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No one wants to be vulnerable. No one wants to show they have weaknesses. 
When almost anyone asks us how we are, the standard answer is “Oh, I’m fine!” or 
“great” or the proper “I’m well, thank you.” Perhaps it’s the answer for the moment 
because we don’t think they really want to know the details of how we are. But we 
all know that the usual “I’m fine” doesn’t nearly cover the waterfront of our lives. 

Vulnerability comes slowly to the lips a nation that has “keep a stiff upper lip” 
and “just pull yourself up by your bootstraps” in its heritage and mental image. Often 
when we are questioned about the status of our jobs, our family, our finances, our 
health, we want to present the best picture we can with a positive spin. (Well, maybe 
not our health, after all what else would we have to talk about?) Other than with our 
health, by starting to list all our situational missteps otherwise known as failings, we 
would make ourselves appear sub-par, wanting, even a loser; or as they say on Doc 
Martin, “a tosser.”   

Where does this need to protect or hide our vulnerable underbelly from prying 
eyes get us? In some ways we feel safer and less defensive. If we don’t have to 
explain every wrong move, we don’t have to examine why we made that decision. 
Avoidance can be a great motivator to find a way around instead of barging straight 
through.  

And yet vulnerability may be something we want to reconsider.  In our 
scripture reading for today, Jesus is washing the feet of the disciples. This happens 
during the Passover meal that Jesus is sharing with his disciples. Jesus gets up takes 
off his robe and begins one by one to wash the feet of his disciples. Although we have 
only the words of Peter who resists this open show of humility and servitude, I can 
only imagine how each disciple felt as the cool water washed over his feet and Jesus 
wiped each foot with his towel. I think of Jesus looking into the face of each beloved 
disciple with words of encouragement and farewell.  

When Peter tries to stop Jesus from washing his feet, he misses the point by 
thinking this is just an act of hospitality often practiced in the Middle East. This is 
something to be performed by a servant not someone Peter considers Master and 
Lord.  But Jesus is using this gesture as one of his final acts of self-giving. Jesus 
literally bares himself, drops to his knees and becomes vulnerable to his disciples as if 
a servant. But this is an act of love, going far beyond the act of cleansing or 
hospitality. Jesus invites each disciple into an intimate relationship of mutual love. 
The way that Jesus shows this is by first making himself vulnerable to this inner circle 
of friends. The words used are “Jesus loved them to the end” another way of saying 
to the fullest extent – this washing of the feet. 

When I worked at the Presbyterian Camp outside of Richmond, during the first 
week of orientation for the new college aged camp counselors the staff held a 



worship service that ended with foot washing. The staff knelt down at the feet of 
these 18, 19 year olds and washed their feet. Of course we didn’t force anyone to do 
it, but I was amazed at how many of these young folks would not let us wash their 
feet. They were wearing flip-flops so it wasn’t so much of matter of them not wanting 
us to see their feet. I believe it was a fear of that intimate act of  being that close to 
another. Vulnerability brings the risk of opening yourself to being hurt. We as the 
staff of that camp wanted those young counselors to trust us and this experience at 
that camp to be one that was filled with love. That is what Jesus had taught the 
entire time of his ministry with his disciples right beside him. It was a love that 
defined Jesus’ relationship to his father, God, and the love that he wanted to share 
with his disciples.  

Jesus did not just want to show his love to those few around him but he wanted 
them to act in the same way as they were left behind to carry Jesus’ teaching to the 
world.  

I have witnessed acts of vulnerability within this congregation. When people 
are open with others by talking about their inner thoughts and feelings, it allows 
others to share similar feelings.  Certainly when we talk openly about our losses of 
loved ones in a trusting circumstance for instance, the pain is, if not lessened, at 
least shared. Most of us have experienced loss of a loved one. When we see someone 
else struggling with a problem, often we realize that our struggles are shared; and in 
that sharing there is healing. After Jesus’ death, and the disciples cloistered 
themselves in a room, how many of them held onto their mutual last moment with 
Jesus when he tenderly washed their feet and look into their eyes with love? 

Secrets on the other hand can do irreparable harm to a person and a family. 
When there is something held to be so damning that someone says “We will never 
speak of this again,” that secret can eat at the very fabric that holds people in 
relationship. It can destroy new relationships even before they start.  

It takes courage to be vulnerable. It takes trust and a willingness to risk. But it 
also offers the promise and possibility of a full and intimate relationship. The 
wholeness shown by Jesus’ relationship with his disciples, who had unequal success 
with understanding that relationship, was modeled on God’s intended relationship 
with us.  

Our intimacy with God is essential to living out our love with our fellow 
travelers on this way. It gives us the courage to share our inmost thoughts and 
feelings which lead us to stronger and more faithful lives in Christian love. Jesus sets 
an example for his disciples, for us, to be not as one in authority but one who is 
willing to act as a servant and bare humbly the word of God. “Now that you know 
these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” (v. 17) 

 
 

 


