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Sermon for Maundy Thursday Year C 2022 
The Freakiness of Foot Washing 

 
Even though I am a lifelong Lutheran,  
I don’t recall observing Maundy Thursday 
in the church of my childhood. 
I had heard of it, and I think I thought then that it was something only 
my Roman Catholic friends observed. 
But even then I didn’t know anything about the foot-washing. 
It was not until I was an adult, married woman 
and a member of Holy Trinity on 65th street in Manhattan 
when I first began observing Maundy Thursday  
and experienced the foot-washing liturgy. 
Perhaps I’m just a liturgy nerd, but ever since I first observed this rite, 
I have cherished it—because it made this version of the Last Supper 
unique to the gospel of John come alive— 
and very real . . . down and dirty real . . . naked, dusty feet real. 
Without the actual getting down on one’s knees and washing a foot or 
two and having your own feet washed . . .  
the freakiness of what Jesus is doing to his disciples can be lost on us. 
 
How surprised the disciples must be to witness their teacher  
take off his outer garment, wrap a towel around his waist,  
pour water in a basin, and then kneel to wash their filthy, tired feet. 
It’s not as if Jesus has ever demanded adulation from them in the past. 
But he has certainly never demonstrated servant leadership  
in such a self-deprecating way. 
Jesus is their teacher and leader; 
he has authority over those who chose to follow him. 
By donning the clothing and persona of a servant,  
he exhibits a degree of humility that not only takes them off guard— 
it seems to freak them (and all of us) out. 
 
This is the state in which we find Peter in this story. 
He is freaked out. 
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Jesus is serving him, and Peter is mortified at the very thought of it. 
Through his act of humility and then his explanation, 
Jesus makes it clear that anyone who wants to be his disciple has to be 
willing to be served even by those whom they revere. 
And most importantly, they have to be willing to serve one another just 
as Jesus serves them. 
Perhaps that is what really freaks Peter out! 
 
Jesus seems to be trying to instill the importance of humility. 
He wants to make sure that when he is no longer physically present with 
the disciples, they will not waste valuable time and energy arguing and 
competing with one another for position—as they do in Luke’s account 
of the Last Supper. 
Instead, Jesus wants his disciples to focus on carrying on the work he 
has begun by preaching, baptizing, healing, and challenging the status 
quo—with humility, mercy and love for those they serve as well as those 
with whom they serve alongside. 
 
Being the body of Christ—we Jesus’ baptized disciples— 
are called and entrusted with Jesus’ servant-leadership way of ministry. 
The whole point of Jesus’ servant-leadership demonstration is love. 
By this everyone will know that you are my disciples,  
if you have love for one another. 
Having love, according to Jesus,  
doesn’t just mean knowing what love is intellectually. 
Having love means allowing love  
to make its way from our minds to our hearts and finally to our bodies, 
so that we act on it for the sake of others. 
Loving our neighbors—as Christ loved us—means opening our eyes to 
see them and our hearts to feel their joy and pain. 
When our neighbors have needs, we must do the best we can, 
even with limited resources, to meet them. 
Who knows, they may also do the same for us. 
And when we or they do, we are being Christ to one another. 
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The story in John ends in a funny way— 
it acknowledges that this washing of feet by Jesus is confusing to the 
point of freaking out Peter and the other disciples. 
But it also tells us—the readers and listeners—that they are to follow 
Jesus’ example anyway. 
As Jesus humbled himself and washed the feet of those in the room, 
we are to do the same. 
Yes, we should do so metaphorically—in our ministries and 
relationships throughout our daily lives— 
but there is real power in the ritual as well because it demands not just 
our mind’s agreement, but our body’s participation. 
When we wash each other’s feet (or hands)—we embody our Lord’s 
compassionate servant-like love. 
We step out of the “respectable” into something that seems 
“disreputable” and even a bit freaky—and yet, it gives us a hint 
of what the Incarnation is all about. 
 
And yet . . . it’s just as “freaky” to think about how Jesus’ reached out 
and touched the sick and even the dead. 
After all it is his hands that hold the crusty and dirty feet of his disciples. 
So Peter is not completely wrong when he cries out— 
Wash my hands! 
Just like our feet, our hands have holy,  
compassionate and dirty work to do. 
The cleansing of both feet and hands or any part of us by another 
symbolizes the servanthood of Christ. 
So—whether you submit to having your feet or your hands cleansed,  
receive it in awe and humility. 
And remember that you cannot give what you haven’t first received. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 4 

Just a few moments before his hands initiated the foot-washing,  
Jesus tells his disciples— 
If you have seen me, you have seen the One who sent me. 
It is the Son of God,  
the Word made flesh that has moved right into the neighborhood  
who is showing you (and has been showing you all along) who God is— 
he loving Servant of the servants. 
As one of my favorite hymns puts it— 
Will you let me be your servant, let me be as Christ to you? 
Pray that I may let you be my servant, too. 
As Jesus would say . . . if we know these things,  
we are blessed if we do them. 
Amen. 
 
 


