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Loving the Team 

 

So…since Christmas we have been working our way through the gospel of John,  

 and today we get to chapter 13 where we hear the story of how Jesus washed the feet of his disciples.   

 

So before we get into the real meat of the story, a little background info… 

 

If you think back to Jesus’ time, you’ll realize that back then  

 women did not wear Prada heels, men did not wear Johnston & Murphy loafers, and kids didn’t wear Nikes; 

 soldiers had boots, and a few very wealthy folks might have had closed-toed shoes,  

  but almost everyone wore sandals. 

While the Romans were known for the paved roads they built for moving troops from place to place, 

 and while paving stones were sometimes used, most roads in most villages were just dusty paths. 

Since there weren’t cars, animals were used for transportation,  

 and animals have this nasty habit of leaving droppings behind.   

And…it got hot in that climate, hot enough to make your feet sweat.   

So, add together sweaty feet, open sandals, dust and other kinds of crap (literally), and what do you get?   

 a lot of dirty, smelly, yucky feet! 

 

And so, it was the custom in those days,  

 that if you visited a wealthy home, a female servant would greet you and wash your feet; 

 if the home you were visiting had no servants,  

  then the host would simply hand you a basin of water for you to wash your feet yourself. 

The unspoken rule in all of this was that no man (free or slave) & no free woman washed another person’s feet. 

It just wasn’t done.   

 

Now that I’ve filled you in on the social custom regarding foot-washing, let’s get back to our story.   

Last week we read chapter 11 about the raising of Lazarus, today we read chapter 13 about Jesus washing feet, 

 and that means we’ve skipped chapter 12!  And we can’t skip chapter 12!   

Let me read it so we can see why. 

 

12 1-3 Six days before Passover, Jesus entered Bethany where Lazarus, so recently raised from the dead, was 

living.  Lazarus and his sisters invited Jesus to dinner at their home.  Martha served.  Lazarus was one of those 

sitting at the table with them.  Mary came in with a jar of very expensive aromatic oils, anointed and massaged 

Jesus’ feet, and then wiped them with her hair.  The fragrance of the oils filled the house. 
4-6 Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples, even then getting ready to betray him, said, “Why wasn’t this oil sold and 

the money given to the poor?  It would have easily brought three hundred silver pieces.”  He said this not 

because he cared two cents about the poor but because he was a thief.  He was in charge of their common 

funds, but also embezzled them. 
7-8 Jesus said, “Let her alone.  She’s anticipating and honoring the day of my burial.  You always have the poor 

with you.  You don’t always have me.” 

 

And there it is:  foot-washing was Mary’s idea! 

   

I’ve written a whole other sermon on that story, but briefly just put yourself somewhere in the story. 

 



You arrive at the home of Lazarus and his sisters and the usual servant girl is nowhere to be seen –  

 and neither is the basin of water.    

Oh well, a family member has just come back from the dead – so things are probably a little crazy. 

With Lazarus you recline at table, and Martha (as usual!) begins to serve you. 

And then, Mary walks in with this huge (and beautiful) bottle of perfume  

 that must have cost as much as your house! 

That in itself was something to see, but then, she pours the ENTIRE thing all over Jesus’ feet! 

Perfume was running everywhere and the fragrance was so overpowering you thought you might faint. 

And get this – apparently not only have servant girls and basins disappeared, but towels, too,  

 for Mary lets down her hair and with it, tenderly, lovingly, dries Jesus’ feet.   

When she looks up into Jesus’ eyes, there is such an intimate love between them that everyone is speechless. 

It was the most beautiful scene you have ever imagined, let alone seen. 

And then Judas goes and ruins the whole thing – insulting Mary, insulting his host, insulting Jesus. 

Damn the man. 

 

The dinner party is over.  Six days pass. 

And the team has just gathered around the table for a pre-Passover repast,  

 when suddenly Jesus gets up from the supper table, sets aside his robe, puts on an apron,  

  pours water into a basin and begins washing the feet of his team members and friends. 

 

Jesus, I think, knowing he was running out of time,  

 had been trying to figure out how to let these dear friends know how much he loved them.   

And as he thought about his love for them, he remembered how loved he had felt just a few days ago. 

What Mary had given him that night was the most lavish gift he’d ever received. 

It would have been lavish to hand him the $40,000 bottle which could have funded more years of ministry. 

It was even more lavish to pour the whole thing out on his feet, completely “wasting” it. 

Except that by wasting it, it became something of infinitely more value. 

And then she had taken her own hair, and wiped the dust and dirt and sweat and perfume from his feet.   

Never in his life had he felt so loved. 

 

That was it!  He would wash their feet and they would remember Mary & her hair & the perfume & the love. 

 

Some of them got it right away.   

Others were a bit slow on the uptake so he had to explain in words.   

And then there was the one who didn’t get it that night any more than he had gotten it the week before. 

That man so needed love.  

 

A lot of the time, they didn’t get it.   

But when they were at their best, they did. 

Jesus was their rabbi, their teacher, their leader, and they were the disciples, the students, the team members. 

But with Jesus it wasn’t a hierarchical thing – it was organic, like all of the images Jesus loved using.   

Kind of like a vine and branches – in which there was individuality, but also community. 

There was a mutuality that allowed Jesus to receive as well as give, and to learn as well as teach. 

And whenever they were working together in love,  

 the creativity blossomed, the energy increased, and so did the satisfaction. 

And when THAT happened, immeasurable joy poured out with complete generosity, 

 and the overwhelming fragrance of love filled the room. 

 

The secret in today’s gospel? 

Pour out the best you have in love, and just see what happens.  Amen 

 

 


