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Throughout the season of Lent, we have been asking the question: What does a Christian look like? And in answer to that question I have been talking about some characteristics called “marks of Grace.” These are identifying marks that show to the world that we belong to Jesus and that we are his followers. The new birth, growth, God’s word, prayer, generosity, forgiveness.
And today, ministry. The followers of Jesus follow after his pattern of service to the world. “Ministry” means service. And we often talk about ministry in terms of our spiritual gifts and the things that we do in and through the church. Ministry comes out in a wide variety of ways, from working in the food pantry to teaching Bibleland Adventure, greeting, working on the Session, doing administrative work or working with the teens, working on the building and the grounds. But ministry is not just doing good things in God’s name. It’s really a fundamental shift of perspective about what life is about, and what we are here for. So what I want to talk about today is how that shift takes place.  

To get us going in that direction, I want to pull out a phrase from the reading about the Triumphal Entry (that we have already heard). Think about what would happen if Jesus were to ride into town today? Instant peace and well being? 

Well, what happened when he rode into Jerusalem? Listen to this: “When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking ‘Who is this?’” 
The city was in turmoil. The word that we translate as turmoil, literally means to shake or to quake or to agitate. The Greek word behind our English “turmoil” is not used often in the Bible, and when it is used, it generally refers to a literal shaking, like an earthquake. Picture Japan or Haiti. But here in Jerusalem, there’s a different kind of shaking going on. Picture Libya or Egypt or Tunisia. Simply by riding into Jerusalem on a donkey, Jesus has put the city of Jerusalem, and the whole world, on notice. The King has come, and that means a governmental upheaval. But it’s not the kind of upheaval that anyone has expected. The Romans have been on guard for years, bracing for one insurrection after another. And on the other side of the political fence, the Jewish zealots have been looking for just the right person to lead them to a military victory. And all Jerusalem knows the traditional view that it will be during the Passover that the Messiah will emerge as that victorious ruler. 

Into that politically and theologically charged environment, Jesus comes, not as an insurrectionist, not as a conquering king on a white charger. He comes as a servant, riding a humble donkey, ready to give his life for the life of the world. And the tectonic plates begin to shift. The whole city is in turmoil because of his presence; it is shaken to its core, wondering who this is and what is to come. 
And now as we fast-forward into Holy Week, to Thursday and the Passover, we will see how this same presence shakes even Jesus’ closest friends. 
Marks of Grace: Ministry
John 13:1-17, 31b-35
Back in the days when people were still settling the western US, roads were often just wagon tracks. These rough trails posed serious problems for those who journeyed on them. On one of these winding paths was posted a sign which read: “Avoid this rut or you’ll be in it for the next 25 miles!”It’s a good analogy of life. We are all people of habit. In many respects, habits are good things. They help us to function on a daily basis. If you already know what you are going to do when you crawl out of bed, you don’t have to think about it. You can just go about your business and get ready for the day. Habits help to organize our behavior and they help to organize our thinking and our beliefs as well.  But like the 25-mile rut, habits can also keep us from recognizing and entering into a new way of thinking and living. 
There was a zoo that received a polar bear as a gift. The problem was that they didn’t have the right habitat for the bear. So, while they went about a fund-raising campaign to renovate the zoo, they put the bear in a small temporary cage. The space was so small that it could only take three steps, turn around, and walk three steps back. Unforeseen delays made the construction take three years, but when the bear’s home was completed, it was grand: waterfalls, caves, lots of space. The bear entered its new home, looked around, took three steps, turned around, took three steps back, and turned around. 
Habitual ways of thinking and behaving are powerful. And the most powerful aspect is this: a habit, whether it is a thought pattern or a belief system or a behavior, feels right. Not because it necessarily is right but because we’ve been thinking or believing or doing it for so long. 

When Jesus came into the world, he opened a door to a whole new way of life, but his message challenged habitual ways of believing and thinking and living. You can’t welcome this Messiah into your city (your life) without making some fundamental changes in how things are run. That’s why the city of Jerusalem was in a turmoil on Palm Sunday. And that’s why there was also a mild earthquake in the upper room on the eve of the Passover.  
When Jesus gets up from the table at the Passover, puts a towel around his waist, and starts washing the disciples’ feet, Peter is appalled. And not for the first time. Jesus has this tendency to cross over into forbidden territory. To say things that shouldn’t be said; to do things that shouldn’t be done. At least not according to what Peter has been taught. 
Peter recoils from what Jesus is doing. “You will never wash my feet,” he says. 

Foot-washing in the first century was a basic act of hospitality. Just as you or I would take a guest’s coat, and offer a cup of coffee, the first century host would offer foot washing. And you would want your feet washed, because you came barefoot or in sandals and the streets were dusty and dirty and hot. The important thing for us to notice here, though, is that it’s not the host’s job to wash feet.  That’s what we have servants for.  Foot washing was the job on the bottom of the totem pole, on a par with cleaning the cat litter box or changing bedpans. 
No one would ask a rabbi to wash his disciples’ feet. In fact, one of the tasks of a disciple was to carry the master’s sandals! Do you remember the comment made by John the Baptist when he said, that Jesus was more powerful than he was, and that he (John) was not worthy of untying Jesus’ sandals? The point was that he was not worthy of even performing the lowest of the low tasks of a disciple for Jesus.
Simon Peter and the other disciples, along with many of their contemporaries, have begun to see Jesus not only as a great teacher, but as the Messiah, the Anointed one. So when Jesus starts to wash Peter’s feet, this is a reversal that Peter can not tolerate. “You will never wash my feet.”  It’s not right. 

It wasn’t that long ago that Peter had challenged Jesus on another topic. They were on the road and Jesus was talking to the disciples about his death. And Peter couldn’t tolerate such talk. This isn’t right! The Messiah doesn’t die! The Messiah wins! By definition. This is how it is. This is what we believe. So, Peter took Jesus aside and rebuked him. 
But, you see, whatever habits of thought and belief that Peter had—or that you and I have—if they don’t match up with God’s purpose and God’s kingdom, then those habits need to be challenged. That’s what Jesus was doing in the upper room, washing the disciples’ feet. 

It was kind of like a “message in a nutshell.” Instead of just telling them, he was showing them.  This Messiah has come to conquer the world not by force, but by loving service.  
Notice how this story plays out. John introduces this scene by saying that Jesus, “having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.” Then Jesus washes the disciples’ feet. And then he says, (vs 15) “I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.” Wash each other’s feet. Now I would lay pretty good odds that at this point Peter is looking out the corner of his eye at John to see if he can figure out what John is thinking about all this, and the others are all looking at each other and rolling their eyes. “I’m not washing his feet!” No way. This isn’t how it’s supposed to play out. Remember the conversation between James and John and Jesus on the road to Jerusalem: When you come into your glory, can we sit one on your right and one on your left? We want positions of power and authority in your kingdom, Jesus. Not menial service!
Washing each other’s feet puts a whole new spin on the relationship. A whole new spin on the meaning of discipleship and the meaning of ministry.  

And when I call ministry or service a mark of grace, it’s not just about doing kind things for people—it’s not even about doing the dirty jobs nobody else wants to do. This is a fundamental shift about the meaning of life and the nature of discipleship. It’s not about status or power. It’s not about personal fulfillment or achievement. It’s not even about becoming a better person. It’s certainly not about accumulating wealth or being in charge. It’s about following the example of life that Jesus has left us. A life of loving service. 

By washing the disciples’ feet Jesus shows his commitment to a servant ministry that will culminate in his death on the cross.  And he invites them—and us—to follow. 
I have participated in foot-washing ceremonies and have found them very moving. But when Jesus says to wash each other’s feet, I think this is a broader statement than literally foot washing. What we need to do is to figure out what the foot washing symbolizes for us. What would it look like if we were truly servants? Servants of one another, servants to the world. What would have to change for you, in your attitude, your conversation, your behavior? Do you feel the earthquake down deep in your soul? Do you feel the turmoil? Let it happen. Let Jesus change you so that the world will know that you are his disciple.  That we are all his disciples. 
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