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Week One Sermon – Conversations on the Way to the Cross

March 1, 2006

The text for this evening’s message is found in our Gospel lesson, John 13:1-17, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

What kind of conversations did you have today?  You probably were involved in more than you thought.  Maybe you had conversations with  . . . 

· a co-worker, discussing your latest project;    

· a doctor, informing you of treatment choices; 

· someone at the other end of a phone conversation?

· a friend, via E-mail, text messages, or Instant Messages?

· a family member, which turned into an argument; 

· a family member, which created a laugh or a hug;

· God, through prayer; 

· your children on the way to school or an extra-curricular activity;

· a teacher, about an assignment; or

· a neighbor; or the ever popular . . . 

· yourself!

You probably didn’t think about the fact that all your banter, chats, and discussions were actually conversations on the way to the cross.  As Christians we’re constantly traveling to the cross that is smack dab in the middle of our lives—the cross that shows us our sins and our Savior who continually converses with us as He speaks through His Word and we respond with our prayers.

It’s easy to forget that all our conversations with someone pass through the cross and our Savior.  In his book, “On a Hill Too Far Away,” John Fischer tells about a unique feature of a church in Greenwich, Connecticut.  At the end of the center aisle of the church, just before stepping into the chancel area, stands a fifteen feet tall wooden cross, bolted in the concrete so that it stands in the way of everything.  

The baptismal font is situated in the shadow of the cross.  The pastor’s words and the congregation’s responses pass through the cross.  The message and praise of hymns pass through the cross.  When receiving the Lord’s Supper, God’s people walk past the crude, splintery cross.  Married couples pass by the cross as they walk down the aisle.  At funerals, caskets are positioned at the foot of the cross.  Every conversation from heaven or to heaven passes through the cross.  It’s an amazing reminder of the importance of Christ’s cross—His life, death, and resurrection—within the center of our lives.  

In the drama, Rose, in a simple way, appeared to have her life centered on the gifts Jesus brings through His death and resurrection, as she responded with the gifts of conversation, compassion, generosity, hope, and grace.  The gift Rose shared was wrapped in grace.  But Jason had difficultly receiving the gift. 

How about you?  How do you respond when people offer you gifts?  Is your response the same when Jesus shares His gifts with you? 

· “I don’t deserve it.”

· “But I haven’t done much for you.”

· “I’d feel too guilty accepting it.”

· “Oh, great, now I have to give something back.”

· “I’m too filled with sin to accept it.”

In the Scripture reading from John 13:1-17, Jesus wants to give His disciples a lesson in servanthood.  Peter doesn’t want to accept the gift.  And so, the cross-bound Savior has a conversation with Peter (and the rest of the disciples) about the importance of being cleansed through Christ, about the importance of servanthood, and about the need for having a part with the Savior.  Let’s hear the story again.

The Passover Feast was at hand, and the hour appointed by God had come.  Jesus knew what lay ahead.  He was preparing for His “exodus.”  He was preparing “to leave this world and go to the Father.”  He was preparing to be our Passover Lamb, through whose blood we escape eternal death.

Jesus used the occasion to demonstrate His complete unwavering love for His followers, a love He bore to the very end.  The timing was crucial, but only Jesus knew how much so.  The Passover dinner was underway.  It would be Jesus’ last one, and He would institute His Supper, as the other Gospels record.  The devil had worked on Judas Iscariot to betray Jesus.  Still, Jesus was in full control.  The Father placed everything into His hands.  Heaven’s plan was coming together, and it was up to the Son to see it through.

We might expect Jesus to show His power with a great miraculous sign.  We might expect Jesus to show His unveiled glory to all of them as He had to Peter, James, and John at His Transfiguration.  We might expect Jesus to give the most stirring sermon they had ever heard, a pep talk for the mission ahead.  But Jesus did none of these things.  Instead, He rose from the table, grabbed a towel and basin, and served them as a slave would serve his master.  Jesus washed their feet!

Usually, a slave was appointed to do that when guests entered the house from trudging the dusty roads.  But on this night, Jesus rose to do the servant’s job, calling special attention to His ministry as servant.  This was God’s suffering servant, His chosen one, at work (Isaiah 42:1).  This was God who took on Himself the form of a servant and humbled Himself even to death (Philippians 2:6-8).  When God does the work of a slave for man, that’s love!  Even so, Jesus was but foreshadowing His ultimate act of service—the cross.

Simon Peter, as might be expected, could not sit still and let his Lord abase Himself so.  Incredulous, Peter asked, “Lord, are You going to wash my feet?”

Jesus understood Peter’s misgivings.  How could Peter realize that Jesus’ act of humiliation was merely a prelude to His abject humiliation on the cross?  Jesus told Peter that everything would become clear in time—after the events about to happen came to pass.  For now, Peter should simply trust Him.

But Peter was too upset to let it go at that.  “No,” he insisted, “ You shall never wash my feet.”  He didn’t realize, of course, what he was saying.  

Jesus’ answer had spiritual meaning, although Peter kept thinking only of the physical washing.  He told Peter he had no part with Jesus if Jesus didn’t wash him.  Jesus was not talking about cleaning dirty feet, but cleansing sin-soiled hearts.  We belong with Jesus only when He washes us clean from our sins.  He must first serve us in order for us to have a relationship with Him.

Peter’s upset turned to enthusiasm: “Not just my feet but my hands and my head as well,” he begged.  Clearly Peter did not yet distinguish between the physical and spiritual washing.

Jesus picked up the thought from Peter’s remark.  Because they wore sandals and walked on dusty roads, travelers could not avoid getting their feet dirty.  A person who has bathed before leaving home, however, needed to only have his feet washed when he arrived at his host’s home.  So Peter’s request served no purpose.  With cleaned feet, his whole body was clean.

Then Jesus reverted to the spiritual dimension.  The disciples were clean, their sins washed away by Jesus.  But not all of them were clean.  One had refused Jesus’ forgiveness and was plotting instead to betray Him.  Jesus knew what was coming and so spoke as He did.  Still, hoping His betrayer would come to repentance, Jesus washed even the feet of Judas.

As Jesus completed washing His disciples’ feet, it was time for review, a lesson that all His disciples can take to heart.  The disciples called Jesus their “Teacher” and their “Lord.”  He was that.  The word “Lord,” in particular, indicated that He had authority over them.  He was their master.  In truth, they saw Him also as the Lord of heaven.  His disciples needed to serve Him.

But now the Teacher and Lord had served His followers in love.  Jesus washed dirty feet as an object lesson of the spirit that should typify their attitudes toward one another—a humble spirit of forgiveness, love, and service.  They should do as He had done.

This lesson still applies to us.  It tells us that a true leader is one who serves others.  It tells us that a follower of Jesus will act in humble service as Jesus did.  Some take the words literally to mean we should wash one another’s feet.  But Jesus called the act an “example,” or a way of representing what He wanted.  He was demonstrating the principle of loving service to others.  

Along with the conversations on the way to the cross, we’ve had lots of stories in our service tonight.  In the reading, Jesus has a story to tell of the servant life of the one known as the Suffering Servant.  Peter’s life and ways were a story, in and of itself.  The gift in the drama came with a story, too.  Jason had a story, so did Rose.  And so does the cross of Jesus. 

In fact, the cross has a bigger story and greater gifts to share.  It’s the story of our sinfulness and God’s faithfulness.  It’s a story of our inabilities and weakness, and God’s infinite ability that comes with the gift of strength.  It’s a story of death and a story of the gift of life.  It’s a story of conversations about helplessness and hope.  

At the cross Jesus comes bearing gifts of forgiveness, hope, truth, correction, salvation, compassion, and so much more.  In His Word and Sacraments, the Lord comes to us with His life-giving, sin-forgiving gifts.  How will you respond in receiving those gifts from our Savior? 

Maybe like Jason, in the drama, you need a new start.  Maybe your life is unraveling or it seems to be coming apart at the seams.  Come to the cross.  Jesus wants to talk to you about gifting you with that new life.  A fresh start.  A new beginning with the cross gracefully placed prominently in the middle of every conversation and every action. 

Allow your creative mind to take you to the foot of Jesus’ cross right now.  Don’t stand at a distance.  Walk right up to Jesus and His cross.  Fall on your knees before Him.  Hold on.  Literally, hold on!  Simply cling to the cross of Christ.  

As you do, what’s right in front of your face?  The feet of Jesus.  To be honest, they’re in a disgusting state.  They’re covered and stained with blood that’s poured from His sacred veins.  Nails pierce His flesh.  Muscle and tendons beneath the surface are torn off the bone where the nails punctured them.  Nerve endings are overloaded as He shifts His weight for just a moment to take in a precious gasp of air.  The trauma has caused His ankles to swell greatly.  Deep scars cover the bottoms of His feet, which walked the rock-covered road to this spot while carrying the intense weight of a cross, even more, the weight of the sinful world.

Have you turned your eyes away from His feet yet?  These are the feet of the Master who washed the feet of others, leaving us an example of how to serve others.  Let’s grab a towel.  A basin of water isn’t needed here.  Our tears flood His feet.  Our tears of repentance, love, thanksgiving, and praise flood His feet.  Let them flow, as He causes your life to overflow with His grace, His strength, and His compassionate vision of those He calls us to serve.

Throughout our time together tonight we’ve conversed with the Lord through the confession of our sins.  We’ve laid our sinful lives at the foot of His cross.  We confessed our sins through the cross.  We’ve nailed those sins to the cross with Christ.  Now we are called to listen.  

We hear the words, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  We then hear the words from the cross, spoken by our Savior, Jesus Christ: “Father, forgive them.”  His words provide nourishment for famished souls.  His words speak peace and hope to His people in need of help.  His words contain life-giving gifts.  Jesus speaks to us, saying. “I love you.  I forgive you.  And I will remember your sins no more.” 

That’s a conversation that leads us to respond through giving—to God and to those people He’s placed in our lives.   It’s a conversation filled with gifts from heaven, all that’s needed for a fresh, forgiven new beginning.   It’s a conversation that will carry us through life—this life and the eternal life to come.  

May the Lord bless all of our conversations on the way to the cross.  Through His Word may He once again bring to us to remember His wonderful gifts of forgiveness and new life through the death of His Servant Son on the cross.  May He equip us to be faithful servants to the people that He places in our lives.  And as we speak to Him in prayer and confess our sins and sinfulness, may He continue to remind us of these most precious Words: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen: 

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.
