Exodus 12:1-4, 11-14

1 The LORD said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt:  2 This month shall mark for you the beginning of months; it shall be the first month of the year for you.  3 Tell the whole congregation of Israel that on the tenth of this month they are to take a lamb for each family, a lamb for each household.  4 If a household is too small for a whole lamb, it shall join its closest neighbor in obtaining one; the lamb shall be divided in proportion to the number of people who eat of it.
11 This is how you shall eat it: your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and you shall eat it hurriedly.  It is the passover of the LORD.  12 For I will pass through the land of Egypt that night, and I will strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt, both human beings and animals; on all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments:  I am the LORD.  13 The blood shall be a sign for you on the houses where you live:  when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague shall destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt.  14  This day shall be a day of remembrance for you. You shall celebrate it as a festival to the LORD; throughout your generations you shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance.
John 13:1-17, 31-35

1 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 3 Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had come from God and was going to God,  4 got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around himself.  5 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.  6 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."  8 Peter said to him, "You will never wash my feet." Jesus answered, "Unless I wash you, you have no share with me."  9 Simon Peter said to him, "Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my head!"  10 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."  11 For he knew who was to betray him; for this reason he said, "Not all of you are clean."

12 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?  13 You call me Teacher and Lord – and you are right, for that is what I am.  14 So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet.  15 For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.  16 Very truly, I tell you, servants are not greater than their master, nor are messengers greater than the one who sent them.  17 If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them.

31 When he had gone out, Jesus said, "Now the Son of Man has been glorified, and God has been glorified in him.  32 If God has been glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself and will glorify him at once.  33 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.'  34 I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  35 By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another."

What does love look like?
Years ago, when I was in college, I spent a fall break in the mountains at a place called Outward Bound.  It’s a place where I learned a few wilderness survival skills, the value and trust of my companions, and to trust in myself.  One of the exercises we did was what’s called a ropes course, a sort of obstacle course; except that this one was up in the treetops.  After successfully negotiating all of the obstacles, the last exercise was to get down, and there was only one way down.  We were 75-80 feet up in the trees, and the way down was a swing – a little board tied on the end of a rope that you were supposed to sit on and just jump off the tree limb, 75 feet up in the air.  The first 30 feet or so was a freefall, and then the rope would catch and you would slowly swing back and forth until you stopped.  I should mention that I’m afraid of heights.  To make a long story short, I did eventually jump off that tree limb out into midair and ended up safely on the ground.
Long ago, on that Thursday night in Jerusalem, Jesus was out on a limb, so to speak.  He knew that his hour had come to depart from this world.  What would you do if you knew your hour had come?  Would you go out in a blaze of glory?  Maybe drink yourself silly?  Would you just sit down and cry?
Most of us won’t get to know when our time has come.  When I go to the hospital, the words I hear most often from the young are, “You never think it’s going to happen to you.”  And from the old, I hear, “I thought I had more time.”  Scripture tells us “the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night.” (1 Thessalonians 5:2)
We don’t usually get to know, but Jesus did.  He was out on that limb and saw the jump he was going to have to make, but without the safety and security of knowing that he would gently glide to a stop.  No, below him, Jesus saw something very different:  betrayal, humiliation, denial, lies, injustice, suffering, beatings, whips, torture, pain, and death, a horrible death on a cross …and he did it anyway.  He did it for me.  He did it for you.  He did it for sinners like us.
Jesus knew what lay ahead and he did not fight it; and he didn’t run away.  He chose the path to the cross because that’s what love looks like, that’s what love does.  Jesus chose the path of the cross because he loves us.

Jesus had just spent three whole years telling his disciples what love looks like and showing them signs of his love - wonders and miracles.  Now, on this particular Thursday night, as the truth of the holy scripture tells us, “knowing that his hour had come to depart from this world … [h]aving loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.”  
He gave them one more sign, one more teaching, one more example of what love looks like that Thursday night as he got up right in the middle of the meal they were sharing, poured some water into a basin and bent down, like a lowly servant and washed the disciples’ feet, because love is tender yet gritty, gentle yet firm.  Love is strength made perfect in weakness, power in submission, victory in absolute surrender, dignity in servanthood.  Love is the Word made flesh, God made man.  Love is the king of the universe kneeling down to wash a smelly fisherman’s feet.  That’s what love looks like.

Unfortunately, that’s not the way we love.  We’re self-seeking, easily angered, keeping records of wrongs, waiting for something better to come along, taking the easy path.  No.  Jesus said, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.”  Our love should look like Jesus’ love.
He washed all their dirty stinky feet and they just sat there, sat there in silence, until he came to Peter, good ole Peter.  This was more than Peter could stand and he cried out impulsively to stop his Lord from such a menial task.  But Jesus calls him down and sits him back down.  “Unless I wash you, you have no share with me.”  If the gospel, if our share in the truth of Jesus Christ, if our fancy professions of faith, our prayers and our religious rituals are not cleansing our hearts and purifying our desires; if we are not different with Christ in our lives, then we have missed the point.  That’s what Jesus is saying to his friend.
And you gotta love Peter.  “Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my head!”  Give me the whole business, Lord; lay it on me!  But while it is be unwise to lag far behind Jesus, it is equally unwise to run out ahead of him.  We are to walk with Christ.  In other words, our future is God’s to plan, and our past has graciously been blotted out.  So stay with us here, Peter.

“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.”  Ah, Judas – the man who would betray the life of the savior of humanity for 30 pieces of silver, the price of a common slave.  Can you picture him leaving quietly, slipping out into the dark misty shadows of a hidden moon; the darkness of the evening sky matched only by the darkness of the evil inside of him.  I imagine that his footprints would have been unusually deep as he carried the weight of his deeds on his heart.  The gospel of Matthew says that after betraying Jesus, Judas hung himself.  In Acts, it says that he burst open and his bowels came gushing out.  Whatever the end of Judas, we know that Jesus washed his feet too.
We have all betrayed Jesus in one way or another.  We are all sinners, broken people who often don’t even try to love like Jesus does.  And when we do try, we fall woefully short.  

As the signs of spring are all around us today and winter becomes a memory, I want to leave you with a poem about some cardinals in winter – a poem about brokenness and about love:
At the Winter Feeder, by John Leax
His feather flame doused dull
by ice and cold,

the cardinal hunched

into the rough, green feeder

but ate no seed.

Through binoculars I saw

festered and useless

his beak, broken

at the root.

Then two:  one blazing, one gray,

rode the swirling weather

into my vision

and lighted at his side.

Unhurried, as if possessing

the patience of God,

they cracked sunflowers

and fed him

beak to wounded beak

choice meats.

Each morning and afternoon

the winter long,

that odd triumvirate,

that trinity of need,

returned and ate

their sacrament

of broken seed.

Here, on Maundy Thursday far out on a limb at the end of Lent, at the end of our season of discipline and self-examination, we know that we’re all broken sinners.  And that’s right where Jesus meets us, kneeling down to wash us before his body is broken and his blood is poured out, because that what love looks like.
Amen.
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