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PRAYING WITH OUR EYES

Seeing God in Sorrow
Exodus 12:1-14; John 13:1-17, 31b-35

It has been a year since my dad died, two years since my mother-in-law
died, and four years since Mom died.  As most of you know, the sorrow of a
loved one’s death is an ache that manifest’s itself in many ways.  There is a
void than cannot be filled.  A voice that will not be heard.  A touch that cannot
be replicated.  Sorrow often muddles around in all of these losses.

Yet, sorrow is not only a dark companion.  Sorrow is frequently a giver
of gifts.  One of those gifts is memory.  Memory is one way the people we love
continue to visit us when we need them most.

I relish the memories of Mom in her kitchen where she was happiest. 
She was one of those people who could open a refrigerator door, grab
whatever she found, and put together a meal that would make Julia Child ask
for more.  The memory of her laugh is a recurring gift and the many gestures
of her love will remain with me forever.

Grace ruined every mother-in-law joke that exists because she
welcomed me and my brothers-in-law into the family as her own sons.  Her
love of nature, especially flowers and birds, and her enjoyment of life provided
an abundance of happy memories for us all.

My dad was a man of habit.  You could count on him to get the paper
each morning, go to the post office, or work in the yard at the same times day
after day.  After we moved to Rocky Mount, we found a route home to Chester
that took us down US 1 to Rockingham and then through the country to home. 
That trip, at best, took four and a half to five hours.  I would always call when
we left to let him know we were on the way.  Always, at some point, he would
call to ask where we were.  The uncanny thing was that almost every time, he
would call when we were about halfway between Wadesboro, North Carolina,
and a little crossroads in South Carolina called Mt. Croghan.  No matter how
many stops we had made, how much time we had gained or lost, he found us
at the same spot each trip.  When I travel that road now, I still expect my
phone to ring.



Memories are one of the gifts of sorrow that remind us of the many
reasons we love someone and the many ways they loved us.  This night is a
gift born out of sorrow.

I think Jesus loved all of his disciples equally, even Peter who could
push him to the edge time and again, and Judas who would betray him.  No
doubt Jesus, like the rest of us, clicked better with some people than with
others.  Apparently that was the case, at least from John’s perspective, since
he liked to point out that he was the disciple Jesus loved.  I’m sure that chafed
the other eleven!  Fortunately, John kept the memory of this night which we
call Maundy Thursday and shared it with us all.

Passover is itself a memory that was intentionally planted by God.  As
we heard earlier from the book of Exodus, the Hebrew people were given
specific instructions as to what they were to do on that night before they fled
Egypt.  They were also to remember what happened every year to come.  For
thousands of years, Jews have remembered that night.

That is what Jesus and his disciples were doing in that upper room:
remembering how God had delivered them from the sorrow of their
enslavement and set them on a journey to become evangelists of God’s
goodness and grace.  Jesus had come to help us all better understand who
God is and how God wants us to live.  Jesus chose that night and that
celebration as a memory-making experience that we could relive year after
year.

Places and events have moods.  In most years, to walk into a college
basketball arena in March is quite different from walking into the main library
on that same campus.  I guess for the most of the past year, however, both
places have been about the same!  If you happened to walk into that upper
room in Jerusalem where Jesus and his disciples were gathered to celebrate
the Passover, what mood do you think you would experience?  Traditionally,
the Seder, as the meal is known, begins in a somber fashion as the suffering
and oppression of the Hebrew people under Pharaoh is recounted.  As the
meal and storytelling progress, however, the mood lightens as the redemption
of God’s people is celebrated.  In the end, the mood is festive and God is
praised for goodness and grace.

That is not the vibe I sense was present at this particular Passover
meal.  If anything, a pall was cast over the entire scene.  Despite the hope
and promise embedded in the story of God’s redemption of the Hebrew
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people, the thirteen people around that table seem sad–and for good reason. 
While the Twelve did not yet know it, Jesus understood that it was their last
meal together, at least on this side of his resurrection.  They knew there were
threats to Jesus’ life and they certainly feared that harm might come to him,
but at this point they did not realize the time had come.  Judas was already
in cahoots with the chief priests to give Jesus over to them.  Jesus knew what
he was up to and must have been heartbroken.  He told the twelve that one
of them would betray him, and they were upset.  Moreover, he had been
schooling these men for three years and realized that they still didn’t quite
understand fully who he was or what he was about.  So, for the last time, with
this shroud of sorrow hanging loosely all around the room, he made one last
attempt to teach them the core truth of his ministry and being.

Instead of a seminar linking all of the dots of their history to prove that
he was the Messiah, instead of an eloquent sermon motivating them to take
on the mantle of his ministry and fulfill the calling of God to be a blessing to
all nations of the world, Jesus did what he did best.  He illustrated who he was
and what he was about.

Taking off his robe and wrapping a towel around his waist, Jesus carried
a basin of water from one disciple to another and washed each one’s feet. 
They were speechless because this act of hospitality was the duty of a house
servant, not their rabbi!  As usual, Peter was the one to say what everyone
else was thinking.  “No, Lord, you will never wash my feet!”  Likely exhaling
in exasperation, Jesus quietly said, “Peter, if you don’t let me do this then you
have no part of me.”  In other words, if you don’t pay attention to what is
happening here, you are going to miss the most important lesson of all!

When he sat back down, Jesus asked if they understood what he had
just done.  “Well, you just washed our feet,” they thought, but dared not say
it.  Jesus had just performed one of the most menial of tasks on his disciples
and pointed out to them that it was the essence of his ministry.  I wonder if
any of them remembered when the woman washed Jesus’ feet with her tears
as he was dining at the home of Simon the Pharisee or, just a few days
earlier, when Mary, the sister of Lazarus, anointed his feet with expensive
perfume and dried it with her hair.  He had accepted those gestures of love
with grace and gratitude.  Taking their cue, Jesus did the same for his friends
as a living illustration of what God expects of anyone who would be a disciple. 
He would show them the same lesson again on the cross when he died and
in the garden when he returned to life.  Lest they still did not get it and needed
something to write down in their notebooks, he said, “I give you a new
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commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also
should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my
disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:34-35).

That memory seared itself into the hearts of those disciples and
fortunately, as Jesus intended, John preserved it for us all.  That memory
fueled the spread of the Gospel that has continued for two thousand years.

When sorrow wraps itself around you and makes you long for the
people or places or circumstances that you miss, memories help soothe the
pain.  Memories help us reorient our course in life.

If you ever wonder what you are to do or be in this world.  If you ever
question God’s love for you or your purpose in being.  If the sorrow of the
world overwhelms you, grab hold of this memory: Jesus, God Incarnate,
ministers to us in the lowliest, most intimate of ways, in order to convey God’s
love to us.  We are to do the same.  Love one another as God has loved you. 

Remember.

4


