
Maundy Thursday – 24th March 2016 – 8.00 pm 
John 13.1-17 & 31b-35; 1 Cor. 2.23-26; Ex 12. 1-4; 11-14; Ps116.1, 10-17 
 
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our 
hearts be wholly acceptable to you, our Lord and our 
redeemer.  Amen 
 
What is it about God which excites you? 
 
That’s a question that was put to Tim Bull when he went for 
a job interview with the Bishop. 
 
For most of us that would probably be a conversation 
stopper!  And it was for Tim Bull. 
 
His mind went completely blank, he said, and then 
proceeded to tell the Bishop a story of something that 
happened to him which revealed to him the amazing power 
and love of God ...   
 
He was away for a week at Lee Abbey, and his birthday 
happened to be one day that week, so he said to a number of 
people – it’s my birthday on Thursday, will you come down 
to the village pub and have a drink with me to help me 
celebrate.  They all agreed to come ... but nearer the time, 
one by one, they made excuses as to why they couldn’t.  So 
on the evening of his birthday, he was left  with no-one to 
celebrate with.  (aaaaah).   
 

It was a beautiful starry night, so feeling a bit disconsolate, 
he decided to go out for a walk, and as his eyes acclimatised 
to the darkness and he looked up at the night sky, not one, 
but two shooting stars shot across the sky above him.   That 
revealed to him a God who not only created the amazingly 
complex and mysterious and beautiful universe in which we 
live, but one who could touch one small human life when he 
needed it most.  He felt, in showing him those two shooting 
stars, God was revealing his presence with him and his love 
and concern for him. 
 
That, he said, was what excited him about the God we 
worship, yet one who remains largely hidden.   
 
Mark Oakley, who came to speak to us here a month or two 
ago, also spoke of the hiddenness of God ... so hidden that 
we so often feel a sense of his absence.    And  we can all, 
I’m sure,  identify with that. 
 
And yet .... although he is hidden from us, he reveals 
himself in this most amazing book (the Bible).   Through 
this ... the witness of so many flawed human beings like 
ourselves ... we see a God who constantly seeks us out, who 
would stop at nothing to get through to us.   Who poured 
himself out in the person of Christ,  and came down to live 
among all the mess and sadness and pain of our earthly lives 
.... for what?     To reveal his love for each and every single 
person on the planet. 
 
 



That, for me, is the knub, the kernel, of this evening’s 
Gospel Reading . 
 
John tells us that Jesus,   knowing  that the Father had given 
all things into his hands ...  and that he had come from God 
and was returning to God ... does what?   Shouts it from the 
rooftops ... ?  No!   He washes his disciples feet.    
 
I wonder what the first readers of this gospel would have 
made of that! 
 
According to David Winter,   “All that Jesus was to say to 
them on this memorable evening was to be seen in the light 
of this one event”. *   
 
So what’s going on?  Well, in first Century Palestine, where 
people wore open sandles,  it was a common courtesy to 
wash the feet of guests when they arrived for a meal.   But 
feet were hot, smelly, disgusting things.  This was a job for 
the least of them ... the servant or even the youngest child.   
Not the master!  If there was no servant, they may have had 
to do it for one another.  Perhaps they even squabbled about 
it.  Luke tell us that, at their last meal together, “a dispute 
arose among them about who was the greatest.”   It may 
have been more a matter of  no-one wanting to be the least! 
 
Is that, perhaps, what prompted Jesus to do what he did?  It 
wasn’t, after all, as they arrived .. we’re told the meal was 
being served. 

Close your eyes for a moment and put yourselves in their 
shoes.  ... if you can, picture yourself there among them ...  
Sense the mood ... the atmosphere of  unease ... of fear ... 
uncertainty perhaps ...    Then, as the meal was being served 
... see Jesus leave the table, take off his robe, tie a towel 
around his  waist and begin to wash the feet of those around 
you.  How might they have felt?  Disbelief, shame, shock, 
embarrassment perhaps?  We can see that, can’t we, in 
Peter’s vehement reaction:  “you are never going to wash 
my feet”!  Master’s just didn’t – wouldn’t – have demeaned 
themselves in that way.   It would have been way beneath 
their dignity. 
 
But Jesus was no ordinary Master ... he was God 
incarnate.... and  John, more than any other gospel writer, 
imbues his actions with deeper meaning.    He tells us that 
“Jesus got up from the meal” – in other words he left the 
table.  This was deeply symbolic.      
 
The table,  represents heaven – which Jesus has left to 
come to earth;    
the outer clothing which he removes and lays aside, 
represents not only the divine glory he has laid aside ... but 
the human life that he will lay down  ...  for them ... and for 
us.  The same Greek word used in this text, is used earlier in 
this gospel to describe Jesus as the good shepherd who lays 
down his life for the sheep”.  (John 10.14) 
   
and the towel ?  Is symbolic of humble loving service. 
 



This was, without doubt, a lesson in humility and service –  
but it was more than that - much more than that.  It 
illustrated and foreshadowed the deep cleansing and 
forgiveness that his death upon the cross – and only his 
death upon the cross – could bring – to them and to all 
mankind.   
 
“If I don’t wash you” Jesus had said to Peter, “then you 
have no part with me” – you can’t belong to me.   You have 
no place in the work I have called you to do. 
“I won’t be with you much longer”, he said.  “But a new 
command I give you – love one another as I have loved 
you”.   
 
In laying aside all honour and glory, all position, dignity and 
pride ... all thought for himself ... Jesus showed them the 
full extent of his love ... by washing their feet ... even those 
of Judas, who he knew was to betray him ... and he called 
them – and he calls us – to do the same.   
 
What would it look like, I wonder, for us to love one 
another like that ... in this church ... in this community ... in 
all the other areas of our lives? 
 
“By this”,  he said, “will everyone know that you are my 
disciples”. 
 
  
*  With Jesus in the Upper Room by David Winter, page 14. 
 

  
  
 
  
 
  
 
 


