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It's Maundy Thursday. We're celebrating the first Last Supper. Only this year, we're not 

celebrating in the usual way; we've been called to meet in new ways. It puts me in 
mind of some of the early Christians. In times of persecution, they were unable to meet 

publicly, for very different reasons. It was fine for them to be in physical proximity with 
each other, but the location had to be a closely held secret. Like us, adapting the way 
they met was a matter of life-and-death. They too got creative; who else would meet in 

underground tunnels filled with coffins? Tonight instead of sitting together, we can only 
talk about the special activities we would do if we could gather in our building. 

The Gospel tonight is John's account of the that evening before Passover, but instead of 
relating how Jesus blessed and shared the bread and wine (as the other Gospels do), 

we heard about how he washed the feet of His disciples. If we were together, we would 
offer the opportunity to wash each other's feet. As 21st century people, washing feet, as 
John describes it, isn't really necessary. Most of the year, we wear both socks and shoes 

that encase our feet instead of sandals alone. Out-of-doors, we walk on paved 
surfaces or grass instead of dusty paths and roadways. So our feet stay as clean, or 

cleaner, than the rest of our bodies. Can anyone remember a different occasion in life 
when someone else washed your feet? Me neither. 

In Bible times, when people went about their daily lives barefoot or in sandals, 

especially outdoors, foot washing was a common practice—and it was slave work! So 
John's gospel has Jesus doing slave work, and probably kind of dirty slave work. We also 

have to realize that the disciples had begun calling Jesus Lord, Master, Teacher and or 
Rabbi, all exalted titles. So for him to be doing this humble, maybe even humiliating, 

work of washing their feet was pretty startling for his followers. When it is Simon Peter's 
turn, he balks, asking, “You, Lord, washing my feet?  

When Jesus, like a parent to a child, explains, “I know you don't understand, but you 

will,” Peter becomes even more adamant.  

“I will never let you wash my feet!” he tells Jesus. 

But Jesus consoles him, “If I don't, you have no share in me,” or as another translation 
puts it, “You won't be in fellowship with me.” 

The conversation goes on; Peter thinks perhaps Jesus should wash his hands and head. 
Jesus explains why that isn't necessary, then quietly acknowledges he knows he will 
betrayed.  

I think this is easier to understand if we substitute the appropriate form of the word 
“serve” for washing feet. Simon Peter says, “Master, are you serving me?”  

And Jesus makes the same reply, “I know you don't understand, but you will.” 

To which Peter says, “I will never let you serve me.” And again Jesus responds the same.  

Foot washing on Maundy Thursday isn't a custom I grew up with; nor do I remember 

doing at my previous parish. I find it to be a very intimate thing to do and it was difficult 
to get comfortable with it. Partly, I think because it's not an everyday act; not 

something I do for myself in the first place. If it were hand washing (which even before 
the current crisis, I did often), it would not feel quite so personal. Washing a friend's feet 

is like visiting someone who is sick, not something I'm eager to do, but I come away 
glad I did. Having someone else wash my feet is different; it really feels submissive. Is 



that ironic? Letting someone act as a Biblical slave to me feels submissive. 

For most of us, allowing someone else to “do” for us is uncomfortable, we much rather 

“do” for others. But there are a couple of reasons we should not just allow it, but 
embrace it. The most important reason is also in that Gospel we read. When Jesus 

returned to the table, he said “OK, you hold me up by addressing me with names of 
honor. If I, who you honor, wash your feet, you should wash each other's feet.” In other 

words, “Jesus said so.” 

But there is another reason: there is blessing in both giving and receiving. I know, I know! 
It is more blessed to give than to receive. At the same time, when you accept 

someone's help, you give that person a gift. For example, I don't know which is more 
joyful, to have someone tell me they are praying for me or to be sincerely thanked 

when I relate that I'm praying for another person.  

Tonight's Gospel concludes with a new commandment from Jesus, “Love one another 
as I have loved you.” I'm tempted to insert (not substitute) “serve.” “Love and serve one 

another as I have loved and served you.” Like those early Christians for whom a 
sarcophagus often served as an altar, we are challenged this Holy Week (and beyond) 

to love and serve creatively. “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples.” 
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