
John 13:1-35  

Today we skip chapter 12 of the Gospel of John which depicts the entry of Jesus into 

Jerusalem – we will return to it on Palm Sunday. We pick up at chapter 13 which takes 

place on what we know as Maundy Thursday – the day of Jesus’ arrest leading to his 

death on the cross. Before the meal took place – at which the Lord’s Supper or 

communion was instituted – Jesus washes his disciples’ feet. 

Now we need some cultural background on this. People walked either barefoot or in 

sandals in those days and there were no tarmac roads so all the dust and mud would cling 

to their feet. As tables were very low so that people lay down to eat, their feet were close 

to the food. It was therefore important to wash them before beginning a meal. Normally 

the host would give the water and towels to the guests and they would wash their own 

feet. That’s what Abraham did when three visitors came to him to announce that he will 

have a child in his old age. He says to them: ‘Let a little water be brought, and then you 

may all wash your feet and rest under this tree.’ (Gen. 18:4) 

If the host was wealthy enough, he would let one of the female slaves wash the feet of the 

company. But no free person would wash the feet of another free person, even less so 

someone of higher status would wash the feet of those of lower status. The only 

exception was when they wanted to show utter devotion to the other person. 

No wonder the disciples weren’t happy with Jesus washing their feet. He was of higher 

status than them – he was their teacher and leader. All of them would have been highly 

embarrassed by the event. Peter simply says what’s on everybody’s mind. When he hears 

though that he will have no part with Jesus if he doesn’t let him do it, he goes overboard 

the other way – he wants to be washed all over. But the point is that Jesus was already 

showing utmost devotion and love. The point of his action was not to make them 

physically clean but to show them how much loved by Jesus they were – and they 

couldn’t have been any more. 

We know that we, like Jesus’ disciples at the time, need to love and serve the world and 

the least in it. Today I’ll share three stories that illustrate it.  

First of all I found at least two separate projects in the state of Virginia called Bless my 

Sole. They work with the homeless in their area. The projects focus on the feet – washing 

them but also looking after their health. It’s a ministry of the feet. Of course this kind of 

ministry exists in all sorts of other places where chiropodists and volunteers look after the 

feet of the homeless – when I lived in Amsterdam, I volunteered at a homeless drop-in 

centre called De Kloof and we had volunteer chiropodists who did exactly that. That is a 

highly commendable ministry but obviously not for everyone. It also takes today’s story 

very literally and the connection between the two is very clear. 

Our second story of today happened in Minneapolis and was described 7 years ago. A 16-

year-old had a row at a party and shot a 20-year-old, an only son. For this he went to 

prison for 25,5 years but eventually was released after 17. Before that happened though, 



the mother of the victim, a devout Christian, wanted to meet the attacker and see whether 

she could forgive the young man. They met and the young man commented that they 

don’t know one another at all. As a result they started meeting regularly. Eventually a 

friendship was born. The woman helped the young man move in right next door to her 

and the two are very close. She knows it was God who enabled her to forgive.  

We read in the article at CBS News: ‘"Unforgiveness is like cancer," Mary says. "It will 

eat you from the inside out. It's not about that other person, me forgiving him does not 

diminish what he's done. Yes, he murdered my son - but the forgiveness is for me. It's for 

me." 

For Oshea, it hasn't been that easy. "I haven't totally forgiven myself yet, I'm learning to 

forgive myself. And I'm still growing toward trying to forgive myself." 

To that end, Oshea is now busy proving himself to himself. He works at a recycling plant 

by day and goes to college by night. He says he's determined to payback Mary's clemency 

by contributing to society. In fact, he's already working on it - singing the praises of God 

and forgiveness at prisons, churches - to large audiences everywhere.  

"A conversation can take you a long way," Oshea says to one group.’
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For our final story we need to go back a few decades to the United States where the 

division between white and black people was rife. Schools, restaurants and swimming 

pools were segregated. Sit-ins and wade-ins were organised by black people as well as 

white people who saw the segregation for the evil it was and wanted to challenge it. 

During at least one of the wade-ins into a ‘Whites only’ swimming pool the owner tried 

to force the black people out by throwing acid into the pool. 

In those restless times Fred Rogers heard an African American man Francois Clemmons 

sing in a church and offered him a role of a singing policeman in a children’s TV show 

called ‘Mister Roger’s Neighbourhood’. I’ll let Francois describe his experience.  

Audio recording - https://www.facebook.com/NPR/videos/10156138652598622/ 

‘Fred came to me and said, ‘I have this idea. You could be a police officer.’ That kind of 

stopped me in my tracks. I grew up in the ghetto. And I did not have a positive opinion of 

police officers. Policemen were siccing dogs and water hoses on people. And I really had 

a hard time putting myself in that role. So I was not excited about being Officer 

Clemmons at all. But there was one particular scene that Fred and I did, where he had his 

feet resting in a plastic pool on a hot day.  

‘Oh, there’s Officer Clemmons. Hi, Officer Clemmons. Come in.’  

‘Hi, Mister Rogers. How are you?’ 
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And he invited me to come over and to rest my feet in the water with him.  

‘Would you like to join me?’ 

‘OK, sure.’ 

The icon Fred Rogers not only was showing my brown skin in the tub with his white skin 

and as two friends, but as I was getting out of that tub he was helping me dry my feet. 

‘There, that one’s dry.’ 

‘Thank you.’ 

And so that scene touched me in way that I was not prepared.  

‘Sometimes just a minute like this will really make a difference.’ 

I think he was making a very strong statement. That was his way. I still was not 

convinced that Officer Clemmons could have a positive influence in the neighborhood 

and in the real world neighborhood, but I think I was proven wrong.  

You were on Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood for a long time. 

Yeah, I discovered a friend for life. I’ll never forget one day I was watching him film a 

session. And you know how at the end of the programme he takes his sneakers off, hangs 

up his sweater and he says, ‘You make every day a special day just by being you, and I 

like you just the way you are’? I was looking at him when he was saying that, and he 

walks over to where I was standing. And I said, ‘Fred, where you talking to me?’ And he 

said, ‘Yes, I have been talking to you for years. But you heard me today.’ It was like 

telling me I’m OK as a human being. That was one of the most meaningful experiences 

I’d ever had.  

‘I’m so proud of you, Francois.’ 

‘Oh, thank you, Fred.’ 

‘Do you have time to give a song to my friend and me?’ 

‘I sure do. (singing) There are many ways to say I love you. There are many ways to say I 

care about you. Many ways, many ways, many ways to say I love you.’ 

Many ways indeed. Let’s find at least some of them this coming week and beyond. 

Amen. 


