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Foot Washing: A Call to True Friendship 
 
From the scriptures.  
 

Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from 
this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved 
them to the end. The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot 
to betray him. And during supper Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things 
into his hands, and that he had come from God and was going to God, got up from the 
table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around himself. Then he poured water into a 
basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was tied 
around him. He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my 
feet?” Jesus answered, “You do not know now what I am doing, but later you will 
understand.” Peter said to him, “You will never wash my feet.” Jesus answered, “Unless 
I wash you, you have no share with me.” Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, not my feet 
only but also my hands and my head!” Jesus said to him, “One who has bathed does not 
need to wash, except for the feet, but is entirely clean. And you are clean, though not all 
of you.” For he knew who was to betray him; for this reason he said, “Not all of you are 
clean.”  
 
After he had washed their feet, had put on his robe, and had returned to the table, he said 
to them, “Do you know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord—and 
you are right, for that is what I am. So 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. Very truly, I tell you, servants are not greater than 
their master, nor are messengers greater than the one who sent them. If you know these 
things, you are blessed if you do them. I am not speaking of all of you; I know whom I 
have chosen. But it is to fulfill the scripture, ‘The one who ate my bread has lifted his heel 
against me.’ I tell you this now, before it occurs, so that when it does occur, you may 
believe that I am he. Very truly, I tell you, whoever receives one whom I send receives me; 
and whoever receives me receives him who sent me.” (John 13:1-20) 

 
Reflection.  

In this passage Jesus knows two things: who he is in relation to God, and that he 
is going to die soon. He has a few teaching moments left. John’s Jesus doesn’t use 
parables to describe the Kingdom of God like in the synoptic gospels. 



Throughout John’s gospel, Jesus shows us who God is through signs and actions. 
During supper Jesus gets up, takes off his robe, ties a towel around his waist, 
pours water into a basin, and washes the disciples’ feet. Just picture this in your 
mind. Jesus is their teacher. They even call him Lord. And yet here he is on his 
knees in front of Peter, humbly washing and drying his feet as if he were not the 
Son of God. Peter cannot handle the discomfort. “Lord, are you going to wash my 
feet?” (v. 6). He protests further, “You will never wash my feet” (v. 8). Jesus 
answers, “Unless I wash you, you have no share with me” (v. 8). In order for 
Jesus to pass on his share (this could also be translated his heritage or 
inheritance) he must humble himself. By nature there is inequality between Jesus 
and his disciples. He is their Rabbi, their Lord. They are his followers. He 
overcame, by the loving act of washing their feet, the inequality and distance 
between them. This action is Jesus’ sign; he is showing them who God is, how God 
behaves, and how they are to also behave toward each other.  

 
Foot-washing the way Jesus did it is a call to service, but service that is based on 
relationship. This service is not powerful giving to needy; rich giving to poor; 
strong giving to weak. This symbolic action is an example of a powerful person 
transcending the inequality through loving service and becoming equal with the 
weak.  This could be why Peter protests. He knows if he is going to truly follow 
Jesus he will, one day, have to give up whatever power and status he possesses, 
too.   

 
This ancient practice of washing feet may seem too far removed from our time to 
seem relevant. But, it isn’t. It is a symbolic action meant to show us what true 
friendship and relationship can look like between us. We are so often like Peter. 
We don’t want to give up what power we have to become equal to someone 
weaker and less influential. Yet, we live in a hierarchical world where bosses 
outrank employees, adults outrank children, men outrank women, and Anglos 
outrank people of color. By washing Peter’s feet, Jesus is showing us how God 
would have us behave inside unequal relationships. 

 
Practice.  

Reflect on your own life. What roles do you have, and where does the power lie 
in each role? Choose one role where you have more power than someone else, 
and do something inside that relationship that breaks down the status barrier 
and builds true friendship.   

    
Prayer.  

God of love, you humbled yourself to become human like us; keep us mindful of 
all our various relationships, that through loving service we will become true 
friends one to another. We ask this in Jesus’ name. Amen.   

 


