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In the footwashing episode, Peter protests that the Lord should never wash his feet.  His 

misgivings are understandable.  Jesus is his Teacher, Master, Lord.  It was undignified for a man 

in his position to wash the feet of one of his disciples.  In Jewish culture, students usually didn't 

even perform this sort of humble service for their rabbis.  Peter so revered Jesus that he recoiled 

from the idea of him lowering himself to wash his feet.  But the Lord insists:  unless I wash you, 

you will have no inheritance with me.  The footwashing is not about hygiene or ritual 

cleanliness.  Rather, it symbolizes something much greater.  The footwashing symbolizes the 

sacrificial death of Christ on the cross.  By his death, Jesus will cleanse his disciples, washing 

away every sin.  The death of Jesus on the cross is an act of humble service whereby the Lord, 

Master, and Teacher brings about the salvation of his followers.  Only Jesus, as God's only Son, 

can bring about this cleansing from sin.  Unless his disciples accept this washing in the Lord's 

blood they cannot be cleansed, they can have no inheritance with him.   

 

In the sacraments of our Church, this spiritual cleansing which Christ performs is granted to 

those who receive.  When one is baptized, goes to Confession, receives Communion, is anointed, 

and so forth, Christ is at work:  cleansing, strengthening, healing, enlightening.  So the ritual 

commemoration of the footwashing is situated within the Mass of the Lord's Supper.  It is an 

appropriate context, for it was at the Last Supper that the Lord instituted the sacrament of 

sacraments that is the Eucharist; moreover, it was also here where Jesus established the 

priesthood which perpetuates the Eucharist in the Church.  This footwashing ritual should remind 

those who participate of our universal need for spiritual cleansing which only Christ can 

perform.  And this spiritual washing is made available in the sacraments, most especially those 

of Penance and the Eucharist.   

 

It is in this context that we can rightly understand the importance of the priesthood for the 

Church.  The priest is a minister of Christ and of the grace of Christ.  He stands in for Christ and 

he communicates the saving grace which originates from Christ alone.  So the priest is the one 

who performs the ritual footwashing at the Mass of the Lord's Supper.  I like to think the Lord 

empowers only this  select group of people called priests to celebrate the sacraments as a way of 

reminding us all of our need for Christ:  we do not save ourselves, we do not cleanse ourselves, 

we do not heal ourselves, we do not forgive ourselves--only Jesus saves, cleanses, heals, and 

forgives; and so the priest, functioning as an alter Christus, acting in the person of Christ, is a 

perpetual reminder of our constant need for Christ's saving grace.  Our Church's need for priests 

is a reminder of our need for Christ.   

 

Finally, this celebration helps us understand better how the priesthood ought to be lived.  The 

ritual footwashing demonstrates that the priesthood is ordered to service.  It is a life lived in 

service to the Lord and his people.  The precise nature of the service is patterned on that of Christ 



the great High Priest.  The priest serves the people as a teacher of God's Word, a physician of 

souls, a leader in prayer, a voice of pardon in moments of sin, a counselor in times of confusion, 

a shepherd who holds the flock together and guides it forward.  In various and sundry ways, the 

priest, like the Good Shepherd before him, ought to lay down his life for the flock.  This servant 

ideal helps us appreciate better the self-renunciation demanded of priests through promises of 

celibacy and obedience.  Let's pray that the Lord will renew all his people and priests through the 

grace of the Eucharist, that the love of Christ may grow stronger in our Church and in our world.   


