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Liturgical Day: Maundy Thursday
Date: April 9, 2009
Sermon Title: Len Sweet Prayed for Me

Jesus, the Servant;
Washing the disciples feet;
Calling us to serve.

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

Len Sweet prayed for me. Some of you know who Len is. He has credentials
as a United Methodist pastor. But he is known as a prolific author; a lecturer who
has made presentations all over the world; a respected theologian; a seminary
professor and administrator. In 2007, Len was voted one of the “50 Most
Influential Christian Leaders in America” — he ranked #8 that year. Put simply, Len
is a pretty big fish in the Christian pond.

One day, a couple of months ago, he spent time praying for me. You see,
Len is signed up on Twitter, and I have been following his tweets for a half year or
so. I love his insights, and they almost always stir something in my mind.
Recently, someone hijacked his Twitter account and posted some obscene
material. He mentioned that on a recent podcast, and said that he is always
careful about who reads his material on Twitter. When he gains a new follower, he
logs on to that person’s web site. If the web site is inappropriate in any way, he
blocks that follower. But if the web site is legitimate, he says, he takes a few
minutes and prays for that follower.

Since I'm one of his 3,500 followers, I assume that some time in the past
year, Len Sweet has logged on to my blog, taken a quick look at it, and prayed for
me. Now I tell you that not to drop a famous name and try to impress you, but to
point out that this very accomplished, very well known, very busy Christian thinker
and leader is serious enough about faithfulness, that he even takes time to pray
for simple parish pastors like me. I have to tell you: I'm impressed with that. And I
think it says something significant about his character, and his faith.

That's not generally the way it happens in this word. I'm quite certain that
neither George Bush or Barak Obama have ever spent time praying for me
(although President Bush once sent me a photorgaph of himself with Laura,
thanking me for my strong support). Certainly, Edward Liddy, the CEO of AIG,
hasn’t spent much time praying for me lately (even though his company insures all
of my vehicles). And you can bet that Bill Gates has never spent any time on his
knees in prayer for me (even though his operating system controls all four of my
computers). In this world, it is unusual for those who are high up in the power
structure to show much interest in those who are at the bottom — often they are
not even aware that they exist.

Jesus models something entirely different in this evening’s Gospel lesson.
The Spirit has anointed him in baptism. God'’s voice has proclaimed him on the
mountaintop. He has performed countless miracles and wonders. The crowds have
cheered him wildly at his entrance into Jerusalem on Sunday afternoon. He
appears to be on a fast track to the top. And then on Thursday, as he gathers in
an upper room with his followers, he does a remarkable thing. He takes off his

outer robe. Like a servant, he wraps a towel around his waist. He fills a basin with water, and begins to wash

his disciples’ feet — drying them with the towel that

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America is wrapped around his waist.
God's work. Our hands.
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The most important human who has ever lived humbles himself, and becomes a servant of this rag tag
group of followers: fishermen; tax collectors; betrayers; deniers. Jesus kneels down before each one of them,
like a common servant, and washes their feet. And in doing so, he gives them a model of what it is going to
mean to live as one of his followers. "I have set you an example,” he says, “that you also should do as I have
done to you. * By that, he didn't mean that we should wander through life with a towel around our waist,
washing people’s feet. But he did mean that we, like him, should understand ourselves to be servants: called
by God to love and care for others.

I wonder, sometimes, what life would be like if we all took him seriously. I wonder what life would be
like if every Christian saw every moment of every day as a potential opportunity to serve a neighbor. I know
that is a bit of a stretch for many of us. After all, in our communities people are more likely to be served than
to serve. There are quite a few among us who have other people wash our cars and clean our homes and do
our yard work. We've worked hard. We're busy people. We deserve it, right? That's the way society is ordered
in our world. But Jesus calls for nothing less than a complete reordering of our social lives; a complete
reordering of our economic relationships. Just because we may be older, or wealthier, or smarter, or stronger
doesn’t mean that we should expect others to serve us. In fact, the opposite is true. We are called to use our
experience, our resources, our intelligence, and our strength to be of service to others. “I have set you an
example,” he says, “that you also should do as I have done to you. "

During this holiest of weeks, the focus in worship is on our Lord’s willingness to give everything that he
has for us, even life itself. In his death and resurrection, we catch a glimpse of God’s deep and powerful love.
We gather tonight both as recipients of that love, and as agents of it. For nearly forty days, now, we've been
living in the shadow of Ash Wednesday. We heard, that day, of our frailty; of our brokenness; of our need for
forgiveness. "Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” In a few minutes we will be invited
forward to receive an answer to that day — we'll receive the words of absolution: “In obedience to the
command of our Lord Jesus Christ, I forgive you all your sin.” We are, first of all, a forgiven people. A people
familiar with the love of God, and its transforming power.

We are also a sent people. At the end of many services in this room, we are sent through these doors to
“go and peace, and serve the Lord.” As we respond with enthusiasm, saying “Thanks be to God,” we commit
ourselves to a life of service. Jesus is both our Savior and our Lord. He is both our source of forgiveness, and a
model of what it means to live as faithful people. This evening, as we consider how much he was willing to
give for us, we also consider how we can emulate him with our own lives: not taking advantage of the status
or power we have achieved, but with a self-giving love, reaching out to the world with all that we have and
with all that we are.

In this Lenten season, we have heard our Lord’s call to intensify our struggle against sin, death, and the
devil — all that keeps us from loving God and each other. This is the struggle to which we were committed at
Baptism; God’s forgiveness and the power of the Spirit to amend our lives continue with us because of God’s
love for us in Jesus, our Savior.

Within the community of the Church, God never wearies of giving peace and new life. In the words of
absolution we receive forgiveness as if directly from God. This absolution we should not doubt, but firmly
believe that thereby our sins are forgiven before God in heaven, for it comes to us in the name and by the
command of our Lord.

We who receive God’s love in Jesus Christ are called to love one another, to be servants to each other
as Jesus became our servant. It is, however, in the Holy Communion that the members of Christ's body
participate most intimately in his love. Remembering our Lord’s last supper with the disciples, we eat the
bread and share the cup of this meal. Together we receive the Lord’s gift of himself and participate in that
new covenant which makes us one with him. The Eucharist is the promise of the great banquet we will share
with all the faithful when our Lord returns, our reconciliation with God and each other.

Amen.
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David J. Risendal, Pastor (April 13, 2009)

First Lesson; English Text: '

1123 For T received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night
when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, * and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said,
“This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” % In the same way he took the cup
also, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it,
in remembrance of me.” % For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes. "

First Lesson; Greek Text:

U2 Ev ) yap mapélapov amd Tod kuplov, & kal Tapédwka Vpiv, 6Tt 6 kiplos "Inools év TH vukTL f
TapedideTo ENaPev dpTov Xkal evxaploThoas ékhacey kal Eimer: To0To ol 0T TO odpa TO VTEp ULAV-
To0TO TOLelTE €ls THY € Avdpimoy. PHoaldTes kal TO ToTAPLOY PeTd TO SelTrioal Mywy: ToOTo TO
ToThHpLov 1) kawwn Stadfkn éoTiv év 7 €pgd alpaTt- TodTo TolelTe, 6odkis éav TivnTe, €ls THY Euny
dvdpvnow. ocdiis yap édv éabinTe TOV dpTov TolTOV Kal TO ToTApLoV TvnTE, TOV BdvaTov Tod Kuplou
KaTayyéNeTe dxpt 00 ENO.

Gospel Lesson; English Text

131 Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from
this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the
end. 2 The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot to betray him. And
during supper * Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had
come from God and was going to God, * got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel
around himself. > Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe
them with the towel that was tied around him. ¢ He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are
you going to wash my feet?” 7 Jesus answered, “You do not know now what I am doing, but later you
will understand.” ® Peter said to him, “You will never wash my feet.” Jesus answered, “Unless I wash
you, you have no share with me.” ° Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, not my feet only but also my hands
and my head!” *° Jesus said to him, “One who has bathed does not need to wash, except for the feet,
but is entirely clean. And you are clean, though not all of you.” ! For he knew who was to betray him;
for this reason he said, “Not all of you are clean.” > After he had washed their feet, had put on his
robe, and had returned to the table, he said to them, “Do you know what I have done to you? ** You
call me Teacher and Lord—and you are right, for that is what I am. '* So if I, your Lord and Teacher,
have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. '> For I have set you an example,
that you also should do as I have done to you. *® Very truly, I tell you, servants are not greater than
their master, nor are messengers greater than the one who sent them. *’ If you know these things,
you are blessed if you do them.”

3! Jesus said, “Now the Son of Man has been glorified, and God has been glorified in him. ** If
God has been glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself and will glorify him at once. > Little
children, I am with you only a little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to the Jews so now I say
to you, ‘Where I am going, you cannot come.’ ** I give you a new 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.” "

A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at http://www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church year/lectionary.html.

1st Corinthians 11:23-26, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of
the Churches of Christ in the United States of America).

1st Corinthians 11:23-26, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and
Wikgren, Allen, (© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).

St. John 13:1-17, 31b-35, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of
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Gospel Lesson; Greek Text:
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the Churches of Christ in the United States of America).
St. John 13:1-17, 31b-35, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and
Wikgren, Allen, (© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).



