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The Courage to Be Awkward
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The plot of Holy Week begins to pull downward, the clouds are roll-
ing in, the cross looms in the near distance; but also, on this day, 
many will also begin to worry about feet. It is Maundy Thursday 

and the mandatum, or commandment of its name, is to love one another, 
particularly through Jesus’s example of washing feet. Foot washing can 
feel tender, but also awkward or even gross. Whether too intimate or too 
weird, for most people there are more reasons not to get their feet washed 
than reasons to risk it.

Over ten years of parish ministry, I wore myself out coming up with ways 
to convince people it was worth a try: stations in the back of the church 
for privacy, scented water, pouring water over hands instead of feet, on 
and on. The new rector of my current parish opted not to do foot washing 
at all last year, and while part of me was disappointed, another part of me 
completely understood and was even a little relieved.

Foot washing requires courage, but for what, exactly? Does it invite 
us into exactly the kind of vulnerability and service Jesus was talking 
about? Or does it distract us from what Jesus was trying to teach us with 
a strange ritual that has little meaning in modern life? Is it a little of both?

The mandatum of Jesus was “Love one another, as I have loved you” (John 
13:34). No matter your personal or your parish’s relationship with foot 
washing, loving and being loved takes courage. Courage, if we follow 
Jesus, is not about being safe or cool and collected, or avoiding all things 
awkward and weird. Courage and love in Christ means taking the risk of 
being vulnerable and real. 

Loving and being loved is awkward—as awkward as foot washing, as 
awkward and odd as a man holding up a piece of bread and saying, “This 
is my body,” as awkward as crying alone in a garden while your friends 
sleep, as awkward as being hung on a cross. And yet it is love, awkward 
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and risky, that leads to new life, and to the most awkward moment of all: 
an empty tomb.

Foot washing may or may not help you enter more deeply into this 
mystery. Whether or not you choose to participate in the ritual itself, 
meditate today on what it means that Jesus offers himself to serve you, to 
host you for dinner, to wash you, and to love you. What does it mean to 
you that he is willing to be awkward for your sake? What awkwardness, 
in turn, might you be willing to risk or attempt, also out of love, in your 
own life and relationships?

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 


