Deaconesses – we do feet
Resources for Foot Washing
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Foot Washing: Why?

Laura Lincoln

LDA Board Member, 2008-09

Feet get dirty. That’s no surprise. So we wash. We wash our own feet, scrubbing off sand from the beach, sock fuzz, grass stains, and dry skin. It’s not pretty, and most of us don’t like to be seen at less than our best, so we wash those dirty feet in private.

Why then do we wash feet in church -- in public, in a place where being fully dressed and minding our manners is expected?

In Jesus’ day, hosts would offer guests a basin of water and a place to sit so they could wash. It was a sign of hospitality. It was also necessary. After walking along fields and dusty or muddy roads, people needed the comfort and relief of cleansing. When Jesus knelt down in front of his disciples, though, and offered to wash their feet for them (Jn.13.1-12) -- that was new.  Jesus was lowering himself, resting those dirty feet in his own hands, inserting himself into the needs and vulnerability of his followers. 

My father is in his eighties. One of the more humbling realities of his aging is that his toe nails have become thick. Beyond that, there’s no way Dad can manage to bend over, see what he’s doing, and successfully clip the nail. He has to have help. It’s not easy for an independent man to ask to have his toe nails clipped.

Peter balked. John 13.8 tells us so. “Peter said to him, You shall never wash my feet.” We balk. It’s not easy for us to admit that we need help, to share our helplessness with others. Peter didn’t understand why Jesus was taking on the dirty job of a servant. It was embarrassing. Peter tries to stop Jesus, but is told, “If I do not wash you, you have no part in me.” In order to become part of Jesus, Peter -- and all of us-- must allow ourselves to be cleansed.

On Maundy Thursday each year, we liturgically commemorate this invitation and command. We wash feet to remind ourselves that in order to be part of Christ, we must be humble enough to serve others and to allow ourselves to be recipients of that care and grace. We are reminded that this call to serve and be served should shape our lives in Christ.

The ministry of service that deaconesses provide brings them to people before they’ve had a chance to wash carefully at home. Deaconesses meet people in the midst of their frailty and need. They kneel down in front of sick children, abused women, the illiterate, people in mourning. Deaconesses embody this call to service and do what needs to be done, despite the dirt. 

It should be no surprise, then, that the symbol of the diaconate is a towel and a basin. 

Foot Washing 101 

Ideas and insights into Foot Washing

· THINGS TO THINK ABOUT

· In advance of the service, inform people that foot washing will take place and how process will work.

· Be sure people are clear that they are free to simply observe if they choose.

· Encourage women to refrain from wearing stockings or pantyhose as it is difficult to dry them adequately before placing them back in their shoes.

· Inform them that a hand washing alternate will be offered (if this is in your plan).

· If desired, see that children are encouraged and supported in participating if they would like to do so.
· Musicians may lead the congregation in singing while the foot washing takes place.
· Consider separating men and women as there may be people in your congregation for whom feet are erotically stimulating.

· NEEDS LIST:

· A “bowl” (plastic wash tubs work well)

· A pitcher or bucket for clean water

· A large bucket to pour the dirty water into

· A can of spray disinfectant to use in wash bowl after emptying dirty water and before refilling with clean water

· A stack of towels for each station (Towels should be plain in color so as not to be a distraction.)

· Optional: a large towel or tarp to place under the “bowl” as water will splash out during the process

· A team of helpers to empty basins, bring fresh water, carry away dirty water and bring more towels as needed

· A chair or other type of seat for the person having their feet washed

· Optional: a small stool or other type of low seat for the one doing the washing

· STATION OPTIONS:
(You may choose one of these styles or offer any combination of them.)

· One person washes the feet of all who come to this station.

· One person has their feet washed, and then washes the feet of the next person.

· For those who do not want their feet washed, they may have their hands washed. (See the Blessing of the Hands)

Special Words for Worship

· INVOCATION

We begin in the name of our Triune God who provides all we need:

The Father whose creative word brought forth water;

The Son into whose death we are baptized and given new life;

The Holy Spirit who gives us courage to go out and wash the feet of others.


Come Triune God and refresh us again with your presence.

· A PRAYER OF CONFESSION:


Lord, we enter your presence with soiled feet, calloused and dirty with the messiness of our lives. We have walked in the mire of selfishness and pride, not loving others as you have loved us. We are not able to wash ourselves, the stain is too great. Bring again the refreshing waters of our Baptism. Wash us and make us white as snow. Set our feet on the paths of righteousness for your name’s sake. Forgive us and make us clean. Amen.

· A WORD OF FORGIVENESS:

Hear the Good News! Christ’s life, death and resurrection have won for you forgiveness and life eternal. Through the waters of Holy Baptism you have been washed clean of all sin and guilt and now stand before God as one who is spotless and new. Go forth refreshed and renewed in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

· A BENEDICTION: 

God be with you and give you peace as you go from this place washed and forgiven.

God be with you and give you courage to take the cleansing news of God’s love in Christ to a world encumbered with sin.

God be with you and give you hope as you look forward to the day when you will stand, not in clothes washed with water, but in a white robe, washed in the blood of the Lamb.

OR

A benediction using the words of Hebrews 10:22-24:
Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider how we may encourage one another on toward love and good deeds.
Samples and Ideas 

Prayers for Foot Washing 

Portions taken from the Deaconess Litany, Lutheran Deaconess Association, Valparaiso, IN

(If you are having a Foot Washing as a stand-alone event, or as part of a retreat, you might use 

these prayers before the washing. You may wish to divide parts for more than one reader.)

On the night before Passover, Jesus rose from the Supper, laid aside his garments, took a towel

and poured water.  He washed his disciples’ feet, saying to them: “If I, your Lord and Teacher, 

have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.”

Lord, teach us to wash feet for the world you so much love.

Christ Jesus, our redeemer and friend, who for joy became our servant: lead us to joyful service of the needy.  Empower us by patient bearing of injuries to spread the peace of your cross, and by steady and faithful prayer to carry our neighbor into your gracious presence.

Teach me, O my maker, to look upon my person and my abilities as your gifts, so that I may trust your 
care for me, so that I may be delivered from jealousy and envy, so that I may see you hidden in my 
neighbor, and there serve you with gladness.

Son of Righteousness, take the side of the oppressed; protect those who are vulnerable, especially the young; enlighten our eyes to see you in our needy neighbor.  Especially do we pray for these people or situations:  (Say the names of people or situations aloud or in your heart.)
Merciful Father, compassionate Son, consoling Spirit: Remember in mercy the sick and dying, the 

suffering and persecuted the fearful and distraught, the bored and despairing.  Especially do we pray for these people or situations:  (Say the names of people or situations aloud or in your heart.)
By your goodness grant relief to all in need and strengthen them to trust in you.

God of grace, who joined us to the death and resurrection of your son in our baptism: make our whole 

lives a living from and returning to that holy font.

God of grace, you create us into a new community: make us to be indeed the body of Christ and a 

vehicle of love and joy in this world, until we offer the full and perfect praise forever.  Amen.
Litany for Foot Washing 
Portions taken from the Deaconess Litany, Lutheran Deaconess Association, Valparaiso, IN

You might use this litany as part of a worship service, before the washing.  Take a look at our resources to consider ways to help people understand how to proceed.  Where will the water be?  When do I go for the washing?  How does this work?  The parts are for a Reader, a Leader (L), and Congregation (C). 
Reader:  From John, chapter 13.  On the night before Passover, Jesus rose from the Supper, laid 

aside his garments, took a towel and poured water, and washed his disciples’ feet, saying to them: “If I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.”  Lord, teach us to wash feet for the world you so much love.

L:
Christ Jesus, our redeemer and friend, who for joy became our servant:

C:
Lead us to joyful service of the needy.  

L:
Jesus, suffering savior and praying priest:

C:
Empower us by patient bearing of injuries to spread the peace of your cross;

L:
By steadfast endurance, without envy or resentment, to demonstrate your victory;

C:
By steady and faithful prayer to carry our neighbor into your gracious presence.

Reader:  From John chapter 13.  Jesus said, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  Lord, teach us to wash feet for the world you so much love.

L:
Teach me, O my maker, to look upon my person and my abilities as your gifts, so that I may trust your care for me, 

C:
So that I may be delivered from jealousy and envy, 

L:
So that I may see you hidden in my neighbor, 

C:
And there serve you with gladness.

L:
Son of Righteousness, 

C:
Take the side of the oppressed; 

L:
Protect those who are vulnerable, especially the young; 

C:
Curb sinners in their way, and restore the fallen.

L:
Jesus friend of sinners, companion of the outcast, advocate for the needy:

C:
Enlighten our eyes to see you in our needy neighbor.  

Reader:  From John chapter 12.  While Jesus was at Bethany, they gave a dinner for him.  Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table.  Mary took a pound of very costly ointment, and poured it on Jesus feet, and wiped them with her hair.

L:
Merciful Father, compassionate Son, consoling Spirit: 

C:
Remember in mercy the sick and dying, the suffering and persecuted, the fearful and distraught, the bored and despairing.  

L:
By your goodness grant relief to all in need 

C:
And strengthen them to trust in you.

L:
God of grace, who joined us to the death and resurrection of your son in our baptism: 

C:
Make our whole lives a living from and returning to that holy font.

L:
God of grace, you create us into a new community: 

C:
Make us to be indeed the body of Christ and a vehicle of love and joy in this world, until we offer the full and perfect praise forever.  Amen.
Homily on John 13:1-17 
(Abridged version)

Deaconess Karen Melang

In the Gospel text, John 13:1-17, we find Jesus in a transition place. Part of his ministry is complete, and the next part is beginning. The first part of his saving work – the healings, the feedings, the teachings, the miracles, the parables -- is past. Now, John tells us, Jesus knew that “his hour,” his right moment, had come. He was going back to the Father, and so on this night, the night that would be – as it turns out – his last, during supper he tied a towel around himself, poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet. 

Many of us have seen this scene re-enacted at a Maundy Thursday service. Perhaps we have even been in on the action as foot washers or washees. Usually nothing about this re-enactment is particularly surprising, unless you run into an unanticipated toenail treatment as my husband once did while washing the feet of a teenager. But most of the time, no big surprises.   

But for the disciples on this night, this action of Jesus was positively shocking. They were unprepared for what seemed to them Jesus’ very inappropriate action. We can imagine them astounded, eyes wide and jaws dropping. Jesus had surprised them before, no question about it. They were amazed when Jesus turned 5 little loaves and 2 small fishes, a kiddie meal, into lunch for thousands. They were confused when Jesus told strange stories with unexpected endings. They were astonished when Jesus engaged in conversations with the most unlikely characters, like that objectionable woman he ran into at Jacob’s well. 

But perhaps this is even worse. Now he acts like a slave and washes feet. He who is the host at this Passover dinner, he who is Teacher and Lord, wraps a towel around himself, pours water into a basin and goes wordlessly from one set of dusty feet to the next. Perhaps it is this very moment that St. Paul had in mind when he recorded the beautiful hymn of Philippians 2:  He emptied himself and took the form of a slave. 

So far Jesus has been talking about the first being last and the last being first, about those going into the fields at 5 o’clock in the afternoon getting the very same paycheck as those who started at 7 a.m. About how topsy-turvy things will be when God’s will is done on earth as in heaven. 

But now Jesus turns to action. Tonight at supper he, their Lord and teacher, takes the slave’s role. He empties himself of all his privileges as host. You will not find him at the head of the table. Instead there he is, kneeling at your feet. 

On this night we see Jesus headed with great determination down the road he must take for our salvation. It is a road full of reversals. Tonight the host is a slave. By tomorrow this time, the one through whom all things came to life will be dead through a whirlwind of happenings that cannot be imagined tonight.

And by Sunday the most incredible reversal of all. The tomb will be empty – no dead body -- and by evening, the scarred but resurrected Jesus will be on his way to Emmaus opening the Scripture to a pair of hurting and overwhelmed disciples. 

But St. John tells us that it all starts with foot washing. 

The whole idea of footwashing as practiced in Jesus’ day is pretty much obsolete these days. We have fabulous shoes and we hardly walk at all, compared with 1st century Jews. Vehicles and daily showers conspire to keep our modern feet exceptionally clean. You don’t see classified ads for footwashers these days. So the whole idea of washing other people’s feet can’t help but strike us as a bit strange and removed from our ordinary life.  

But the footwashing basin is a part of our life. Each time we remember our baptism, we are in a way, like Jesus, wrapping a towel around ourselves, pouring water into a basin and heading out to wash feet.

Not literal feet most of the time. And probably not washing exactly. The kids we serve, the teens we encourage, the teacher trainings, the education planning, the council meetings, the devotions we lead, the praying we do – every bit of it is foot washing. 

Like a tiny girl who wants to be like Mom and clomps around in Mom’s big shoes, St. Paul invites and urges us to put on God’s shoes and imitate God by living in love. And Jesus, the footwasher, is pretty clear about what that love looks like: What I have done for you, you must do, too. 

I know I am not telling you anything new when I bring up the unpleasant fact that from time to time we are going to run into “feet” who are down right stinky.  Kids who are making a lot of rotten decisions. People with “pasts” that continue to haunt them and those around them. People who are difficult to work with or very hard to get along with for whatever reason. Occasionally someone pushes our buttons and rub us the wrong way. Do not be surprised by these “feet” who seem to have bunions, corns, and hammer toes.  Even Jesus’ small group of 12 was plagued with in-fighting, arguments, and finally, betrayal. God’s forgiveness and love for you will give you the strength to keep imitating Jesus even when you run into a real stinker. You are called to keep washing feet, warts and all, whatever their condition. 

But for all that, each of us is committed to getting up every morning, pouring water in a basin and heading out to wash feet -- in a congregation, a serving agency, an office, or even a classroom.  Believe me, we are not alone. We are surrounded by footwashers.

God has given us communities of faith.  God give us all the gifts and graces we need, through our community, to serve well. So may our lives of service encourage others.  And let others wash our feet sometimes, too. It’s good to take turns.  

At the very beginning of today’s gospel lesson, St. John tell us that Jesus knew that he had come from God and that he was going back to God. Jesus knew the beginning and the end of his journey. It’s the same for all of us. 

Our journeys began at a basin of baptismal water, where God claimed and marked us with the cross of Christ forever. On this journey, all of us listen for what God is calling us to next, and we are not surprised when it is some version of footwashing. 

And at the end of the journey we will go back to God again. When we have done all we can, still we will say, “We have been unworthy servants.”  But it won’t matter at all, because we will be coming into the kingdom on account of the utterly good and faithful Servant, Jesus the Footwasher. 
Amen.

Blessing of the Hands

This blessing may be an alternative to foot washing, or may be an event in itself.

Have a basin and towel on a table for hand washing.  Or, add a separate basin and towel if you are also doing foot washing.

Use the following quote by Martin Luther:

“All our work in the field, in the garden, in the city, in the home, in struggle, in government - to what does it all amount before God except child's play, by means of which God is pleased to give his gifts in the field, at home, and everywhere? These are the masks of our Lord God, behind which he wants to be hidden and to do all things.”
(Martin Luther, “Exposition of Psalm 147”)
Dip hands in water, dry with a towel.  Then you may say:

These are holy hands. God's given us holy hands. God works through these hands and so these hands are holy.  
FOOTWASHING EXPERIENCES 

These are a few experiences we have had with foot washing.  If you are able to share YOUR experiences, write us about it – in 50 words or less – and e-mail to DeacServ@valpo.edu. 
We used foot washing as part of a Passover meal.  People were invited to be washed, and some did.  It worked better when we had a big smile and personally invited people to come, “May I wash your feet?”  Deaconess Intern Catherine E.J. Steffen, Ames, IA.

We did a skit during Morning Prayer. Our “Christ figure” washed the troubled servants' feet, and then sent them to washing stations. “Christ” reached out to others to come for washing, which continued throughout the rest of the service. The rushing, washing waters during the hymns and Lord's Prayer were beautiful. Deaconess Intern Catherine E.J. Steffen with her Pi Delta Chi sisters at Valparaiso University.

The LDA washes feet, literally, at national youth gatherings and women’s conventions.  We bring a big rug, a sink, tubs to soak the feet, and disinfectant to clean the tubs after washing.  We simply wash, dry, and massage with lotion.  We listen.  We hear prayer concerns.  We enjoy.

Lutheran Deaconess Association’s many foot washers.
A preschool boy wears hiking boots with round shoelaces. Even triple knotted, his shoelaces come untied. I tie his shoes often. It's an interruption, and I could ask his mother to have him wear different shoes, but he loves those boots. Untied shoelaces teach me something about foot washing.  Being on my knees, touching shoes, and looking into a little boy’s eyes is another example of washing feet.  Deaconess Arrin Brummet, Fort Wayne, IN
I am one of those people who do feet.  We aren’t podiatrists, pedicurists, or reflexologists.  We are people called to a life of diakonia (service).  Jesus says, “If I your lord and master would wash your feet, you should wash one another’s.”  Following his command in John, we wash the feet of a weary world.  

A lot of ministry happens while you do feet.  We hear lots of stories.  Stories of exciting things learned at the gathering.  Stories of friendships made at the gathering.  Stories of the lives of God’s people - filled with pain, joy, laughter and tears.  Stories of women who are God’s servants “back home.”  I remember many of those feet.  Deaconess Lisa Polito, Valparaiso, IN

