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I love the Lord, because he has heard the voice of my supplication 
Because he has inclined his ear to me whenever I call upon him.                                –Ps 116:1 
 
Are there really any rules in life? 
 
Once you hit the half century mark as a human being this becomes clear. Most of the rules and 
understandings that you learn as you mature have been superseded by newer rules and the former 
no longer apply. 
 
Many practices that were once familiar have been jettisoned, cast aside. Thankfully this process 
takes out no small amount of bad and mistaken rules and practices. 
 
Good or bad it is still a challenge and sometimes a hardship to see the understanding that made 
life navigable and even rich fall away and be forgotten. 
 
It may be hard for some of the younger people here today (and I will include as younger all those 
who are our rector’s age and younger) to believe that there was an era when no one would have 
thought of getting out of their car and pumping their own gas.  
 
Maybe you have seen this in a movie. Shortly after I got my driver’s license in the mid 60’s this 
practice began to disappear. It used to be that when you pulled into a gas station you waited in 
your car and an attendant employed by the gas station came to the driver’s window and you 
asked for the grade of gasoline and the amount you wanted. “Fill it with regular please.” And the 
attendant opened your gas cap and pumped your gas for you and probably washed the windshield 
too. This kind of service pervaded the culture of our entire country. We all had many servants. 
 
What is a servant? We all have images of what a servant is and does. Many of us have watched 
the television series Downton Abbey. In another era Jack Benny had a Man Friday named 
Rochester and of course Bruce Wayne or Batman has Alfred.  
 
Many of the attributes of good servants are ones that we might also use to describe God and 
God’s activities.  
 
The work of servants is often hidden or silent. It takes place unbidden or unasked for. Servants 
are involved with the preparations for an event, in some cases, far in advance. Servants therefore 
foresee needs and outcomes which their masters may not have considered. They display 
consummate concern for the other’s pleasure, comfort and in some instances, safety. Their work 
keeps them in intimate contact with their masters in the most private of spaces. Aware of their 
master’s intimate patterns, they accomplish what is fitting and at the appropriate time. Servants 
keep order, sustain a high level of mastery, even perfection. Servants bear our burdens, they 
await, attend, are courteous and homely. Trusted to keep watch, they are our protectors and 
boundary keepers occasionally offering counsel. They are stable and steadfast, self-abandoning, 
self-giving as they gratuitously fulfill our expectations. 
 
There is a very direct likeness between God and a good servant. Moses has the title “Servant of 
God.” Isaiah has the title “Servant of God.” There is a reason holy church from the beginning has 
recognized the vocation named “diakonia” or the diaconate. It is in the likeness of servants and 



God that we see Jesus in the deacon. Deacons like all servants of Christ bear our burdens.  
They are available, unencumbered, willing, obedient, submissive, self-abandoning and 
protectors. They attend, they await. 
 
In the ancient near-east foot washing was a necessary task to preserve the cleanliness of the 
household. The first question asked by a Hebrew is, “Is it clean?’ It was among the lowliest of 
tasks. At the same time, it involves intimacy and vulnerability. The person whose feet are being 
washed has to allow it to happen, giving their feet into another’s care. 
 
There is a special agency that takes place in an act of service like foot washing. We actually  
have nothing in modern society with which to directly compare this aspect of ancient hospitality. 
Shining shoes doesn’t even come close. By comparing the degree of undesirability of the job,  
we could consider those who care for our elderly in various settings. Perhaps the aids in nursing 
homes are our foot-washers. 
 
In this humble act, washing the disciple’s feet, Jesus removes from all acts of service any taint of 
meniality. Such tasks are now to be seen as holy.  
 
Jesus, in his kingdom vision, has a way of taking former ways of doing things like personal 
situations and religious regulations or observances and seeing them in a new way. Whereas the 
world seems to move in the opposite direction taking new things and making them old. 
 
Here in a short while, we will resist the everchanging obsolescence of the world. The world 
where the familiarity of today will become a memory and then forgotten. In advance of that 
onslaught, we will set aside temporarily the activities of the altar. They will be hidden. They will 
go silent. We will secure them against the order of the world that cancels obstacles and scandals, 
that erases the disruptive, that encodes and buries the meanings that break into and question the 
surface of our understandings.  
 
Representing us,  
many servants will,   
bear the elements of our altar away,  
preparing a cherished emptiness and darkness, 
prayerfully laying bare our vulnerability,  
inviting us to draw near,  
to guard our memories, our hopes,  
our most precious gift,  
a gift given in secret, that can only be held in common,  
God’s abundant grace. 


