March 21, 2010           Fifth Sunday of Lent            Luke 22: 31-34; 54-62
Prayer: Dear Lord, Please go with us into the study of these last days of Jesus’ life on earth. We are grateful for the lessons of humility and grace that emerge from such a crazy and chaotic time. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Stuck

It’s hard to believe, but there are just two Sundays left until Easter. 


A huge portion of the gospels – about one third -- is devoted to the last week of Jesus’ life. That’s what we will be looking at today and the next few weeks.


But we won’t get to nearly all of it.


I’d suggest that you might want to choose one gospel and read the entire story for yourself this week. Another way to hear it is during our Walk to the Cross on March 31. We will start on the steps of Buncombe Street at 6 PM, then walk to Christ Episcopal Church, Downtown Baptist, First Presbyterian, St. Mary’s Catholic and end here at Triune. 


On the steps of each church, someone will read a part of the story of these last days -- Jesus’ Last Supper with his disciples
his prayer in the garden of Gethsemane

Judas’ betrayal and Jesus’ arrest

his trial before Pilate, then Herod, then Pilate again

his walk to the cross

his crucifixion and death and burial.


It is a sad, rich story, the central story of our faith. A story about a man who lived a blameless life and died a criminal’s death.


Today, we will select a piece of that story, what I think may have been the most personally painful piece to Jesus. Please turn with me to Luke 22:  31-34, then 54-62.

31 ‘Simon, Simon, listen! Satan has demanded* to sift all of you like wheat, 32but I have prayed for you that your own faith may not fail; and you, when once you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.’ 33And he said to him, ‘Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison and to death!’ 34Jesus* said, ‘I tell you, Peter, the cock will not crow this day, until you have denied three times that you know me.’  …
54 Then they seized him and led him away, bringing him into the high priest’s house. But Peter was following at a distance. 55When they had kindled a fire in the middle of the courtyard and sat down together, Peter sat among them. 56Then a servant-girl, seeing him in the firelight, stared at him and said, ‘This man also was with him.’ 57But he denied it, saying, ‘Woman, I do not know him.’ 58A little later someone else, on seeing him, said, ‘You also are one of them.’ But Peter said, ‘Man, I am not!’ 59Then about an hour later yet another kept insisting, ‘Surely this man also was with him; for he is a Galilean.’ 60But Peter said, ‘Man, I do not know what you are talking about!’ At that moment, while he was still speaking, the cock crowed. 61The Lord turned and looked at Peter. Then Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said to him, ‘Before the cock crows today, you will deny me three times.’ 62And he went out and wept bitterly. 

In the first passage, Jesus clearly knew what was going to happen. He knew Peter would deny him. But he prayed that after that denial, “once (Peter) has turned back,” he would “strengthen his brothers.”  
            Jesus may have known what was going to happen, but Peter did not.


“Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison and to death!” the disciple swore. 

Then we have this familiar passage in which Peter actually does deny the Lord three times. Jesus had been taken into the high priest’s house for questioning, and Peter was lurking outside, near a fire in the courtyard. Three different people asked if he was with this man from Galilee who was on trial. And three different times, Peter said no.


The cock crowed, and the Lord turned and looked at Peter. And all that assuredness, all that earlier braggadocio, came flooding back. Peter realized what he’d done.


“And he went out and wept bitterly.”

That’s what I want us to think about today – this place where Peter lived for the next few days, this place of regret and weeping. Because I think it’s a place where a lot of us live.

For you see, Peter still believed that Jesus was the Lord. Back in happier days, Peter watched him heal people and raise others from the dead. He watched him calm a storm and walk on water. He watched him multiply loaves and fishes. He even watched him talk with Moses and Elijah on a mountain top.

When Peter and Jesus and the rest of the disciples were in Caesarea Philippi, Jesus asked them, “Who do you say that I am?”

And Peter correctly answered, “You are the Messiah.”


If anyone understood who Jesus was, it was Peter. If anyone believed in Jesus, it was Peter.

The gospel writer John assures us, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” (John 3:16)


I don’t think there’s any doubt that Peter believed in him. 

 
But his behavior didn’t follow that belief. His cringing and hiding, cowering and weeping didn’t follow that belief. 


I think that’s where a lot of us live.


We believe in a Creator God. On this first day of spring, we believe perhaps more strongly than usual. I always think the case for a Creator is made most strongly at three different times: Beside the ocean.

Right after – not during – childbirth. 
And every spring. Every single spring.

We believe that Jesus Christ was God Incarnate, God’s way of coming to earth to live alongside us during a particular time in history. We believe that at the end of that time, he was executed by Roman authorities and died a criminal’s death on a cross. 

We believe that he rose from the dead, and in some mysterious and hard-to-understand way, lives in the world today as the Holy Spirit among his followers.


We identify ourselves as those followers.
 And yet, both physically and metaphorically, we can live lives of bitter weeping.


We believe that Christ is Lord, and yet we don’t live like it. Our very lives deny him in the same way Peter denied him on the night before his death. We are stuck in some rut, in some purgatory, in which we believe that Jesus is Lord -- and yet we don’t do much about it. We don’t feel forgiven or loved or cherished.

Why is that? Why the disconnect? Why do we get stuck?


This is why people come to see pastors. The people I see want direction on what they should be doing, how they should be living. Many of them feel they aren’t living into their Christian discipleship, and yet aren’t sure what to do about it.


That’s a hard question to answer for yourself, much less for someone else.


But I think it has to do with Jesus’ prayer for Peter, back in the first passage we read. He knew Peter was going to deny him. But he prayed that “once (Peter) has turned back,” he would “strengthen his brothers.”      

Did you catch that distinction? Jesus knew Peter would deny him. But he prayed that he would strengthen his brothers. That sureness was no longer there. Peter had the freedom to return to life as a lonely fisherman, a believer in Christ, certainly, but a lonely fisherman nonetheless. He didn’t have to strengthen his brothers.


There’s a fictional story about a man who was having a conversation with the Lord one day. He said, “Lord, I would like to know what heaven and hell are like.”


The Lord led him to two doors. He opened one of the doors and the man looked into a room with a large round table in its center. In the middle of the table was a huge pot of stew that smelled delicious and made the man’s mouth water. But the people sitting around the table were sickly and emaciated. They appeared to be starving.


They were holding spoons with very long handles strapped to their arms. They could reach into the pot of stew and get spoonfuls. But the handles were longer than their arms, so they couldn’t get the stew into their mouths.


The man shuddered at the sight of their misery and suffering.


The Lord said, “You have seen hell.”


They went to the next room and opened the door. It was exactly the same as the first, with a large round table and a delicious-smelling pot of stew in the middle. The people sitting around it were equipped with the very same long-handled spoons strapped to their arms.


But these people were well nourished and healthy, laughing and talking. The man said, “I don’t understand.”


“It’s simple,” answered the Lord. “You see, these people have learned to feed each other.”         

The way to get unstuck, the way to get out of that ravine that exists between the way we believe and the way we live, is to feed each other.

 I imagine that everyone sitting in Christian churches this morning believes that Jesus Christ is Lord and that he died for our sins. Imagine if every one of them lived like it. Imagine if every one of them took it upon himself to strengthen his brothers, to strengthen his sisters.


We know that ultimately Jesus’ prayer about Peter was answered, though we don’t learn about it until Luke’s second book, the Acts of the Apostles. 

We also see a revealing story about the answering of that prayer in the gospel of John. 

John’s story takes place after the resurrection. Peter and the disciples were out fishing and Jesus appeared to them on the shore. He cooked some fish and bread for their breakfast, and then he turned to Simon Peter.


“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” Jesus asked him.

“Yes, Lord,” Peter answered, “you know that I love you.”

             “Feed my lambs,” Jesus instructed.

              Then Jesus asked him again, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?”


And Peter answered, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.”


Jesus said, “Tend my sheep.”


A third time, Jesus asked, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” And Peter seemed to be a little hurt at the repeated question, thinking surely Jesus doubted him. So he answered, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.”


And Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.” 

In this rather odd exchange, which perhaps even Peter didn’t understand, the Lord was giving him three chances to remedy those three denials. Three times Peter responded with love. Three times Jesus instructed him to care for his brothers and sisters.


This is the good news for us. No matter how many times our lives deny Christ, he offers us the chance to rectify it.


No matter how long we have lived believing but not doing, believing but not acting, believing but not living, we can rectify it.


“Strengthen your brothers,” says Jesus. “Feed my sheep.”

 In Peter’s case, we know that he came through in a mighty way. The book of Acts, which is the sequel to Luke’s gospel, tells about Peter preaching the gospel and leading the disciples through the early years of the church. He ended his life no longer denying Jesus but proclaiming him.


We have talked in here about how rare it is for all four gospel writers to include a single story. But they all included this story of Peter’s denial. 


I think they did so in order to encourage us. Because if even Simon Peter can be momentarily stuck in paralysis and fear, we’re in good company.


The important thing is to get unstuck, to make our lives line up with our beliefs.


Now, I don’t know how that might look in your life.


Does an addiction have more control over your life than Jesus does?


Does money? Does work? Does another person?


There are hundreds of things that can keep us stuck, that can keep us from living as if we believed that Jesus Christ is Lord.


Peter got over his paralysis when the Lord invited him to tend his sheep. Tending each other is our way out as well.
Amen.
