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“FINDING YOUR SOUL IN SURPRISING PLACES”

You’ve heard me talk before about one of my favorite authors, Alan Paton.  He was South African and he wrote in the second half of the 20th century from the perspective of a person of conscience, struggling to change South Africa’s apartheid system.  For those of you who are a bit younger, it was only a decade and a half ago that this horrible system of racial segregation and disenfranchisement came to an end there.  And before we get too horrified, let’s not forget that it was just 3 decades before that, that apartheid ended in this country.  I think it is one of the great miracles of the world that where that nightmare existed, today democracy continues to grow.  Paton’s struggle was a very real one and his books describe in wonderful imagery the power of the cross to change people, to change the world.


In one of his books, Ah, But Your Land is Beautiful, he tells the story of Jan Christiaan Oliver, a prominent jurist there in South Africa during the time of apartheid.  Jan was a Christian with a growing sense that the community around him was not what God intended.  A black Pastor invited him to a Holy Thursday service.  He went and by so doing, he knew he was putting himself at risk with both his neighbors and the law.  He was polite, he figured he’d go and sit in the back.  What a surprise when he got there, to discover, they were going to wash each other’s feet.  After all, it was Holy Thursday.  He really hung back, because he knew that his society could never tolerate that kind of contact, that kind of care and that presence in the black community.  Next thing he knew, he was moving forward kneeling at the feet of a black woman, Martha Fortuin.  Ironically, Martha had been a servant in his house for 30 years.  He was struck by how aged her feet were.  How calloused.  “For 30 years, I never saw her this way.”  And in that Holy Thursday moment, Paton writes, there came a realization that God was wonderfully present in an awesome way.  He washed her feet, and as he did he cried; and Martha cried.  And Jan knew his days as a judge were limited.  Paton makes the observation, “He lost his job, but in that moment, he found his soul.”


Our Gospel lesson for today shares Jesus’ command, “Love one another.”  And in that same context, he shows us how.  Just verses before he kneels, and washes the feet of his disciples, becoming a servant to those around him.  And that powerfully transforms what could be an innocuous call, “Love one another,” into a life altering experience that brings us to servant ministry.  That’s the point of our lesson this morning.  It is not about being nice in some innocuous way.  It is about being faithful.  And so despite what the TV preachers will tell you, your baptism will not make you rich, or heal you more quickly than others.  No, rather it invites you to step into the arena and be counted.  Know full well, that as you make your ethical decisions, it will cost you.  As this Family continues to make ethical decisions, it will continue to cost us.  Faithfulness comes with cost…if you doubt that, take a look.  It is only because of Christ’s example and God’s Easter gift, that we can take those faltering steps.  


Just a couple of weeks ago, the Council met and heard the letters from this year’s confirmands.  They talked about their growth in faith these last years.  And almost to a person they talked about Soup Kitchen, about Hospitality, about the ARC home, about Food Drives and countless other programs that changed their lives.  We’ve heard it from so many of the older folks also….places like Tennessee and Jersey City and Newark exposed them to another whole world…and their life was never the same.  That is the story of the Gospel.


There are many ways Pastor and I could describe our ministry.  But I think at its core it is to be with people who have been unbelievably blessed and to help them see the feet of their sisters and brothers.  And that is a constant challenge, because it is far easier for all of us to dwell on our comfort and convenience than to begin to make a real commitment.  But read the Gospel words today.  Because of Easter and the new life that comes with it…God is making all things new.  What’s he doing with you?  If the answer is nothing or you’re not sure, it might be time for some new exposures.

