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Jesus and the disciples had gathered for a last meal together. The gospels don’t agree on 

whether it was the night of Passover or the night before it, but that doesn’t matter. It was a meal 
associated with Passover, and it was the last one. The fourth Gospel gives us the fullest description of 
what took place there. It began with Jesus attending to the needs of his disciples. In fact, that is the 
meaning of the whole meal – meetings the needs of his followers. 

Jesus first does this in a very common action, common in both senses of the word: regularly 
occurring and of the lower classes. People wore sandals and walked on dusty roads. Their feet would 
be filthy. What with the proclivity of “flip-flops,” we can understand that. Feet get dirty. And if you are 
eating a meal reclined together, you may well be in close proximity to someone’s feet. It would be nice 
if they were clean. So a good host had someone – usually the lowest servant in the household food 
chain – to wash the guests’ feet. But at this meal, the host, Jesus himself, washes his guests’ feet.  

Notice that this happens even after the devil has entered the heart of Judas Iscariot. But even 
knowing this, John tells us that Jesus washed Judas’ feet as well. It was Peter who causes the trouble. 
No surprise there.  Peter has a gift for speaking first and thinking later. “What?” he seems to say, “Are 
you washing my feet?” It brings to mind John the Baptist’s skepticism when Jesus came to him to be 
baptized. But Jesus explains that he must wash Peter’s feet.  

Peter, being peter, then tells him to wash all of him then. If a little is good, a lot must be great. I 
can just imagine all the other apostles shaking their heads. There goes Peter again. But Jesus just kind 
of smiles that little smile of his and tells Peter that he just needs his feet washed. And gets in a dig at 
Judas at the same time. “You are clean, Peter, but not all of you are.” 

When the chore is done, Jesus asks them, “Do you get what just happened here? You call me 
Lord and teacher, and you are right, I am. So if I wash your feet, what does that say to you? You ought 
to wash one another’s feet.” Unless I am mistaken, there is not another instance in the New Testament 
of foot washing. The Apostles get that Jesus was speaking metaphorically. Washing people’s feet 
doesn’t earn you salvation.  But I am going to wash feet here in just a bit because it is a mark of 
humility. It is me trying to remember just who is Lord. It is a reminder of one of those paradoxes that 
make up Christianity – to lead is to serve. And serving is certainly not limited to a once-a-year foot-
washing ceremony.  And leading is not limited to the ordained. 

We are all ministers of the Church. We are all members of Christ’s body. We are all called to 
lead by serving. Being ordained doesn’t make me any better than anyone else, it just marks me for 
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certain jobs and means I have accepted certain responsibilities. But we are all ministers in the Church. 
We all have our jobs to do. And we all need help to do them.   

Our Lord meets the needs of his followers. The first need that night was for clean feet. The rest 
of the needs are found in the talk that Jesus delivers in John’s version of the event. One big part Jesus 
calls a new commandment, to love one another. But it’s not really new, is it? What is new about it is 
how it supplants the man-made commandments of Pharisaic Judaism. People will know you are my 
disciples because you love one another. Not because you don’t eat this or don’t do that or do lop off this 
body part. What will draw you together is love. 

Now that is an easy thing to say – Y’all just love each other and everything will be okay. We 
know that isn’t true. And it wasn’t what Jesus said. Jesus tells us to love each other as he loved us. It is 
only because of Jesus’ love - and remember, that that is God’s love – that we can love each other. Left 
to our own devices, we may love our family, and we may choose some others we call friends to love, 
but anyone else? Forget it.   

No, loving them requires transformation. Loving everyone as our selves takes the redeeming 
work of Christ. Without that, there is no way we could love others the way Christ commands us to love 
them. It is only through the powerful, transforming, life-changing love that we find in the cross of 
Jesus that we can have any hope of loving others, especially those we find hardest to love but who need 
our love the most – our enemies, whether real or perceived. 

Loving our enemies means that we can’t indulge in grudges or pity fests. It means that we can’t 
get on the phone – or worse, Facebook – with like-minded individuals and gossip about the perceived 
slights and injustices we receive. No, loving others means treating them as if we really believe that they 
are created in God’s image. That when we deal with others, we are dealing with one of God’s beloved 
children.  

And we don’t do that. Instead, all too often, we act either from apparent superiority or from 
perceived inferiority. Either we are better than them or they are so much better than us that we can’t 
confront them face to face. But love means dealing with people one on one and as fellow human 
beings. It means forgoing fighting a guerrilla action to get what we want by stealth and being upfront 
with our needs. It means being honest and straightforward with one another. It means being ourselves 
and trusting one another. And that is so hard at times. But our Lord commands it.  

Our Lord also gave us the sacrament of the Eucharist to help us.  When we come together to 
hear God’s Word proclaimed and to partake in the Communion, we are joining a rite instituted by 
Christ himself on this very night. When Christ said, “Do this in remembrance of me,” the important 
part wasn’t the “Do this.” Doing this was giving thanks for the bread and the wine. That was something 
every Jew did as a matter of course. The important part was that we do it in remembrance of him. 
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Every time we come together to eat the bread and drink the wine, we are gathering because of 
him. When we partake of the body and blood of the Christ, given for us, we are drawn together in a 
communion of love with God and with each other. The weekly Eucharist isn’t a dreary obligation so 
that God will like us; it is a glorious opportunity to revel in the love of the Lord God for each and every 
one of us. We are called together by God for each other. And it all started this night. It all started with 
this act of humility and love. 

Our Lord commands us to love one another. Tomorrow, we remember humanity's response to 
that command. What happens when we are confronted with immeasurable love? We kill it. But on 
Saturday night, God has the final rebuttal. For now, for tonight, we remember his love and we follow 
his command. 


