SILENT WINTESSES
#8 The Towel – John 13:1-17

Maundy Thursday 2009
Pardon me! Excuse me! I have been asked to gather some information about the man named Jesus. You are my last witness to interview. Would you mind telling us your story?

I am not all that surprised to be the last one on your list. I realize these other witnesses have exciting testimonies. Some come from royal backgrounds. Some even serve in the army. I can see why they would be an attracting interview. As for me, I am only an ordinary towel. Nothing special. Everybody takes me for granted. I get no respect. I take a beating, but I just keep on going. 

Sounds like your overworked and not very appreciated. Just tossed aside by society in general.
I am used to cleaning up everybody else’s messes. A spill here, some dirt and a glop there. You would not believe all the things I am expected to do. I wipe up floors. I do windows. I dry people off when they are all wet. People lie on top of me and squish me when the sun begins to shine. You would not believe what breakfast is like with a table full of hungry children?

It’s been awhile I must admit!
I am sleeping soundly after a rough day when all of a sudden one of the parents wakes me up… swoosh…its super towel off to the rescue. Do you have any idea what it feels like to have your body chilled to the bone by wiping up soggy wet cheerios after they have been soaked in milk?   

Can’t say that I have…

BRRRRRRRRR….Almost as bad as Minnesota winters. At least offer me a cup of coffee. That’s not the way to greet a new day. And they say the Lord’s mercy is new every morning….

I appreciate your honesty. Having had children of my own I can see your point! But please continue… 
Sorry if my fabric got ruffled up a bit. Maybe I’m too sensitive! Anyways, did you know where I come from there are very few paved roads? Within most of the cities I have been too they are almost unheard of. Most roads are more like winding dirt trails. 

I would imagine the dust piles up like bricks.

Everything gets covered. Thick layers of dust. The dustier it gets the more and more my owner brings me out. Pretty soon my allergies begin to….AA….AA…ACHOOOOOOOOOOOOOO…

God bless you!

ACHOOOOOOOO…Thank you. It gets hard to see when your eyes begin to water and your nose begins to drip. It even gets more interesting when the rains pour. All the paths are liquid slush. Several inches thick of mud. It is the custom of many homes for the host to provide a servant at the door to wash the feet of any guests that might stop over for a visit. That’s when my job got really interesting!
Really? Why don’t you tell us about it!
A servant would kneel down and then I would be used to wash the dirt or mud off the feet of each guest as they would arrive. People would then leave their sandals at the door. Now if a family could not afford a servant one of the early arriving guests would take up the servant’s role.
That seems kind of strange having a guest do that kind of job!
That’s what they did! The guest would wash the feet of everyone who came. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get clean when you’re caked with dirt and mud from dirty feet? We did not have any washing machines you know. My water and soap bill goes sky high.

You should see what my bills are like these days. You don’t even want to know about the taxes…Go on…

One evening when I was working, Jesus and his friends were getting ready to eat supper. It was a big holiday. Lots of people. The feast of the Passover. I love when Passover comes. I would get in lots of overtime you know. As I was making my normal rounds waiting for any unexpected catastrophe to happen, I could sense that this was not like the normal Passover celebration.

What seemed out of place?

For one thing during this big celebration it was customary to have a servant around to wash the feet of the guests. Well, I found it strange that there were no servants around. Especially at such a busy time like the Passover. Also please understand something. These people were not sitting as they are portrayed in Leonardo Da Vince’s Last Supper. Let me show you the painting!
I had no idea. What seems to be the problem?

With all due respect for this genius. He looked at this through Renaissance eyes. They were not sitting in ladder-back dining – room chairs all on one side of a long table. Jesus and His disciples actually ate their meals by leaning on one elbow as they lay on their side. The table was very low. A rectangular block of wood upon which the food was placed. They ate with their hands, not utensils.

What kind of manners did they have anyway? Sounds like some rowdy kids I know!
The position in which they were sitting meant that if your feet were not clean, your friend would know all about it. Would they be in for a long evening? Ever try to eat with a dirty foot staring you in the face? It’s hard to have a hearty appetite looking at the fuzz balls between someone’s toes!
And I thought people were embarrassed by holy socks or using foot powder because of foot odor!

But that is not all. I would have thought that one of Jesus friends would have jumped up to take care of all the dirty feet that evening. Jesus was the host. It was the custom of the early arriving guests to wash the feet. This Jesus was special. He was the Son of God. As I looked around the room I did not see anything being done with all those dirty feet. Nothing! Nobody moved a muscle when it came to performing the task of a servant. They just kept talking and talking. No one seemed interested!

Why do you think no one was interested?

That room was full of proud hearts and dirty feet. Funny thing. They were willing to fight for a throne. One of the mothers asked if her sons could sit on the right or left of Jesus throne. That really got a few upset. Jesus said that true greatness comes through serving not who comes in first place!
I bet you really felt sorry for Jesus. What happened after that?
I thought we were all in for a long night…when suddenly…Jesus got up off the floor. He began to pour water into a basin. Jesus then very gently reached down for me. He picked me up and began wrapping me ever so carefully around His waist. He then began to wash feet and dry them with me.   
Did Jesus say anything?
One would think Jesus would stand up and say: “Friends, I am now going to demonstrate what true love and servant hood is all about!” But Jesus did not say a word! As all this was taking place I could see with my very own eyes what true love and servant hood was all about. You should have seen the look on the faces of His friends. They were speechless. Really shocked. They just stared and watched!
Actions do speak louder than words I always say!
Your right. As this was going on I began to realize that true love expresses itself in acts of random kindness (ARK for short). I remember when I was growing up my mom not only told me she loved me, but expressed her love through actions. One day I was playing outside when I was not supposed too. I fell in a mud puddle, and got soaked. Guess who got twanged? I got into trouble, but mom forgave me. She made sure to give me a big hug before I went to sleep. That felt good, even though I disobeyed. 
I have heard that a lack of affection in the childhood years can make it difficult for that person to be loved and accepted in adulthood.

Very interesting. It’s also easy to feel sorry for yourself and take the love of our wonderful Lord Jesus for granted as well. I found myself focusing on all the sins others have caused in my life or my own sins. As a result I found my own love for Jesus and others to grow cold. But as I saw the love of Jesus in action, as I saw how unending that love was for His friends as well as for me, I began to have a change of heart. Life really was not that bad. If Jesus could love His friends with proud hearts and dirty feet, then I knew that if He forgave me than I had to forgive and love those who have hurt me.

That is very moving. You represent for us a symbol of Jesus love. A love that forgives & forgets. A love that keeps on giving with no strings attached. A love that is in action and not only words.

But there is more. As Jesus was going around washing the various feet of His friends He came to Peter. Peter pulled his feet back underneath his robe and said, “No, not my feet. Never, ever, will you wash my feet.” I thought this to be a strange reaction since everyone else was cooperating. What was wrong with this Peter character? Who in their right mind would turn down a free foot washing?

That is a good question. I wouldn’t. What happened?

This is where Jesus got pretty tough and said, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.”
Wow. I thought Jesus was meek as a lamb, but he had a little lion in Him as well. 

Did Peter get the message?

He sure did. Old quick to speak Peter had to first get his foot out of his mouth so to speak before Jesus could wash them. But He did. You should have been there to hear what Peter said…
Which was?
He literally asked Jesus to give him a bath from head to toe. That would have been interesting. Jesus was speaking about a cleansing on the inside. But I admired Peter’s response, because it took a great deal of humility on his part to admit he needed to be forgiven and receive the cleansing Jesus offered!
So you are also a symbol of humility. A person must humble themselves before God, and receive His grace before giving His love away. I guess that just about wraps it up…

Hold it. After this episode with Peter Jesus had a few more things to say. It’s a miracle I heard this. I was a little groggy after washing all those feet. My head was spinning. My heart was pounding. I was soaking wet and ready for a good drying out when Jesus began to speak. He asked his friends a question. “Do you know what I have done to you?” What a strange question. Obviously they knew what he had just done. Washed feet. But I knew He had something more valuable for them to learn.
What did Jesus say that was so important?
Remember how the servant was supposed to do the work or one of the early arriving guests? Just by putting me around Jesus waist must have said a mouthful. The King became the servant. I a towel became the uniform Jesus wore. I was expecting Jesus to say, “I washed your feet, you wash mine!”

Like I scratch your back now you scratch mine?

Exactly. But Jesus said what none of us expected. “Wash one another’s feet. Do the very same thing I did to you. Love one another as I have loved you. Do this and you will be happy.”

Sounds like a real challenge to wash feet!

It is challenging. Jesus never did say that He gave this example to just learn about washing feet. Jesus never did say He gave this example to just form discussion groups and reflect on washing feet. Jesus never did say He gave that example to just memorize His words and repeat about washing feet. Jesus was looking for action. I guess being a servant is just plain hard work. The right attitude must go along with the right actions. I find myself constantly making sure I check the temperature of the water when I wash feet. Believe me it’s easy to use boiling water on some folks. On others it should be ice cold. I have come close to even dry cleaning a few feet. 

I would imagine the goal is to remove dirt, not skin. Have you found any joy in all this?

I sure have. Since that wonderful night Jesus tied me around His waist I have discovered true joy comes when I serve others. My daily tasks are no longer a duty but a delight. Don’t get me wrong. I have days when I complain. Those are days when I take some extra time soaking up Jesus love as I read His Word in the Bible. I keep going because I desire to see Jesus love touch other people. You have the same challenge. The real fun begins when you roll up your sleeves, wrap the towel of service around your waist, and wash a few feet…quietly…graciously…and cheerfully.

Does that mean life will always be a bowl of cherries?

There are a few pits along the way. Even Jesus the perfect servant finished His life on a cross. Remember, Jesus bounced back. He rose again. So can you. Can I give you some advice?
Please do!
When the tough feet come, remember Jesus example. Keep loving others by being a servant. See how precious each person is in God’s eyes. You have never met a mere mortal!  Keep washing those feet no matter how dirty they are because that’s the road to true joy. Mind if I use my favorite expression?
Go right ahead!
When the going gets tough, don’t throw in the towel, just serve others with a smile. That’s Jesus way!
