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Abstract

Amid rampant individualism, one counter trend is interest in Anabaptist communal
practices (evident in an attraction to New Monasticism, Amish Fiction, etc.). This
essay gives a theological and historical account of Love Feast, including feetwashing
and holy kiss. This ancient, communal practice holds promise for youth ministry
today: as a family meal that extends the family, as worship that is multisensory, as a
different kind of physical intimacy, as a way of consuming that counteracts
consumerism, and as a demonstration of communal thinking that counteracts
individualism.

Jenny’s first holy kiss

Jenny, now a young adult, is asked what Love Feast meant to her as a
teenager. Right away she recalls the time she was having a spat with Alice, another
girl in her high school. The origin of their quarrel is now foggy, but its intensity still
vivid. She wanted nothing to do with Megan, though the two girls belonged to the
same church.

Things came to a head around the time of Love Feast. Since Jenny and Alice
had recently been baptized, at ages fifteen and seventeen, they were both going. It
took place twice a year in her congregation.

That evening, as always, Love Feast included first the practice of feetwashing,
then a simple meal, then the Lord’s Supper. Women and men sat in separate areas
for the feetwashing. Jenny went to join the women who were sitting in rows facing
each other. Then she looked up and saw Alice, sitting diagonally across from her.



“I remember praying, ‘God, you are not gonna make me wash her feet!”” says
Jenny. “I counted off the possibilities and realized that it would be close, but not a
sure thing.”

She was counting because during the ritual the person at the end of one row
would wash the feet of the person sitting across from her. They would zig zag back
and forth between the two rows. The outcome rested on who started the ritual.
Jenny recalls thinking to herself that she would have been glad to wash the feet of
Edith, an older woman in the congregation, or the feet of anyone else—"“any old
smelly pair of feet you like, but not Alice’s!”

As the feetwashing began, the women started singing hymns from memory.
Someone would sing out the first line of a song, and others would join in. Then,
when it came Jenny’s turn to wash, like the older women before her, she followed
the example of Jesus. Taking a long towel, she tied it around her waist. She took the
basin of water and knelt down in front of Alice. Slowly she began to wash her feet
and then dry them with the towel.

“In our church,” says Jenny, “we gave the holy kiss after the washing. And
as Alice and I did that we both started crying and saying how sorry we were for
being angry.”

The Love Feast became a time of reconciliation, and the friendship between
the two has endured to this day. Alice even wound up marrying Jenny’s first high
school boyfriend —which, come to think of it, may have had something to do with
the initial source of their conflict. But whatever the origin, the insight that arrived
during Love Feast stayed with her into adulthood. Adolescent passion can flare up
in anger, but also, under pressure of grace, become transmuted into unfeigned love.

Revisiting Anabaptism

Today Love Feast is practiced by all congregations within the Church of the
Brethren and other denominations that trace their roots back to Schwarzenau,
Germany. There, in a cold river in December of 1708, eight men and women
baptized each other. In their eyes they wanted to follow Christ’s example in
everything. In the eyes of governing authorities, they were breaking the law and
undermining the fabric of society. Since the government often seized both property
and children of Anabaptists, this group fled. Joined by others, they traveled across
Europe, then to Pennsylvania. They adopted the name Brethren to signal their



egalitarian and communal sensibilities. The Love Feast ritual that Jenny knew
growing up had been practiced for over 300 years by her forbears, whose theological
roots are said to be both Anabaptist and Pietist. Larger Anabaptist groups, such as
the Mennonites and Amish, have practiced the feetwashing without the meal.
Larger Pietist groups, such as the Methodists, have sometimes observed the simple
meal without the feetwashing.

The feetwashing ritual stems, of course, from the action of Jesus depicted in
John 13. Jesus washes his disciples’ feet, then instructs: “You also should wash one
another’s feet. I have given you an example, that you should do as I have done to
you” (v.15). Christians have sought to obey these words in different ways. In the
Orthodox Church, bishops wash the feet of twelve priests and abbots wash the feet
of twelve brothers on Holy and Great Thursday. Likewise Popes have practiced
feetwashing on Maundy Thursday, since at least the twelfth century. In the United
States today, feetwashing is sometimes practiced by Roman Catholic laypeople.

The distinguishing features for the Church of the Brethren are the way that
feetwashing has been embedded in Love Feast and open to all baptized members,
both men and women. With its physical preparation of cooking food and spiritual
preparation through acts of repentance, the Love Feast constitutes a ritual
reenactment for which the closest analogue may be the Passover Seder.

Recent decades have seen both declining interest among Brethren and
increasing interest among other Christians in aspects of Love Feast such as
feetwashing. For people doing ministry with youth and young adults, there are at
least three good reasons why Love Feast deserves attention. Some youth workers
are concerned that the church as whole has become juvenile or adolescent by
imitating the ideals and patterns of youth ministry.! If so, then participation in Love
Feast represents one corrective move. Here young people enter into adult worship,
which in turn seeks to imitate Christ. Second, some youth workers are advocating
for worship that involves more physical elements and actions, as well as cognitive
lessons. Love Feast is a clear example of worship that is “multisensory.” As a more
prolonged version of the Lord’s Supper, it is physical and tactile, enacted and
embodied, performative as well as cognitive.

Parts of the Love Feast, such as feetwashing or the holy kiss, can be done
apart from the Lord’s Supper, yet always these actions are done in community. And

! See, e.g., Thomas Bergler, The Juvenilization of American Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mi.:
Eerdmans Press, 2012).



so, third, for those who notice an injurious individualism within American churches
and among American youth, the Love Feast is again a corrective move. It is
traditionally preceded by a period in which deacons go from house to house, asking
each member whether they are living in harmony with their brothers and sisters in
the church, and at peace with the surrounding community. In congregations where
there was strife, it called for acts of reconciliation, or else the postponement of Love
Feast, lest people eat and drink judgment on themselves.

Most Brethren today no longer observe this formal season of reconciliation.
Still the Love Feast ritual itself betokens a communal way of life in which people are
willing to serve one another, like a servant washing feet, even like their Master Jesus
laying down his life. Amid the self-centered individualism of contemporary life,
many young people have curiosity and even capacity for another way of living.
They read or hear about Shane Claiborne and others in the New Monasticism
movement. They contribute to the rise of a new publishing genre called Amish
Fiction. If Anabaptist communal living fires their imagination, then Love Feast is
one way to let young people experience an actual event. It is a way of getting their
feet wet.

A brief history of Love Feast

Paul’s description in 1 Corinthians suggests a pattern. The Lord’s Supper or
Holy Communion takes place in the context of an entire fellowship meal, just as it
began with a Passover meal. From the start of church history, this meal was
surrounded by controversy. When people become open to the Holy Spirit, and more
trusting, do they also become more open to exploitation? Whatever the factors, the
letters of Jude and 2 Peter suggest that some bad characters were using Love Feasts
to prowl for sexual partners or to make shady financial deals (2 Pt. 2:12-13, Ju. 11-12).
If only some Love Feasts were polluted this way, others may have gotten a bad
reputation, and so early Christians were urged to remove these “blemishes” (Ju. 12).

In the second century, the church leader Tertullian wrote how African Love
Feasts were occasions of sacred community. “We do not burst out in debauchery,”
he stressed. The Love Feast was rather a time to reach out in unselfish ways: “We
succor the poorest” who might otherwise go hungry, he said.

Tertullian described the atmosphere of Love Feast this way: “If we converse,
it is with the knowledge that the Lord is listening. After washing our hands and
lighting the lamps, each is invited to sing a hymn before all to God, either taken



from Holy Scripture or their own composition.” Evidently the Love Feast
sometimes lived up to its name—it was called the agape for short, since this Greek
word refers to generous love that seeks the best for others.

During the first eight centuries of church history, the Love Feast was a lively
topic of debate when church leaders convened councils with representatives from
around the world. These councils would sometimes strongly support the practice of
Love Feast, and sometimes strongly oppose it.

During the later medieval period, devotion to the sacrament of the Lord’s
Supper grew ever more intense, but by then the Supper usually did not include such
practices as feetwashing and the agape meal. Still, the liturgies used for Maundy
Thursday often made a place for the priest to wash the feet of twelve parishioners or
other priests. Year round, at least some monks practiced feetwashing as an act of
hospitality, in keeping with the Rule of Benedict.

In the sixteenth century, when reform and revolt swept Europe, there ensued
much dispute over the Lord’s Supper, as theologians tried to state with exactitude
the ways that Christ is or is not present—present in the gathered community, or in
the ritual itself, or in the specific elements of bread and wine, or at the specific
moment of epiclesis when the Holy Spirit is invoked. This was also a century when
prior practices of the church were revisited and revived.

For their part, Anabaptist groups sought to reclaim a particular emphasis on
their willingness to serve one another, even to the point of suffering and sacrifice. In
1527, in the village of Schleitheim on the German-Swiss border, several groups met
and formed a pact or “Brotherly Union” that gave instructions for daily living. The
pact said believers should share their goods or monetary funds with each other, and
during worship they should share a simple meal before the Lord’s Supper.

During the Supper, these Anabaptists remembered how Jesus died for them,
and how he said that dying for one’s friends expressed the greatest kind of love (Jn.
15:13). They exhorted each other to “be willing to give our body and life for Christ’s
sake, which means for the sake of all our brothers” and sisters.2 For those who were
willing, the sixteenth century offered ample opportunities. Many Anabaptists lost

2 John Howard Yoder, ed. and trans., The Legacy of Michael Sattler (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press,
1973), 36-45; quoted in Jeff Bach, “Incorporation into Christ and the Brethren: The Lord’s Supper
and Feetwashing in Anabaptist Groups,” essay in Carl F. Bowman and Stephen L. Longenecker,
eds., Anabaptist Currents: History in Conversation with the Present (Bridgewater, Va.: Forum for
Religious Studies, 1995), 134.



their lives in the commoners” uprisings (also called the Peasants” War) of 1524-25.
Some were tortured and killed because of their doctrinal beliefs. For many these
beliefs included, along with the willingness to suffer violence, an equal refusal to do
violence or make war for any cause whatsoever. They were pacifists.

“A new commandment I give you”

The Gospel of John recounts that Jesus, after washing his disciples’ feet, says
to them: “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have
loved you, you also should love one another” (13:34). No doubt the disciples have
heard commands to love before, but never in this precise way, never with this
embodiment of it. Young people today, if they know anything about Christianity,
know that Christians are supposed to love one another. But they also need, as much
as the first disciples, for this command to become “new” — to be demonstrated
vividly, since counterfeit forms of love vie for adolescent attention.

Love Feast points to ways of loving and living that are both ancient and new.
It offers a new way of getting physical. It provides a new kind of status symbol. It
invites youth into new family ties with a sit-down family meal. And it promotes a
new kind of consumerism.

A new way of getting physical

The holy kiss that Jenny shared with Alice is a church practice stretching back
to the New Testament. Four times in various letters, Paul instructs his listeners to
“greet one another with a holy kiss.” The early Brethren decided Paul’s instruction
was straightforward enough to practice in their own setting. This kiss—also called
the kiss of peace, kiss of charity, and kiss of love—was done at baptism and Love
Feast. It could also be exchanged as a general greeting. Believers would briefly
touch lips or sometimes cheeks.?

Even in the early church, some writers expressed concern that the kissing
could be misinterpreted. Tertullian thought pagan husbands would object to their
Christian wives kissing other men, in the church and on the lips. By the medieval
period, another difficulty had arisen. Some young lovers would conspire to be near

3 Denise D. Kettering, “Greet One Another with a Holy Kiss,” eds. Steve Longenecker and Jeff
Bach, Lines, Places, and Heritage: Essays Commemorating the 300" Anniversary of the Church of the
Brethren (Bridgewater, Va.: Penobscot Press, 2008), 198.



each other at the point in the worship service where the priest commanded everyone
to exchange the pax or kiss of peace. To address these issues, churches moved from
lip kissing to cheek kissing, and in some places they introduced an item called a
“pax board.” The pax (peace) board was a wooden disk that the priest would kiss
and then circulate through the congregation. Wooden kisses replaced fleshly ones.*

The first Brethren wanted to return to the earliest church practices. They
believed that if hearts were pure, then lip kisses would be holy, whatever the age or
gender of the participants. Soon enough, the new movement faced, as all
movements must, issues of context and culture. They did not reintroduce the pax
board, but other guidelines evolved, bit by bit. Men and women would kiss
believers of their own gender; then it was decided that in public settings women
would kiss women, while men would simply shake hands. In time holy kissing
became restricted mainly to worship settings, and then specifically to the event of
feetwashing. Today, even at feetwashing, a hearty hug may be exchanged instead of
the kiss.

But the kissing does still happen in many churches, and in today’s culture it
may seem odd. After all, the Brethren are mostly farmers by background; they are
not French, and they don’t live in Hollywood. Whether with a holy kiss or hearty
hug, overall there is in Love Feast a way for young people to be physical, a way that
is not sexual or athletic, and so there is no competition to fuel inferiority feelings.
Further, when it comes to washing feet, people young and old can share together
mild feelings of awkwardness about their bodies, at least until the practice becomes
well-grooved.

In a shoe-wearing, asphalt-road culture, this foot ritual may sound fetishistic,
but actually it has been more evangelistic. Chris Douglas joined the Church of the
Brethren as a young adult, and went on to become their National Youth Director.
She decided to join the Brethren after she saw them washing one another’s feet. She
thought to herself: “Jesus said, do this. These people do this. I should do this.” She
recalled this event showed her “what it means to follow Jesus.” And what does it
mean—why did Jesus say to wash feet? “I think he said to wash feet,” she offered,
“because he knew we needed to learn something about humility, service,
forgiveness, grace, and cleansing. He knew we needed to learn these things, and
that was the way to learn it.”

4 Denise D. Kettering, “Greet One Another with a Holy Kiss,” 199-200.



A new kind of status symbol

I first met Stan Nofsinger, the General Secretary of the Church of the
Brethren, at a conference for young adults in Colorado. Wearing blue jeans and a
flannel shirt, he did not stand out in the crowd. As we were being introduced, while
shaking hands, I offered a nervous attempt at humor. “If you are the General
Secretary,” I asked, “does it mean I get to kiss your ring?”

“No,” he replied. “It means I get to wash your feet.” As it turned out, he did
wash some feet the next day, along with the youth who gathered for a worship
service.

The first disciples were as status conscious as any group of teenagers today.
During their final trip to Jerusalem, they argued over who was the greatest in their
group and who would graduate into the coming kingdom with highest honors.
During one of their final times before his death, Jesus gives a consummate
demonstration of greatness. When Peter sees what Jesus is doing, he objects: “Lord,
are going to wash my feet?...You will never wash me feet” (Jn. 13:6, 8). It is easy to
understand Peter’s attitude. The Roman roads were very dusty, and after rainfall,
very muddy. Feetwashing was typically done by a servant or child in a house.
Disciples might perform many menial tasks for their Rabbis, but feetwashing was a
duty that no Rabbi would dare ask a disciple to do. And here Jesus, their Lord and
Rabbi, is washing their feet!

Jesus inverts the code of honor and shame by showing how the greatest is the
least. The honor goes to the servant. But if feetwashing is a lesson in humility, it is a
double lesson: Just as Jesus is not too high to do this service, so Peter is not too low
to receive it. Often when it comes to feetwashing, people experiencing it for the first
time may be more uncomfortable at the prospect of having their feet washed than
washing someone else. It can be harder to receive than to give. True humility,
however, is not simply self-abasement. Instead, humility involves seeing ourselves
through God’s eyes. And taking Peter’s feet in his hands, Jesus sees a body that is
blessed, beautiful and destined for holiness, even those parts that are dirty, calloused
or oddly shaped.



A new kind of family meal

Jason was a young adult when we sat together during the agape meal at Love
Feast. He was born in Asia, but grew up in the U.S. He was one of three adopted
children, all of whom had faced physical disabilities with perseverance.

During the meal, Jason told me how physical blindness never hindered his
ability to participate in Love Feast and to perceive its meaning. Life at home
growing up was often hard. In the parents’ struggle with sin, the children suffered
and there was physical abuse. Eventually there was a divorce. He also noted that
his parents had done many things right, including bringing their children to church.
In being baptized and coming to Love Feast, Jason could begin to sense how
reconciliation with God through Christ connected him to a different family —a
church family that extended outward and upward. He gained some peace about his
past, and then he gained confidence to pursue a future in ordained ministry.

Even in secular spheres, the benefits of sit-down family meals are
undisputed. Parents learn more about what'’s going on in their children’s lives.
Children grow up learning the art of conversation, assuming their parents practice it.
For teenagers, family mealtimes correlate with higher SAT scores. Everyone knows
how good it is for families to eat together. Still, in most American homes the video
screen wins out over the dinner table.

The agape meal says that Christians are a family who take time to eat
together.> Whether this worshipful act can set a new pattern for nuclear families will
depend on many factors, but even when if it were episodic it points to a different
way of living. Sitting at long tables, young people can sense they are surrounded by
peers, elders and mentors to whom they are related through Christ. In some sense,
the table extends through the church doors and down the corridors of church
history. Young disciples share in the meal that Jesus shared with his disciples, just
as those disciples shared in the meal eaten prior to the escape from Egypt. At these
mealtimes, it it good when the youngest participants hear and answer the questions
of what the meal means; they become the custodians of meaning for future
generations.

5 Dale Stoffer, “The Agape in the Brethren Tradition,” and Marlin Jeschke, “Making the Lord’s
Supper Meaningful,” in Dale Stoffer, editor, The Lord’s Supper: Believers Church Perspectives
(Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 1997), 167, 151.



10

A new kind of consumerism

During the agape meal, all Brethren used to eat a “sop” of thin beef or lamb
stew. They used common bowls. Recipes were also shared, from one generation to
the next. The older women who ran the kitchens exercised quality control enough to
make a restaurant chain envious. There was a particular way to prepare the flat and
fairly sweet communion bread. Even the number of fork pricks in the bread would
be precise, and folklore grew up around the reasons why. There were regional
variations, but in every region there was only one right way to do these things.

In many Brethren churches today, these habits prevail, though in other
churches customs have undergone much modification. One may find, instead of the
traditional sop, something resembling a crudité platter at the center of tables.
Traditionally men and women washed feet and ate at separate tables, but in some
churches there are options for sitting together as well as apart, and in some there is
even the option of washing hands instead of feet.

Whatever the precise practice, the Love Feast meal today obviously always
includes some kind of food. The consumption of food in a sacred setting can be a
good time for young people to consider what it means to be a consumer. Most
youth today, especially youth in church circles, are pretty well schooled in the evils
of consumerism. Hence they are immune to the wiles of advertising, except the kind
that is so good it doesn’t seem like advertising at all, because it is entertainment, an
unquestioned good. Though youth still participate in patterns of consumerism, they
may express contrition from time to time, and they may strive to offset their
spending habits by raising funds for people in need.

What may be missing in the educational picture is an understanding of how a
consumer mentality is originally, in its unfallen condition, a good thing. God’s first
instructions to humankind highlight the variety and abundance of items available
for immediate consumption. The sacrificial practices of the Israelites included the
activity of enjoying food in God’s presence. At the Last Supper, Jesus tells his
disciples to take and eat, an action that restores food to its original purpose of being
a means of communion with God and other people. Obviously today’s
consumerism is nothing like Holy Communion, and the difference between the two
can be seen from the start: when Adam and Eve eat the forbidden fruit, they show
how consumption can also be a means of breaking communion with God and other
people.
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In Love Feast, the agape meal is followed by the bread and cup communion.
Both demonstrate for young people how consumers can become communers.
Because the meal is simple, and because it is shared by all, it gives an implicit lesson
in economic justice. It is a way of continuing the tradition depicted in Acts. There
believers are consumers who eat with “glad and generous hearts” and who share all
their possessions and goods. No one has an ethnic or economic disadvantage when
all are united in Christ.

Concluding thoughts

As an isolated activity, the Love Feast does not accomplish for young people
any of the good things just discussed. As an isolated activity it simply competes
with all the other activities that individuals, families or churches may be doing. But
if young people have already given their lives to Christ—and research says that half
of American teens say they have®—then Love Feast is a fine way to demonstrate that
becoming a Christian does not mean a return to business as usual.

Most significantly, Love Feast provides both a lesson in discontinuity and a
lesson in continuity. As an activity it is discontinuous with many of the values,
norms and patterns of contemporary American culture. After all, who washes the
feet of another person? This is weird. Even if Jesus did it and told his disciples to do
this, it still feels strange. To feel strange is a normal part of adolescence, but
redemptively strange feelings (as in, you are a holy, peculiar, set apart people) are
meant to be a normal aspect of the Christian life. It is good for Christian youth to
learn to do things that are at odds with their surrounding culture. Further, the
weirdness of feetwashing is not an adolescent feeling of alienation or rejection, but
properly a feeling of acceptance and reconciliation, and a sense of being together
with family.

In terms of continuity, the Love Feast connects young people with activities
that were done by believers in the earliest church, and at least in some places such as
Africa throughout the patristic period, and then at least by some people in every
century of church history. It is a remembrance of Holy Week. It also offers another
kind of continuity, in that it connects worship with everyday life. The feetwashing
and simple meal take place in a liminal space that is properly reverent but
unscripted. The sacred is found within the mundane. Words of conversation are

¢ Christian Smith with Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives
of American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p.45.
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addressed to other people, words of prayer are addressed to God. Feet are washed,
a very menial activity, while at the same time hymns are sung. People hug, or there
is a kiss, which is never just a kiss, but a way of being physical and holy at the same
time. Along with the rest of the Feast, it is a way of feeling okay about having a
physical body. This body becomes washed and fed as a spiritual act of worship
(Rom. 12:1).



