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We’ve just heard the story of Jesus washing his disciples’ feet.  I wonder how many times 
you’ve heard it?  I couldn’t tell you how many times I have!  The danger is always that the 
force of these gospel stories can be lost by familiarity.  However I caught an item on the 
radio which brought tonight’s reading into a stark modern context.  There was an 
ecumenical spiritual retreat in the Vatican which ended this time last week.  It had been 
proposed by Archbishop Justin and approved by Pope Francis. Those two prelates led it 
in conjunction with Reverend John Chalmers, former Moderator of the Presbyterian 
Church of Scotland.  Such a convention would have been unthinkable even a few years 
ago; as the Archbishop said: “These are Churches that have been separated for half a 
millennium.  It’s a miracle it’s happening!”” 
 
The unprecedented two day retreat was organised in an effort to support South Sudan’s 
fragile peace deal between the two warring factions of the current President and his 
former Vice President.  It’s been a six-year civil war which has claimed over 380,000 
lives.  Additionally, millions have been displaced, there is man-made famine, and it’s 
sparked one of the biggest refugee crises in the world.  All this in a nominally Christian 
nation that fought for years to be free of their northern Islamic masters.  Experienced 
observers doubted that a brief Vatican summit could help the two leaders.  One expert 
commented: “It would literally take a miracle from God for those two leaders to ever be 
part of the solution here.” 
 
During his closing remarks the Pope broke off from his prepared remarks to make a 
personal plea to Sudan’s political leaders.  He said: “To those of you who have signed 
the peace agreement, I ask you as a brother: stay in peace…  There will be struggles 
and disagreements amongst you, but let this be inside the office, as it were: but in front of 
the people, hold hands, united; so as simple citizens you will become fathers of the 
nation.” 
 
Then he walked towards the leaders, knelt and kissed their feet; to their evident shock 
and surprise.  One tried to stop him but he said, in Italian, “Permit me” and he did!  The 
lady vice-President, widow of a former President, burst into tears as Francis kissed her 
feet.  The moment was electric!  Archbishop Justin remarked “There you see a man who 
understands the power of weakness.”  
 
In our Gospel tonight we see a man who embodied the power of weakness.  When he 
knelt to wash his disciples’ feet he initiated an act that has reverberated down the 
centuries.  It’s fascinating to hear in this passage that Jesus knew the Father had put all 
things under his power, and it was then that he deliberately chose to humiliate himself in 
front of the disciples who called him Lord and Master, by taking the part of a slave and 
washing their feet.  Yes, Judas was among them at that point too: Jesus includes 
everyone in his love, and serves us all, if we’re willing. 
 
But are we willing to be served?  Simon Peter refused initially, like that South Sudanese 
leader who tried to stop the Pope kissing his feet.  From Jesus’ response to Simon it 
would appear we absolutely MUST let him serve us: “Unless I wash you, you have no 
part in me”.  Do we shrink back from being served by Christ like this from a sense of false 
pride, or unworthiness or impropriety?  We cannot afford to do that!  The love of God 
compels him to empty himself out for us!  We need his love to live!  Yes, it’s true, we 
don’t deserve to have the king of the universe kneeling at our feet, but we must let God 



be God and let his power be shown in us, in weakness.  For then it has true impact and 
potential to change both us and the world!   
 
Then, having let Christ serve us, are we willing to take our lead from him and wash the 
feet of others?  Where is our servant king calling us to bring this power-in-weakness kind 
of healing and reconciliation to a hurting world?  It may be to the dirty feet of the 
downtrodden and powerless.  But might God also be calling us to kiss and heal the feet 
that have trampled others into submission?  It is such prophetic actions as these that 
truly show the love of God in action.  In risking doing the unexpected, the shocking, as 
Pope Francis did, perhaps others will change to see things differently, more clearly, being 
less self-focussed, and understand that power is given to be used, humbly, in service of 
others.  That is the power of weakness, shown supremely in the Christ.  
 
At that unprecedented event in the Vatican the three prelates laid aside years of pride in 
their own church identities, and their fears of how others might see them.  They did this 
as humble servants of Christ in order to serve others and to open up possibilities of 
reconciliation.  That opened the opportunity for God’s Spirit to pierce the hearts of the 
warring factions through the unprecedented actions of one of their number.  Tonight’s 
powerful symbolism of foot-washing calls us to lay aside our own fears and pride, both in 
having our own feet washed and in washing the feet of others.  So, whether you wish to 
come up and enact this or stay in your pew and pray these things through in your own 
life, the invitation tonight is to come to God; ask how you can learn to be served, by 
Jesus and by others.  Then go as a servant yourself to serve others as Christ did, he who 
is the Lord and Master of us all.  It’s the power of weakness: it’s the stuff of miracles!  
AMEN. 
 
 
Further background info: 
 

The Vatican retreat was described by Archbishop Justin 
as a “miracle”, saying that “until within 24 hours of it 
beginning we didn’t know it was going to happen. The 
atmosphere has been extraordinary and we just see the 
hand of God in it: there was a profound sense of the 
Spirit of God at work..”   
 
He added: “if you have seen so many attempts at peace, 
that you have given up hope that it will ever happen, that 
you are feeling sceptical and cynical about it, I 
understand exactly why. But I start with our Christian 
faith: that we believe in the God that raised Jesus Christ 
from the dead so all evil and darkness was finally 
overcome in the resurrection. And resurrection life 
overflows in ways we can’t predict; so that there is 
always hope.  And what we have seen in this last 24 
hours is not a promise of change; but it is a reasonable 
hope of change.” 

 
Pope Francis (above) on April 11, 2019 kneels to kiss the feet of South Sudan's 
President Salva Kiir Mayardit (C) and South Sudan opposition leader Riek Machar (R) at 
the Pope's Santa Marta residence in the Vatican.  12 Apr 19 
 



 
Prayer backing during the retreat came from an ecumenical group of women were taking 
part in three days of prayer and fasting back in Juba. 
 
An unprecedented event with churches coming together to reconcile warring factions.  An 
unprecedented action with the Pope kissing the feet of the warring leaders.  All based on 
the unprecedented action of an all-powerful God acting to defeat the power of sin and 
death in order to reconcile his creation back to himself, through the death of Jesus Christ 
on the cross.  The ultimate example of the power of weakness. 
 
 

The Anglican primate of South Sudan, Archbishop Arama, 
said. “We were all commissioned by the Holy Father, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury and the Presbyterian Moderator 
of Scotland to go and be ambassadors of peace and 
reconciliation in South Sudan.” 

 
(left) The Anglican Primate of South Sudan, Archbishop 

Justin Badi Arama, with President Salva Kiir Mayardit and 
opposition leader Vice President Riek Machar  

 
 
 
 
 
 

April 12, 2019 
 
Pope Francis (right) kneels to kiss the feet of 
South Sudan’s Deputy President Rebecca 
Nyandeng De Mabior (Rebecca Garang) as 
South Sudan’s President Salva Kiir Mayardit 
(Rear C-R) and South Sudan opposition leader 
Riek Machar (3rd R) look on.  

https://www.anglicannews.org/news/2019/04/south-sudanese-christian-women-pray-and-fast-as-ecumenical-retreat-continues-at-the-vatican.aspx

