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 “Grandiloquent” I know what that means, do you? I expect most of the folks who are attuned to the forthcoming important wedding in England know the meaning of this word, if not the word itself. It means “pompous or extravagant … intended to impress.” I hit on this word every time I set out to meditate on the scripture for tonight. Curious I suppose. Because the other word that kept coming to me was “humility.” And I know you know what that is. But just for good measure I looked it up online too; It means being modest, submissive and never intentionally arrogant. Exactly the opposite. But they say opposites attract. Because the thing that kept coming to me was the phrase “grandiloquent humility.” It seems to me that this is how we approach humility within the church. We do not really understand the concept anymore, humility is not a 21st century concept after all— so what we do in the church is make it grand and all powerful and imposing ….

So Lent is about giving up chocolate or sex and Easter is about egg hunts and Christmas is about getting gifts and in between church is really about weddings and other grand things. Now, mind you, I am not complaining. I am just telling you what keeps coming into my consciousness. Of course, I have other impressions too. That first lesson is downright frightening after all. I think the thing that most comes through in that passage about the first Passover is the sense of urgency— all of those action words: “tell, take, slaughter, put the blood on the doorposts and lintel, eat, eat it all, hurry.” And yet, the promise is, for those who hear the message and do those things, God’s salvation will be forthcoming. How many of us, receiving such a message today, would do such a thing? I rather doubt any of us would, including me. And that brings me back to grandiloquent humility. Not real humility, but humility as religion. Or some such like that. We begin Lent with it on Ash Wednesday, being told to pray in private at the same time we are marked physically with ashes. And we end Lent with it tonight.

What is the real message of tonight’s liturgy? It is, that we need to become like servants. Who among us knows what it means to become like a servant, let alone to become a servant? It is another concept that has no meaning in our society. To serve humbly? To subvert your need to someone else’s? Who would do such a thing? Well, maybe we can come a bit closer with this one. Because most of us love someone. And most of us who love someone know what it means to be called suddenly to servant status. Like when you get the call that someone you love is ill and you drop everything and run. And in arriving you realize that your own reality now is utterly changed. Now you are a “servant.” Now you are in a relationship of “humility.” Because, this my friends, is what it means “to love.” It is in the urgency of the emergency room or in the quiet eternity of a night by a sick bed that we reconnect with this part of us that is wired, hard-wired by God, to love. When “to love” suddenly means to subvert self and to serve.

It is this to which Jesus called his disciples on the night before his death. It is this to which we are called. And, let there be no mistake that, like the urgent roasting of the Passover lamb, It is pretty much the same thing Jesus is calling us to At this “last supper” … We are called to an upper room, a place apart. We are called to a special meal that must be eaten urgently, and only on this night. It would be a very strange meal indeed for most of us. Everyone arriving would be wearing sandals, having walked there on dusty roads. They would have dusty feet. Their dusty feet would not be particularly unpleasant for the group, or even particularly out of place, but they would be uncomfortable, it would distract. Also it would seem odd to us that the meal was spread on a table just a few inches off the floor. The diners would be reclining on sofas. To eat all you have to do is reach out across the table. Spill something, no big deal, it falls on the floor. But the feet— would be at the level of the food.

So Jesus washes their feet. Not intensely, no scrubbing here-- rather, it is done with love just a soothing rinse with cool water, and a dab with a towel. Enough to relieve the dustiness. And yet, so much expressed by so little an action. The story tells us that Jesus did not do this lightly. It tells us that Jesus knew events were set in motion for his gruesome death. It tells us that Jesus loved his own who were in the world, even to the end. It tells us that he did it as an example to them. And it tells us that he told them to do as he has done to them. Just as he told us to share in the meal that we all share each time we meet. Not because it is grand, although it is. But urgently, because we must. Because we share it with Him. And when we share it with Him we become servants of one another.

Self-sacrificing humilty. Self-sacrificing humility in which we take on the form of a servant. Humility not once a year but always, urgently, always and urgently going in our relationships to that place where we are the servant. It is a tough lesson. It is the heart of Christianity. It is the door to salvation. Amen. 
