This was the night before Jesus was to die. The disciples did not know this yet, even though Jesus told them so before. Jesus is using his last evening to get across his most important lessons one more time. In case they missed the significance of the event, Jesus points out that he washed their feet to provide a paradigm for their new life of service: “If I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.”

This is where we might expect Peter to strip off his outer robe and start working his way around the group, washing the other disciples’ feet. But Peter senses that something greater is happening here, something more than simply a lesson about washing feet. Jesus is offering a model of service rather than a command to spend one’s days cleaning road grime off dirty feet.

This was not an easy lesson to get across, but it is one that Jesus believed in: he modeled servant leadership throughout his ministry. Peter, and the other disciples, probably left the table wondering when they would again have the occasion to wash each other’s feet; but everything would change in a few hours. The next night they would gather to mourn the death of their teacher. Much later, sometime after the shock of Good Friday and the joy of Easter, this foot washing lesson would make sense to them. We know the point got through because with the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 2), the disciples really did understand their call to ministry and felt empowered to act on it.

Later, when remembering that night before Jesus died, Peter and the others would see foot washing from beyond the cross and the empty tomb. Having seen their teacher’s complete love and commitment to them, those words of Jesus, “I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you” would sound so different. Then even Peter knew that the life of service to which Jesus called him would involve much more than washing the feet of those he considered beneath him. After washing their feet, Jesus said to them, “Just as I have loved you, you also must love one another.”
Jesus’ example of servant leadership was much more life changing than the humble act of washing feet. Jesus was obedient unto death, even death on a cross (Philippians 2). He loved as God loves, completely and unconditionally. Jesus restored outcasts to their community. Jesus broke down the dividing walls between those who were “in” and those who were “out.” Jesus healed those considered “unclean,” and absolved sinners of their trespasses. And in so doing, Jesus upset the status quo to the extent that the various groups who couldn’t agree about anything agreed that Jesus must die.

Those in control, the Jews and the Romans alike, knew they had to stop this itinerant Rabbi and his new movement before it got out of hand. In this, those who opposed Jesus were no different from those in power in every time and place who do what they must to hold onto their power and privilege. Yet Jesus would not give up on his revolutionary love, even when the price of that love was torture and death.

The disciples did ultimately understand Jesus’ actions. Seeing the foot washing anew in the light of Jesus’ death and resurrection, they understood that true power and real authority belongs to God alone. We mortals who spend our lives trying to build up that sense of control for ourselves chase an illusion. Here all the paradoxes Jesus taught could be heard anew: the last will be first; those who love their life will lose it; the master comes among us as a servant. These paradoxes spoke to a deeper truth that Jesus’ life and ministry came to reveal.

Jesus did not call his followers to lead in the same way that others led, by lording over them (Matthew 20:25). He challenged his followers to lead through their service to one another. Jesus dared them to be countercultural by loving others as he loved them, showing more concern for the other person than for oneself.

Eventually, Peter would live fully into Jesus’ example of loving others. Peter was part of that first band of disciples who turned the world upside down with a revolutionary way of loving and serving. The disciples followed Jesus in working from the bottom up to help the world see outcasts and victims not as those cursed by God, but as those most in need of God’s love and healing and redemption. They came to serve others, the widow, and the orphan, and even the Gentiles who at first seemed outside the bounds of their mission.

What is most amazing is that the early church never took up foot washing as a sacrament alongside baptism and communion. The act of washing feet is preserved in some churches, but it is not held in the same esteem as baptism or communion. Perhaps it should be! For what greater service can we render than to lay down our life for a friend (John 15:13)? Foot washing aside, all Christians hold to the essential truth that in serving others, we are living in to Jesus’ command to love one another as he loves us.

Tradition tells us that Simon Peter served faithfully until the end. The early church historian Eusebius tells us that Peter was put to death by the Roman Emperor Nero. It seems that following the burning of Rome, someone had to take the blame, and the followers of Jesus who refused to offer sacrifices to the Roman gods, were an easy target.

Peter went to his death boldly. He never gave up on the love we are to have for one another, the love that Jesus modeled in the humble act of washing feet. In response to that self-giving love of Jesus, Peter gave up his own life willingly. Peter served others by giving the example of faithfulness unto death. So, I guess Peter got it right!

Prayer: Blessed are you, Lord God. The basin and the towel are signs to us of your Son’s servanthood. You have made us partakers of Christ and of one another. As we go forth, give us grace to count others more important than ourselves, to love our enemies, to make peace. Send the Spirit of truth to keep alive in us what Jesus taught and did, that our words may carry his good news, and that our lives may bear the shape of the cross of the One who lives and reigns with You and with the Holy Spirit, One God, forever and ever. Amen.

Source: The Rev. Frank S. Logue. Untitled sermon. April 9, 2009. https://www.episcopalchurch.org/sermon/peter-got-it-wrong-maundy-thursday-2009/. Adapted by Douglas Dent.
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Peter got it wrong. That really should not surprise us in the least. The gospels teach us to expect Peter to be the eager disciple who energetically jumps to the wrong conclusion, gives the wrong answer, and impulsively act when listening and understanding is needed.

After the Passover meal, Peter sees Jesus get up from the table, take off his outer robe, and tie a towel around himself. He watches as Jesus pours water into a basin and begins to wash the disciples’ feet. You can almost hear the wheels turning in Peter’s mind as Jesus wipes their wet feet with the towel tied around him. He lets the other disciples take part, but he will never let the master be his servant. Then when it is his turn, Peter asks, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet also?” Jesus replied, “You do not know now what I am doing, but later you will understand.”

Impetuous Peter does not want to wait. He understands perfectly well that Jesus is serving his disciples in the humblest of ways and he is not going to play along. Disciples wash their teacher’s feet, not the other way around. Servants wash their master’s feet, not the other way around. Peter says flatly, “You will never wash my feet.” Then in language reminiscent of baptism, Jesus says, “Unless I wash you, you have no share with me.” This changes everything for Peter. If foot washing is a sign of being part of Jesus, then he is all in: he wants to be drenched, soaked from head to foot. 

Jesus pushes baptismal theme further saying, “One who has bathed does not need to wash, except for the feet, but is entirely clean.” By the same token, one who is baptized needs only to repent of their sins to be made clean again. One does not need to be baptized a second time. But the connection to baptism was not Jesus’ main purpose that evening. 

