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Discussion Guide
Rhythm of the Table

•

Connecting:
45 minutes
(The

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

•

In

your family of origin, was eating together
valued and practiced? Could you explain why
this was so?

Diving Into the Text:

•
•

•
•

60 minutes

•

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•

•

Using the notes, discuss the background and context

of foot washing and set the scene for Jesus’ meal
with his disciples.

Read John 13.1-17,

seeking to use your
imagination to experience the scene. Pause. Read
the text once more, seeking to experience the
scene as one of the disciples.

In what ways does Jesus demonstrate his love to
those who are at his table? In these actions, what
message, if any, is being sent to those who are
eating with him?
Do you think people hear these messages from the
world that surrounds them? What messages do
they hear?
In washing his disciples’ feet, Jesus demonstrates
how he welcomes all to his table and thus into his
family. In his command to wash the feet of others,
Jesus exhorts us to extend this same welcome to
others. What forms might this take today?

In what ways, if any, might the table still be a
viable form of extending a welcome and invitation
into family?

In what ways, if any, might the table speak a
different message than the ones people hear?
What might it look like to practice a rhythm of
table as a family? As a church family?
What benefits, if any, might we gain, from a
rhythm of table?

•

What might it look like to practice this rhythm
as a group?

Context and Background
Foot Washing
The practice of

foot washing in the ancient world
was an act of necessity. Most ancient cities did not
possess running water and none had adequate plans
for dealing with sewage. Rather, the common practice
was each morning to throw the human waste collected
by a family out the window into the street. This waste
would combine with that of animals of burden which,
along with other creatures, traveled the streets daily.
Needless to say, the image of city life as glamorous and
wonderful does not match practical experience in the
ancient world. Cities stank with increasing amounts of
raw sewage spilling from the streets, virtual breeding
grounds for disease. (With this in mind, it is not hard
to imagine how cities have served as the epicenters
for plagues and pandemics throughout history.)
Simply to walk outside one’s door would lead one to
come in contact with this sewage. It was unavoidable.
Therefore, to move through daily life would lead one
to have feet and sandals which stank.
When it came time to eat or to re-enter one’s home,
the normal practice was to wash the sewage (and
smell!) off of one’s feet. If one had a servant, then
this was typically a service provided by a servant,
though not by high-ranking servants. The washing
of feet was understood to be the most menial and
degrading of tasks. Some rabbis forbade Jewish
masters from forcing their Jewish slaves to wash their
feet. Instead, they argued this task was reserved for
Gentiles (Mekhilta 1). When invited to a dinner, it was
customary for the host to provide for foot washing as
a curtesy to his guests, and as a means of making the
dinner more enjoyable!
Very little evidence outside of Scripture exists
regarding the practice of washing feet as an act of
service to one’s peers as Jesus did of his disciples (John
13.1-17). However, two late Jewish sources seem
to indicate that the practice was understood to be an
act of utmost devotion and love. There is one story of
Rabbi Ishmael who lived after the destruction of the
Temple in 70 A.D. He was adored by all, including his
mother. His mother desired to show her devotion to her

son by washing his feet and then drinking the water she
had used to wash them. He forbade her, which resulted
in this mother taking her son to court demanding that
she be allowed to express her devotion in this manner.
We don’t know the outcome of the case! The second
story comes from the pseudepigraphal book Joseph and
Aseneth, probably written between 100 B.C. and 100
A.D. In this work, Joseph’s wife Aseneth seeks to wash
his feet, an act which he forbids, instructing her to
have a slave girl do it. She refuses, claiming that her
love compels her to serve him in this manner (Joseph and
Aseneth 20.1-5).
In washing the feet of his disciples, Jesus does something
new and unexpected if not completely unconventional.
This may explain the reticence of Peter (John 13.8). He
had no context for what Jesus was doing. It is difficult
to understand Jesus’ practice as being of practical value;
that is, the disciples did not need their feet washed. The
meal would not have begun nor would the disciples have
entered the upper room without first having their feet
washed (John 13.2). We must assume that this has
already transpired and that it was most likely carried
out by a slave of the one who owned the home in which
Jesus and his disciples were gathered. Therefore, Jesus’
act of foot washing takes on symbolic meaning, a meaning
with which his disciples did and we must wrestle.

The Text

John 13.1-17: Instructions on how to do dinner
One of the most notable rhythms in the life of Jesus is the
rhythm of eating with people. Eating in the ancient world
was about much more than food. Eating was an intricate
social dance which spoke volumes about standing, honor,
and acceptance. In the ancient world, those with whom
you ate were considered to be your community, a group
referred to by anthropologists as your kinship group. It
is this group which gave a person identity, protection,
provision, and helped them to discover their purpose
in life. A modern corollary of the ancient kinship
group is that of family. In his ministry, Jesus was often
criticized for creating a kinship group with a negative
identity because he intentionally ate with scoundrels
and outcasts (Luke 5.29-32; 7.36-50; Luke 15.1-2).
Jesus’ accusers understood Jesus’ honor to be impugned
by welcoming outcasts to his table; that is, Jesus moved
down to their level in the eyes of society. However,
Jesus viewed his practice as actually giving honor to

those who otherwise had none (Luke 7.48). Thus, in
Jesus’ practice of sharing meals, we witness one of
his primary means of welcoming and integrating those
who were otherwise cast out into an ancient form of
surrogate family. For Jesus, the dinner table was the
place where people discovered they were welcome to be
part of Jesus’ family.

In John 13,

we find Jesus instructing his disciples
in how to carry on this tradition of using meals to
welcome others and integrate them into a form of
family, a practice which the disciples continued (Acts
2.42, 46-47). The setting for Jesus’ instruction is
on the night of his betrayal and arrest. John is quite
meticulous in setting up the scene for his readers. He
notes that the time is that of the evening before the
Passover Festival. At this time, Jesus was fully aware
that his time of earthly ministry had come to a close
and that he would soon be returning to his Father. This
statement indicates a note of finality or perhaps adds
a weight of seriousness to the scene. What is about to
transpire is not unlike a final will and testament.

John

also notes that what is about to transpire is
saturated in divine love. The entire Gospel of John is
driven by the idea that Jesus’ ministry is one of love
(John 3.16). Here the reader is reminded once more
that Jesus’ actions were motivated by love, including
those which are about to follow. According to John,
what follows takes place sometime in the middle of the
meal at a point where Judas’ loyalty was being tested
by Satan, though his actual succumbing to temptation
is yet to occur (John 13.28-30). John also reminds
his readers of Jesus’ deep security in the knowledge
of God’s power and will and his own status. John
mentions Judas at this point because what Jesus does
next is practically unthinkable especially when one
considers that Jesus includes Judas. However, the
note about Jesus’ deep security enables the reader to
understand how Jesus could have the strength to do
what he does.

What Jesus does is wash his disciples’ feet. The practice
of washing feet was a necessity in the ancient world,
and at a dinner, a curtesy provided by dinner hosts.
The actual practice was demeaning and performed
only by the lowliest of slaves. However, in his
characteristically servant attitude, Jesus chooses to
dress like a slave and begin washing the feet of his

disciples, including those of Judas! Because the meal
has already begun, the foot washing does not involve a
practical reason but is purely symbolic. Jesus is giving an
object lesson.

When Jesus comes to Peter, Peter resists. He does not
want Jesus to wash his feet. This is not a cry of modesty
but one of social impropriety. As the teacher and host of
the meal, Jesus should not wash Peter’s feet. However,
Jesus indicates that Peter does not understand what he
is doing but that he soon will. However, Peter cannot
accept that Jesus would wash his feet even in a symbolic
manner. Jesus replies that what he is doing is of the
utmost necessity. He must allow Jesus to do this or he
cannot have a part with Jesus. This is important kinship
language to which we need to pay attention. Basically,
Jesus says, it is by washing Peter’s feet that he is part of
Jesus’“family.” If Peter doesn’t allow Jesus to do this, he
is not part of Jesus’ “family.” With this, Peter submits,
but he once again misunderstands, asking for a more
thorough washing. Jesus responds that Peter does not
need a bath because he is already clean. Here we find a
redemptive thread though it is not developed by Jesus.
Instead, Jesus picks up on social practice. When one takes
a bath and goes to a dinner (like the present one) they
only need their feet washed. The statement says much
about the meaning Jesus is giving to the foot washing.
The issue wasn’t cleanliness of body but of the feet
which made it practically impossible for one to be at the
table. No one feels like eating when it smells like poop
at the table! In the ancient world, to be at the table was
a sign of kinship. Therefore, in this foot washing, Jesus
is symbolically making it possible for Peter to be at the
table and thus part of his kinship group. One might hear
overtones of salvation or forgiveness in these words, but
as they are not developed by John we cannot say they
are in his mind. What does come through is that Jesus
wants his disciples to know that he is welcoming them
to the table, even Judas. In welcoming them to the table
he is inviting them into his family. Here we find a living
picture explaining what has been a central part of Jesus’
ministry practice.

After Jesus finished, he returns to the meal and asks if
his disciples have understood his object lesson, which
they have not. He explains that he is their leader and
teacher but that he has washed their feet, welcoming
them into his family. This has actually been Jesus’ practice

throughout his ministry, welcoming people to his table
and thus into his family. What is new is that now Jesus
asks his disciples to do the same. As he has washed feet,
so too are they to move forward washing feet; that is,
they are to welcome one another and others to the table,
into their family, a family which comes to be called the
Church. Jesus indicates that not one of his disciples is
above this practice and that those who carry on this
ministry of welcoming people to the table will find they
are blessed. They will experience the favor of God.

Real life with Blake:

Meals. For me they have always been about the food. I love
to cook, and I love to eat even more. Therefore, as often as
I can I take time to prepare flavorful meals which my family
can sit down and enjoy together. We make sure we enjoy
them together. Every day we choose to eat at least one meal
together. However, when I am honest, our eating together is
really about eating while we are together, not really much
more. However, I am beginning to wonder if there is more to
eating together than we are experiencing. Every now and again
I catch a study which speaks of the power of eating together,
but I have always scratched my head and wondered what kind
of power can be found in a simple meal. The more I watch Jesus,
the more I see that meals can be one of the most powerful
things we have for feeding hungry souls and not just empty
bellies. When Jesus sat down and ate, he did so with purpose.
His meals functioned as wonderful invitations to those who
found themselves excluded, invitations to be family. His meals
declared loudly that people were loved and welcomed by God
even though they might be labeled as sinners, tax collectors,
or prostitutes. His meals lifted people’s shame and replaced it
with honor, and he has called me to do the same, at my meals.
On the night he was betrayed, Jesus looked at his disciples and
said, in actions not words, here is how you use a meal like
me. He took off his cloak and washed stinky feet, and in so
doing welcomed those men into his family, even the one who
was about to betray him. Then he said, I am to do the same.
But how?

How can a meal welcome people and lift shame? Sounds like
a tall order for a hastily put together casserole, but I think
I am beginning to understand. The power of the meal actually
has little to do with the food and more to do with the time
around the table. As my children move through the world
they hear the loud message that they are not enough. They
are not smart enough, fast enough, pretty enough. Sometimes
they hear this from me. At the table, they hear something
different. As we talk and share and laugh, they hear how
much they are welcomed. As we cry about hurtful things and

celebrate good things, they hear their lives have meaning. As
we refrain from discipline but extend only grace at the table,
they discover they don’t have to pretend to find acceptance.
At the table they discover they are enough in my eyes to be
called my children. They discover they are family. I believe
the same can occur in this family called the church. We move
through the world thinking we are unlovable and unwanted,
but when people are willing to sit down and linger at the table
on a regular basis we hear a different narrative, one which
declares our deep love and acceptance. This makes me wonder
if perhaps the greatest evangelism tool for the 21st Century
is not a new program but an old crockpot.

Real life with you:
Potluck dinners were some of my favorite times in the
Church of my youth. I loved sampling everyone’s special dish.
However, what was the best was the sense of family which was
shared around those tables laden with food. Over the years,
the potluck has become a thing of the past in many churches,
and I wonder if it is to our detriment. In the ministry of Jesus,
the sharing of a meal sent a powerful message of love and
acceptance to those who needed it most. Could it be that
digging out the crockpots and dusting off the casserole pans
once again might do the same?

We live in a world full of

hurting people, a world full of people who wonder if they are
truly alone or if they matter. However, when we sit down and

share a meal and that meal is about more than eating, we send
a powerful message that declares they are not alone and they

do matter. At the table, they have family. At the table, their
story matters. At the table, their tears are shared and their

joys are celebrated. At the table, and perhaps best through

the table, we send a message that all are welcome no matter
their background or baggage. So, perhaps it is time to look at

the world and invite it to dinner. Where do we start? Perhaps
we start by experiencing the power of the table ourselves. On

a regular basis, Union Center hosts something called Family

Chat. At these chats, we share a meal in an effort to share
our lives and to declare to one another that we are family.
Perhaps you come to every one of these, or perhaps you have
never darkened the door. We invite you to come to the next
Family Chat on Sunday November 13 at 5 pm and experience
the power of the table.
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