
“Love one another as I have loved you.” The context of that commandment from our Gospel reading today is the end of the Last 
Supper in John during which Jesus washed his disciples feet. On Maundy Thursday, exactly one month ago, we washed each 
other’s feet. When we did that, were we showing our humility? Yes. Were we expressing our generosity? Yes. But most 
importantly, we were acting out the script of the scriptures, which calls for a radical social ideal of flattened hierarchies and 
mutual service. 

I am a great admirer of Pope Francis. He has brought much needed attention to the idea that the Church is for the poor. It is an 
idea that challenges the Church and definitely challenges me. One of the ways he highlighted the dispossessed in his first year as 
Pope is that on Maundy Thursday he went to the Casa del Marmo prison and washed the feet of twelve inmates, including 
Muslims and women. This great gesture stood in contrast to the tradition of washing only Priests’ feet and went against the 
Catholic rule that only men’s feet should be washed (b/c Jesus only washed men’s feet.) Kneeling down himself to wash their feet 
was an act of great humility. I admire humility. And yet, I believe the singular ritual that Pope Francis engaged in that day is not 
the fullest interpretation of the script John gives us in Jesus’ words and actions. 

This past week was the 90th birthday of the Queen of England. With rare exception, Queen Elizabeth has given money away to 
the poor on Maundy Thursday in a special liturgy. The English Royals started participating in Maundy Thursday liturgies almost 
1000 years ago. It developed into a time when they would express generosity by giving money to the poor. I am for giving money 
to the poor. And yet, I believe the ritual that Queen Elizabeth engaged in this Maundy Thursday is not the fullest interpretation of 
the script John gives us in Jesus’ words and actions. 

It is helpful for me to think of scripture as a script. The Gospel of John is a play and we are the actors, getting together to do a read 
through, figuring out how the play works in our contemporary age. How can we set John’s Gospel on the South Side of Chicago in 
2016? I don’t mean something like a Christmas pageant where we say the exact lines. I mean acting out the script in our everyday 
lives. When Jesus said, “Love one another as I have loved you,” he was not only advocating humility or favoring charity.  In 
washing his disciples’ feet, Jesus was pre-figuring his crucifixion and he was challenging the social order. That is our script. Let’s 
look more carefully at John to understand how we might act it out. 

 Love one another must be anchored in the world of the John’s Gospel. Remember that John has a great cosmic understanding. 
John doesn’t start his Gospel with stables and babies, but rather with “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with 
God.” Being with God is important to John. And it is clear how to be with God, “Everyone will know that you are my disciples, if 
you have love for one another.” In chapter 14 Jesus assures his disciples that God loves those who follow his commandments. 
And in all of John, Jesus’ only gives one commandment to his disciples: love one another. John starts his Gospel by putting Jesus 
the Son with the Father. The love that plays out in the rest of the Gospel is a reflection of the Love that is between the Father and 
the Son. In John’s gospel, Jesus came to be among us in order to invite human beings to join in that Love of God, to participate in 
God’s project of restoring God’s creation. Don’t forget the most famous verse and the Thesis of John’s Gospel, John 3:16, “For God 
so loved the world…” God loves the world and Jesus invites us to participate in that Love. Now, back to foot washing.  

In John’s gospel, “it is through mutual service that we are incorporated into Christ” (O’Loughlin, 140). Foot washing shows how 
we are servants of one another. And not just because it makes feet cleaner. Jesus lived in a highly stratified and hierarchical 

Sermon April 24, 2016 | Easter 5 
John 13:31-35 | Peter Lane

St. Paul & the Redeemer Episcopal Church 
4945 S Dorchester Ave Chicago IL 60615 | (773) 624-3185 | sp-r.org



society. People knew where they fit in. Servants knew their inherent inferiority. And servants did the washing of feet. If you 
showed up at someone’s house, foot washing was a way for the benefactor to show his abundance. Thomas O’Loughlin says that 
“In a highly stratified society where relationships were determined by patronage and there was a a vast slave underclass, this 
challenge of mutual service was far more demanding than we would find it today.” In the world of Jesus, equality was “barely 
conceivable, subversive, and counter-cultural.” “Welcoming strangers and washing their feet would have placed very severe 
demands on people to rethink their boundaries” (O’Loughlin, 145). So Jesus claim that we should wash each other’s feet is much 
more radical than just getting over the awkwardness of touching someone else’s stinky feet. When Jesus took the position of the 
slave he called into question a delicate hierarchical structure. The powerful are not just called to humility. The wealthy are not just 
called to charity. In saying“Love one another as I have loved you” and tying it so directly to foot washing, Jesus calls for a mutual 
service that would remake the structures of his day and ours. 

We must wash each other’s feet. We must wash and be washed. That is how we will take part in God’s love. It is important that we 
participate. Remember that when Peter initially refuses to have his feet washed, Jesus warns Peter that he would have no share in 
him if he refused. We must participate. Now, that doesn’t mean we must take part in the church ritual. It does mean that we must 
engage in mutual service. We must be willing to give up our privilege and status as Jesus gave up his. 

The fullest interpretation of the script John give us in Jesus’ words and actions is mutual service and a re-ordering of the 
distinctions of power and privilege. That is the script given for us to set and to act out. It can be daunting to me and thus I am 
learning to be a believer in small gestures and attempts at approximation. I believe that visiting the Thang family or other 
refugees is a good way of living out the script of mutual service. I believe going to Haiti to serve and be served is a good way of 
living out the script of mutual service. I believe caring for children and caring for elderly parents is a good way of living out the 
script of mutual service. I believe the Black Lives Matter activists who helped bring accountability to Anita Alvarez had a good way 
of living out the script of mutual service. I believe figuring out the hidden biases that privilege men over women in hiring or 
whites over minorities in promotion is a good way of living out the script of mutual service. 

When Jesus said “Love one another” it was not merely a call for the powerful to have humility or the wealthy to have charity. It 
was the most important line in the play he give us to act out. Wash each other’s feet and have yours washed. Serve one another 
and allow yourself to be served. In doing so, you take part in Christ. 

Sources: 
Boersma, Hans. 2003. “A New Age Love Story: Worldview and Ethics in the Gospel of John.” Calvin Theological Journal 38 no 

1:103-119. 
Hays, Richard B. 1992. ”An Emergency Directive.” The Christian Century 109 no 14: 425. 
O’Laughlin, Thomas. 2014. “From a damp floor to a new vision of church: footwashing as a challenge to liturgy and discipleship.” 

Worship 88 no 2: 137-150.


