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“The Gospel According to Our Feet” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
 
 
 Tonight is a holy and poignant night. We know what’s coming. We are at the part of the story in 
which Jesus is betrayed, then denied, then handed over to those who’d prove the truth of his words about 
the Son of Man, that he must suffer and be killed. As spiritual preparation for this night, I woke my feet 
from their sock clad hibernation wore my favorite sandals all day long. 
 
 In a way, I just had to. The temperature just broke 60 which, in my mind, which makes it 
officially sandal weather. But even if it had snowed, I might have worn sandals all the same. I mean, as 
spiritual preparation for Maundy Thursday. Because the good news we hear tonight has to do with feet. 
With the Passover meal still in progress, and with his thoughts turning toward his departure from the 
world, Jesus got up from the table, put a towel around his waist, and began to wash his disciples’ feet. 
 
 There is literally nothing more down to earth than feet. Feet aren’t glamorous or pretty. They’re 
basic and functional. Feet are anonymous. We might know each other by our eyes, our noses, our styled 
hair, but a game called “guess whose foot” could go for an awfully long time. As Jesus cradled each foot, 
all twelve pairs, including those of the one who would betray him, did Jesus even know in between whose 
toes he was really washing? And did it really matter? Jesus didn’t come choosing whose feet he would wash. 
In the end, he’d wash everyone’s feet. 
 
 In some churches Maundy Thursday includes a ritual foot washing, an enactment of what Jesus 
did for his disciples. The times I’ve taken part in this, it’s been pretty tame. It was more like a mild foot 
wiping, with no scrubbing between the toes or actual removal of dirt. And we all knew ahead of time that 
our feet would be washed so I’m pretty sure most of us changed our socks before we arrived. The 
disciples, of course, had no clue what was coming. I have to think that “keep your feet of the table” was 
part of courtesy back then, which must have meant, “Wash your feet away from the table” would have 
followed suit. 
 
 But Jesus was never one who felt he had to follow suit. Even to his disciples, he talked to the 
wrong kind of people, like the Samaritan woman at the well. He commended the wrong kinds of things, 
like a woman’s dousing him with expensive perfume, of which a disciple said, “What a waste!” Jesus did 
wrong kinds of things, like wait until after Lazarus had died to arrive at his house. And for goodness’ sake, 
the first sign that revealed Jesus’ glory involved his providing vats of excellent wine for people at a party 
whose speech had begun to slur! What, to Jesus, revealed God’s glory had even disciples looking askance. 
 
 Like Peter. “Oh, no!” he tells Jesus. “Not me! I’m not going to have you washing my feet. Never!” 
Says it like he’d have Jesus to be above that. But Peter hasn’t heard the words John tells the reader at the 
start of the chapter, the ones about how Jesus knew it was time. It time not only for him to leave the 
world. It was time for the extent of his love for the world to be wonderfully, uncomfortably clear. It was 
time for Jesus to love those whom he called his own all the way to the end. 
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 The washing Jesus wished to give to Peter, and which Jesus wishes to give to us, has to do with the 
love of God that goes all the way to the end. It’s Passover love that involves sacrifice, the giving of a body. 
It’s love that’s stood its feet in the heavens, looking into the heart of the Father, and now stands on the 
dust of the earth, fully embracing the world.  The washing Jesus gives signifies God’s love that holds 
nothing back, leaves nothing not given. It’s a love whose glory is to disrobe itself of glory, to live wrapped 
in a towel as one who washes feet. 
 
 And so it wasn’t that Jesus was washing feet even though he’d come from God. He was washing feet 
precisely because he was from God. He was showing us a God who wills to wash feet. This is why he said to 
Peter, “If I don’t wash your feet, you’ll never belong to me.” Which is nothing short of astounding. 
Because it means that Peter, that we, only come to know we belong to God when we welcome Jesus to take 
the place that reveals God’s glorious power, which is the place beneath us. God saves us in Christ by putting 
himself under us. It’s the odd logic of God’s kingdom that Jesus talked about: the last shall be first, and the 
first last. The greatest is the servant of all. Christ is first in all creation because no one has served from a 
lower place than he. 
 

The foot washing Son of God leads us to this strange conclusion: we don’t find God by looking 
up, over us. We find God by looking down, under us, in the place where the Lord with a towel around his 
waist cleans and lifts us up. 
 

I don’t know why you came to this service tonight, or what you expected in coming. But the 
gospel suggests that Jesus came expecting to wash us. He came to spend time at our feet. And not only 
that, he came to spend time with our feet. Our unglamorous dirty feet. 
 
 I suppose that our hearts have dirty feet, places that seem soiled and unmentionable, feeling unfit 
for public presentation. I suppose our memories have soiled feet, places Jesus would hold and cleanse so 
we might step out afresh. Good old Peter, it turns out he really gets it, that Jesus talking about more than 
giving his feet a bath. He says, “Lord, wash not only my feet, but my hands and head as well!” He knew 
that when Jesus took his feet in his hands, he was only getting started. Which he was, for the washing 
wasn’t complete until he finished it on the cross. 
 
 Because this is why Jesus came. Jesus came to wash us through and through. Maybe that’s why he 
was so well received among those cast out and broken hearted, because they’d lost all the pride that would 
refuse what Jesus wished to do. They’d entered the joy of belonging to God, because they weren’t too 
proud to let Jesus wash them. 
 
 The reason this night is called Maundy Thursday, which means “Command Thursday, is that 
before the night was over, Jesus would instruct his disciples, “Just as I have loved you, so also you must 
love one another.” Which is to say, if you are my disciple, here is a towel. Get it dirty. If there’s anyone on 
whom you won’t use it, find me again at your feet and receive the towel once more.  
 

The life that’s lived in love for others contains a dirty secret, which is that any love you have to 
give comes from attending to your feet, for that is where Christ, with his kingdom, power, and glory will 
ever always be found.  
 

We might call it the gospel according to our feet, the good news told by the hands of the Master 
who’s greater than his servants. He’s greater because no one’s towel has more dirt on it than his. And so, 
we come to this table to feast on the gift of our Lord, the call to wash up doesn’t start with our hands but 
with our feet that are in his hands. Amen. 


