
 1 

 

Sermon – April 21, 2011 

Maundy Thursday Service 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

A story from South Africa 
 

   There is a story from South Africa, told by Alan Paton, author of Ah, But Your Land is 

Beautiful, about a powerful foot washing event that made gentle the harshness and made whole 

the brokenness of life in a land that was in deep turmoil and severe division during the years of 

apartheid.  This event took place in an area called Bochabela. 

 

A white man named Karel Bosman came to Bochabela as the superintendent.  He was greatly 

loved by everyone because of the respect he had for all people, black and white.  The black 

people described him as “father.”  Karel Bosman died and the Black people of Bochabela wept.  

The funeral was to be held at a Presbyterian Church, a white church.  The Black people brought 

out their best clothes, brushed their old hats, and polished their shoes.  They went quietly and 

reverently into the church to honor the memory of the great white man they called “father.” 

 

The pastor, as he rose to the pulpit, saw that there was a mixed congregation sitting in the 

pews and immediately cancelled the funeral before it even started. 

 

Soon after that, the Rev. Isaiah Buti, pastor of the Holy Church of Zion, the black church of 

Bochabela, entered the office of the Acting Chief Justice.  Judge Olivier held one of the highest 

seats in the land.  Like Karel Bosman, he was also held in high esteem by his people.  He was 

known as a just and compassionate man. 

 

His office was very large, the table before him was the biggest table the Rev. Isaiah had ever 

seen, and behind the table was a grand carved chair.  Behind the chair were portraits of those 

who had been chief justices of the Union of South Africa.  Acting Chief Justice Olivier rose from 

his chair and respectfully held his hand out to his visitor. 

 

“Welcome, Mr. Buti.  I got your letter, and now you are here.  Sit down and tell me all about 

it.” 

Isaiah said, “Thank you, Judge.  I must first collect myself.  I must get used to this room.” 

“Take your time,” the judge said, “It is a big room.” 

 

Isaiah told the judge about his concern for what happened at the funeral.  It was very painful 

for his people.  They had gone only to show their love.  But their love wasn‟t wanted.  Isaiah 

said, “I have come to ask you to do a work of reconciliation.” 
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The judge said, “Me?” 

“Yes, you, my Lord.” 

“But what can I do?” 

 

“Judge, every year on Maundy Thursday we have in the Holy Church of Zion, a service of 

the Washing of the Feet.  Many people from other churches come.  It is a very satisfying service.  

This year I am going to wash the feet of the oldest woman in Bochabela.  My daughter is going 

to wash the feet of a crippled child.  I am here to ask you to wash the feet of Martha Fortuin.” 

 

“Martha?” 

“Yes, Judge.” 

“She has washed the feet of all my children.  Why should I hesitate to wash her feet?” 

Pastor Isaiah answered, “Do you understand, Judge, I want our people to see that their love is 

not rejected.  Do you see that?” 

“Yes, I can see that.”  They talked over details.  And Isaiah explained one more thing, 

“Martha knows that her feet are going to be washed, but she does not know who is going to wash 

them.” 

 

“Will she be embarrassed?”  the Judge asked. 

“I do not think so, Judge.  So is a holy woman.  She knows the meaning of it.  After all, the 

disciples‟ feet were washed by our Lord, and no one was embarrassed but Peter.” 

“Who knows of this?” 

“Only myself and my elders.  And of course you, Judge.” 

“Well, that is proper,” the Judge said.  “You see, a judge can do this kind of thing privately.  

He is free to do it as anyone else.  But a judge must not parade himself—you understand?  He 

must not….” 

“I understand, Judge.  You have made my heart glad.  For me, and for many of my people, 

this will be a work of healing.  I hope for our young people too.  You know, Judge, some of them 

think white people do not know how to love, so why should they love them?  I told them that 

Jesus said we must love our enemies, and one bright boy said to me, „But Jesus did not live in 

Bochabela.” 

 

The evening came and Judge Olivier set out privately for the Holy Church of Zion.  He 

parked near the church.  As he walked toward the church, he was recognized by a young reporter 

named David McGillivray, who was following up on a story.  The reporter decided it might be 

better to follow the Acting Chief Justice. 

 

The Judge was welcomed by Rev. Isaiah and asked to sit at the back of the church, 

apologizing for that, but not wanting Martha to see him.  The reporter observed. 

 

The Rev. Isaiah began the service by saying, “Brothers and sisters, this is the night of the 

Last Supper.  When Jesus rose from the table, he put a towel around himself, and began washing 

the feet of the disciples.”   

 

He invited the oldest woman to come forward and washed her feet.  He invited the child with 

the crippled feet forward and his daughter washed her feet.  And then he called out for Martha to 

come forward. 

 

Martha Fortuin, who, thirty years earlier had gone to work in the home of newly married, 

then Advocate Olivier, had gone with him to Cape Town and Pretoria when he became a judge, 
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and had returned with him when he became a Justice of the Court, Martha left her seat and walk 

to the chair before the altar.  She walked with head downcast as a modest and devout woman 

would.  She was conscious of the honor she had received by being chosen for this ritual.  As she 

sat down, the Rev. Isaiah called the name of the Acting Chief Justice.  Martha remained silent, 

but a gasp came from the congregation as the great white judge walked forward.  Pastor Isaiah 

gave a towel to the judge, and the judge knelt at the feet of Martha.  He took her right foot in his 

hands and washed it.  He took her left foot in his hands and washed it.  And as he was doing this, 

the thought went through his mind, how far these feet had walked for his children.  He saw an 

image of her with his own daughter when she was a child and remembered clearly how Martha 

would kiss his child‟s feet.  So he thought to himself, “If she can kiss my daughter‟s feet, why 

can I not kiss her feet?” 

 

And he took both her feet in his hands with gentleness and respect, for they were no doubt 

tired with much serving, and he kissed her feet.  Then the whole church, including Martha, wept. 

 

The Judge stood, gave the towel to Pastor Isaiah.  The Pastor said, “Go in peace.”  And the 

judge and his servant returned to their places, in a church silently weeping.  And Pastor Isaiah 

read again, “So after Jesus had washed their feet, and had sat down, he said to them.  Do you 

understand what I have done?  If I, your Lord and Master have washed your feet, you ought also 

to wash one another‟s feet.  For I have given you an example, that you should do as I have done 

to you.” 

 

The reporter did not hear the last words of the preacher, he left to find his editor, and got the 

story of the year.  In the whole of South Africa, his paper alone carried the story.  It was the front 

page story, with great black headlines like those that tell of war, or the eruption of a volcano, or a 

rugby victory.  Even on Saturday morning it was still the big story, “Acting Chief Justice Kisses 

Black Woman‟s Feet.”  No fewer than three major papers had those identical words. 

 

Pastor Isaiah paid another visit to the judge.  He was ashamed because the judge had asked 

for privacy.  He felt responsible and asked the judge to forgive him. 

 

The judge said, “There is nothing to forgive.  But if you wish me to forgive you for nothing, I 

do so.” 

 

“That makes me feel better, Judge.  But apart from that, you did a great work.  You helped to 

heal the pain of the funeral.  There‟s nothing else that could have done it.  I could preach a 

thousand sermons and I couldn‟t do it.  I told you about the boy who said that Jesus didn‟t live in 

Bochabela.  He told me on Friday he was sorry.  And Judge, the people want to give a new name 

to our church.  Some want to call it the Church of the Washing of the Feet.  Others want to call it 

the Church of the Kissing of the Feet. 

“And Judge, I want to ask you one more thing.  It‟s not an easy question. But people are 

saying the Government will be angry with what you have done, and that you will not become the 

Chief Judge of South Africa.  Is that so?” 

 

The judge answered slowly, “I do not know.  It may be so, and it may not.  But taking part in 

your service on Thursday is to me more important than the chief-justiceship.  Think no more 

about it.  Think no more about it.”  Amen.   
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The Ragman     
 Written by Walter Wangerin 

 

   Even before the dawn one Friday morning I noticed a young man, handsome and strong, 

walking the alleys of our City.  He was pulling an old cart filled with clothes both bright and 

new, and he was calling in a clear, tenor voice:  “Rags!”  Ah, the air was foul and the first light 

filthy to be crossed by such sweet music. 

“Rags!  New rags for old!  I take your tired rags!  Rags!” 

“Now, this is a wonder,” I thought to myself, for the man stood six-feet-four, and his arms 

were like tree limbs, hard and muscular and his eyes flashed intelligence.  Could he find no 

better job than this, to be a ragman in the inner city? 

I followed him.  My curiosity drove me.  And I wasn‟t disappointed. 

 

Soon the Ragman saw a woman sitting on her back porch.  She was sobbing into a 

handkerchief, sighing, and shedding a thousand tears.  Her knees and elbows made a sad X.  Her 

shoulders shook.  Her heart was breaking. 

The Ragman stopped his cart.  Quietly, he walked to the woman, stepping round tin cans, dead 

toys, and Pampers. 

“Give me your rag,”  he said so gently, “and I‟ll give you another.”  

He slipped the handkerchief from her eyes.  She looked up, and he laid across her palm a linen 

cloth so clean and new that it shined.  She blinked from the gift to the giver. 

Then, as he began to pull his cart again, the Ragman did a strange thing:  he put her stained 

handkerchief to his own face; and then he began to weep, to sob as grievously as she had done, 

his shoulders shaking. Yet she left without a tear. 

 

“This is a wonder,” I breathed to myself, and I followed the sobbing Ragman like a child who 

cannot turn away from mystery. 

“Rags! Rags! New rags for old!” 

In a little while, when the sky showed grey behind the rooftops and I could see the shredded 

curtains hanging out black windows, the Ragman came upon a girl whose head was wrapped in a 

bandage, whose eyes were empty.  Blood soaked her bandage.  A single line of blood ran down 

her cheek. 

Now the tall Ragman looked upon this child with pity, and he drew a lovely yellow bonnet 

from his cart. 

“Give me your rag,” he said, tracing his own line on her cheek, “and I‟ll give you mine.” 

The child could only gaze at him while he loosened the bandage, removed it, and tied it to his 

own head.  The bonnet he set on hers.  And I gasped at what I saw: for with the bandage went the 

wound!  Against his own brow it ran a darker, more substantial blood—his own! 

 

“Rags!  Rags!  I take old rags!”  cried the sobbing, bleeding, strong, intelligent Ragman. 

The sun hurt both the sky, now, and my eyes; the Ragman seemed more and more to hurry. 

“Are you going to work?” he asked a man who leaned against a telephone pole.  The man 

shook his head. 

The Ragman pressed him:  “Do you have a job?” 

“Are you crazy?” sneered the other.  He pulled away from the pole, revealing the right sleeve 

of his jacket—flat, the cuff stuffed into the pocket.  He had no arm. 

“So,” said the Ragman.  “Give me your jacket, and I‟ll give you mine.” 

Such quiet authority in his voice! 
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The one-armed man took off his jacket.  So did the Ragman—and I trembled at what I saw: for 

the Ragman‟s arm stayed in its sleeve, and when the other put it on he had two good arms, thick 

as tree limbs; but the Ragman had only one. 

“Go to work,” he said. 

 

After that he found a drunk, lying unconscious beneath an army blanket, an old man, hunched, 

wizened, and sick.  He took that blanket and wrapped it round himself, but for the drunk he left 

new clothes. 

And now I had to run to keep up with the Ragman.  Though he was weeping uncontrollably, 

and bleeding freely at the forehead, pulling his cart with one arm, stumbling for drunkenness, 

falling again and again, exhausted, old, old, and sick, yet he went with terrible speed.  On 

spider‟s legs he skittered through the alleys of the City, this mile and the next, until he came to 

its limits, and then he rushed beyond.  I wept to see the change in this man.  I hurt to see his 

sorrow.  And yet I needed to see where he was going in such haste, perhaps to know what drove 

him so. 

 

The little old Ragman—he came to a landfill.  He came to the garbage pits.  And then I wanted 

to help him in what he did, but I hung back, hiding.  He climbed a hill.  With tormented labor he 

cleared a little space on that hill.  Then he sighed.  He lay down.  He pillowed his head on a 

handkerchief and a jacket.  He covered his bones with an army blanket.  And he died. 

 

Oh, how I cried to witness that death!  I slumped in a junk car and wailed and mourned as one 

who has no hope—because I had come to love the Ragman.  Every other face had faded in the 

wonder of this man, and I cherished him; but he died.  I sobbed myself to sleep. 

I did not know—how could I know?—that I slept through Friday night and Saturday and its 

night, too. 

But then, on Sunday morning, I was wakened by a violence. 

Light—pure, hard, demanding light—slammed against my sour face, and I blinked, and I 

looked, and I saw the last and the first wonder of all. There was the Ragman, folding the blanket 

most carefully, a scar on his forehead, but alive!  And, besides that, healthy!  There was no sign 

of sorrow nor of age, and all the rags that he had gathered shined for cleanliness. 

Well, then I lowered my head and, trembling for all that I had seen, I myself walked up to the 

Ragman.  I told him my name with shame, for I was a sorry figure next to him.  Then I took off 

all my clothes in that place, and I said to him with dear yearning in my voice:  “Dress me.” 

He dressed me.  My Lord, he put new rags on me, and I am a wonder beside him.  The 

Ragman, the Ragman, the Christ!” 

 

Amen.  

 

  

 

 

 

 


