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In a few minutes, after this homily is finished, I am going to start removing various articles of clothing and get down 
on my knees in order to wash the bare feet of another person.  I hope that most of you will join me in a gesture like 
that with one another.  And while we will have various reactions to that ritual moment, nobody here is likely to be 
scandalized by it.  It’s what we do on Holy Thursday at the Mass of the Lord’s Supper.  It is profound, it is powerful, it 
is memorable, but it’s no surprise.  So in that respect it is more difficult for us fully to grasp the impropriety of the 
whole event when Jesus did it for the first time at that dinner in Jerusalem.  It would be like the person who takes a 
cell phone call during the middle of a theater performance, or like the best man at a wedding reception who makes 
inappropriate insulting remarks instead of proposing a toast to the newlyweds, or like the person who giggles out 
loud during a funeral.  The Passover meal was, after all, like all of those examples, a carefully scripted gathering in 
which specific behaviors were expected and certain rules of decorum were to be followed.  Even though it was a 
holiday party and a family meal, it was a prescribed ritual, just as even today it’s bad form at a banquet to talk with 
food in your mouth or to spit out what you don’t like or to text at the table while the host is speaking.   When a guest 
at the gathering breaks the code of conduct, everybody else gets nervous or irritated or edgy.  By the time of Jesus 
the proper format for a Passover supper had been well established for hundreds of years in Jewish homes, including 
everything from the menu to the discussion to the dress code to the seating chart.  And there was nothing in the 
program about removing clothing and washing feet. What Jesus did was not only confusing and odd.  It was deeply 
disturbing, even at the level of etiquette, in a way that isn’t so obvious to us today.  So the protest of the apostle 
Peter was not merely a gesture of humility.  It was a request for him to sit down and behave as a respectable rabbi 
was supposed to, and to quit making the rest of the guests nervous.   

But that had been the pattern of Jesus’ whole life up to that moment, and it’s why he was in such imminent danger 
that night.  He had never been the merely respectable and polite religious figure.  He had gone off script too many 
times in ways that were often viewed as shocking or even provoking—chatting with prostitutes and adulterers, eating 
with public sinners, touching the bodies of of diseased and dead people, arguing with authorities and shaming 
religious hypocrites in public.  And maybe most especially for Judas Iscariot that night, refusing to defend himself or 
any of the disciples through violence or force, refusing to crush his enemies when he could have.   

So it was just another embarrassing moment when this very unusual master interrupted the meal to touch people’s 
filthy feet—which were no more attractive or pretty back then than ours are this evening.  Feet smelled just as bad at 
Passover in Jerusalem. 

For us here at St. Pascal’s there are people who have perfectly good reasons why they won’t be having their feet 
washed in a moment.  Some of us have difficulty standing or walking; some are bandaged and wounded and in pain or 
arthritic.  But I pray that nobody here step away from the basic because of embarrassment or a feeling of impropriety.    
Because to do that would be to exactly miss the whole point of it all.  Our Lord was never ashamed of or embarrassed 
by the likes of us, even when he had every good reason to be—and often still does.  “What I show you, you also must 
do,” he told them.  Even to do this embarrassing, unsettling, unexpected, unwelcome thing because to serve is more 
important than to be at ease or to follow the program.  And because to refuse, as Peter first tried to do, is to forsake 
the whole message. 

“Lord, not only our feet, then, but our hands and head as well.” 
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