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Jesus has come into Caesarea Philippi with the disciples, after traveling around the gentile areas in the north.  He has performed miracles, fed thousands of listeners, many of them gentiles, and has now started the journey which will take him, ultimately, back to the center of Jewish life in Jerusalem and the events which will shape the end of his time on earth.


This is not the first time, or the only gospel, where Jesus asks his followers who they perceive him to be.  Similar words and questions are found in other places.  Matthew's account of this exchange includes what has been called Peter's Confession.  Jesus has asked his disciples an essential question:  Who do all those people say I am?  They tell him that some think he is John the Baptist, returned again, others that he is Elijah or Jeremiah, or one of the other great heroes of the past.  Yes, but who do YOU say I am?


Simon answers for all of them in the famous words, "You are the Messiah, the son of the living God."  Jesus blesses Simon, whom he now refers to as Peter, the rock, and tells him that faith, and faith alone, has provided this answer.  Flesh and blood has not revealed this truth, Jesus says, but my Father in heaven has revealed this to you.  It is this basic foundation of faith expressed by Peter, and through him, the other apostles, from which the church will grow, through which the kingdom of God will be given to all who, like Peter, can become disciples in faith.


Peter's confession.  The simple, faithful words of a simple, faithful man.  Who was this man?  Who was Peter, who would become a giant in our tradition, a first among equals with the apostles, who would be present on the mountain at the transfiguration and fall asleep while keeping Jesus company in the garden, who would stand in front of a multitude on the first birthday of the church and proclaim the glory of Christ but who, a few days before would deny even knowing Jesus.?  Who was this man?


Simon was born near the Lake of Galilee, the son of a fisherman named John, or Jonas.  He followed his father into the life of fishing, married and became a resident, with his wife and family, of Capernaum.  We know that he was a Galilean, who might have spoken a bit of Greek, an Aramaic speaker, whose accent was recognized during the trial of Jesus.  Simon worked with his brother, Andrew, in partnership with the brothers  James and John, sons of Zebedee.  These were hardy, energetic men of the sea, men who had a sense of their place in the rhythms of daily life and the history and tradition that formed it.


It was these men whom Jesus called as his first disciples.  Simon immediately left his nets and followed.  He was, by all accounts, impulsive and intense - he must have seen something in Jesus that called out to a hope and sense of mission that he might not have even known he had.  The choice of Simon and his three partners was no accident.  Fishermen were people who had no political agenda, whose work was honorable and which provided a basic necessity of life.  Indeed, the signs and symbols of fishing became, for early Christians, signs and symbols of an emerging church. 


So Simon, or Peter, begins his mission as the right hand man of a teacher and preacher from Nazareth.  He follows in faith, but like us, stumbles and bumbles many times along the road he chooses to follow.  He stands supremely human to me - a man who was assertive and daring, cowardly and confused.  A man who longed to understand his master, but who often frustrated Jesus by the obtuseness he displayed.  A man who offered up his home - which was hardly one of great wealth or resources - to the new movement as a kind of headquarters for the travelers on the way, putting his precious boat at Jesus' disposal to be used by him as a sounding board for teaching and a vessel of wonderful miracles.


Peter was a true disciple, a student, of Jesus who struggled with questions of faith that we often face ourselves today.  According to the gospels, he was luckier than we, however, because he was a witness to some of the most miraculous and spectacular events of Jesus' life.  He saw Jesus walk on water and was invited to join in, but who began to doubt, and starting to sink, was held up by Jesus and later loudly proclaimed Jesus' divinity. He saw the thousands fed, the blind healed and, along with James and John, witnessed the transfiguration of Jesus and the appearance of Moses and Elijah on the mountain.


 He watched as Jesus taught through parables and stories, or bickered with the other disciples about pecking order.  Peter was one who was directed to prepare for the Last Supper, yet fell asleep at Gethsamene, leaving Jesus to cry out in fear and lonliness alone..  He drew his sword to protect Jesus, then slipped  away to follow the crowd to the high priests's palace where he would humiliate himself and later, bitterly repent for denying any connection with the prisoner.  


He was, as we all are, a contradiction - full of bravery one minute, afraid and hiding the next.  He was, as we all are, full of curiosity and compassion on one hand, failing to "get it" on the other, rebuked by Jesus for denying that a Messiah could die, yet being the first to proclaim, you are the messiah, the Son of God.  A man.  A human. Like us.


Peter's greatest test came, of course, during the events of Jesus' last days on earth and the time that followed his Resurrection. Here is Peter, coming out of hiding, meeting Jesus, hearing Jesus say, three times, "feed my sheep, feed my sheep, feed my sheep" thereby turning Peter's three-time denial of Jesus on its head and sending him off, with the others, to begin the conversion of the Jews, and later, the gentiles.


He had, in past years, not been a rock, but sometimes more like shifting sand. Yet, when the early church was born on that Pentecost morning, it was Peter who spoke with inspiration and faith for all the apostles, telling the crowd, "that God  has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you have crucified," that they must repent, that Jesus had been raised up and it had been witnessed by his companions. After the Ascension of Jesus, Peter took command of the group left behind, suggested the replacement for Judas, was the first to perform a miracle in the name of Jesus and finally, his faith fully and gloriously developed, stepped out of his comfort zone, into the world, baptizing the household of a Roman soldier, a gentile, and thereby making the world outside his small country, his.  Peter had found his life, his place and his work. That life, the stories go, eventually took him to Rome - an astounding bit of traveling for the simple fisherman from Galilee - and ultimately, to his own torture and death in the name of the man who had said, "Follow me." 


In the first days of mission with Jesus, Peter was, like many of us probably would be, full of energy, enthusiasm and uncertainty.  Throughout his time with Jesus, he changed and grew, often with difficulty, honing his faith and his self-confidence, not knowing that this messiah he identified would not be the messiah of sword and soldier, but one who would die, conquer death, and leave him to proclaim the good news to the world he knew.  The simple fisherman became, because of his faith in Jesus, his hope for the kingdom and his sheer love of his master and his companions, a true adventurer, a worker in a field which grew larger and wider with every passing day of his life.


My friend, Bill Adams, rector of Holy Trinity in Ukiah, recently shared a prayer he found written by the great English explorer, Sir Francis Drake.  I was surprised to learn that Drake had such a deeply spiritual side to him, but saw at once that his prayer, while written before Drake undertook his great journey of world exploration and discovery, could apply to Simon Peter, who became in his own way, a discoverer of faith, an explorer of a new way, and an adventurer in mission, as well as a beacon for all Christ's disciples - then and now. It says:

Disturb us, Lord, when we are too well pleased with ourselves,

when our dreams have come true because we have dreamed too little,

when we arrive safely because we sailed too close to the shore.

Disturb us, Lord, to dare more boldly, to venture on wider seas, where storms will show your mastery, where losing sight of land, we shall find the stars. We ask you to push back the horizon of our hopes, and to push us into the future in strength, courage, hope, and love.


May we, like Peter, be disturbed if we are too comfortable in our daily lives and too pleased with ourselves…may we be brave enough, like Peter, to sail away from the shore of certainty and let our faith allow us to push back the horizons of our hopes, and like Peter, let ourselves be lifted out of the ordinary, into mission and adventure for Christ.

 

