Accepting Help

Punchline: We have trouble accepting help because we think we should be able to do it on our own.  Whether we need physical help, this leads to emotional and spiritual isolation.  Asking for and accepting help is not a sign of weakness, it is a sign of strength.

1) George Lopez show: “Angie, we’re Mexicans!  We don’t go to the doctor until just before it’s too late!” <slide 1>
a) Do you know anyone like this? <Slide 2>
b) Doesn’t like to ask for help moving or carrying or building something?

c) Doesn’t like to ask for emotional help – if feeling sad or lonely or scared, doesn’t want anyone to know about it?

d) An elderly person who doesn’t want to be a burden on kids?

e) Someone who doesn’t ask for a ride to church because they don’t want to bother anyone?

f) Doesn’t want to ask for help from God?

i) I don’t want to bother him

ii) There are so many other people who need more help (especially with disasters like Haiti, we feel bad asking for God’s help with simpler things)

2) Peter had the same reaction when Jesus wanted to serve him:  “You will never wash my feet.” <Slide 3>
a) Basically what he was saying was, “You are the messiah, the savior, the son of God, and God himself…My feet are gross and dirty – we’ve been walking around in sandals all day - and I’d prefer if you didn’t get too close to them.”
As humans, we tend to try to keep the ugly parts of ourselves out of public view – both literally and figuratively.  We cover up our blemishes with make up or pull a cap low over our faces, we wear clothes that hide or minimize our defects.  And we do the same with our emotions and our baggage.  We have feelings, secrets, guilt and shame, fear and loneliness – histories of abuse, addiction, depression, anger, broken relationships - that we would really prefer that people didn’t know about…and if we’re honest – we’d really prefer if God didn’t know about them.  We really hope that when we get to heaven, they are just completely forgotten about for all eternity.  Whether it’s because we believe we should be better than we actually are or because we believe that we aren’t important enough to merit attention, the areas of our lives that most need God’s care and the care of others tend to be the ones we try to hide, the ones that we refuse to ask for help for and the ones we have real trouble receiving help for.

3) But Jesus insisted.  Why?  Why did Jesus, the savior of the universe wash Peter’s and everyone else’s feet? <slide 4>
a) Servant leadership – to show the disciples what kind of leaders they were supposed to be.  “If I have washed your feet, you should wash others’ feet.”
b) Also to illustrate the nature of God in light of the nature of humans
When God made Adam a helper he said, “It is not good for man to be alone.”  He knew that like most people, if Adam were alone, we would become isolated – and as he became isolated, he would become ashamed, - and as he became ashamed, he would want to be alone.  God knew that Adam needed help – for his physical needs, but also for companionship and emotional intimacy.  Someone who could look into his dark places and love him just the way he is, without judgment or condemnation.  And that’s who Jesus is to us today.  No matter how dirty our feet are, not matter how ashamed of our past we are, no matter how scared of our future we are – Jesus wants us to be open and Jesus wants to wash us.  <slide 6>
But notice that Peter’s second response after Jesus said he had to wash Peter’s feet was, “Fine!  Then wash all of me!”  Peter believed that if God really saw what was hidden in the dark and ugly places, he would be completely humiliated and shamed before God and God would want to wipe out everything.

But Jesus said, “No Peter.  Many parts of you are already clean.  Many parts have already been washed and are already clean.  Many parts of you are good and worthy and righteous.  It is only your dark places, the things you work so hard to hide, the things you’d rather I not see that need cleansing.”  Jesus washed Peter’s feet to say, “I know all about you, the bright parts and the dark parts, and I love them both.”

This is why we don’t re-baptize in the Presbyterian tradition.  We believe that once we have been claimed by God, we are worthy.  We are worthy to approach God with our dirty, smelly, ugly feet, with our shame, our guilt, our loneliness, our fear, and we are worthy to present before God all the places we would rather hide and we are worth to receive his cleansing.

Brothers and sisters, the companion that God offered Adam happened to be his wife, but the companion that God offers this lonely world is the church.  As Christians and as servant leaders we are called, first to reveal our dark, ugly places to God and allow him to help us with his grace, his hope, and his cleansing.  And then we are called to go forth and to be a helper <slide 7> – by diving into the dark and ugly places of the world and the dark and ugly places of peoples’ lives and rather than responding with judgment, condemnation, or disgust, to respond with light, acceptance and hope.  We are called to approach those who would hide their feet from us and show them how our feet have been washed by Jesus Christ.  There are many people in this room out there in our neighborhood today who are lonely, isolated, and ashamed - scared to be honest about what’s really going on for them: with other people, with God, and ultimately with themselves.

It is not good for people to be alone.  We have been made as their helpers.  Let us go forth and wash their feet.

Isaiah 52:7  How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces peace, who brings good news, who announces salvation, who says to Zion, "Your God reigns."
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