
Practice Receiving

A few years ago, I was doing some overseas work in East Africa with four other 
people. And we’d gotten ourselves in a difficult situation in that we were caught in 
Nairobi during some election time violence. Something like 1,300 people lost 
their lives and more than 600,000 people were driven from their homes in the 
rioting.

And so, there were were, hanging out in guest house run by some local 
Pentecostal churches, hoping all this would pass and trying to get plane tickets 
out of the country. During this time, I remember I was in a room I shared with two 
other women, laying on the bottom part of a bunk bed. And I put my feet up on 
the underside of the bunk above me and was stretching out my back, arching it, 
when I felt something slip at the base of my neck. And I couldn’t move; I knew 
immediately I had a slipped disc by the feel of it. And if you’ve ever had a slipped 
disc, you know it’s excruciatingly painful.

That left me in this awkward position of being in a foreign country that we were 
trying to leave, not able to stand up without crying. Much less able to get dressed 
by myself, use the restroom by myself, eat or brush my teeth. Or put on my own 
deodorant.

One of my friends I was with is a German nurse - she works with the poorest of 
the poor, even today, in East Africa. And she was … let’s say a little gleeful at this 
unfolding situation. Not at my pain - she’s a super compassionate person - but 
gleeful watching me have to let others help me. By then she and I had spent a 
few months together and she knew me well enough to know that I don’t like to 
not be able to do things myself. 

I’m an American, after all. And we have all these cultural myths about picking 
ourselves up by our own bootstraps, of being these independent pioneers, strong 
and capable of caring for ourselves. Plus, I was single, I’m a feminist, and I’m 
used to doing things on my own and solving problems on my own, and feeling 
competent and capable. 

Now, I had to ask for help with everything. It was the worst.  

When my neck was hurt, asking friends to care for my basic needs was 
challenging and, at times, embarrassing. The asking itself was uncomfortable. 
Needing help to sit on the toilet was humiliating. I was working hard not apologize 
for having needs or to not be excessively grateful. Maybe you’ve felt that way 
when you’ve been sick or injured or out of work or when you’ve had new a baby.



If you haven’t guessed yet, this morning we’re talking about receiving. Because if 
we’re not able to receive well from others, it hinders our connection with them. 
People want to be able to love us, and it’s important to allow them to do that. 

We often talk about giving and about serving in our church community - and not 
too often about receiving - because giving and serving are super important to our 
discipleship, and to our spiritual growth.

But to be a healthy and spiritually mature person, there’s a balance. If all you do 
is serve, you miss out on letting people love you and bless you, especially when 
you’re vulnerable and in need of human connection. 

And, conversely, if all you do is receive, you can fall into the trap of becoming a 
mere consumer. You’ll never get the best out of church - or out of any part of life - 
if all you do is consume what other people offer you or what you can get for 
yourself. It’s difficult to have relationships with people who only know how to 
consume.

Many of us here in this room do serve in all kinds of capacities: we serve our 
church, we serve our families, we serve our kid’s schools, we serve our 
communities in ways large and small. 

Opportunities to serve in any of these domains are endless. Opportunities to 
serve the human community are endless. What I think may be harder for healthy 
people, is the practice of graciously receiving. 

Our bible story this morning comes from the Gospel of John.

John 13:1-17 - It was just before the Passover Festival. Jesus knew that the 
hour had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his 
own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.

The evening meal was in progress, and the devil had already prompted Judas, 
the son of Simon Iscariot, to betray Jesus. Jesus knew that the Father had put all 
things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to 
God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel 
around his waist. After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his 
disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him.

He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my 
feet?”

Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will 
understand.”

“No,” said Peter, “you shall never wash my feet.”



Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.”

“Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not just my feet but my hands and my head 
as well!”

Jesus answered, “Those who have had a bath need only to wash their feet; their 
whole body is clean. And you are clean, though not every one of you.” For he 
knew who was going to betray him, and that was why he said not every one was 
clean.

When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to 
his place. “Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them.  “You 
call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your 
Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s 
feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. Very 
truly I tell you, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater 
than the one who sent him.Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if 
you do them.

A few things to note. While foot washing is a little weird to us today unless you 
are getting a pedicure, in the ancient near east it was a common practice. People 
wore sandals and the roads were all dusty. When I was in the desert-y part of 
Africa we always washed our feet immediately when we came inside because 
they were caked with dirt and sand and goat poop. Feet are considered 
especially gross and taboo even today in much of the world. In the ancient near 
east, when you sat for a meal it was low to the ground and so your feet were not 
far from others or the table. Foot washing was necessary.

At that time, a man’s feet were washed by his wife, or his children or by his 
servants. It was considered a lowly task. The exception to this was men washing 
the feet of their Rabbi. It would have been perfectly respectable for the disciples 
to wash Jesus feet!

For Jesus to wash the disciple’s feet would have been unsettling to everyone. 
You can picture the disciples’ confusion. These are men who are very interested 
in power. 

In Matthew 18, Mark 9, and Luke 9, the disciples are recorded as asking Jesus 
who will be the greatest in his kingdom. “Jesus! Who will be the greatest in your 
kingdom? Will it be me? Please let it be me!” 

Luke records the disciples arguing with each other over who will be the greatest 
among them. “There’s no way you’re going to be the greatest. Did you see that 
woman I healed? I’m totally going to be the greatest!” That’s when Jesus shook 
his head, called to a child and told the disciples that they’d have to become like a 



child to enter the kingdom of heaven. Because they were being totally ridiculous 
and power hungry and not understanding the kingdom of God at all. In the 
kingdom of God, you have to willingly lay down power and be willing to do so 
over and over and over again in order to receive spiritual power.

Then in Matthew 20, the mother of two of Jesus’s disciples, the mother of James 
and John, came to Jesus and said:

Matthew 20:21-28 - “Grant that one of these two sons of mine may sit at your right and 
the other at your left in your kingdom.” 

“You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said to them. “Can you drink the cup I am 
going to drink?”

“We can,” they answered.

Jesus said to them, “You will indeed drink from my cup, but to sit at my right or left is not 
for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared by my 
Father.”

When the ten [other disciples] heard about this, they were indignant with the two 
brothers. Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles 
lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. 
Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever wants to be first must be your slave— just as the Son of Man did not come to 
be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

We see the disciples discuss and argue about who will be the greatest in 
the coming kingdom. They want to be close to Jesus, in part, because he 
represents that kind of power.  They can be important people if they hang 
out with him. And Jesus is trying to teach them that the way power in the 
kingdom of God works is upside-down from the way power works for most 
humans.

So for Jesus to stand up, take off his outer garment and prepare to wash their 
feet messes with everything. They want him to be a king, and he’s showing them 
how to be a servant. 

It appears that, before Peter, the other disciples submit to the process. They let 
Jesus wash their feet without saying anything. But you can imagine their internal 
dialogue. “This doesn’t make sense. Why is he doing this? It feels weird.”

By the time Jesus gets to Peter I imagine Peter is ready to explode. He has 
watched this indignity again and again as Jesus has washed the other’s feet. He 
has managed to hold his tongue. 



But now its his turn! It’s like he can’t believe it. He has seen Jesus washing his 
friends and he says as though it can’t possibly be true, “Lord, are you going to 
wash my feet?”

He says: “You shall never wash my feet!”

Jesus is gracious. He says, You know, this is complex on so many levels. I get 
that you don’t understand. But, it’s super important. You can’t really be with me if 
you don’t let me do this.

Of course, that is enough for Peter…He’s like: Okay, I still don’t get it. But I trust 
you. You are all that matters. I get that much. Wash my whole body! Wash not 
just my feet, but my hands, and my head, and …” And the whole exchange 
becomes a bit humorous.

But, for this morning what I want to pay attention to is Peter’s perspective - and 
how much better Peter is at serving than being served or at giving than being 
given.

This is Peter who Jesus wants to build his rock on. Peter who is doing all the stuff 
Jesus does. Healing the sick. Casting out demons. He even takes a few steps on 
water. Peter is comfortable in his role as disciple, (one of the few who are in 
Jesus inner circle), therefore a leader, the one who does the giving/the serving.

But receiving like this from Jesus undoes him, he is confronted with his own 
sense worthiness or the lack thereof. And I think the notion of washing each 
others feet as Jesus commands them would be ridiculously unnerving. These are 
insecure men, vying for power. The last thing I imagine they want to do is wash 
each other’s feet. That would communicate inferiority when they want to sit at 
God’s right hand!

Jim Wilder is a psychologist who believes maturity can be measured in stages. 
Each stage can be distinguished by the way people receive and give life.  He 
says that when we look across many cultures you see the same 5 stages. In the 
first stage, our early years, he describes 2 things that need to happen. 

First he talks about having a sense of belonging: Having a family and community 
to belong to is essential for growth, to forge an identity, and to reach one’s God-
given potential.

Second, he goes on to say: Unless we receive and give life in our place of 
belonging, there will be no benefit at all from belonging. He even says that in 
order to really give away anything of meaning we must become adept at 
receiving from others and from God.



So, if we’re creating a safe worship space, a safe church community where 
people can belong, to get the best out of that place of belonging you have to both 
give and receive from others. 

When Jesus models washing the disciples feet and invites them to follow he is 
doing many things. But, on a basic level he’s saying: I want you to be able to 
serve each other and receive from one another. And you need to be able to 
receive from God as well. Let go, Jesus says, of your notions of power. I want 
the world to know you by your love. How do you do this: wash each other’s feet!

There are many reasons it can be hard for us as adults to receive: It requires a 
posture of humility/weakness (I didn’t like the feeling of “imposing” on my friends 
when I hurt my neck. When I was single I experienced this a lot when I had 
things like car trouble, or needed my car to go in for repairs. Who wants to ask 
friends for a ride to work? It’s a really frustrating and helpless feeling.) These 
things made me feel vulnerable. Receiving messes with our need to be self-
sufficient, responsible citizens.

If you are wondering where you fit on this tension between giving and receiving, 
here are some questions to ask yourself: 

Am I aware of my own needs, preferences, and desires?
Am I comfortable making my own needs, preferences and desires known?
Do I regularly express weakness?
Do I feel comfortable when receiving gifts?
Can I/do I freely communicate my needs to God?
Am I comfortable receiving God’s goodness? Am I comfortable with Jesus 

washing my feet sometimes?

I often hear people minimize their needs. I’m suffering, but so many others have 
it worse. This is a universal response. It doesn’t seem to matter how awful 
someone’s situation. Struggling with a terrible illness, watching a child suffer, 
losing a job. And they always say, well so many people are much worse off. 
There is something inside us that resists living into our need, naming it, and 
receiving from that space. That’s part of the Lenten exercise we have that we call 
our Big Ask, where we’ve been asking God for something for ourselves every day 
during Lent.  We name our need, especially a need we don’t like to give voice to 
because it’s uncomfortable, and then receive what God has for us. Now, we may 
not get exactly what we ask for, but in humbling ourselves before God to name 
that need, we trust that he is listening, that he’s talking to us about it, and that 
He’s working in a way that is for our best. It allows us to have a two-way 
relationship with God - practicing not only serving him, but practicing receiving 
from him. Making ourselves like a child, asking our parent for something we want 
or need. A good parent doesn’t give a child everything they ask for, but when it’s 
something that’s good for them, or sometimes just something they know will 
delight the child, a healthy parent responds in love. Sometimes it’s hard to 



receive that love from God, especially if you had a family who didn’t always 
respond lovingly to your needs. But God is the very essence of Love, and wants 
to help us learn to trust him with our needs and vulnerabilities. 


