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This may happen at a number of colleges and universities, I don’t know, but I know of one particular university who has a tradition called ‘the last lecture’. When a faculty member is retiring after years of service, it is publicized to the entire university community, and the professor gets to give one last lecture to which the entire university community is invited. It is called ‘the last lecture’, and, of course, most professors would use this opportunity to talk about the essence of what their career has been about - - what they think is really of lasting significance from their career, teaching, research, and learning. This particular university gives professors one last opportunity to teach what’s really of the essence of importance to them. The last lecture is a wonderful tradition. 


I think about that tradition when I think about the Gospel lesson for this evening. Jesus knew what was unfolding that last night with his disciples. Just think with me for a moment. Jesus knows that this is the last evening in what has been his earthly life. He has one last time with his disciples. The hymn we sang to start tonight so beautifully says, ‘His chosen band.’ And having had that moment to talk about anything he wanted that he thought should be of lasting significance, Jesus must have stunned everybody in the room by taking on the role of a servant and washing his disciples’ feet. 

We can see in the Gospel passage for tonight that Peter is incredulous, ‘Lord, would you wash my feet? That is not your role. You are our Lord. You are our teacher. You are our Master. It is not appropriate for you to be our servant.’  We can see Peter’s incredulity. He just recoils against Jesus’ invitation, and yet Jesus takes this opportunity to teach the disciples, ‘No, this is what I want to do for you.’ Jesus is teaching his chosen band that final night that what it means to follow him is to be a servant. To follow Jesus Christ doesn’t mean that we are necessarily to have worldly status or power. If we have those things, we are to use them for God’s glory. Our calling as Christians is to be a servant. Jesus showed that the last night with his disciples and in an unambiguously clear way. He didn’t just talk about servanthood. He took on the role of an actual servant, and actually washed the disciples’ feet.

Households in the culture of Jesus’ time and place, if they had any economic means whatsoever, would have had domestic help. And, of course, people did not wear shoes like we typically wear. The majority of the foot would have been exposed to dust and dirt.  In the culture of Jesus’ day, in that area of the world, the servant who had the lowest status in the household was the one who washed feet. That was the lowliest job in the house. That was what Jesus chose to do for his disciples. They would have remembered that moment, no doubt, the rest of their lives, that moment when Jesus himself took on the role of a servant, and washed their feet. Then he taught them, “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.”  He showed them the depths of his love that night by serving them, and then he showed them the depths of his love by dying for them. 


When I am involved in ministry and I realize that I am getting anxious, that I am worried about a project, or how things are going, or something we should or should not do as a church, or when I am worried about how I am being perceived, whether or not people think I am doing what I ought to do, or when I think I will never be able to do this job as well as I wish I could, and I know that I will never live up to the example of our Lord -- when I feel these anxieties coming on, they may linger for some time, but essentially when I realize that I am needlessly anxious, in time, I remember this Gospel passage; and I remember Jesus teaching his disciples about servanthood.  So when I finally allow this passage to come back into my mind, the words that come to me, whatever my anxiety at the moment, is,  ‘Just be a servant.’ ‘You don’t have to do it perfectly, and you don’t have to have any anxiety.’ That is fruitless. ‘If you will just be a servant, that is all you came here to be.’


I want to lift up for us all tonight, myself included, this passage. Whatever it is we do in our lives, whatever station of life we are in, every one of us here tonight is called to be a servant of the Lord. In the end, that is all we are asked to do -- not be to perfect, not be to better than any one else. In the end we are just called to serve. So tonight we remember our Lord’s powerful teaching. The disciples, there is just no question, would have remembered that moment for the rest of their lives. I humbly suggest tonight that we remember that moment as well for the rest of our lives. We are called to serve the Lord. May we do so with gladness and with thankfulness for the love that our Lord offers to us. Amen.   
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