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“Do you know what I have done to you?”  

It’s been about three years by now, about three years since the first disciples dropped their nets and 
started following Jesus. It’s been about three years since God spoke from the clouds over the River Jordan. It’s 
been about three years since water turned to wine, about three years since the Devil prowled the desert, about 
three years since the blind, the sick, the lepers, and the sinners started seeking out Jesus. Can you imagine being 
there for the whole ride? Peter was there for nearly all of it, and here he sits, days after palms waved and 
hosannas flew, hours after a stranger opened his home, moments before Jesus washes his feet and Judas departs 
to do his shameful work.  

Three times tonight, Peter gets it wrong. He refuses Jesus’ offer to wash his feet. Twice, he refuses. And 
once Jesus corrects him, he swings the pendulum too far the other direction. He’ll get it wrong three more times 
tonight, denying that same Jesus three times, but that’s different. That’s human weakness and fear and maybe 
even a touch of misguided self-preservation. But when he gets it wrong here, with Jesus at his feet, that’s just 
Peter being human, just like he always is. By now, after three years of travelling together, you gotta know Jesus 
expected something like this out of Peter. He’s a man of great trust, a good disciple, a rock of faith. Reliable 
enough to found a church on. And he takes criticism well, well enough to learn from his mistakes, which is 
good because he makes plenty of ‘em.  

Jesus knows that what he’s offering is unusual. He knows it’s going to make his followers 
uncomfortable. He knows it’s not done. Maybe that’s part of why he does it. Servants wash feet. It’s a 
hospitality thing, and you can show people just how hospitable you are by having someone else clean them 
before they bring their dirty selves into your home. But not Jesus. The leader, the anointed Messiah, the one 
who just entered Jerusalem somewhat like a king, he’s the one who should receive this gift. But Jesus doesn’t 
play by those rules. Jesus kneels before them, humbles himself beyond their own humility, embarrasses Peter 
and James and even Judas with this act. It’s too low, too dirty, too intimate. It’s not proper. It just isn’t done. 
But Jesus does.  

I wonder if that’s it, though. I wonder about Peter and his hesitation. I’m sure part of it had to do with 
propriety, but Peter’s such a practical guy, I wonder what else was going on in his mind. I wonder if Peter was 
embarrassed not just by the act itself, but by what it meant he’d have to show Jesus. Feet, you see, back then, 
feet were even more taboo than they are for us now. Sure, folks were walking around in sandals, so you’d see 
feet all the time, but touch them? Not on your life. Feet became euphemisms for other, even more taboo parts of 
the body. Feet became a way to insult. And feet were gross. Okay, some things never change. Feet are gross. 
Even Peter’s, probably especially Peter’s. I wonder if part of Peter’s hesitation was in his very real, human 
self-consciousness? Jesus can’t wash my feet. What if he sees what they look like? Or smells what they smell 
like? God forbid that God Incarnate would see a human foot, but I get it. I don’t particularly like my own feet, 
not to mention other people’s feet.  

Now, the gift of the footwashing that’s usually stood out to me is in that place of discomfort, in serving 
someone else where we don’t particularly want to go. And that’s powerful and true and deeply humbling. But 
this year, I’m caught up by another gift in that same act. It’s the gift in Peter finally giving in and showing Jesus 
that part of himself he’s so ashamed of. And Jesus washes him clean. But it’s not just Peter. All the disciples 
offer that part of themselves beyond what’s acceptable. Even Judas. And Jesus washes them all, even Judas. He 
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knows where those feet will carry them. To a safe distance away from the cross, to heartbreaking denials, even 
to betrayal, and still he washes them.  

When it’s finished, with the disciples blushing and Judas eyeing the door, Jesus poses a simple question 
with no easy answer. “Do you know what I have done?” In their discomfort, they still don’t understand. But 
they’ll remember his gift for the rest of their days. And they’ll wash the feet of another generation, humbling 
themselves as Christ showed them, going to that place of discomfort and looking on the flaws of humanity with 
humility and love. They’ll teach, and they’ll age, and they’ll die. And that next generation will wash the feet of 
another, humbling themselves as Christ’s disciples showed them, and they’ll go to that place of discomfort and 
look on the flaws of humanity with humility and love. And they’ll teach, and they’ll age, and they’ll die. And on 
and on through the millenia of the Church, followers of Christ humbling themselves and looking on the flaws of 
humanity with love. The world swirling and breaking and soaring around them, their leaders poisoned with 
power or beaten so low they nearly flicker out. And still they humble themselves and look on the flaws of 
humanity with love.  

On and on. Through the millennia. Through the years. Through to the final days. Through to tonight. 
Where we gather, a small band of believers, embarrassed by Christ's generosity and worried he’ll see who we 
are. And maybe we can’t really believe that he’ll look on us with humility. Sure, he did back then. But me? Not 
on your life. Because we’re human. We’re self-conscious. We’re Peter. That gift that Jesus gave his followers, 
and that generations of followers gave generations of followers, that’s lovely. And it’ll preach. But do we 
deserve it? Of course not. But that doesn’t make us any less than those generations of generations or any less 
than Peter. Because they didn’t deserve it either. They were all just as human as us, and still, Christ humbled 
himself and looked on their flaws with humility and love.  

“Do you know what I have done?” Jesus asked. Yes, I know. I even think I understand why you did it. 
But I’ll never understand why you did it to me.  
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