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By Julie Zauzmer
The Washington Post

WASHINGTON— In her 50th
Easter season as a nun, Sister
Antonia Sanchez participated in
something new.

For the past 49 years, since she joined
the order of ReligiousMary Immaculate
at age 16, Sanchez has watched priests
wash the feet of men on Holy Thursday.
This year, Sanchez was before the

altar herself at the nation’s pre-eminent
Catholic shrine onMarch 24. She was
the one removing her shoes and socks.
And then the pope’s representative to
America washed her feet.
This was the first Easter since Pope

Francis decreed in January that priests
can include women in the foot-washing
ritual, one of the most moving rites of the
holiest week on the church’s calendar.
The change already had happened in

some churches, but since Francis made it
official, it is spreading worldwide.
Sanchez has been waiting for this for a

half-century.
“I said, ‘Maybe sometime,’” she said.

“This is the first time the pope said this
opportunity has to be for ladies, too. In
this moment, I feel I’m privileged.”
The change is the most recent of

Francis’ slow but symbolically power-
ful efforts to expand women’s roles in
church life.
On his first Easter after becoming

pope in 2013, Francis washed the feet
of women andMuslims at a juvenile
detention center in Rome.While he has
disappointed liberals within the church
with his reiteration that women can’t be
priests and his decision not to include
women in his recent synods, he also has
drawn attention to the gender wage gap.
As priests around the world took

women’s andmen’s feet in their hands
on Holy Thursday, their gesture of humil-
ity represented to many the progress of
inclusion in the Catholic church.
The EasterWeek traditionmodels

Jesus’ call for humility when he washed
the feet of his Apostles at the Last
Supper. In the gospel readMarch 24 at
the Basilica of the National Shrine of the
Immaculate Conception, the country’s
largest Catholic church, the apostle Peter
asks, “Master, are you going to washmy
feet?” And Jesus responded, “What I am
doing, you do not understand now, but
you will understand later.” Jesus also
instructed the apostles at the Last Supper
to continue the tradition of foot-washing.

CLEANSINGFEETANDSOULS
Archbishop Carlo Maria Vigano, the

Vatican’s ambassador to the United
States, spoke about the rite in his homily.
“By cleansing their feet, he demon-

strated his desire to cleanse their souls of
sin,” he said. “Only God stooping down to
us can lift us up.”
Then the archbishop removed his

peaked hat and left his throne-like seat.
As the choir sang, “Love one another as
I have loved you,” each of the 12 people
chosen by the Basilica to represent the

12 disciples solemnly removed their
shoes, and Vigano knelt before each of
themwith a bowl and pitcher.
For centuries, foot-washing was done

only among clergy, away from the pres-
ence of the laity. Men and women both
participated, but most likely not in mixed
company, according to Peter Jeffery, who
wrote a book on the foot-washing tradi-
tion. Leaders in monastic communities
would wash the feet of the lower mem-
bers. Mother superiors would wash the
feet of other nuns.
Then in 1956, Pope Pius XII revised the

HolyWeek liturgies to make foot-wash-
ing part of the Holy ThursdayMass.
The incorporation of the ritual into

theMass was “to make the HolyWeek
liturgies more interesting to the people,”
said John Baldovin, a Jesuit priest who
teaches historical and liturgical theology
at Boston College. Pope Pius XII’s docu-
ment specified that 12 men be chosen.
Pope Francis changed that language

in the RomanMissal, the text that pre-
scribes the format of Catholic Mass. Now
it says instead of “men,” “those chosen
from amongst the people of God.”
In many American churches, women

have been participating in the ritual
alongside men for years. These churches
have interpreted the act as connoting ser-
vice and humility, not as simply re-enact-
ing a gesture involving 12 male apostles.
The U.S. Conference of Catholic

Bishops, which oversees the American
Catholic Church, declared in 1987 that
even though the RomanMissal specified

men, women could participate “in recog-
nition of the service that should be given
by all the faithful to the Church and to the
world.”
The Rev. Michael J. Flynn, the secre-

tariat of divine worship at the USCCB,
said his organization does not track how
many of the tens of thousands of parishes
in the U.S. washmen’s or women’s feet,
or include foot-washing in their Holy
Thursday observance.
But he said nearly every parish does

choose to perform the well-liked rite, and
the new guidelines likely will spur hold-
outs to start including women if they did
not before.
“Given the understandable publicity

over this recent change, it seems to me
that there will be a certain level of expec-
tation in most areas that both women and
menwill be included in theWashing of
the Feet,” Flynn wrote in an email.

SOMECONSERVATIVECATHOLICS
VOICEDISAPPROVAL
Not all Catholics looked favorably on

the change. Some conservatives voiced
disapproval, including the Rev. John
Zuhlsdorf, a blogger popular among
traditional Catholics. In a blog post, he
said he feared that the change “could be
interpreted to mean that liturgical norms
mean very little and, worse, that liturgy
means very little.”
But for many in the church, including

women in the foot-washing service was
not a tough decision.
“It was very simple. The pope changed

the rules,” said MonsignorWalter Rossi
at the Basilica of the National Shrine.
The imposing domed shrine in Northeast
Washington, central to American
Catholicism, had never included women
before in the rite.
Rossi said he recognizes the National

Shrine is “a model for liturgy for the
country.” When the cameras that broad-
cast the Basilica’s Mass online and on
television went live on Holy Thursday,
he knewmany eyes would be on the foot-
washing.
“People watching on TVwill be looking

to see if we do it.”
Themore interesting question for the

Basilica was whom to invite for the honor
of having their feet washed.
The church picked eight men and four

women; members of its staff and two peo-
ple who were homeless; lifelong devotees
and a recent convert.
Rosie Armstrong, of Gaithersburg,

Maryland, became a Catholic last Easter.
This year, she was in front of hundreds of
people who packed the Basilica.
Raised Baptist, Armstrong, 64, said she

felt the Catholic church was the place for
her.
“This wasmy home, where all races

are family. It feels like my life is complete
now, because I’m part of the community.”
When Vigano knelt before her and

poured water over her right foot, she
pushed her hands together in prayer.
“It cleanses the spirit. It cleanses the

soul. It cleanses your whole being,” she
said.

Anotherstep forward

By Douglas Kindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

Last week’s column asked the
question whether God intoxica-
tion can prevent
one from doing
what is right. Can
one be so enrap-
tured by religious
experience that
the needs of
the world are
ignored?
Another theme

explored in Rabbi Dr. Donniel
Hartman’s recent book, “Putting
God Second: How to Save
Religion from Itself,” is what he
calls “GodManipulation.” This is
when religion can be “manipu-
lated in a way that quiets the
voices of moral conscience,
draping self-interest in a cloak
of pious devotion and stripping

those defined as “other” of moral
status.”
In God intoxication, we ignore

the needs of others, while in God
manipulation, our self-interest
and self-confidence lead us to do
evil in the name of God.
The history of religious vio-

lence is the history of thinking
my religion, my tribe, possesses
absolute truth and I can act with
complete confidence that I am
right and all others are wrong. It
leads to the thinking that those
who do not believe as I do, or
worship as I do, must not know
the God I know.
If my religion is what makes

me fully human, then someone of
a different religionmust not be
fully human. And if the “other” is
less than human, I have the right
to persecute them, even to the
point of killing.
That was the logic behind the

inquisition and the religious
wars between Protestants and
Catholics in the 16th and 17th
centuries, which led to the death
of more than 10million people. It
is what led to the Holocaust and
other acts of genocide. It is part
of the desensitizing of soldiers
to let them see the enemy as less
than human and, thus, permis-
sible to kill.

IDEOLOGYOF ISIS
It also is what we see in many

parts of the world where ISIS
and other terrorist groups
believe anyone different from
them deserves to die. They killed
dozens in Paris, San Bernardino
and Brussels. They also have
killed tens of thousands of
Muslims who do not subscribe
to their violent version of Islam.
They have driven out hundreds
of thousands of refugees who

want nothing to do with this kind
of violent ideology.
We see it in political rhetoric

that says all refugees, fleeing the
violence of war, must be prevent-
ed from entering our country,
even while the statistics show
there is a significantly lower rate
of crime among immigrants and
refugees than among the native-
born Americans.
Godmanipulation is when we

put ourselves in the place of God
in carrying out what we think
God wants, whenmore often it is
only our self-interest at stake.
Hartman said humility is the

antidote for Godmanipulation.
Who are we to say what God’s
ultimate plan is?Who are we
to act in ways that are morally
wrong just because we think
we knowwhat God wants? He
stresses the moral basis for all
religion. Noah and Abraham

were judged to do what was right
and just long before there were
religious rituals and doctrines or
even the law and scripture.
When the great rabbi Hillel

was asked to summarize the
Torah, he did not quote scrip-
ture or the law, but appealed to
a basic moral principle: “What
is hateful to you, do not do to
others.” This “Golden Rule” is at
the base of all religious practice
and is a powerful constraint on
the temptation to manipulate
our self-interest by claiming it is
God’s command.
If you want a scriptural pas-

sage that makes the same point,
you can’t go wrong with what
the prophet Micah said: “He
has shown you, Omortal, what
is good. And what the Lord
requires of you: Only to do jus-
tice and love goodness and walk
humbly before God.”

Can religious ‘Godmanipulation’ allow us to dowhat is evil?
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Archbishop Carlo Maria Vigano, the Vatican’s ambassador to the U.S., washes the foot of Sister Antonia Sanchez at the Basilica of the
National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception on Holy Thursday, March 24, in Washington, D.C . It marked the first time the Basilica
included women in the annual ceremony. (Jahi Chikwendiu/The Washington Post)

Catholic leadership makes progress on path to expanding women’s roles in church
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