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It was closed. The cemetery was closed. 
 
For years, I wanted to go to Normandy, to see those beaches in France where the liberation of 
Europe had begun, 70 years ago this June. 
 
And this past October, I finally got there. But when we arrived in Normandy, the American 
cemetery was closed. Why? Well, there was a budget impasse in Washington DC, and American 
government property was closed – including the cemetery in France.  
 
One of the reasons I wanted to visit there was because of the last scene in that great movie, 
“Saving Private Ryan.” The film follows a squad of Army Rangers, led by Tom Hanks, as they 
land on the bloody beaches of Normandy. 
 
They have been sent into the jaws of danger to look for a young man, Private James Ryan. There 
were four boys in Ryan’s family. The other three had already died in battle. So Tom Hanks was 
sent to find Private Ryan, who was lost in the confusion of war. To save him. 
 
Finally, Tom Hanks finds him. But as they bring Private Ryan toward safety,  Tom Hanks is 
shot. He knows that he is dying. And he knows that Private Ryan will live.  
 
So, the wounded and bleeding Tom Hanks takes hold of Private Ryan, and whispers in his ear, 
“Earn this. Earn it.” 
 
Tom Hanks dies. Immediately, the film jumps ahead, and a much older,  balder Private Ryan 
stands at the grave of the man who saved him from death, in that cemetery in Normandy. He 
tearfully turns to his wife and says, “Tell me that I am a good man. Tell me that I’ve led a good 
life.” 
 
And this is the moment of clarity. When Tom Hanks’ whispers, “earn this,” he was NOT saying 
that Private Ryan could somehow have deserved all of the sacrifices that were made on his 
behalf.  
 
He had not planned that rescue mission. He could not pay for it. Rather, as his death drew near, 
Hanks was saying to Ryan, “Live! Live a life that reflects how precious life is! Live in such a 



way that you give  yourself to others, just as others have given for you. Your life, your rescue 
came at a very high price – so live every day of your life with similar generosity, similar 
integrity, similar sacrifice.” 
 
The hour of his death was near – he took hold of someone, and encouraged them to live! 
 
In John’s Gospel, a similar dynamic unfolds before us on. Jesus was sent into the jaws of 
suffering. He was sent to find someone who was lost, to save someone from death. And that 
someone is you. And me. And us.  
 
 On the night of his betrayal, as Death draws near, Jesus gathers with his disciples. To eat. To 
pray. To prepare for the blood and sacrifice of the next day.  
 
He takes a cup, filled with wine. According to Saint Paul, Jesus says that this cup is the “cup of 
the covenant in my blood.” His blood? What did he mean? His disciples knew that it was the 
blood of the Passover Lambs that had saved ancient Israel from death in Egypt.  How could 
Jesus’ blood save them in a ‘new covenant?’ They did not understand. 
 
But Jesus did. He knew. His blood would flow. There was a cemetery nearby...  
 
He came to save someone. He came to save us, to protect us from the power of death. And it 
would cost him his life. 
 
So, in one more loving act of teaching, he did something unexpected. He took hold of them. One 
by one.  
 
With a towel around his waist, he went around the room, and took each of them by the foot.  
 
And he washed them. And spoke to them. And loved them.  In their last few moments together 
as a group, he had one more chance to encourage them.  
 
As he got up from the floor, he asked, “Do you understand what I have done for you, what I am 
doing for you, what I will do for you tomorrow up on Calvary’s hill?” 
 
“You call me teacher and master. And that’s correct. So if I, the master and teacher, have washed 
YOUR feet, then you must wash each other’s feet. What I have done, you must do.” 
 
The blood of the new covenant is on the table, in the cup. The blood will flow from his wounds 
in just a few hours. He knows he’s dying. So, in effect, he takes hold of their feet, and whispers 
to them, “Earn this.”  



 
The footwashing and the feeding at the Last Supper are the final loving act of Jesus toward the 
apostles. He came to find us. He was to lead us and save us from death. He died so you could 
live. Earn it. 
 
Now, let me be clear – we cannot really ‘earn’ anything when it comes from God. It’s all a gift. 
It’s all freely given. We cannot deserve it, or merit it, or purchase it. Salvation, love, forgiveness, 
life, eternity – it’s all a gift. 
 
But at the Eucharistic table, in the passing of the food from hand to hand, in the washing of the 
feet in humble service, Jesus is whispering to us as his earthly life wanes:  “Live! Love! Your 
life was purchased at a very high price – make something beautiful of it! 
 
Your forgiveness cost Jesus everything – go and forgive, even if it costs you everything! Serve 
the way that Jesus served, be merciful the way that Jesus was merciful, be humble as he was 
humble. 
 
 Do whatever is necessary for justice to reign, for truth to be heard, for the stranger to be 
welcomed, for the hungry to be fed.  
 
Your life, your rescue came at a very high price – so live every day of your life with similar 
generosity, similar integrity, similar sacrifice. 
 
We cannot ‘earn’ the Eucharist. The Real Presence of Christ in this bread and wine is an amazing 
gift, freely given. We cannot ‘earn’ it, but we can LIVE the Eucharist. We can experience 
Christ’s presence here, so that we can BE Christ’s presence out there. 
 
We cannot ‘earn’ Salvation. Eternal life is an amazing gift, freely given. We cannot earn it, but 
we can LIVE like people who know where we going, and who is leading us. 
 
We cannot ‘earn’ God’s love. His passion is an amazing gift, freely given. We cannot earn it, but 
we can come together in the community of the church to be formed by God’s love, taught by 
god’s love, challenged by God’s love. 
 
We cannot earn Christ’s humility. His tender care for us in an amazing gift, freely given. We 
cannot earn it, but we can strive to follow his example, humbly serving our neighbors whose feet 
need to be washed, whose tears need to be wiped away, whose burdens need to be lifted, whose 
crosses are too heavy to carry alone. 
 
Private Ryan knew that his life had been purchase at a very high price. So at the end, he turns to 



his wife and says, “tell me that I’ve been a good man. Tell me that I’ve lived a good life.” He 
wanted to show his gratitude by living a life of generous sacrifice. 
 
Your life, my life, has been purchased at a very high price – the blood of Jesus.  We want to 
show our gratitude, by living a life of generous service. 
 
At the end, when I stand before the throne of Christ, I pray the Lord will tell me that I’ve been a 
good man, and lived a good life.  
 
If that’s what the Lord tells me, then it won’t matter if the cemeteries are closed. Because Death 
has been conquered. And we live, forever. 
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