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I. Introduction and Hypothesis  
  
  
The narrative in John 13:4-20 is notoriously complicated.(1) The evangelist narrates Jesus' washing of the 
disciples' feet (13:4-5), a conversation with Peter (13:6-11), and then a general discourse about footwashing 
(13:12-20). But the remarks in vv 12-20 hardly serve as an adequate or proper commentary on the events in 
vv 6-11.(2) Similarities abound between 13:6-11 and 12-20, but the differences deserve attention.(3) (1) Peter 
becomes Jesus' conversation partner in vv 6-9, whereas all the disciples are addressed in vv 12-20. (2) Peter 
is told "You do not know" (v 7) but will understand later, whereas all of them are clearly "in the know" 
during the general explanation of the rite: "You know what I have done" (v 12) . . . "If you know these 
things, honored are you if you do them" (v 17). (3) Jesus tells Peter, "Unless (ei mÊ) I wash. . ." (v 8), 
whereas they "ought" (opheilete) to wash others' feet (v 14) -- different notions of obligation. (4) Jesus' 
action will make Simon and others "pure" (katharoi, vv 10-11), whereas their washing of others' feet will 
make them "honored" (makarioi, v 17). (5) The remark in v 10 identifies someone who is not pure, "You 
are clean, but not every one of you." The evangelist says that this refers to Jesus' betrayer: "He knew who 
was to betray him; that was why he said, 'You are not all clean'" (v 11). In contrast, when Jesus mandates 
washing of feet, he alludes to a traitor, "I am not speaking of you all; I know whom I have chosen" (v 18); 
he quotes Ps 41:9 about a treacherous table companion. "Clean" and "chosen" are different things, as are 
Jesus' own words and a snatch of psalm. (6) The "now/later" distinction functions differently: Peter does 
not understand now, but will later (v 7), whereas all of them know "now," so that "later" when the prophecy 
comes true, they will remain faithful (v 19).  
 
The action in 13:6-11 signifies something quite different from what is discussed in vv 12-20. Some event 
on Jesus' part warrants notice as an "example," which Jesus commands to be repeated (vv 15, 17).(4) But 
what was described in vv 6-11 is a distinctively Johannine conversation(5) about an unrepeatable action. 
Jesus' action in vv 6-11 and his remarks about "purification" simply do not parallel what is discussed in vv 
12-20, an action repeated whenever the group gathers. 
 
 Notions of "ritual" and "ceremony" from cultural anthropology can serve as important lens for sharpening 
our perception of 13:6-11 and explaining the differences between the two accounts of Jesus' symbolic 
action. "Ritual" refers to rites of status transformation, such as baptism, marriage, consecration, in which 
individuals change status and role. "Ceremony" refers to rites which confirm roles and statuses, such as 
anniversaries, priestly rites, triumphal parades, and the like. In 13:6-11 Peter is urged to undergo a status 
transformation ritual to become "wholly clean" and so have a special inheritance or place with Jesus. In 
13:12-20, however, the disciples are told to practice a ceremony in which their role and status is confirmed 
by acts of hospitality to group members. Peter's footwashing ritual has to do with his transformation into 
the role of an elite, public witness to Jesus with accompanying risk of death - a one-time event. Conversely, 
the ceremony which the disciples will perform to members of their circle confirms their role and status as 



leaders of the group - an action to be repeated regularly. Two different rites are described in 13:6-11 and 
12-20, and the use of materials from anthropology offers a fruitful way of clarifying the social dynamics of 
the narrative. 
 

II. Cultural Anthropology: Rituals and Ceremonies 
 

 Victor Turner described the difference between ritual and ceremony: 
 "I consider the term 'ritual' to be more fittingly applied to forms of religious behavior associated with 
social transitions, while the term 'ceremony' has a closer bearing on religious behavior associated with 
religious states. . . Ritual is transformative, ceremony confirmatory."(6)  
 
The following diagram compares and contrasts the elements of status change rituals and ceremonies which 
confirm status.(7)  
 

ELEMENTS OF A RITUAL ELEMENTS OF A CEREMONY 

1. frequency: irregular pauses 1. frequency:  regular pauses 

2. schedule/calendar: unpredictable, when needed 
2. schedule/calendar: predictable,  
planned 

3. temporal focus:  present-to-future 3. temporal focus: past-to-present 

4. presided over by:  professionals 4. presided over by: officials 

5. purpose: status reversal; transformation roles and statuses in 
institutions 

5. purpose: confirmation of status 

 
(1) Frequency: Both rituals and ceremonies represent pauses in life's rhythms. Certain pauses occur 
irregularly (sickness, uncleanness), which we call rituals, that is, pauses which allow us to assume new and 
different roles and statuses. Other pauses, which occur routinely in our lives, we call ceremonies (meals, 
festivals). These do not effect change of role or status, but confirm them. (2) Calendar: Ritual pauses occur 
unpredictably; we undergo them when necessary. No one plans to be ill or unclean; but when sickness or 
pollution occur, rituals for changing from those states are handy. Some rituals are unrepeatable status 
changes, such as birth, coronation, death and the like. On the other hand, ceremonial pauses occur on fixed 
calendar dates, such as Sabbath and Passover. We anticipate and plan for them. (3) Time Focus: Ritual 
pauses take us from present needs to the future, as we change our current status and assume a new role in 
the future. Ceremonies, however, look to the past and celebrate its influence on the present. Past roles and 
statuses continue to exist in the present and influence present social dynamics. (4) Presiding: Different 
kinds of people preside over rituals and ceremonies. Professionals (physicians, prophets) preside over or 
direct status transformation rituals. These are the "limit breakers" whom society allows to deal with 
marginal people as they cross fixed social lines.(8) Officials (father at Passover meals, temple priests) 
preside over or direct the appropriate ceremonies in their institutions. 5) Purpose: Ceremonies leave in 
place the lines of the maps of society, because they function to confirm the values and structures of society 
and to celebrate the orderly classification of persons, places and things in the cosmos.(9) For example, 
birthdays, anniversaries, pilgrimage feasts and the like confirm the roles and statuses of individuals in the 
group as well as the group's collective sense of holy space and holy time which pertain to its festivals. 
Ceremonies look to the stability of the lines of society's maps. Conversely, rituals attend precisely to those 
lines, but focus on their crossing. Rituals are stable ways of dealing with necessary instability in the system: 
a boy and a girl cross lines to become husband and wife in a marriage ritual; sick people cross lines and 
become healthy (Lev 14; Mark 1:44); sinners become purified (Luke 18:13-14). The converse is also true: a 
seemingly innocent person may become guilty through a ritual trial. The status of those who cross lines is 
thereby changed, and so these rites are called "status transformation" rituals. If ceremonies look to the 
center of the map and the stable lines which make up the map, rituals look to the map's boundaries. These 
should be stable, but may be legitimately or fraudulently crossed.  
   
A. Footwashing (13:6-11) as Ritual of Status Transformation 
 



 Using our model of a ritual, let us examine Jesus' washing of Peter's feet. (1)Frequency: this ritual occurs 
just once in the Fourth Gospel.(10) Since the meal had begun when Jesus rose to wash his disciples' feet, this 
ritual occurs as an irregular pause in a ceremonial meal. (2) Calendar: the narrator locates the general meal 
in the context of Passover, a fixed calendar date (13:1). Because the footwashing in 13:4-5 is not a fixed 
element of Passover or any other known Jewish meal, it is an irregular, unpredictable pause; it arises then 
because it was needed ("Unless. . ."). (3) Time Focus: the present footwashing looks to the future: "Unless I 
wash you, you have no part in me" (13:8). The narrator evokes no past action of Jesus here, as in 13:14-15; 
rather a new status with Jesus depends on what is presently happening. (4) Presiding: Jesus presides over 
the ritual. Were this an act of etiquette which welcomed guests to a ceremonial meal, Jesus would be an 
official of the kinship institution which celebrated its commitment through commensality. But his washing 
of Peter's feet has nothing to do with welcoming etiquette or meal participation. This action will make Peter 
"wholly clean," a status which he cannot now enjoy, unless Jesus performs this ritual. Jesus, then, acts here 
as a professional, not an official. He allows Peter to cross from one status ("already bathed") to a better 
status ("wholly clean"). (5) Purpose: Whatever role and status Peter enjoyed prior to 13:6, Jesus requires 
that he undergo this ritual for two reasons. First, unless he accepts this, "You will have no part in me." 
Second, when completed, Peter will be "wholly clean." As regards the former purpose, this footwashing 
resembles other status transformation rituals in the Fourth Gospel, many of which are presented under the 
rubric of "unless": 
   
3:3 Unless one is born anew, he cannot see the kingdom of God. 
 
3:5 Unless one is born of water and the spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 
 
6:53 Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood,  
 
you have no life in you. 
 
8:24 Unless you believe that 'I AM,' you will die in your sins. 
 
12:24 Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone. 
 
13:8 Unless I wash you, you have no part in me. 
 
15:4 As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, 
 
 unless you abide in me. 
 
John 3:3 and 5 refer to the status transformation ritual of baptism.(11) Outsiders become insiders by virtue of 
this entrance ritual.(12) Jesus demands of prospective disciples in 8:24 that they acclaim him by a confession 
of his divinity, thus changing status from outsiders or luke-warm disciples to that of first-class insiders. 
Later even this confession is deemed insufficient; something more is required. Like grains of wheat, 
disciples must be willing to die (12:24; see 16:1-2; Mark 8:34-37). Jesus tells Peter, who is already a 
member of the circle, that still more is needed, that his current status is inadequate, and that while he is 
"bathed," he is not yet "wholly clean." Finally, unless branches abide through thick and thin, they bear no 
fruit. 
 
 Most of these "unless" statements, then, describe status transformation rituals. Some represent the radical 
change of status from that of outsider to insider (3:3, 5). Others indicate a change of insider status, from 
less complete to more complete disciple and from imperfect to perfect follower. Indeed, there seems to be a 
sense of escalation in these statements: first, mere membership (3:3, 5); then, elite confession (8:24); then, 
elite behavior (12:24).  
 
According to the story's logic, Peter is a disciple who has passed one loyalty test (6:67-69) and so enjoys 
basic membership and is part of the general circle of disciples (see 9:28). The "part" Jesus offers in 13:8 



would seem to be a new elite status.(13) The footwashing, then, stands as the last, and perhaps the climax of 
these transformation rituals.  
 
As regards the second stated purpose of this ritual, what does it mean to be "wholly clean?"(14) Purity and 
cleanness are issues of considerable importance in this gospel. The references are clustered in John 2-3 and 
13-15. Jesus' initial sign has to do with "purification," for the six jars at Cana which he filled stood there 
"for the Jewish rites of purification(katharismon)" (2:6).(15) The gospel's logic argues Jesus replaces former 
rites, feasts, places of worship, etc. with new and better ones.(16) The sign at Cana heralds the beginning of 
new and better "purification" rituals, even status transformation rituals. The narrator then presents a 
discussion of baptism between Jesus and Nicodemus (3:3-5), a status transformation ritual for "entering the 
kingdom of God" (3:5). A brief notice is then made of "a discussion between John's disciples and a Jew 
over purification (peri katharismou)" (3:24). The gospel argues that Jesus' "purification" is superior to all 
others, as well as essential for special status. 
 
 Talk about purification occurs again in 3:6-11 and 15:1-3. In the latter place, Jesus states that the 
vinedresser "takes away" unfruitful branches, but "prunes" fruitful one (15:2). "Pruning" masks the actual 
verb used, namely, "to purify" (katharizein). Hence more cleansing awaits disciples, despite the fact that 
they were already cleansed in baptism. In 13:10 Jesus affirmed that some have already "bathed and do not 
need to wash"; nevertheless they still need to have their feet washed so as to become "wholly clean." 
Likewise in 15:3 Jesus affirms, "You are already made clean (katharoi) by the word which I have spoken to 
you"; nevertheless they will be made "clean" when pruned/cleansed by the vinedresser. In 15:1-3, then, a 
status transformation ritual is envisioned, whereby an already "clean" disciple will take on a new status of 
"cleanness" (a branch which bears more fruit), when cleansed by the vinedresser. This ritual transforms 
mere insider status to that of elite or perfect insider status. This status transformation occurs through 
suffering (see 12:24 and 16:1-2). 
 
 These references to purification influence how we interpret "wholly clean" in 13:10. At a minimum, Jesus' 
washing of Peter's foot is a washing, whose aim is purification. Like other washings, it too is a status 
transformation ritual, not a mere entrance ritual, but a ritual whereby an insider gains a better status, a more 
perfect role. Peter will be wholly clean, something impossible without this ritual. The comparison of 13:6-
10 with 15:1-3 suggests that this footwashing is more than a mere washing ritual; perfect katharismos 
comes about by public confession and even risk of death (16:1-2).(17) 
 

B. Footwashing (13:12-20) as a Ceremony  
 
If 13:6-11 describes a ritual of status transformation, a different type of ritual action is portrayed in 13:12-
20. Because this does not involve change of role or status but rather confirmation of them, let us read vv 
12-20 according to the model of ceremony.(18) 
 
 (1) Frequency: Jesus mandates in 13:12-15 that the feet of church members be regularly washed as a 
standard part of their gatherings. Whereas Peter would be washed once and then be "wholly clean," the feet 
of the members of the group would be washed again and again. How often? If this footwashing is, as I 
suspect, an act of etiquette which welcomes people to a ceremonial meal (see Luke 7:44-46; 1 Tim 5:10), 
then it would be repeated whenever the group gathered. We simply do not know how frequently they 
gathered, whether only at Passover (13:1) or at Sabbath or the first day of the week (Acts 20:7). But as 
often as they gathered, this act of etiquette would be appropriate. (2) Calendar: this footwashing is expected 
with every gathering, and should occur regularly at the beginning of the ceremony. It is not the emergency 
ritual which interrupted the meal in progress when Peter's feet were washed. (3) Time Focus: it harkens to 
the past example of Jesus which should be presently imitated by the group's leaders. Jesus calls attention to 
his past action as the warrant for its continuation in the present: "Do you know what I have done to you? . . 
. If I have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet" (13:12, 14). Present roles and 
relationships among the Johannine group depend on the past action and example of Jesus. (4) Presiding: 
Jesus presides at this footwashing as an official. If footwashing belongs in the orbit of etiquette and 
etiquette denotes commensality, then Jesus presides over that ceremony. (5) Purpose: The purpose of this 



footwashing in 13:12-16 is manifold. Jesus confirms his own role and status by this act: "You call me 
'Teacher' and 'Lord'; and you are right, for so I am" (13:13). Then he alludes to himself as "Master" (13:16). 
Yet the appropriate act of this Teacher-Lord-Master is to wash the feet of disciples and servants, thus 
offering them welcome. By presiding at this ceremonial washing, Jesus confirms his unique role as 
Teacher-Lord-Master and his exalted status, even if the action done is "humble" in our eyes. Only the 
person of this exalted role and status within the group is expected to perform this action.  
 
So when those whose feet Jesus has washed in turn wash the feet of others, they do so precisely as leaders 
of the group. In Jesus' absence, they enjoy roles and status comparable to that of Jesus, who enjoyed a 
superior role and exalted status. Hence, Jesus' word legitimates their position. In their ceremonial actions 
they are like the master; they are not "greater than their master" so as to avoid this action. Rather as 
"servants" they imitate their "master": "A servant is not greater than his master; nor is he who is sent 
greater than he who sent him" (13:16). They too will be officials presiding at this ceremony. Their 
performance of this action will serve to confirm their role a leaders and teachers of Jesus' group. Moreover, 
they wash the feet of members of the church, and so the status of those washed is confirmed as authentic 
members of this Jesus synagogue. 
 

III. Who Participates in These Rituals & Ceremonies? 
 

 Who gets elevated to what role or status in the ritual in 13:6-11? Was the transformation successful? Was 
the new status acknowledged? I ask these questions in light of recent studies which argue that readers must 
attend to the whole of the story in John 13.(19) Although focussing on Peter, we compare and contrast him 
with other candidates for ritual transformation in John 13. The narrator highlights four characters: Jesus, 
who presides at all the rituals and ceremonies, and three candidates for the rituals: Peter (vv 6-10, 36-38), 
Judas (vv 11, 18, 24-29), and the Beloved Disciple (vv 23-26). Since Collins' work(20) readers are sensitive 
to the representative nature of the dramatis personae of the Fourth Gospel. This pertains to our analysis of 
status transformation rituals, for we should inquire about the characterization of the candidates for ritual 
transformation. 
 
 Peter He is typically presented in this gospel in terms of comparison and contrast.(21) On the narrative level, 
he is contrasted in 13:6-11 with Judas, just as he was in 6:67-71. If Jesus washes him he will be "wholly 
clean," which juxtaposes him with Judas, who is "not clean." Yet he is also contrasted with the Beloved 
Disciple. In seeking to know the traitor's identity, Peter asks the BD to ask Jesus.(22) Peter's alleged primacy 
among the Twelve stands in contrast with the actions of the Beloved Disciple. He is "in the know," Peter is 
not; he enjoys the place of honor next to Jesus, whereas Peter reclines further away. As we shall see, the 
BD and Peter will be contrasted first as shepherd and sheep (18:15-16) and then as loyal disciple (19:26-27) 
and disloyal coward (18:17, 25-27).  
 
Jesus converses with Peter again in 13:36-38. His remark to him there resembles that in 13:7. Peter cannot 
follow Jesus now, just as he does not know now what Jesus is doing. But "you will follow afterward," just 
as "afterward you will understand." This suggests that Peter remains in a liminal or candidate state of 
transformation, incomplete both in knowledge and following. Jesus refuses acknowledgment that Peter has 
achieved the new status signalled in 13:6-11. He will not prove a loyal disciple, willing to die for the 
Master.  
 
Thus, the narrator compares and contrasts Peter with both Judas and the Beloved Disciple. The BD knows 
and follows most closely -- not so Peter; Judas disguises himself and plots malice -- not so Peter, who 
openly professes loyalty, but fails the test of courage. Yet the narrative says that Peter will know afterward 
and follow afterward. Hence he remains in a liminal stage of the ritual; his status and role have not yet been 
transformed. He is not yet an elite figure, but neither is he a hostile outsider. 
 
 Judas Readers were told that the devil had already put it into Judas' heart to betray Jesus (13:2), a remark 
which echoes 6:70-71 where loyal and disloyal disciples were contrasted. Jesus then labels him "not clean" 



(13:10b-11). Despite Jesus' washing of his feet, Judas certainly will not be transformed to elite status, 
especially if it means public loyalty to Jesus. Judas, then, appears disloyal and demonic (3:27). 
 
 According to 13:12-15 Jesus' ceremonial washing of the disciples' feet confirms both membership status 
and specific roles. But this does not apply to Judas. After giving the mandatum, Jesus excepts Judas from 
the ceremony: "I am not speaking to you all; I know whom I have chosen" (13:18). Indeed he identifies 
Judas as the one who violates the basic laws of commensality: "'He who ate my bread has lifted up his heel 
against me'" (13:18b). He certainly did not participate in the status transformation ritual (he was not made 
"clean") nor was he confirmed as a group member in the ceremony. He fails as regards both ritual (vv 6-11) 
and ceremony (vv 12-20). 
 
 Beloved Disciple We learn abruptly that he is "the one whom Jesus loved." His intimacy is symbolized by 
"lying close to the breast of Jesus" (13:23); from Jesus he receives special information hidden to all else: 
"Lord, who is it?" (13:25-26). Thus, he acts as Peter's broker or mediator; what Peter lacks, the Beloved 
Disciple has or can get. He is, then, the consummate insider, a true elite, who has access to knowledge of 
deviants in the group. Finally, he follows Jesus most closely, both to Caiaphas' house and to the cross, 
displaying public loyalty at the risk of his life. He would appear to have achieved the new status suggested 
by the footwashing ritual in 13:4-5, as well as confirmed group membership according to 13:12-20.  
 
When we survey the characters in John 13 and ask about their participation in the rituals and ceremonies 
described there, we find the following characterization:  
 

Person Ritual (13:6-11)/Ceremony (13:12-20) Characterization 

Peter 1. ritual: still a candidate for failed status transformation 

  2. ceremony: confirmed group member loyalty 

Judas 1. ritual: no status transformation ("One is not clean") hostile  

  2. ceremony: group membership denied  ("I am not speaking of you all") disloyalty 

BD 1. ritual: elite status transformation courageous  

  2. ceremony: confirmed group member loyalty 

 
 

IV. Peter: Claimant for the Role of Good Shepherd  
 

We turn now to "the Noble Shepherd" materials, for these involve Peter and influence how we should read 
the narrative in John 13. Jesus enjoys the role of the Noble Shepherd. When calling the sheep by name, 
leading them out or laying down his life for them, he acts as the Noble Shepherd and confirms his role. Yet 
Peter too lays claim to this role. 
 
 In 13:37 Peter protests to Jesus that "I will lay down my life for you" (13:37), which is what the shepherd 
does. We compare this with Jesus' remark to Peter in 13:6-11, and note striking formal similarities between 
the two conversations.  
 

13:6-8 13:36-38 

1. Question by Peter: "Lord, do you wash my 
feet?" (13:6)  

1. Question by Peter: "Lord, where are you going?" 
(13:36)  

2. Answer from Jesus: Jesus answered and 
said to him: "What I am doing you do not 
know now, but afterward you will understand" 
(13:7) 

2. Answer from Jesus: Jesus answered him: "Where I 
am going you cannot follow now, but afterward you 
will follow" (13:36b)  

3. Peter's Boast: Peter said to him: "You shall 
never wash my feet" (13:8) 

3. Peter's Boast: Peter said to him: "Lord, why cannot I 
follow you now? I will lay down my life for you" 



(13:37) 

4. Response from Jesus: Jesus answered him: 
"Unless I wash you, you have no part in me" 
(13:8) 

4. Response from Jesus: Jesus answered: "Will you lay 
down your life for me? Amen, amen I say to you, the 
cock will not crow, until you have denied me three 
times" (13:38) 

 

Both conversations are formally similar in terms of topics discussed and rituals of status transformation 
described. In both, Jesus tells Peter that he does not know and cannot follow Jesus now; but afterward he 
will understand and follow. When Peter speaks in 13:36, he remains a candidate for the elite status which 
the "footwashing" symbolized. Yet his present boast of loyalty unto death implies that he presents himself 
as no mere candidate for elite status, but a tested and acknowledged holder of that status. Peter's boast of 
loyalty, moreover, denotes another claim, namely the role of a "noble shepherd, who lays down his life for 
another.  
 

TheNoble Shepherd (10:11)  Peter, the Shepherd? (13:37) 

The good shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep 

I will lay down my life for you 

 

After Jesus commands that his disciples "love one another" (13:34-35), he defines that "love" in terms of 
what the noble shepherd does: "Greater love has no one than this, that a man lay down his life for his 
friends" (15:13). Noble Shepherds, then, love by laying down their lives for their sheep/friends. Peter 
claims in v 37 both the status of an elite disciple and the particular role of "noble shepherd." But has he 
been formally initiated to that role? Does anyone acknowledge it? 
 
 Jesus challenges his claim to this new status, indicating that Peter remains but a candidate for the new role 
and status. Instead he predicts that Peter, far from being the noble shepherd, will instead act like a hireling, 
who sees the wolf coming and flees (10:12). If this is true, then the narrator issues a serious challenge to 
Peter's role vis-À-vis the group. According to Johannine logic, the hireling has no relationship with the 
sheep: "He who is a hireling, whose own the sheep are not . . . He flees because he is a hireling and cares 
nothing for the sheep" (10:12-13). Whatever the Johannine group knew of the traditional role and status of 
Peter, that would be severely challenged by Peter's association here with the hireling and not the shepherd. 
Who, then, is the noble shepherd? The Beloved Disciple fulfills that ceremonial role. Returning to Jesus' 
parables of shepherds, doors, and sheep in 10:1-4 and 11-13, we learn that the true shepherd enters the 
door; the doorkeeper recognizes and admits him; and he calls the sheep by name. This fully describes what 
the Beloved Disciple does in 18:15-18. 
  

Metaphorical Description of the Noble Shepherd 
Johannine Description of the Beloved 

Disciple 

1. Shepherd Enters by the Door: "He who enters by the 
door is the shepherd of the sheep" (10:2) 

1. BD Enters By the Door: "As this disciple 
was known to the high priest, he entered . . . 
while Peter stood outside at  
the door" (18:15) 

2. Gatekeeper Recognizes Him: "He who enters by the 
door is the shepherd of the sheep. To him the 
gatekeeper opens." (10:2-3) 

2. Gatekeeper Recognizes Him: "So the other 
disciple, who was known to the high priest, 
went out and spoke to the maid who kept the 
door"  (18:16). 

3. He Leads the Sheep In/Out: "He calls his own sheep 
by name and leads them out. When he has . . brought 
out all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep 
follow him" (10:3-4)(23) 

3. He Leads the Sheep In: "Peter stood outside 
the door. The other disciple spoke to the maid 
who kept the door and brought Peter in" 
(18:16). 

 



In fact, using the perspective of this study, we should label the actions described in 18:15-18 as a 
ceremony. The respective roles of Beloved Disciple and Peter are confirmed as shepherd and sheep. Far 
from being either shepherd or noble, Peter acts out the inferior role of the sheep. 
 
 Yet the conflict over who is the group's shepherd ends only in John 21. There the evangelist presents Peter 
again in terms of rituals of status transformation. The scene opens with Peter assuming the role as chief 
fisherman: "I am going fishing" (21:3). When six others join him, Peter's role as leader of Jesus' followers 
is ceremonially confirmed (see Luke 5:1-11). Yet Peter's ideal role is not Fisherman, but Shepherd. Yet this 
scene alerts us to examine the role and status of Peter once more. 
 
 Jesus serves a ceremonial meal confirming his role as host and provider, that is, shepherd who feeds his 
flock. Then he addresses Peter in a way which signals a radical transformation of his status. Readers know 
that Peter failed thrice in loyalty (13:38; 18:17, 25-27). Despite his claims to the contrary (13:36-38), he 
has been presented, neither as "noble" nor as "shepherd," but as a hireling or sheep. Now Jesus questions 
Peter, and in doing so transforms his status to that of loving/loyal disciple and publicly acknowledges his 
role as shepherd.  
 

Question: Answer: Status Transformation: 

"Simon, son of John, do you love me 
more than these?"  

"Yes, Lord; you know that I 
love you." 

"Feed my lambs" 
(21:15a,16a,17a)  

    
"Tend my sheep" 
(21:15b,16b,17b) 

    
"Feed my sheep" 
(21:15c,16c,17c) 

 

This gospel labors to affirm that Peter finally becomes the group's shepherd. Through ritual loyalty oaths, 
the status transformation of Peter is accomplished. Jesus himself acknowledges it as he invests Peter with 
the role and status of Shepherd of all the sheep ("Feed my lambs . . . Feed my sheep").(24) It is now 
legitimate for Peter to act as "shepherd." But is he also a "noble" shepherd? 
 
 The scene concludes with the prediction of Peter's death (21:18-19). Earlier Peter had boasted that he 
would lay down his life for Jesus, only to have this challenged (13:38). Now Jesus' prediction 
acknowledges Peter's earlier claim. But is this too a status transformation ritual? Does it add anything to the 
role and status of Peter? 
 
 At this point, we should ask about the relationship of 13:6-11 to 21:18-19. In the former passage, Jesus 
would make Peter "wholly clean." But at that point, can Peter be "clean," much less "wholly" clean, for he 
will fail in loyalty (13:36-38)? Jesus told Peter "What I am doing you do not know now, but afterward you 
will understand" (13:7). When did Peter finally know? These questions call attention to the problem of 
understanding fully what is being communicated in 13:6-11. It narrated an incomplete ritual, whose 
completion lies later and whose meaning will only be understood "afterward." But when? 
 
 The answers come in 21:18-19. Peter becomes "wholly clean" though a death whereby "God will be 
glorified" (21:19). The failure in loyalty is replaced by a declaration of "love" (21:15-17).(25) The ungrasped 
meaning of Jesus' actions is met with full understanding of Jesus' words in 21:19.  
 
According to ritual analysis, Peter the initiand should experience status elevation by becoming "wholly 
clean" (13:10); but Jesus refused to acknowledge any change of status (13:36, 38). Peter remains a 
candidate for status transformation, as Jesus twice tells him that completion of the ritual lies in the future 
("afterwards you will know," v 7; "you will follow afterward," v 36). In 21:15-17 and 18-19 the Fourth 
Gospel finishes Peter's status transformation. He is finally acknowledged to be the official and 
unchallenged Shepherd ("Feed my lambs . . . Feed my sheep," 21:15-17). Likewise his status as "noble" 



shepherd is acknowledged; he can truly "follow Jesus" and "lay down his life for him" (13:37). His death as 
faithful witness will seal his status as an elite disciple, courageous, loyal and perfect according to the 
canons of this gospel. In his death, he will become "wholly clean." 
 
 In conclusion, by itself cultural anthropology cannot fully interpret the symbolic meaning of the 
footwashing in 13:6-11. Nothing replaces the study of background materials(26) and redactional inquiry.(27) 
But its use aids in clarifying what Jesus intends for Peter in vv 6-10 (a status change) and what his example 
means for the disciples in vv 12-20 (confirmation of their ceremonial roles).  
 
A model of rites of status change and status confirmation greatly assists our reading of the Fourth Gospel. 
This gospel records precious few successful ceremonies. Since attention is focussed on boundary crossings 
and status changes (i.e. "unless . . ."), we are urged to focus on the social conflict within and without the 
Johannine community; this is helped by noting the shifting demands made of disciples, which are expressed 
in terms of new rites of status transformation. This model, moreover, greatly clarifies the rivalry between 
the symbolic figures Peter and the Beloved Disciple, when we see the latter successfully if temporarily 
acting as the ceremonial Noble Shepherd. The figure of Peter, moreover, remains in a state of change and 
uncertainty until the final ritual in 21:15-19.  
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