TFTD

1 April, 2010

GOOD MORNING

The feet were big, broad, calloused and black.  The basins were a vulgar pink, round and plastic.  I was in Khayelitsha township near Capetown – a boundless sprawl of makeshift housing, most without electricity, water or sanitation.  The language was Xhosa but the message was clear.  We were doing as Jesus did on the first Maundy Thursday when he washed his disciples' feet.

Of course, it's not the washing but the being washed that is difficult.  It's somehow unsettling to allow somebody to do that for you.  That's what Simon Peter felt when Jesus advanced on him with bowl and towel. But Jesus would have none of his protests.  This is how the life of the disciples is to be.

Maundy Thursday remains a significant day in our calendar.  The Monarch will today distribute the Royal Maundy.  It also happens – appropriately enough – to be April Fools' Day.  We must ask whether this pattern of self-giving service is foolish or wise.

These issues are live in our politics at present.  At the coming election, some MP's who have used their position for personal gain may be punished at the ballot box.  Personally I hope that the election will encourage a rediscovery of the values of public service – of being there for the people.  I shall talk with our clergy later today about the same questions when we renew our vows in ministry and service in the Cathedral.

But it's too simple just to say, 'It's about service'  We are  a complex and sophisticated society.  So questions of leadership and service interplay – service may mean doing what people want or challenging people to rise above their own self-interest and to think of the interests of the poor and the vulnerable.

One thing is constant.  Service is for others and for the greater good.  If it becomes anything else, it rapidly degenerates into self-interest and self-justification.  Miles away from pink, plastic basins and broad, calloused feet.

