact that he is known only by her and by her intuition for initiative.
Foot washing was a feature of church life also from early times and has woven its way back into many church traditions, including our own, in recent years. In the early centuries, foot washing was associated with baptism – of adults overwhelmingly of course – in Africa, in Gaul, in Germany and in Northern Italy and Ireland; in later times some traditions washed the feet of those who were about to receive Holy Communion; and in other traditions the feet of visiting ministers were washed. It has varied uses and has become normalized in our tradition on Maundy Thursday above all days. It has to do with belonging to a household of living and is extended to belonging to a household of faith while arriving as an outsider or an outcast: it is a grace of inclusion, an intuition of trust, a practicality of welcome.
THE INSTINCT FOR INITIATIVE

The instinct for initiative lies at the heart of our acts of worship on Maundy Thursday. One I conduct with you here in the cathedral; the other you conduct on your own, assisted by others, in the parish. I would invite you to carry the spirit of the one into the spirit of the other. In the morning, we wash feet and, in the evening, we break bread. Both are actions and activities where Jesus Christ did something unexpected, unprecedented, unusual – transformative yet predictable, in the middle of something entirely domestic. Coming from within the tradition that had fed him, that had sustained him in what we now call The Lenten Wilderness and in his Movement of Healing and Teaching throughout Galilee and in his regular Visits to The Temple in Jerusalem, Jesus opened up new pathways that we call pastoral and sacramental. He was simply being God incarnate.
As we ourselves today renew and refresh our sense of call to serve and to lead, we would do well to regain and restore such a sense of confidence in what is new and necessary and urgent for the faith once delivered. This is important if we want to impact for good the society and the generation in which we live. This is important if we want to care. I am not talking about big headline issues. I am talking about domestic faith, things that effectively happened in homes and houses – the house of Simon, an upper room in the house of a Christian sympathizer. Maundy Thursday is a time for us to take to heart the radical nature of domestic religion and to use it and to live it and not to crave punching above our weight as if headlines are our right.
THE NEW COMMANDMENT 

St John 13.17: If you know this, happy are you if you act upon it …

This invitation to action, to doing is how Jesus opens up his invitation to the disciples to embrace the turn around in protocols that he has sought to live all of his earthly life: Very truly I tell you, servants are not greater than their master, nor are messengers greater than the one who sent them. (St John 13.16) They need to retain a sense of perspective and understand that it is not about superiority but about service - but they need to seize the moment also. He was able to do this because he himself reversed the roles in his own person: as a master he became a servant, as a sender he became the one who was sent. He opened the way for them to be countercultural. For us, in this Holy Week 2019, the key Scriptural text I suggest is from The Epistle of Palm Sunday, Philippians 2.6: … though he was in the form of God, he did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness … And so the pattern and the model for us in lay and ordained ministry is discipleship of the teacher - followership; in this model, the paradigm has already been inverted, the pancake has already been flipped; we are invited to be followers and we are free thereupon to act, to implement and to lead. 
SIMPLE AND PREDICTABLE 

Twice at least Jesus took simple, predictable domestic rituals and made them his own. You will find countless other examples that never became ritualized. Both of these we commemorate and use today. One is the washing of feet; the other is the breaking of bread. These are household acts in the Middle East. Their very ordinary character and their very basic nature make them the bedrock of ministry because they are the bedrock of life in their day. We come back to them again and again because they hold up for us and to us a mirror in which we can see the face of Jesus Christ in our own faces. But Christianity is also a religion that is lived in the moment; and the moment is the moment of hope in the things that are not seen, as St Paul tells us in Romans 8. 
Church life is all too prone to stagnation. We are all too good at reading ahead on the platform that it has all happened before. There is no future in this planning for the past. Nor is there any future in the repetition of symbols from the past if they are not wedded to prophecies and actions in the present. In most of our parishes, the church year is effectively over once we pass Easter Sunday. Many of us have taken the administrative opportunity to hold our General Easter Vestry well before Easter Day; our parochial desk is tidy. Sun and longer evenings do not help to bring people out to church and, as people far north of the equator, we find it easier to worship in the dark than in the light. This is something of a sadness to me because there are many exciting parts of the Christian story, of our story, still to come: Ascension and Pentecost along with Trinity Sunday and the gradual unfolding of growth and greenery in the Season of Trinity. We need to think of simple acts and domestic rituals that we can share with one another and with those beyond our current knowing in order to keep the story telling itself to new generations daily. But in the meantime, we thank God for the invitation God has given us all to serve – lay and ordained alike. And we pledge ourselves to do this to the best of our ability and by God’s grace in the weeks and years ahead as the light of Christ leads us on.
Exodus 12.14: This day shall be a day of remembrance for you. You shall celebrate it as a festival to the Lord; throughout your generations you shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance. 
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