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Of all the ritual actions that engage us over the course of the year none is 
more problematic for celebration, nor less reflected upon, than the action 
of washing feet at the evening celebration on Holy Thursday. When it 
occurs it is often a 'purple patch' in an otherwise orderly liturgy as those 
who are to have their feet washed betray obvious discomfort at having 
to take off shoes and socks before a large assembly - with unspoken 
fears of smelly feet in the back of everyone's mind, and people move 
with that reluctance that shows they are only doing this because 'Father' 
had asked them! The celebrant is often equally ill at ease with his task. 
Therefore the washing is as tokenised as possible: a drip of water on one 
foot, towelled off in a jiffy, and one wonders if all the work of arranging 
the event was worth it. 

Moreover, in a large narrow building (as are most of our churches) it 
has either to take place on a stage, which adds to the embarrassment, or 
it becomes an invisible blank spot in the liturgy filled with coughs and 
the occasional giggle of those who find liturgy something that leaves 
them cold. In addition, since the late 1980s there have been those who 
stress that it can only be males - interpreting the rubric's viri most liter-
ally - and an event that should stress equality within the community 
becomes a battleground as women, quite rightly, protest at their exclu-
sion) And, truth be told, we all have within our culture a hesitancy of 
touching another's body unless it is a perfunctory handshake or we know 
the person very well. Consequently, unless we are professional carers, 
the notion of washing a person's feet does not enter our consciousness. 

Not surprisingly, in many places the escape hatch that one does not 
have to have the lotio pedum, means that it is quietly dropped. 2  And, 
indeed, if it is a choice between excluding women and dropping the ac- 

1. This problem of interpreting viii literally was first addressed as an issue in P. 
Jeffery, 'Mandatum Novum Do Vobis: Towards a Renewal of the Holy Thursday 
Footwashing Rite,' Worship 64 (1990) 107-41 (this article is still the best detailed 
account of footwashing in the liturgy). 

2. The rubric reads prociditur, ubi ratio pastoralis id suadeat, ad lotionem pedum 
which means that if the pastoral situation does not recommend it, then the liturgy 
does not move on to the washing of feet. 
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tion, then it is better to drop the event lest it be a counter-symbol 3  and 
be interpreted that women are second-class members of the community 
of the baptised. 

By contrast, the scene of the footwashing is the event of 'the hour' 
- and the final meal of Jesus - in John's Gospel (13:1-20); and it is this 
Gospel (rather than one of the synoptic accounts of the institution of 
the Eucharist) that has given the headline to Holy Thursday's liturgy: 
hence its older name in English, 'Maundy Thursday." Likewise, when the 
Gospel read at the liturgy concludes with the statement: 'for I have set 
you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you' (13:15), 
it seems to fly in the face of the natural link between word-and-action 
that is at the heart of a sacramental liturgy not to do that which one 
has read as the Lord's words that one should do! Lastly, we take other 
dominical commands regarding ritual actions most seriously (e.g. facite 
[Lk 22:19] and the Eucharist, and docete baptizantes [Mt 28:19] and 
baptism), but the command to wash one another's feet (in 13:14) seems 
to got lost!' So should we not think about it afresh? 

The ritual as it stands 
When the washing of the feet on Holy Thursday made its modern ap-
pearance in 1956, with the initial reform of the Easter Liturgy, it was 
proposed as 'a venerable tradition' but, in fact, it was a ceremony that 
had not been seen since some time in the middle ages. The reformers were 
then faced with the problem of what sort of ritual they should imagine 
as their ideal. There were historically - a few scattered patristic references 
aside - two forms that could be reconstructed. The first was one used in 
some medieval cathedrals where the canons washed the feet of beggars 
and strangers who were in the building on that day. It was clear from the 
surviving comments that the canons did not like this event and that they 
dropped it, or substituted some money in lieu of washing (a practice still 
part of royal ritual in Britain today), as soon as they could possibly do so. 

3. A counter-symbol is one which transmits a message that is the opposite of 
what is formally intended - the classic case is Judas' kiss in the passion account 
(Mk 14:44); and see: 'The Eucharist as "The Meal that should be",' Worship 80 
(2006) 30-44. 

4. 'Maundy' comes from 'mandatum' in Jn 13:34; which was traditionally 
interpreted as taking concrete form in the washing of beggars' feet (an action 
which later mutated to making a monetary gift to them: 'so much more practical' 
[and convenient)). 

5. The Vulgate's 'vos debetis' is echoed in most modem translations with 
phrases such as you ought to wash one another's feet'; but this fails to appreciate 
humeis opheilete which, when with the infinitive as here, implies means that 'ye 
are obliged to wash ...' or 'ye must wash one another's feet.' 
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The second model was that which was used, often weekly, in some 
monastic communities where the abbot or prior washed the feet of his 
brethren as a statement of his own relationship to them: to be an abbot 
was to be a servant of the community and such a person must demon-
strate their own humility to those over whom they ruled. A powerful 
abbot having to kneel and wash the monk's feet was reminded of that 
which an emperor was to bear in mind on hearing 'sic transit gloria mundi' 
in the moment of his triumph! Since this latter form could be observed 
in practice, and seemed to fulfil what was intended in the gospel, it was 
around this that the rubrics were written, and it was with that form in 
mind that commentators explained the new 1956 ritual, and so modern 
practice came into being. 

But how adequate is this monastic - and so the common modern -
practice to the challenge laid before the assembly when John 13 is pro-
claimed in the gathering? It seems to be inadequate on several distinct, 
if interlocking, grounds. 

The most obvious limitation is that it was a ritual which, although 
founded within monastic tradition upon Jn 13, existed primarily to re-
mind the leader of his duties. The message being communicated was that 
of humility being a necessary virtue for the one who washed the feet in 
this role. There is no place in this piece of ritual catechesis for a monk 
to wash the feet of the abbot nor any other monk's feet. It is a one-way 
process, and while this is a valuable and powerful image when someone 
in authority washes those over whom he sees himself in charge (e.g. a 
bishop to the clergy of his diocese), it is not one that should characterise 
that of a presbyter in his community. If a presbyter feels that he is in 
charge of the people of his community (by analogy with an abbot in his 
monastery or a bishop with his clergy) then he should change his whole 
mindset to both liturgy and pastoral care, rather than have an annual 
reminder that he be humble in his use of power. 

Second, in focussing on humility in the use of authority, the actual 
implication that John draws from his scene is lost: we are servants of 
one another, and it is through this service - indeed mutual footwash-
ing - that we are incorporated into the Christ (note the use of 'having a 
share in' him in 13:9 which we normally only think of in terms of the 
Eucharist) and thus receive him (another notion usually only thought of 
eucharistically) and so receive the one who sent him (13:20). Humility is 
not an explicit message of Jn 13. rather the focus falls on mutual service 
as the gateway to Christ-ian incorporation. 

Third, the task of liturgy is to do as Jesus did, not simply to engage 
in a mime or a pageant of his actions. So, at the Eucharist we gather to 
thank and praise the Father in union with the Christ now, as he taught 
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us, rather than to engage in a mime, a re-enactment in the popular sense, 
of the Last Supper. Our Eucharist is our action of Christ-ian thanksgiv-
ing, not a play that reminds us of an event long ago. So, likewise, our 
washing of feet must be our learning through doing rather than a mime 
of the story of the Johannine Last Supper. 

The present common ritual operates as a mime: the presiding pres-
byter plays the role of Jesus, taking off the chasuble replays taking off 
'the outer robe,' while wrapping himself in a towel repeats the action 
of Jesus (see Jn 13:4), and then he washes the feet of twelve men who 
are seen as playing the role of the twelve apostles (but note that John's 
gospel does not use the notion of 'apostle' but only that of 'disciple' - a 
most significant difference in perspective obscured by our habit of talk-
ing about 'the twelve' as 'the twelve apostles'). 6  It is this confusion of 
liturgy with mimetic drama that stands behind the notion that 'only men 
can have their feet washed because Jesus only washed men's feet at the 
Last Supper' - leaving aside for the moment the fact that such claims to 
knowledge about the actions of the historical Jesus are, to say the least, 
rather naive. Doing anything in the celebration of the liturgy that will 
be construed as mimesis / historical dramatization damages our overall 
appreciation of the reality of sacramental liturgy - and for this reason 
alone there is much to suggest omitting the washing altogether if it is 
going to be seen as simply a seasonal variant on the 'Nativity Play.' 

Fourth, as long as the primary image being used is that of a monastic 
community, then there is no place for women in this event.' This was 
inevitable in the context of 1955 when the rubric was promulgated: in 
medio presbyterii, vel in ipsa aula ecclesiae, parata sint sedilia hinc inde pro 
duodecim viris . But the notion of women being in the sanctuary was 
then unthinkable - the closest was a woman 'answering from the rails.' 
This image of twelve men mutated to yin selecti in 1969 - note there was 
no specific number given - but still the older image informed the prac-
tice, and this has continued ever since. But in a world where women no 
longer see themselves as helpers and auxiliaries to men, but indeed have 
active places within the liturgy (e.g. as readers) and where the notion 
of a 'sanctuary' for the ministers as opposed to the place for 'mere laics' 
(to use the older terms) outside it, this whole monastic image should be 
recognised as historically redundant. It is only there because it is always 
easier to copy existing practice - even when it is awry - rather than think 

6. See J.P. Meier, A Marginal few: Companions and Competitors (New York, NY 
2001), 125-8. 

7. The parallel washing of feet took place In women's monastic communities, 
but this item from the church's practice does not seem to have impinged on 
those who were thinking about a ritual that was to be part of the 'formal' liturgy. 
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out what should be happening. 8  
However, the most important reason for abandoning the monastic 

image of the 'senior person' washing a select group's feet is that it fails 
to take account of the dynamic of the gospel's text. 

John constructs the scene in his gospel from a practice with which he 
is familiar in communities, and the dynamic is this: Jesus washes the feet 
of his disciples as an example. The command is that the disciples are like-
wise to wash one another's feet! Here is the key line in John's explication 
of the scene he had just portrayed: `So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have 
washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet' (13:14). And 
just to reinforce the point, it is repeated in the next verse: 'For I have set 
you an example, that you also must do as I have done to you' (13:15). It 
is not about imitating Jesus, but acting in a similar way to one another. 
In short, each needs to be prepared to wash another disciple's feet, and 
to have her / his feet washed by another! 

Implications 
The notion of making a fine display of one's humility has a certain attrac-
tion for most of us! One shows that one can 'slum' it with the ordinary 
folks, it seems to show one as 'a man of the people' and one who is free 
of the foibles of 'standing on ceremony.' This is a ploy used by those in 
power to glove the fist in velvet since time immemorial! The washing of 
the feet ritual where 'the leader' does it for others who are somehow 'less' 
than him can all too easily be subverted into this game. But this becomes 
impossible if each member of the community has to both wash feet and 
have feet washed — now it becomes a radical statement of equality. Each 
and every person is to be a servant of the others, and it is the mutuality 
of service that lets each discover both the challenge of being a disciple 
and the dignity of being in Christ. I become Christ-like when I adopt 
the role of the servant and wash another's feet; I discover my dignity 
within Christ when an alter Christus, another disciple, washes my feet! 

The implications are even more profound as they are imagined by 
John: not to take part in washing and being washed, is to have no place 
in the Christ (13:8), and so this is an event of incorporation into the 
mystery of Word made flesh. 9  It is not an accident, therefore, that the 

8. See T. O'Loughlin, 'Liturgical Evolution and the Fallacy of the Continuing 
Consequence,' Worship 83(2009)312-23. 

9. There is a large body of research on the role of footwashing within John's 
gospel, e.g. J.C. Thomas, Footwashing in John 13 and the Johannine Community 
(Sheffield 1999), but H. Weiss, 'Footwashing in the Johannine Community,' Novwn 
Testamentum 21(1979)298-325 is a good place to start; Weiss has also written a 
good summary, 'Footwashing' in D.N Freedman ed., The Anchor Bible Dictionary 
(New York, NY 1992, 2, 828-9. 
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few patristic comments we have about this ritual see it as linked to initia-
tion: it is part of becoming what as a Christian is called to be. Likewise, 
it is not simply rhetoric to speak of footwashing, as many have done, as 
'the sacrament that almost made it."° The act of footwashing gives one 
a share in the Christ, and so is part of his offering to the Father. 

For those early communities where this was a common practice there 
were two other practical implications of mutual footwashing that touched 
upon both radical equality and incorporation into the community. 

First, in a highly stratified society where relationships were determined 
by patronage and there was a vast slave underclass, this challenge of 
mutual service was far more demanding than we would find it today. 
We, today, may have cultural hesitations about washing each others' 
feet, but these pale beside the threat to individual dignity, indeed law 
and order within society, that is betokened by the act of a slave owner 
(and many Christians were slave owners as we see in Paul's letter to 
Philemon) kneeling before a slave (and many Christians were slaves, such 
as Onesimus who belonged to Philemon). In the Mediterranean world 
of Christian origins, such 'equality' was barely conceivable, subversive, 
and counter-cultural. It was one thing to assent to the notion of being 
reborn in baptism, another to look on others as brothers and sisters in 
Christ, but practical actions that proclaimed such equality were down-
right dangerous. 

Second, the memory of footwashing within 'the scriptures' was as 
an expression of hospitality and service to the stranger. In the story of 
Abraham welcoming the visitors (Gen 18) he tells them that they can 
wash their feet, and now the community did the washing themselves: 
each making the other an honoured guest at their feast. Such hospital-
ity was valued in the early communities both as a means of expressing 
who they were towards one another, but also as a means of staying in 
touch with other churches and expressing their ecumenical vision." 
However, the early communities were far more fractured than we often 
imagine between those whom we now call Jewish-Christians and those 
gentiles who followed Jesus:' 2  and welcoming, and washing the feet of 

10. See J.C. Thomas's work which makes the case; and F.D. Macchia, 'Is 
Footwashing the Neglected Sacrament? A Theological Response to John 
Christopher Thomas,' Pneuma: The lournal of the Society for Pentacostal Studies 
19(1997)239-49 - 

11. See D.W. Riddle, 'Early Christian Hospitality: A Factor in the Gospel 
Transmission,' Journal of Biblical Literature 57(1938)141-54; and T. O'Loughlin, 
The Didache: A window on the earliest Christians (London 2010), 105-28. 

12. See B. Holmberg, 'Jewish versus Christian Identity in the Early Church?' 
Revue Biblique 105(1998)397-425 (especially 398-404; and see the collection of 
studies edited by M. Jackson -McCabe, Jewish Christianity Reconsidered: Rethinking 
Ancient Groups and Texts (Minneapolis, MN 2007). 
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strangers, would have placed very severe demands on people to rethink 
their boundaries - and we know that some communities just could not 
bring themselves to do this. 

The action of washing each others' feet draws attention to the fact 
that service in the church is never a one-way matter. Clergy are not 
there to serve in the way that a secular leader or a service-provider (e.g. 
a medic or a plumber) 'serves' the community; service in the body of the 
Christ is a matter of mutuality of service: all using their distinct gifts as 
manifestations of the Spirit's presence, and it is within this mutuality of 
giving and receiving that we discover our equality and unity. 

But while the notion of humble leadership, by pope or bishop, abbot 
or parish priest, expressed in washing the feet of those 'in their care' is 
certainly preferable to an image where such humility is not present; it 
is still a top down humility and an expression of community which is 
built from the top down. But the community of Jesus, those incorporated 
into him, imagined in John 13 is the exact opposite: it is built from the 
bottom up - literally starting with the floor on which the bowl of water 
rests - by the willingness to give and accept this service. This is a vision 
of Church authority that flows from discipleship as service, rather than 
from implementing some directive from a higher source. There is a mu-
tuality of discipleship when all have to express their belonging to the 
Church is the messy and awkward activity of footwashing! 

But if footwashing gives us challenging new insights into what it is to 
be 'church,' into the costs of discipleship, and into communion in the 
Lord, then it can also give us insights into where we find the Christian 
shoe pinching! We see this in reflecting on why footwashing virtually 
disappeared from the churches. 

While footwashing was part of Jewish hospitality (we have an example 
in Lk 7:36-50) and as part of the ritual for entering the temple (a theme 
found in early gospel fragments but which did not become part of the 
canonical gospels") it clearly was not something that people liked. In 
John 13 we have the hesitations placed in the mouth of Peter himself, 
and by the time 1 Timothy was written (c. 120 - 135 A.D.) the problem 
has 'routinized' by making it a special task for 'the widows' (a marginal-
ised group in ancient societies): a widow can prove her worth by being 
'well attested for her good deeds, as one who has brought up children, 
shown hospitality, washed the feet of the saints, relieved the afflicted, 
and devoted herself to doing good in every way' (1 Tim 5:10). 

It is worth thinking about what this says about the development of 
Christian practice. Footwashing was fine if it was done by slaves or un-
derlings, but was distasteful as it broke the stratification that embodied 

13. For details, see Weiss (1992), 828.  

power and structure within society or when it asked people to go outside 
their group boundaries (what we would call our 'comfort zones'). So what 
does one do with a distasteful action which at the same time is held to 
be 'from the Lord'? The answer is simple: locate it within a system with 
fixed boundaries where only acceptable meanings can be deduced. 

This is how the Eucharist moved from being a real meal with an act 
of thanksgiving to being a ritual meal: one cannot really share food 
with slaves or aliens, but one could share a token mouthful and then, 
separately, give them a small handout; one could talk about ministers 
being servants within the community, but if you want them to be taken 
seriously they have to become part of 'the ordo' (in effect, the Roman class 
system) and hence such ministry can be thought about as 'the holy order.' 

So when the challenge of footwashing seemed just too demanding, 
a new group of servants came into being, the widows, and was it not 
nice that they could show their holiness by doing this humble service to 
the saints! Likewise, was it not a sign of great humility when someone 
in authority, in a strictly controlled ritual setting, once a year, got on 
his knees and showed that he would serve those who at all other times 
had to look up to, and obey, him. And if even this level of ritual service 
was too much, then it could be replaced, for canons and kings, with a 
little money! Mutual footwashing is not some liturgical nicety - there is 
little that is nice about it - but an action that forces upon us questions 
about discipleship and authority in the church that we would often like 
to park out of sight. 

... but in practice 
While the monastic model was probably the only one that could be im-
agined over 60 years ago, it should be clear that as a piece of liturgy, as a 
response to the gospel read on Holy Thursday, and a 'signal' transmitted 
in action it is a failure. 

As such it should be dropped. The argument that 'it is better than 
nothing' does not hold as it is neither simple to perform nor free of 
controversy (from those who think of it as an historical pageant of 'Je-
sus with the twelve apostles at the Last Supper' and so with no place for 
women). But if footwashing is the Cinderella of the actions presented in 
the gospels as dominical commands, then we should see it as a challenge 
to mirror and mandate in our liturgy the vision of who we are and what 
we are about that it embodies. But can we really imagine a liturgy where 
people wash each others' feet? 

First, while footwashing was moved to the periphery in most of the 
churches, in many of the smaller groups whose origins lie in the Refor-
mation, it has re-appeared and flourishes. Coming from a background 
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with low liturgical expectations - many would not even acknowledge the 
category of 'liturgy' - but with high expectations that 'scriptural com-
mands' would be obeyed; many groups have taken it to heart. 

Although in the sixteenth century some Lutherans rejected the foot-
washing as a Roman invention, other Protestant communities, the 
Anabaptists and Mennonites in particular, have given prominence to 
it as a sign of unity and humility. Various communities within the 
Baptist, Moravian, Pentecostal and Seventh-Day Adventist traditions 
practice the foot-washing rite regularly, sometimes with gravity equal 
to the eucharist, as an expression of service and unity." 

Here is a perfect instance of receptive ecumenism: recovering insights 
from others that we should never have lost. The key practical insight is 
that these communities practice footwashing regularly. If it is done but 
once a year, then it is too radical an action, at too heightened a moment 
in liturgical time, to be anything more than a jumble of fussy confusion, 
that inevitably provokes the response: 'never again!' However, it can, and 
has been done, in smaller communities where it took place after a careful 
reading of John 13 - and then the messiness of many basins and slopping 
water became markers for the reality of disciples actually touching us. 

The place to start is within small groups for whom discovering the 
reality of discipleship is a matter high on the agenda. Then the footwash-
ing takes place in the context of evening prayer, a liturgy of reconcilia-
tion, or of an evening Eucharist; each brings either a plastic washing-up 
basin, a plastic jug, or a towel (and, hopefully, not everyone brings the 
same item), and both the experience and the embarrassment is shared 
by all - and clearly this needs to be not only a community who have 
experienced the power of well done liturgy, but also one where those 
who 'just cannot take it' can opt-out. Only when smaller groups are 
familiar with its practice and potential, can it used effectively in larger 
assemblies or in such a formal setting as the Mass of the Lord's Supper on 
Holy Thursday. And then ... in many cases the gathering on that occa-
sion will be simply too big for footwashing to be done; but the problems 
arising from over-sized assemblies are endemic in the Roman rite." But 
in small-group settings many groups have done it (so it can be done) and 
'it works'! Moreover, the churches have much to learn from the actual 
practice of jean Vanier's 'scandal of service': 

The fact that Jesus washed his disciples' feet may seem to some peo- 
ple a simple ordinary gesture. To others it is something shocking and 
14. M.F. Connell, 'Foot-Washing' in P.F. Bradshaw ed.. The New SCM Dictionary 

of Liturgy and Worship (London 2002), 212; and see Macchia's article. 
15. See J.-P. Audet, Structures of Christian Priesthood (London 1967), 167-70.  

challenging. In L'Arche we consider the washing of the feet to be an 
Important and highly significant act." 

Mutual footwashing is not what most people expect from liturgy. 
Similarly, its implications are not those many expect to hear within a 
hierarchical church where most 'messages' regarding service subtly com-
municate the duty of all to serve and uphold the organization. For these 
very reasons footwashing challenges our imaginations as it once did in 
the community of John, and. thereby, can make for an excellent liturgical 
experience. It may leave behind a damp floor, but for those who have 
taken part it will have communicated a renewed vision of the Church. 

16. J. Vanier, The Scandal of Service: Jesus Washes our Feet (Toronto 1996), 86. 
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