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Footwashing exists in several forms with myriad interpretations throughout the history of Judaism, 

Islam, and Christianity, though with a different focus in each of these religions.  Before reflecting on 

our own experience of the footwashing, we will look briefly at its history within Judaism and Islam. 

 

 



Judaism 

 The initial reason for footwashing to have developed within the societies that Judaism, 

Christianity, and Islam began in is a purely practical one.  For much of the early history of these three 

religions their adherents lived in arid country and the predominate footwear of the time was sandals.  

People’s feet quickly became quite dirty, and 

as a result, much defilement was attached to 

the feet.  Within Judaism, the oldest of the 

three religions in question, the rite likely 

began as little more than a courtesy extended 

to guests.  Within wealthy households a slave 

or a servant would wash the feet of guests 

entering the house.  This would also be a duty 

performed by a wife for her husband.  Thus, 

within Judaism footwashing was first and 

foremost an act of service. 

 However, an outgrowth of this more daily washing of feet was within the religious practices of 

the temple.  Priests serving in the temple were required to wash both hands and feet to assure their 

ritual cleanliness before performing their duties.  For these priests this was not mere tradition, but in 

fact an explicit directive from God that had clear consequences if not followed. 

Aaron and his sons shall use [the laver of brass] in washing their hands and feet.  

When they are about to enter the meeting tent, they must wash with water, lest they die. 

Likewise when they approach the altar in their ministry, to offer an oblation to the LORD, they 

must wash their hands and feet, lest they die. This shall be a perpetual ordinance for him and 

his descendants throughout their generations. (Exodus 30:19-21) 

 

These ablutions were about both the physical cleanliness of the body, but also about the spiritual 

cleanliness of the priest and his ability to virtuously perform his duties.  



Islam 

 This connection to preparation for worship is also 

found within the Islamic interpretation of the act.   Within the 

Islamic tradition there are extensive ritual ablutions (wudoo) 

to remove minor ritual impurity (hadath) before beginning 

prayer.  The person washes his hands, mouth, nostrils, face, 

arms, head, ears, neck, and lastly his feet.  While performing 

the wudoo the ritual actions are combined with ritual words.  

While washing the right foot the believer says “O God make firm my feet upon the Sirat (“the straight 

path”), on the day when feet shall slip upon it.”  While washing the left foot the believer says “O God, 

make my labor to be approved, and my sin forgiven, and my works accepted, merchandise that shall 

not perish, by thy pardon, O Mighty, O Very Forgiving; by thy mercy, O Most Merciful of Those who 

show mercy.”  In the ritual prayer that accompanies the footwashing within the wudoo it becomes 

apparent that there is, as there was in Jewish religious footwashing, both a concrete cleansing of the 

body, but also a washing away of sin that would pollute the act of worship undertaken. 

 

Mindful of these connections, we turn to our own understanding of footwashing. 

                      

Christianity 

 Within the Christian scriptures, washing is addressed several times, often with Jesus at odds 

with the Jewish tradition of ritual washing.  In the Gospel of Matthew Jesus is confronted with the 

question, “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders?  They do not wash their hands when 

they eat a meal!” (Mt 15:2).  Likewise in Luke, “The Pharisee was amazed to see that [Jesus] did not 

observe the prescribed washing before the meal.” (Lk 11:38) Washing was also used by Jesus though 



in the healing of a man born blind.  After making mud with his saliva and smearing it over the man’s 

eyes, Jesus told the man to go wash in the pool of Siloam. 

 Jesus himself is washed in the gospels as well.  

While the different gospel accounts are somewhat 

inconsistent, it is obvious that Jesus was at least washed 

once.  Considering the details of the gospel accounts, it 

may be more likely that two incidents are recorded in 

the gospels.  In the first, in Bethany, a woman 

(identified as Mary, the sister of Lazarus, in John’s 

gospel), anoints Jesus with an expensive perfume, while 

he is reclined at table.  In Mark and Matthew, it is 

Jesus’ head that is anointed, while in John Mary anoints 

Jesus’ feet and wipes them with her hair.  The second 

time Jesus is washed is recorded in Luke.  Jesus is at 

table in the home of a Pharisee, and an unnamed “sinful” woman hears of it and, finding Jesus, washes 

his feet with an ointment and her own tears, and then wiped his feet with her hair. 

 It is important to note that the incident described by Luke becomes a teaching moment in which 

Jesus points to the interpretation of his own later washing of the disciples’ feet.  When the Pharisee 

with whom Jesus is eating questions himself what kind of a man would allow a sinful woman to touch 

him, Jesus points out,  

When I entered your house, you did not give me water for my feet, but she has bathed 

them with her tears and wiped them with her hair.  You did not give me a kiss, but she 

has not ceased kissing my feet since the time I entered.  You did not anoint my head 

with oil, but she anointed my feet with ointment.  So I tell you, her many sins have been 

forgiven; for, she has shown great love. (Lk 7:44-47) 

 



All of these things were traditionally the responsibility of the host, though carried out by a servant or 

slave. This woman, in contrast, was under no obligation to offer the service that she did, and as such 

was motivated only out of love.  This will find its echo when Jesus takes up the towel. 

While all four gospel writers record Jesus being 

washed, only John relates the story of Jesus washing the 

feet of the disciples.  In John’s gospel this event takes 

place during the Last Supper and actually holds the place 

of the institution of the Eucharist that the synoptic gospels 

record.  Any number of explanations could be offered for 

John’s placement of the footwashing, (including the 

interpretation that the footwashing is an allusion to the 

Eucharist) but regardless of the why, the placement speaks to the importance in which the footwashing 

was held by the writers of John’s gospel. 

 In brief, without a word to his disciples, Jesus rose after the meal, took off his outer garments, 

tied a towel around his waist, gathered pitcher and basin, and began to wash the feet of the disciples.  

With one eye on the Jewish understanding of footwashing and one eye on Jesus’ repeated use and 

“misuse” of the traditions of his time and culture, what Jesus does in John’s gospel takes on a 

multitude of meanings.  Most obvious is the idea of humility.  Footwashing was the job of a servant or 

a slave, and here the master was kneeling to wash.  The importance of humility is noted in the Gospel 

of Luke as well, in almost exactly the same place.  After the meal Jesus said to the disciples, “The 

kings of the Gentiles lord it over them and those in authority over them are addressed as 'Benefactors'; 

but among you it shall not be so. Rather, let the greatest among you be as the youngest, and the leader 

as the servant.” (Lk 22:25-26) 

Jesus lowered himself, and in an instant turned his relationship with his disciples on its head.  

In the Gospel of John, Jesus points out that if he, the teacher and master, has washed their feet, they 



ought to wash each others’ feet as well.  He says to them, “I have given you a model to follow, so that 

as I have done for you, you should also do.”  (Jn 13:15).  This is why Holy Thursday was also known 

as Maundy Thursday, because Jesus had issued the Maundatum, the mandate that the disciples were to 

wash each others’ feet.  Just as in the synoptic gospels during the Last Supper Jesus gives direction to 

the disciples, “Do this in memory of me,” (Lk 22:19) so too in John’s gospel Jesus gives the disciples a 

command; wash each others’ feet. 

At the same time that Jesus gives them this new command to wash each others’ feet, he also 

gives them a new commandment, “I give you a new commandment: love one another.  As I have loved 

you, so you also should love one another” (Jn 13:34).  This makes clear another powerful message in 

Jesus’ washing of the feet of the disciples; Jesus’ overwhelming love.  Just as the “sinful” woman in 

Luke’s gospel had no obligation to wash Jesus’ feet, so too, Jesus was under no obligation to serve his 

disciples.  He did so however, for the same reason the woman did, out of love.  The link between his 

command and his commandment is very strong; to wash each other’s feet is to love each other.  As 

well, to love each other is to be the servant of the beloved. 

Jesus was accustomed to breaking tradition, as the examples 

above about handwashing, as well as his repeated “breaking” of the 

Sabbath, and other regulations make clear.  His disciples were also 

accustomed to Jesus going against the grain.  However, this act of 

footwashing was too much for Peter, who exclaims when Jesus gets 

to him, “You will never wash my feet!” (John 13:6).  This leads us 

to the second meaning in Jesus’ act.  Jesus explains to Peter that 

unless his feet are washed, Peter will have no inherence with him.  

Jesus goes on to say, “Whoever has bathed has no need except to 

have his feet washed, for he is clean all over; so you are clean, but not all” (John 13:10). In this, Jesus 

is linking the footwashing with forgiveness of sins; a cleansing not only of the body, but also of the 



soul.  This link has also caused some to theorize that the footwashing may have been intended as a way 

of removing post-baptismal sin.  The disciples had already “bathed” when they were baptized, but even 

while following Jesus they were sure to have accumulated some additional amount of sin.  This link to 

baptism may have been metaphoric, but some have read it instead as the institution of a penitential 

sacrament in its own right, separate from both baptism and Eucharist. 

It is unclear how pervasive the use of ritual footwashing was in the 

early Christian church, but it fell into disuse in the centuries following 

Christ’s death.  However, there were a few attempts to renew the rite, 

including the effort of the Synod of Toledo in 694 to refuse communion to 

anyone who refused to participate.  Through medieval times in Europe, 

popes and later monarchs would perform the rite.  The rite in the Catholic 

Church later remained the province of popes and bishops until Pius XII 

restored it to general usage in 1956.  

Today the rite is celebrated on Holy Thursday in Catholic parishes (with some regional 

differences as to who washes and who is washed) across the world.  In our current culture of digital 

communication, the idea of actually touching a stranger (especially their bare, dirty feet) is more 

foreign than it ever has been in the past.  However, it is this intimate healing contact that Christ calls us 

to.  Just as Jesus called all to communion, so too Jesus called all to wash and be washed.  By fulfilling 

the mandate that Jesus laid on us, we become servants of one another, offering other cleansing and 

promoting reconciliation.  This is a true encounter with the Body of Christ present in the community, 

and as such is holy. 

I hope that these reflections bring you to a deeper understanding of this sacred rite, and our call 

to be servants to one another. 


