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Maundy Thursday, 13th April 2017 Reading: St John 13. 1-17, 31b-35
St John 13.12: After washing their feet, Jesus put on his garment and sat down again
sermon preached by the archbishop of Dublin, The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson
JESUS THE POWERFUL GIVER 

One of the very easy traps into which we fall is that we identify ourselves too readily with Jesus the Powerful Giver in the stories that we hear and read in the Bible. This is a particular temptation for those engaged in ministry and for people to call any of us shepherds is no real help. There is one Shepherd. That Shepherd is Good and Beautiful – our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. We relate more to the wide range of characters we meet from page to page and from chapter to chapter in the Bible and in the streets and countryside of our land. The spin-off from the temptation misguidedly to over-inflate ourselves as the givers of mercy is that, as we identify Jesus with the person who dispenses mercy and salvation, we proceed to identify ourselves as that person too. It is a limitation of Jesus, an inflation of ourselves. It is worth a look on Maundy Thursday. It is worth a look particularly with the injunction on Palm Sunday to empty ourselves of spiritual bombast and to let the mind that is in us be the mind of Christ Jesus. 
THE GOOD SAMARITAN 

Take, for example, the story of The Good Samaritan (St Luke 10.25-37). Our eyes are drawn to the Samaritan as the outcast in society who meets the need of the victim of physical attack, robbery and beating and being left for dead. If we move our imagination forward to tomorrow, Good Friday, we are told of Jesus Christ in exactly the same sort of state as the one who is the victim of the attack, not the rescuer, not clearly in this context and at this stage of the narrative the giver of mercy and salvation: he is the victim, beaten by Roman soldiers and left for dead hanging on the cross. If we go a little further into the story of The Good Samaritan, we find the innkeeper also doing Christ-like things. So, the relationship between Jesus and humanity is complicated, complicated by incarnation itself. The innkeeper receives the man who was set upon, finding himself caring for an invalid who, on his own admission and self-evidently, has no way of paying for his care and treatment; and the same innkeeper takes the word of the unknown Samaritan that he will return and settle any outstanding costs and expenditure there will be in the restoration of this unknown invalid to good health. Jesus Christ appears through many people in this familiar story. It has been well said that mercy is the willingness to enter into the chaos of another. This story is creatively chaotic. Tradition and Law need to work and to walk hand in hand with Mercy and Discernment if there is to be an holistic imitation of Christ. Wisdom needs to be comfortable with complexity and humility. 
Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus, taking away and preparing the body of Jesus for burial (St John 19.38), carry out a role somewhat akin to this innkeeper in the period immediately after The Crucifixion. Each of these stories needs a broad range of people and a wide sweep of bold gestures to fulfil the role of Jesus Christ by imitation and by pattern. We are not The Christ; we are not The Good and Beautiful Shepherd. Jesus discloses himself in at least four people in the story of The Good Samaritan: the teacher who takes the rich young ruler sufficiently seriously to teach him the essential connection between what he already does and who he wants to become; the man on the side of the road who needs help and is willing to accept it; the person who gives that help and is willing to take the risk of himself being set upon; the innkeeper who is willing to take in someone who will undoubtedly turn out to be a very demanding paying guest for a period that could turn out to be much longer than expected and for which he has only the word of another to assure him he will be paid. This clustered community of care and service together make up the parable that has long pointed us to the outpouring of unconditional love and service of others in the name of Jesus Christ. This is a mercy few of us could deliver or sustain, however high our ideals and aspirations, however full our pride.

After washing their feet, Jesus put on his garment and sat down again.

HELPING OTHERS

One of the interesting things raising its head concerns what seems to be a fairly obvious thing to do in a Christian context; and that is to help others. But on Maundy Thursday we need to beware; it is as if we (because we instinctively as ministers of the Gospel, lay and ordained, read ourselves into the person of Jesus Christ) have an entitlement to give service, to dispense service and therefore do not need to receive service – and then increasingly we do not want to receive service but only want to dispense service to others. This is a difficult personal and professional place to be. We are making difficulties for ourselves by doing this. On one level, we probably see it as being independent, being self-sufficient, not causing hassle to other people when they have plenty to do. But sooner or later we know it is not about this. I offer you another story for you to read it as a parable on this Maundy Thursday. A recently arrived refugee is unable to get a permit to work. She sees something that calls itself a Refugee Day Centre and walks in to volunteer her willingness to help, her service free of charge. She is met with a degree of incredulity that says: ‘But we are here to offer help to people like you!’ I call this a parable because, even though I was in fact told it by someone who saw it happen, it carries a meaning and also a ridiculousness as is the way of parables. The ridiculous side of it is that, in a world of essential Safeguarding, it simply is not possible to start volunteering on your own recommendation or enthusiasm. The meaningful side of it is that the professionalized volunteers seem not to have been able to cope with the idea of a refugee giving rather than needing to receive. This raises the bigger and the deeper question in our society, as Ireland continues to be a destination of sporadic and less than generous welcome for immigrants internationally. We who are the natives need to become open to receiving mercy and grace from those who are other to us. I suggest that in professional circumstances it has already happened, for example in hospitals and residential homes but that is a relationship of a different character. We need to live this type of sharing out in the voluntary, inflammatory and highly contested world of our churches and our parishes, our neighbourhoods and our communities. 

After washing their feet, Jesus put on his garment and sat down again.     
I have spoken of our instinctively drawing ourselves into the person of Jesus in the Scriptures we read and listen to. I have spoken also of the God-given challenge to us to be open in our spiritual lives to receiving hope and wisdom and mercy from those who are strange and unknown to us. Yet they are those to whom we are drawn increasingly in the network of trust through a shared faith even though we have different origins and cultures. They challenge our securities and our prejudices. They uproot our exclusivities and our superiorities. They confront us with our sectarianisms and our racisms. I now turn to the most obvious part of what I will say - what I have quoted from the Holy Scriptures and for the third time: 
After washing their feet, Jesus put on his garment and sat down again.
THE DARK SIDE OF CARE 

Someone with whom I work in a professional context coined the phrase: the dark side of care. It is a good and a piquant phrase. It is the very antithesis of what The Good Samaritan and Jesus Christ and The Good Shepherd did because the dark side of care is of such a sort that you do not let go of the person who receives your care precisely because your need to keep caring is to you more important than your requirement to let go, to let the other person continue with his or her own life on his or her terms after your caring intervention. It is a very deep temptation in pastoral work and a temptation that ministers, lay and ordained, need to purge and to banish on Maundy Thursday. God is not mocked – successfully. Anyone who has worked in a chaplaincy role will know that, unless the dominant person in the relationship withdraws at the right time, the relationship becomes and remains distorted, unhealthy and destructive. All pastoral responsibility is like this and we need to become accustomed to the strength of distance as well as the power of closeness. If we take The Good Samaritan, he withdrew as soon as he had made provision with The Innkeeper. If we take Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus, they do something for Jesus in his death and, like The Good Samaritan, withdraw from the story because they are no longer needed in the lives of the other people who also are part of the tapestry of Scripture whether written down or living in our midst. We too need to learn to withdraw for others who are vulnerable to flourish.
SIT DOWN AGAIN 

Readers and clergy alike need to be wary of the dark side of care. We need to heed the deliberate decisions to act in ways that are bold and merciful. We need to heed also the warning signs around about when and in what capacity we are in fact needed when precisely what may well be needed is that we, like the Jesus of St John, put on our garment and sit down again. We do and then we withdraw. 
St John 13.16,17: In very truth I tell you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor a messenger than the one who sent him. If you know this, happy are you if you act upon it.   
