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Holy Thursday • March 29, 2018 
Exodus 12:1-14  •  Psalm 116:1-2, 12-19  •  1 Corinthians 11:23-26  •  John 13:1-17, 

31b-35 
 
On Sunday morning, this sanctuary is going to be full. The folks who roll in at 9:31 might 

even have a hard time finding a seat. We’ll get a decent turnout on Good Friday, but certainly fewer. 
And tonight, Holy Thursday, we have even fewer. But I’m glad that you are here tonight.  

Since the experience of doing the whole Three Days is so profound, it’s always tempting to 
complain about how more people don’t join in the liturgies until later on. But the small turnout for 
Holy Thursday has a kind of silver lining to it. It gives us a sense of what it was like for Jesus and 
those disciples sharing an intimate meal, gathering together before something big was about to 
happen. Here tonight with one another, it’s easy to imagine what it was like in the room with Jesus 
and the disciples the night before his death.  

In Matthew, Mark, and Luke’s gospels, Jesus spends the night before his death hosting the 
last supper that we participate in every Sunday around this table. But in John’s gospel, the focus is 
different. There is a meal happening, but it isn’t really the focus of what’s going on. The meal is only 
alluded to in a few verses. There are no words of institution, no recollection of how Jesus lifted up 
the bread and the cup, no talk about eating and drinking in remembrance of Jesus. Instead, the focus 
is on Jesus washing his disciples’ feet. 
 In his book Jesus: A Pilgrimage, the Jesuit priest James Martin makes an interesting suggestion. 
There was a period of time right after Jesus died and was raised when the church had to figure out 
how to worship. And as we all know, the church took the last supper as its described in Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke as its central ritual. But it’s also possible to imagine that foot washing could have 
become the central ritual of our life. So what would happen, he asks, if instead of the Eucharist 
becoming the thing we celebrate every Sunday, we celebrated foot washing?  
 Now our liturgy committee is not going to do that, so you can all relax. But it’s worth 
thinking about how that would change what it was like to worship here. For one thing, the physical 
space of the church would look a lot different. You would see basins installed up front where the 
altar is. You would have pitchers for water on the credence table. The ushers would hand out towels 
with your bulletins But the most striking difference you would notice is there would be a lot fewer 
people in the pews. 
 When people bring up foot washing, many of us respond like St. Peter. “No way. Not 
happening.” Many churches that once practiced foot washing have changed to mere handwashing. 
Some churches have made it a separate rite altogether, so you can duck out of the service without 
feeling awkward. Foot washing seems out of step for a culture like ours with so many professed 
clean freaks and germaphobes. Even the sharing of the peace puts some people on edge, so you can 
imagine what would happen if we started washing feet.  

But if you’ve ever done foot washing, you know that it doesn’t work quite the way you 
expect. You circle the day on your calendar months in advance. You spend the day getting mentally 
psyched up to wash someone else’s feet. You sneak a little bottle of Purell into your pocket. You try 
to sit next to who has a penchant for pedicures. And then when you actually crouch down and start 
washing their feet, you realize that it’s actually not a big deal. All you do is get the sponge a little wet 
and drag it over their feet. You spent all day getting worked up over nothing. But as you get up and 
take off your shoes to trade places, you have a sudden realization and you feel a pit in your stomach. 
Because the weird part isn’t washing someone’s feet. The part that’s uncomfortable is having your 
feet washed. The part that’s uncomfortable is seeing that person who irritates you to no end you to 
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no end on their knees washing your feet. The part that’s awkward is the person who really wasn’t 
there when you needed them to be dragging a sponge across your toes. The humbling part of foot 
washing isn’t washing someone’s feet. It’s having someone wash yours. 

If we did foot washing every week, we would certainly have fewer people in church. But we 
would also have fewer dumb conflicts. Less angling to make the church in our own image. It would 
be harder to assume the worst in people like we so often do. And even harder to assign malice to 
them. Because it’s hard to resent someone who is on their knees washing your feet. 

It’s tempting to make this a story about hygiene. To go on and on about what was in those 
Jerusalem streets and what the disciples carried on their feet into that upper room. And so we often 
make this a story about purity instead of service. Just like we pretend that our hang up with foot 
washing is germs when it’s actually about a fear of how intimate acts of service change us in ways 
that we don’t always like.  

It’s a ritual about power and service and what it will mean for these disciples to live together 
after Jesus’s coming death. The foot washing is a sign, something that points beyond itself. Jesus 
isn’t just doing this to be nice. It’s to help the disciples understand the incomprehensible. This foot 
washing is something that the disciples don’t fully understand, but that they will understand later. 
And the thing it points to is Jesus’s death and resurrection. That in Jesus’s death and resurrection, 
these disciples will be made clean.  

And so, no surprise, when Jesus says that he is going to wash the disciples’ feet, Peter says, 
“You will never wash my feet.” Peter rebuffs Jesus not because what Jesus is doing is gross but 
because Jesus is upending the relations of power and service. Peter is not interested in a messiah 
who stoops down to wash his feet, just like Peter is not interested in a messiah who dies on a cross. 
Jesus has already said that he is going to die and now he’s washing his disciple’s feet? It seems like its 
adding insult to injury. Have some respect for yourself.   

And yet Jesus is set on doing it. “Unless I wash you, you have no share with me.” It’s about 
the foot washing, but it’s really about the cross. That just as Jesus stoops down to the point of dying 
on a cross, Jesus stoops down to wash the feet of these disciples. That just as Jesus takes on the 
form of a servant, taking off his robe and taking up a towel, Jesus will have his robe taken off and be 
taken up on a cross. 

After washing everyone’s feet, Jesus offers a new commandment, known as the “Love 
Commandment.” “Just as I have loved you,” Jesus says, “you also should love one another.” That 
Jesus’s self-giving on the cross and around that table are the norm for this new community. And 
even more than that, Jesus says that “everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love 
for one another.” Just as Jesus’s foot washing is a sign that points beyond itself to the cross, Jesus 
promises that our lives, our service, is not just worthwhile in itself. That it points beyond us to the 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. That we are not just engaged in service. We are engaged 
in witness. Pointing other people to something beyond us. Pointing people to the new life that God 
is offering us in Jesus Christ. 

But the more you think about it, the less sense it seems to make. How does loving one 
another say anything about Jesus? The church doesn’t have a monopoly on love. Jews love one 
another. Muslims love one another. Buddhists love one another. People of no faith at all love one 
another, too. How is it that loving one another is a Christian activity? 

For St. John, love has a more particular meaning. The word John uses for love here is agape. 
And agape is not just about liking something or someone. Later on at this dinner, Jesus will say, 
“Greater love,” greater agape “hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” 
For St. John, love is not merely liking something. It isn’t merely getting along or a kind of weak 



ADVENT LUTHERAN WYCKOFF 
 

777 Wyckoff Avenue Wyckoff, NJ 07481 
adventlutheranwyckoff.org • (201) 891-1031 

tolerance. It is participating in the love of God that is revealed in Jesus’s death and resurrection. It is 
taking on the cruciform life, a life shaped by the cross, a life that you were given in your baptism. 

What does the cruciform life look like? It looks like washing people’s feet. A love that 
upends hierarchies and expectations. That takes on the role of service out of compassion for other 
people. Taking on stations in life we don’t usually occupy for the benefit of others. We might even 
say that it means being stewards not only of our money but of our power and our privilege. Joining 
into the work of God in Jesus Christ by putting down our pride and taking up our towels. 

But the cruciform life might look like something else, too. Something that’s harder for many 
of us. It might look like allowing other people to wash our feet. To see vulnerability as strength. To 
allow other people’s service and witness to change us in ways that we don’t always find comfortable. 
To give up our ideas that we hold about other people so that we can see them as they are, co-
servants in the mission of God.  

By this, Jesus says, everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one 
another. Jesus loves us to the end so that we can begin to truly love others. And Jesus dies a 
cruciform death so that we might live a cruciform life.  

 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


