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From the Pulpit: April 14, 2022

Maundy Thursday—Communion

The Reverend Dr. Katie Snipes Lancaster

On Maundy Thursday, we walk the way of Jesus. We
eat at his table; we sing his song of sorrow. We witness
his death. We find our way to his tomb. Tonight we be-
gin with the foot washing. With Jesus bending before
each disciple, a towel around his waist. This towel now
sits among the many ordinary objects of Lent. Dust,

Bread, Coins, Shoes, Thorns,
Cross, Oil, tonight Towels, and
by early Sunday morning, Stones.
Hear now this story of towels amid
the shadow of betrayal.

The Shadow of Betrayal: John
13:1-20 (The Message)

Just before the Passover Feast,
Jesus knew that the time had
come to leave this world to go
to the Father. Having loved his
dear companions, he continued
to love them right to the end. It
was suppertime. By now Judas,
son of Simon the Iscariot, was
Jfirmly in the Devil’s grip, all set
for the betrayal.. . Jesus got up
from the supper table, set aside
his robe, and put a towel around
his waist. Then he poured water
into a basin and began to wash
the feet of the disciples, drying
them with his towel.

“lesus’ disciples are
Just as absent minded
about was h'mg,
about towe[s...They
were clean, or clean
enough. They washed
for hygiene. T’ney
washed fov ceremonial
preparedness, for

Veﬁgious oblation.”

wet wipes.

John 13:1-13:20
Lent in Plain Sight, VIII: Towel

When he got to Simon Peter, Peter said, “Mas-
ter, you wash my feet?” Jesus answered, “You don’t
understand now what I'm doing, but it will be
clear enough to you later.” Peter persisted, “You're
not going to wash my feet—ever!” Jesus said, “If
I don’t wash you, you can’t be part of what I'm

doing.” “Master!” said Peter.
“Not only my feet, then. Wash
my hands! Wash my head!” Je-
sus said, “If yowve had a bath
in the morning, you only need
your feet washed now and you're
clean from head to toe. My con-
cern, you understand, is holi-
ness, not hygiene. So now you're
clean. But not every one of you.”
(He knew who was betraying
him. Thats why he said, “Not
every one of you.”) ... If you un-
derstand what I'm telling you,”
Jesus said, “act like it—and live

a blessed life.”

e know the way of the
towel: tea towel, hand
towel, rag. Beach tow-

el, bath towel, tattered cloth. Pa-
per towel, wash cloth, napkin.
Gym towel, pet towel, dish towel,

The poets know the way of the towel too. One poet
noticed the way she held “the warm towel over her face

during the MRI” (Joel Brouwer, 7he Spots).



Another poet watched his own life with the poets’ gaze,
remembering that day when “with a basin of warm wa-
ter and a towel I am shaving my father on a late summer
afternoon as he sits in a chair in striped pajamas” (Billy
Collins, 7he Stare). Another poet who had lived alone
for a long time thinks back to the day when she “en-
velops, in a towel, the swift who fell down the chimney
and knocks herself against window glass and releases
her outside and watches her fly free,

But then for a season, we remember the towel. We
bathe our child, our parent, our spouse in their fragil-
ity. We wash the surgical wound, dabbing gently. We
wipe our loved one’s mouth when they cannot, dou-
bled over in pain or illness, collapsing under the weight
of some rapid decrease in mobility. We remember the
towel. As we wipe, clean, wash, we notice each woven
loop, the whipstitch, the plush absorbent cotton, the
ornamental needlework, the terry

a life line flung at reality” (Galaway
Kinnell, When One Has Lived A Long
Time Alone).

The poets find the towel in the hos-
pital, on the front porch, cradling a
bird, and more poets find towels at
the beach amid snow cones or in
the ordinary morning washing their
face. One poet found a towel among
the spring flowers “glad handed hos-
ta and a choir of clematis robed in
purple” toweling off her dusty feet
with warm sun (Michael Escoubas,
Towel and Basin).

Some days we are absent minded

“He tried to prepare
them. But they
were home. They
were at home in
his presence. They
did not want this
embodied Veaﬁ’cy to

come to an end.”

cloth fibers. We wring out the towel,
submerging it in water, rinsing, wip-
ing, rinsing again.

Jesus’ disciples are just as absent
minded about washing, about tow-
els. They’ve only seen certain kinds of
people—the servant, the attendant,
the domestic laborer—bend down
with towel in hand to wash feet.
They'd understand that, at least. And
they'd have noticed that only certain
kinds of moments require any sort of
washing at all. They were clean, or
clean enough. They washed for hy-

giene. They washed for ceremonial

preparedness, for religious oblation.

about washing, about towels. We toss

another load in the laundry. We dry our hands again
after two years of being urged to wash your hands,
wash your hands, wash your hands. We dry off after
a morning at the pool, we bathe and think nothing of
that soft, fragrant piece of cloth that greets us at the
bathmat. We snag a stack of paper towels when we spill
milk across the kitchen. We cart around a package of
wet wipes trusting that some unforeseen spill will sur-
prise us soon enough. Towels slide into the background
of our lives, ever present and quiet.

Act of cleanliness, for the disciples, faded into the back-
ground, became part of the fabric of life as they went
town to town accompanying Jesus. They borrowed
towels from those offering hospitality to Jesus, and
by extension, hospitality to them, when they walked
with him to Samaria, when they witnessed his acts of
healing, when they sat at his side among the crowd at
speech after speech. “I am the bread of life,” he said. “I
am the light of the world.” “I am the way, the truth,
and the life.” They heard his words and afterward they
walked with dusty feet to the next town to listen again.
There they were, by his side, bathed, clean enough,
toweled dry, ready, and alive. At his side, they felt more
alive than they ever had, more ready, more grounded.



They didn’t understand it all, when he healed on the
sabbath, when he healed the man blind from birth,
when he healed the woman who had been bleeding for
so many years, when he raised Lazarus. They didn’t un-
derstand entirely, but they were present, whole bodies
engaged in the act of drawing near to the spirit of the

living God.

Their feet dusted by the earth, their feet mile after mile

He was bent. Ready. There was still much to say, he
was preparing a place for them, they could remain at
home in him, in a new way, he would not leave them
abandoned, but this act, with water and towel, would
say it all without words. Humility before sacrifice, the
towel declared. A blessing for all, even the one who
will betray me, the towel professed. There is a holiness
here on the trembling edge of suffering and death, the
towel confirmed.

feeling the ground beneath them as
they followed the one who drew them
near to the shimmering possibility
of divine love, the one who showed
them the way to deepest peace, the
one who prepared the way for them.

Their feet, weary. Their feet, marking
some sacred reality beyond under-
standing. Their bodies tuned to the
rhythms of day and night with the
living Lord, season and sacred cel-
ebration with the living Christ, sac-
rifice and prayer. With dusty feet on
the sacred path, even their minds were
changed, reformed, remade by the
teachings of the one they followed.
They wanted to remain with him.
They didn’t understand his goodbye
speeches. He tried to prepare them.
But they were home. They were at
home in his presence. They did not
want this embodied reality to come
to an end.

“Humility before
sacriﬁce, the towel
declared. A blessing
fov all, even the
one who will Ioetray
me, the towel
professed. There is
a holiness here on
the trembl'mg edge
of suﬁcering and
death, the towel

conﬁrmed.”

There will be a towel in our own lives
now, a towel to bathe our child, our
parent, our spouse in their fragility.
A towel to dab the surgical wound. A
towel to wipe the mouth of one dou-
bled over in pain or illness or collaps-
ing under the weight of some rapid
decrease of mobility. A towel for the
war-wounded soldier. A towel for
the one set for the grave. A towel for
the orphan lost amid migration. A
towel for the one whose tears have
not ceased. There will be a towel, and
we will know in a new way the hu-
mility and sacrifice, the blessing, the
holiness here on the trembling edge

of suffering and death.

In the name of the father, the son
and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

And so it was then that Jesus bent

down with towel in hand to wash their feet. This act,
this towel, this bending down of their teacher, their
rabbi, their Lord, was so out of sync, so countercultur-
al, so beyond imagining, that they began to question.
They were in dismay. Surprised. But Jesus was already
on his way toward blessing them. His towel was already
wrapped around his waist, ready.



—The Great Prayer—
The Reverend Dr. William A. Evertsberg

Friends, this is a table, not of the church, but of the Lord. It is for those who love him and want to love
him more. So come, you who are here often, or you who have not been here for a long time. You who have
tried to follow him, and you who have failed. For it is the Lord who invites us here, it is his will that we
meet him at this table.

Blessed be the name of our Lord Jesus whom you sent to deliver us, great God, from the bondage of death,
slavery to sin. In humility he ascends from your heights to kneel in obedience to loves command.

The one who is boundless takes on the bondage of our sin.

The one who is free takes our place in death’s prison.

In the deserts of our wandering, he sustains us, giving us his body for manna for our weariness. A cup of
suffering which he drank becomes for us a cup of salvation.

God remember those who are sick, those who suffer pain, or loneliness, or grief. Those who draw near to
death, and those who we name in our hearts before you. Comfort them in your presence, Sustain them with
your promises. Grant them your peace, hear our silent prayers.

Through Christ, all glory and honor are yours, almighty father, with the Holy Spirit, and the holy church,
now and forever. Now hear us as we pray together the ancient prayer, Our Father.... Amen.
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