John 13: 1-14

THE MINISTRY OF SERVANTHOOD - Maundy Thursday
When I was at school my family and teachers were always urging me to study harder so I could one day maintain a decent standard of living. For me this meant living in a good suburb where my babies could have a nanny and, as they grew older, they could play with decent children and the local schools provided a good education. 

It meant being able to afford an annual holiday, the occasional trip overseas, fairly regular meals in restaurants and I certainly didn’t dream of running a home without at least one servant, preferably two.

I cringe to tell you that I didn’t learn to iron a shirt until I was 50 years old and I still hate making beds. 

Mine was the first post war generation of women who could actually dream about being successful in the corporate world and many of us could make this happen because we had servants. These were people who cleaned up behind us, who cooked our meals and loved our children.  The hours were long, the pay wasn’t good and it was the life no one wanted.

No one studied or worked hard to become a servant, who belonged on the lowest rung of the social ladder.  Even today I watch friends of mine, who are really cracking it in the transforming South Africa, who are a bit embarrassed by their mothers who must have washed thousands of shirts and a ton of dirty underclothes to get them the education that that made today’s success possible.

The reality is that most of us expend a great deal of energy to ensure that we don’t become servants.  

In Jesus’ time being a servant was far worse and far more lowly. Culturally for Jesus to remove his outer garment and wrap a towel around his waste was the dress of menial service that would have been despised by Jews and Greeks alike.    

Jesus is being a servant to the disciples as he washes their feet. This is the Rabbi, who only a few days earlier had ridden into Jerusalem to shouts of Amandla Awethu. The same man who could attract 5000 people to one of his sermons. This is the Son of God, the King of Kings, who is about to endure the cruellest death imaginable for the sins of the world. And what does he do, he whips out a towel and basin and washes feet. 

To appreciate the significance of this act we must be mindful that Jesus is very aware that within hours, he will be arrested. He knows that Judas is in the process of betraying him. We can be sure that any lesson he teaches in this last countdown is very important indeed - he’s not going to waste time on incidentals. He reminds us that he has come from God and goes to God and both journeys involve a great deal of humility.  

Just imagine the scene. The disciples, who have no concept of the inner turmoil Jesus must be going through, didn’t arrive at the supper expecting to have their feet washed as some of us have tonight. There are no nail clippers around. There’s no running water and they’ve walked through dust and manure. Those feet must have been a manicurist’s nightmare. This is not a symbolic Passover ritual. Jesus, as usual is setting a new precedent. He turns the social rules upside down. 

After the triumphal entry the disciples must be feeling pretty excited.  Maybe, despite all Jesus’ previous denials, they have backed a rising political star who will overthrow the Roman oppressors.  Even if his kingdom is not an earthly one, they must surely, as his disciples, rate ringside seats in heaven. Either way they would share in his glory. 

This was heady stuff and the last thing they expect, or even want, is to have Jesus kneeling before them with a basin of water.

Most importantly he did not have to do it and therein lies the key to this whole ministry of servanthood. It is when we go beyond the norm to serve others. It is when we don’t pull rank and assume privileges and demand respect simply because we are  in a better position than others. It is when we give time to others. It is when a parent  steps off the treadmill to read a story to a child or to listen properly to one’s spouse. It is when we stand by others in their times of difficulty.  It’s sticking around when someone is in trouble even when it is harder to love them. It is when you invite the lonely to your supper table    

We read of amazing a stories of how people rush to save others from dangerous situation Most of us are pretty certain we would be heroic in a real crisis, but, as always, we find God in the detail of life. It is in greeting people properly, learning their names  

It’s ok to be successful to attain positions of leadership. What’s not ok is to operate on the basis of what others can do for you. There is a powerful ministry of servanthood leadership, in being Christians of influence and empowerment and liberation. William Wilberforce, a devout Christian, was a great example of this. He realised he could serve the cause of slavery far more effectively as a politician than as a priest.     

We all know people who give generously, but there’s huge difference between the giving of servanthood, the giving that expects nothing back or sets no rules and the giving of servanthood.  We often hear of a couple who claim their gifts back when a relationship breaks up. – that wasn’t giving in the first place.  People leave money or assets in their will, with instructions on how the inheritors must live their lives in order to qualify. Is that giving or ongoing control from the grave?

Effective servanthood requires discernment, which comes from prayer. 

This is to avoid the danger of confusing servanthood or servant leadership with doing everything for everyone, being the eternal victim of the demands of others. I have a friend who can’t say no – at great cost to her health, her own effectiveness and the quality of the family life. As always, there are tensions to our Christianity – the need to find the balance between selfishness and foolish selflessness.   If you’ve spent years acquiring a Law degree, it doesn’t make sense for you to be cleaning the toilets in your law firm. It does make a whole lot of sense if you take a genuine empowering interest in the well being of the cleaner. It makes sense if you use your legal expertise to address justice issues in your own community and less privileged communities.            

Another important aspect of servant hood is being able to receive the attentions and generosity of others – this is a particularly difficult for control freaks.  And those of us, who like Peter, feel uncomfortable when someone we honour honours us.  

As the Church focuses more and more on the ministry of all believers it is a sharp reminder to the leadership in any congregation that we are simply here to serve others and empower them in their ministries. The robes worn around the altar are servants robes. 

If you have a particular ministry, you extend your servanthood when you encourage others into it. If you have leadership qualities apply them in service to others.

It’s not telling us not to educate ourselves and our children. But about using that education to make the world a better place for others to live in.

Jesus is not telling us to live in a slum but also not to measure yourself by the number of bathrooms in your home. Your measure is rather the role you play in your community.

He’s not telling you to swap your fancy car for a skedonk but not to rate your monthly payments as more important than giving to those less fortunate.

Incidentally, this servant-hood thing is a legacy of our baptism its not an optional extra.   

 In essence it is living a life in Christ and for Christ who taught us that the only way into God’s kingdom is via servanthood driven by love. 

 It is what turns us from ordinary mammals into God’s works of art. 

