
  

 

Fifth Sunday in Lent, March 21, 2021 

Grace Congregational United Church of Christ 

   Sermon                   Pastor Alberta 
 

Stirring Up Good Trouble:  Entering the Passion of Jesus 

Putting Ourselves in the Story 

The Last Supper: Risking the Loss of Friends 

Scriptures -  Luke 4:16-21; John 13:3-16 
 

Slavery.  In my home conference, I am part of a group designing 

the standards for the churches in Arizona, New Mexico, and El 

Paso, Texas. to be able to classify themselves as Restorative 

Justice Churches.  It is the Southwest Conference of the UCC ‘s 

mission to “decenter whiteness” in our churches.   

 

At our last zoom meeting, one of the team members said, “When 

people hear the word slavery, people automatically think of black 

people, African Americans.”  The facilitator of the group politely 

said, “That is a microaggression and I am going to call you out on 

that statement.  That statement is a microaggression.”  

 

In our group, we all have voice and vote. We all can share our 

thoughts and opinions and we all do the work to come to 

consensus on the structure and contents of the path for the 

churches of the Southwest Conference to become Restorative 

Justice Churches.   I thought the facilitator, a white person, set an 

example of being committed to the task of “decentering 
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whiteness” and showed love and courage to call out one who sat at 

the table of service with them and in love, made them stop and think 

about what they said.  Their language implied everyone thinks that 

way and their language continued to foster less than images of a 

group of people.   

 

At the table of service, where we gather to do the work of God with 

the power of the Holy Spirit imitating Jesus, we all are friends, and 

we all are responsible for helping one another grow in the mind of 

Christ.  In the epistle from Paul and Timothy to the people at Philippi 

it was written:  

 

Your attitude must be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Christ, 

though in the image of God, didn’t deem equality with God 

something to be clung to— but instead became completely 

empty and took on the image of oppressed humankind: born 

into the human condition, found in the likeness of a human 

being. Jesus was thus humbled—obediently accepting death, 

even death on a cross! 

 

In the inclusive translation they substituted the word “oppressed 

humankind” for “slavery”.  Oppressed humankind.  Now, your 

mind’s eye was just expanded. 

 

Here, Jesus is having dinner for the last time as one with a human 

condition, as a human being. None of us know the last time we will 

be in the presence of our friends and family.  God did not give us that 

mindset.  But most of us have had goodbye dinners.  As a transitional 

minister I get to say goodbye a lot and when I do, I am asking God—

Is there one last word you would have me to give these people who 

have become my friends, whom I have spent time with at the table of 

service?  There is a heaviness when it is time to say goodbye.   

 

In the Gospel according to John chapter 13, the evangelist writes:  

 

 



3 

 

It was before the Feast of Passover, and Jesus realized that the 

hour had come for him to pass from this world to Abba God. 

He had always loved his own in this world, but now he showed 

how perfect this love was. 

 

Perfect love.  The first letter of John was sent to a group of churches 

to deepen their spiritual and social awareness, to help them 

understand what it means to love and be in fellowship with God.  

This is what is said:   

 

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ died for us. And 

we, too, ought to lay down our lives for our sisters and 

brothers. 

 

That is what the slave is witnessing in this Sri Lankan portrait of the 

foot washing from 1929.  But wait a minute, didn’t the slave in our 

midrash give their life to pay the family debt?  This Sri Lankan 

portrait was made in 1929 yet slavery is alive and well today-yes in 

2021.   

 

Did you know that since 2010, President have dedicated the month 

of January as National Slavery and Human Trafficking Prevention 

Month?  Human trafficking is the 21st century’s slave trade, and the 

fastest growing criminal trade in the world.  Debt bondage today is 

found in domestic workers serving wealthy families, fruit pickers, 

car wash cleaners, and even athletes. People can become entrapped 

making our clothes, serving our food, picking our crops, working in 

factories, or working in houses as cooks, maids, or nannies or 

enslaved to loan sharks when they were just trying to make ends 

meet.   The promise of freedom that President Lincoln proclaimed. 

that “neither slavery nor involuntary servitude shall exist in the 

United States,” is still a promise to be kept.  

 

The slave watched.  Jesus, gathered with his friends, for another 

meal.  Jesus saw them as friends, but they saw him as Master, 

Rabbi, Teacher.  Jesus wanted them and the slaves watching to see 
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the table become round, with no head; he wanted them to see what 

equality looked like.  Foot washing was a form of hospitality offered 

by the host, delivered by their slaves to the honored guests.   The 

first century roads were dusty, and people wore sandals.  Yes, foot 

washing was for hygienic reasons and for social status. 

   

Jesus was always looking for an opportunity to teach and to show 

how life can be different with different actions.  I can imagine the 

look on the slaves’ faces when Jesus took the wash basin and the 

towel, kneeled before the disciples, and began washing their feet.  

Who is this that voluntarily lowers himself to that of a slave?   To 

take the demeanor of a slave and yet is free?  Let us remember the 

words from 1John:  

 

My children, our love must not be simply words or mere 

talk—it must be true love, which shows itself in action and 

truth. This, then, is how we’ll know we belong to the truth; 

this is how we’ll be confident in God’s presence. 

 

Jesus was giving a new commandment, not only in words but in 

actions.  Serving freely, unlike a slave, but with the demeanor and 

posture of giving oneself because they have nothing else to give.   

In our children’s story we heard:  

 

I give you a new commandment: 

Love one another. 

And you’re to love one another 

the way I have loved you.  

This is how all will know that you’re my disciples: 

that you truly love one another.”  (John 13:34-35) 

 

Sometimes a change in status causes us to lose friends due to their 

own fears or feeling intimidated or even jealousy or lack of 

understanding.  Like, when you leave to go off to college; when 

you leave to join the military; when you accept the call to 

ministry in a church; when you fall in love with a same gendered 
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person; when you live life different than your birth gender; when 

you speak out about how the church is using your tithes and 

offerings. 

 

A change in status causes others to see you differently. It can help 

you see yourself differently. 

 

“It’s hard to be what you cannot see.”  This month, the month of 

March, Woman’s Month, and the month in which International 

Woman’s Day is celebrated we are hearing and seeing the slogans, 

“See it, be it” and SEEHER.  All supporting equal gender 

representation, as well as  mentorship and risk taking.  

 

Amy-Jill Levin in her book Passion reminds us of the question for 

our journey through Lent: “What do we need to do?  Not should or 

could but need?  Who might be depending on us?” 

 

Jesus knew the disciples were dependent upon him to show them a 

new way to act, to serve, to think, to be.  As followers of Christ, we 

are always reinventing ourselves, exercising personal redemption.  

God is still speaking.  Reminding us we are a blank canvas and as we 

see ourselves anew in the image of God as being persons of perfect 

love, fearless and empowered by the Holy Spirit to stir up good 

trouble, we abandon one form of expression and take on another.  We 

respond to slavery today by addressing its root causes: poverty, food 

insecurities, lack of mentors who look like you; lack of mentors who 

don’t look like you; access to education; child care for working 

mothers, opportunities to make ends meet without selling your body 

and soul.   

 

Jesus risked the loss of friends with his actions to show them eternal 

love/ perfect love- completely and fully wrapped up in God’s 

command to love as God has loved, with no bias or favoritism.   This 

love gave equality and equity-giving them full access to the love of 

God through Jesus.  Love that will give them the courage to do and to 

be and to give without fear.  To be able to stand like Jesus and say: 
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“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because God has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. 

God has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

and recovery of sight to the blind, 

to let the oppressed go free, 

to proclaim the y ear of the Lord’s favor.”  

 

Let us be the Christ that others see, so they too can  See it/Be it! 

 

Pastor Alberta 
 
 

Scriptures 
 

Luke 4: 16-21—The Rejection of Jesus at Nazareth 
 

When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, 

he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his 

custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet 

Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found 

the place where it was written: 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

    because he has anointed me 

        to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

    and recovery of sight to the blind, 

        to let the oppressed go free, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, 

and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed 

on him. Then he began to say to them, “Today this 

scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” 
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Scriptures  
 

John 13:3-16 
 

Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his 

hands, and that he had come from God and was going to 

God, got up from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a 

towel around himself. Then he poured water into a basin and 

began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the 

towel that was tied around him. He came to Simon Peter, 

who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my 

feet?” Jesus answered, “You do not know now what I am 

doing, but later you will understand.” Peter said to him, 

“You will never wash my feet.” Jesus answered, “Unless I 

wash you, you have no share with me.” Simon Peter said to 

him, “Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my 

head!” Jesus said to him, “One who has bathed does not 

need to wash, except for the feet, but is entirely clean. And 

you are clean, though not all of you.” For he knew who was 

to betray him; for this reason he said, “Not all of you are 

clean.” 

 

After he had washed their feet, had put on his robe, and 

had returned to the table, he said to them, “Do you know 

what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and 

Lord—and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, 

your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 

ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an 

example, that you also should do as I have done to 

you. Very truly, I tell you, servants are not greater than 

their master, nor are messengers greater than the one who 

sent them. 
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