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 Tonight we gather together more solemnly than we usually do. There are no hosannas in 

this evening, nor have we yet been met with Easter’s resurrection. Instead, tonight is a night of 

betrayal and of loss, and yet it also one of community and of hope. Jesus models for us 

throughout his last days the importance of sharing space with loved ones, demonstrating that 

when our worst fears lie ahead of us, we are not alone. Jesus does not isolate himself from the 

others, but instead continues his ministry—working until the very end to teach humankind about 

the miracles that occur when we learn to love one another.  

John’s version of the Last Supper differs greatly from the other gospels’. Instead of 

focusing on a Friday night Passover meal where Jesus proclaims about his body and blood, 

John’s account begins instead on Thursday evening. The crux of the story is not on what we now 

call communion—that takes place earlier in the book. Instead, John focuses on a different sort of 

giving: Jesus washing the disciples’ feet. This is unique to John, and the foot washing sets up 

John’s emphasis not on the death of Christ, but on the life that is to come and the servant 

leadership that Jesus expects from all who follow him. Instead of sharing the sacrificial lamb 

together, Christ is set up as the new Paschal lamb. As A.J. Levine writes, “Jesus, as the new 

Paschal lamb, the lamb who takes away sin, will similarly save his people for eternal life. The 

original Passover marked the movement from slavery to freedom; the Passover for John, 

symbolically, marks the movement from sin to reconciliation, from death to life.”  
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In washing the disciples’ feet, Jesus humbles himself to emphasize, once again, that those 

with power and those without should be made equal, not out of servitude or indebtedness, but to 

seek true liberation for all. To love one another as Christ loved the disciples is to put aside social 

understanding of what one “should” or “should not” be doing and instead focus on what is life-

giving and affirming. As Ian McFarland comments, Christ is not emphasizing degrading self-

sacrifice; he stresses “not giving up life, but giving life to others.” Jesus understands, even when 

the disciples do not, that God calls us to lift one another up. It is in loving one another that we 

proclaim that death, violence, and destruction do not have the last word. And in a hurting world, 

we need this Word more than ever.  

Our world knows what death looks like, and we know well how to perpetrate violence. I 

don’t mean the death that follows a long life well-lived, but instead the degrading suffering that 

emulates Christ’s suffering on the cross. From the massacre in Ukraine to the gun violence in our 

own streets, violence and death surround us. Perpetuated on both an individual and societal level, 

we are experts at dehumanizing others for the sake of a cause. Is this not what Judas did to 

Christ?  

Jesus calls us to live another way. Even in the knowledge of his own impending death, 

Jesus still wanted others to live—and not just a life going through the motions, but a life that 

upended the notion of what relationships and societal structure looked like. “I give you a new 

commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one 

another.”  

Love just as Jesus did—not as your friend does, or your coworker, or your parent. Love 

as Christ loved us: unassuming, forgiving, challenging, and full of grace. Humbling ourselves to 
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one another, with the trust that if I humble myself to you and you humble yourself to me, we will 

both be lifted up.  

In this, though, we also have to be willing not just to give to others but also to receive. 

Peter makes this mistake when Jesus reaches out to wash his feet: his gut instinct is that Jesus 

will never wash his feet, for that was neither Peter’s nor Jesus’s role in their relationship. Jesus 

teaches Peter and the other disciples an important lesson though here—in order to have true 

equality in a relationship, both parties must be willing and able to serve the other. A.J. Levine 

furthers, “Many Americans don’t like accepting service from others. We get nervous when 

friends, let alone strangers, go out of their way to be helpful, especially if they act in a way that 

is not convenient, or pleasant, for them personally. But Jesus teaches us that we need to receive, 

with gratitude, gifts that are appropriate to the occasion and marked by generosity.”  

We grapple with this often as a church. It’s much easier to serve as a Stephen Minister or 

to make a prayer shawl than it is to receive those gifts in vulnerability. When we go on mission 

trips, we want to go and do something for the people there without being a burden or an 

inconvenience. But perhaps the best way we can be the church together is when we go to 

Lebanon and every single visit we are given coffee and snacks, or when we volunteer at Shorter 

Chapel and their members work alongside us and then feed us a surprise lunch because they 

think, “You will be hungry after all your hard work.” Instead of rejecting these acts of hospitality 

as an economic or labor burden on the Other, we can practice accepting generosity as a way of 

both receiving and of giving love. Just as Theodore Roosevelt said to “Do what you can with 

what you have,” so should we allow others to do the same.  

This night, Jesus shows us both how to give to one another and also how to receive with 

humility. In the face of the death that this world brings, let us live as people who help one 
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another experience life. We do not ignore the pain and suffering of this world. Instead, we 

acknowledge it, with the burden and the call to then respond.  

As we travel towards the cross and the tomb these next three days, we go with the 

knowledge that we are a fallen and sinful people. We go, too, with the knowledge that Christ 

leads us to reconciliation and life through him. May we prepare our hearts to accept this grace 

with gratitude and to respond in love. Amen.  


