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(to begin this homily, Fr. Renninger walked around the altar area, where the washing of the feet 
had taken place. Wet towels, basins, water pitchers and chairs were sitting on the floor in front 
of the altar. Splashed water could be seen on the marble and slate floor….) 
 
What a mess! 
 
What a mess. If someone walked into church right now, having missed the first part of mass, 
they might look around and say, ‘what a mess.’ 
 
And they’d be right. Look at it! Damp towels. Drops of water on the floor. Basins filled with 
water that was made dirty as it was poured over feet.  
 
And if they had come in just a few minutes ago, they would have seen a somewhat disorganized 
procession of the young and the old, coming forward. They would have seen a priest, who is 
finding it harder and harder to kneel that long down there on the floor. 
 
This foot washing business is a mess. 
 
But it’s the kind of mess that it worth having. Some messes are worth it, because they tell us that 
something loving has just happened. 
 
Think about it. Aren’t there messes in your life which are worth it, because something loving has 
just happened? 
 
Think of the mess: 
 
+ the living room on Christmas morning just after the last gift has been unwrapped by the 
children 
+ your house after a birthday party 
+ your table just at the end of Thanksgiving dinner 
+ your kitchen, the day that the family has baked cookies together 
 
Some messes are wonderful, because they tell us that something loving has just happened… 
 
Messes like: 
 



+ this church, Easter Sunday after the 11:00 mass 
+ a hospital delivery room, after the birth of child 
 
These are wonderful messes – they tell us that something loving has just happened. 
 
Throughout his life, Jesus was willing to be present in the midst of wonderful messes, to show us 
that our loving God is there. 
 
Jesus could be found in the middle the mess: 
 
+ he was born in a place where animals were kept, with all of the dust and smell and mess… 
+ as a boy, going up to Jerusalem with mom and dad, the crazy confusion of a family trip with a 
large group became so messy that Mary and Joseph lost the Son of God! 
+ at Cana, a wedding reception got messy when they ran out of wine 
+ Jesus was invited to dinner by all kinds of people, even people who had messy reputations 
 
At every step of his life, Jesus was willing to be part of the joyful messes of human life, so that 
in our laughter, our living, our loving, we could know that God is always there. 
 
But as we hear John’s Gospel tonight, we might be surprised where we find Jesus, where we find 
God. 
 
There he is, on the floor, stripped of his cloak, wrapped in a towel, kneeling before his imperfect 
disciples. 
 
And what does he do?  He takes their filthy feet in to his hands, and he washes them. Those feet, 
covered with the soars and scabs and filth of hot roads and desert. These weary men, who walked 
everywhere covered in sweat. And where is Jesus, the master? On the ground, holding their 
messy feet in his loving hands. 
 
Don’t forget – these disciples had come to believe that, somehow, Jesus really was God in the 
flesh. 
 
So what is God doing on the floor, with this mess? Why is the Creator washing the creature? 
Why is the Master serving the servant? Why is the one who will wash away our sins having to 
deal with our messy feet just hours before he is arrested? 
 
What is God doing in the midst of this mess? 
 
Well, according to John’s Gospel, God is loving his disciples. He is loving us. 



 
In the person of Jesus, God is willing to enter into even the ugliest of human messes in order to 
love us, and to assure us that we are not alone when life gets messy. 
 
This is what Jesus did all the time. He entered not only the fun messes, like dinner parties and 
weddings, but he entered into the hardest of messes: 
 
He entered into: 
 
+ illness 
+ evil 
+ hatred and judgment 
+ suffering 
+ hopelessness 
+ the tomb 
 
What is he doing there, in all of those messes? He’s doing what he did as he holds his apostles’ 
dirty feet – loving us, assuring us that he is always with us, that we are never alone. 
 
This is crucial for us to know – because life gets messy for all of us. 
 
Our lives get messy: 
 
+ addiction 
+ illness 
+ betrayal and loss 
+ violence and fear 
+ dreams that get shattered 
+ plans that get broken apart 
+ hearts that need mending 
 
It is somewhat easy to experience the nearness of the Lord when you survey the room on 
Christmas morning, or look at the table on Thanksgiving day. 
 
But it takes more faith to believe that God is somehow present in the horrifying messes of our 
world – like the carnage in Kenya, the tensions of the middle east, neighbors who struggle with 
poverty… 
 
It takes great faith. So that is why Jesus entrusts to us the great gift of the Eucharist. Because 
here, at his table, we have to look at everything from the perspective of the Risen Lord. 



 
Without the Lord’s help, we would look at this table and see… nothing special. Just some wine, 
and some unleavened bread. That’s all. 
 
But from the Lord’s perspective, we are able to see that the bread and wine are something 
more… much more. They are the presence of the one who washes away our sins, and lovingly 
embraces our wounds, who never wants us to feel abandoned. The Eucharist is Christ’s promise 
– “I am always with you.” 
 
And from this table, Christ says, “As I have done for you, so you must also do.” Get up, you 
Christian people. Get up, and get out there. You know that the world is a mess. You know people 
whose lives are messy. You know that there are people out there who feel weighed down by the 
messes of human struggle.  
 
Pope Francis keeps saying that we cannot call ourselves disciples of the Lord if our goal is to 
stay safe, clean and protected inside the walls of our church or home.  
 
If we are going to follow the command of Christ, we have to get out there and get into the middle 
of the mess. 
 
There we will find people who desperately need their struggles and pains gently washed away by 
Christian hands. 
 
There were will discover Christ, who is already in the middle of the world’s mess, patiently 
waiting for you and for me to kneel down by his side, and to get to work loving and serving his 
world. 
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