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What could possibly be the worst thing that Jesus could say to you, or me, or any of his followers?  Maybe: “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me.”  Ouch.  Those are hard and furious words.  These are words that Jesus would reserve only for those most out of step with his life, ministry, and teachings.  But Jesus says them to Peter,  one of his own.  Peter himself is the stupid, selfish jerk who doesn’t understand a thing that Jesus is really about.


But this simply can’t be true.  Do you remember the gospel story that we heard last week?  In it, Jesus gives Peter the keys to the kingdom of heaven.  Pastor Aune talked with us about being given those keys, the power to forgive or withhold, and how God calls us to unlock doors of exclusion and judgment for others so that they might join us in the work of the kingdom.  Do you remember what Peter said to receive those keys?  When Jesus asked his disciples what they themselves said about who he is, Peter responds with the strongest statement of faith possible.  He says, simply and with pure hope and faith, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God." Jesus responds to this confidence by blessing him, recognizing the power of God at work in him, and making him the leader of the church.


Just two verses later we have our reading from the gospel for today.  It happens mere moments later.  Just six verses after he blesses Peter for his faith, he curses Peter for his lack of understanding.  How could this possibly happen?  How could Peter so quickly fall out of line with Jesus and his ministry?

Look at the end of verse 23 for the key.  Jesus tells Peter why he is a stumbling block, why he embodies the temptation and evil of the devil himself in that moment: “for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”  Peter took Jesus aside to chastise him for saying that he must suffer and die, humiliated and rejected by his enemies, and that three days after his death he would rise.  Peter actually insisted that this would never happen to him.  Why?


Well, if Jesus is the Son of the living God, and Peter is the head of that church, Peter’s afraid he won’t look very good if his Messiah is beaten, rejected, and buried in a tomb.  Peter is ultimately concerned about his own power, his own prestige, not the true life and growth of God’s kingdom on earth.  This is why Jesus reprimands Peter – he is not in line with the real work of the kingdom.  He has set his mind on human things – wealth, control, celebrity – and not divine things.  He is out of step, and his dissonance means he must step back, get behind Jesus, and get back into the rhythm of Jesus’ real work.


We can’t even be that hard on Peter, because it happens to all of us.  Maybe that’s why I both love and hate Peter so much – he’s exactly like me.  He’s got such lofty dreams and ambitious faith, able to claim Jesus boldly as his Lord, willing to talk big about never leaving his side in times of trial.  And what does he actually do?  Not get the real picture, run away when things are hard, deny that he ever knows Jesus.  That’s a jerk move, Peter.  That’s something I would do.


This is what we’re like as people of faith.  We try so hard to stay in line with what we know God wants for us, for our actions and words, for our relationships.  But we’re so easily distracted, so easily dismayed, so easily frustrated, and we start to set our mind not on divine things, but human things.  We can’t help it.  We, like Peter, are only human, and we need Jesus to speak truth to us, redirect us, get us back behind him so that we can follow.  We need to get in line.  It is humbling, but it is what we need.
Last week, I spent five long days in a large, overly air conditioned assembly hall in Orlando Florida alongside 1,025 other Lutherans from across our country, gathered in worship, prayer, and study as we voted on the future of our church.  It was my first time as a voting member of an ELCA Churchwide Assembly, and it was intense.  At the beginning of the assembly, during his sermon, our Presiding Bishop Mark Hanson posed the question to us:  Are we ready to be moved by the power of the Holy Spirit?  
By the end of the assembly, he actually had us take out our digital voting machines and put it to a vote.  Our options were: 1) Yes, we’re ready to be moved.  2) No, we are still waiting.  Come, Holy Spirit.  3) We’re already moving! Catch up, church!  The results came in: 70% said that we’re already moving, and the church should catch up.   25% said they were ready to be moved.  And a small but representative portion of 26 people said that they were still waiting.  About them, our Bishop said simply, “Keep praying.”


There were actually 26 people in that room, people chosen by the wider church to make wise and prayerful choices for the work of the church, who said they weren’t yet ready to be moved by the power of the Holy Spirit, and were still waiting.  It is the modern church equivalent of Peter telling Jesus that Jesus could not possibly be headed for suffering and death.  Who knows what was on the minds of those 26 people – if they were afraid, or offended, or frustrated, or sad, or vindictive.  But I can’t be angry at them, because if I’m honest, I am often one of them.  I often feel like I couldn’t possibly be ready to be moved by the Spirit, especially if it’s blowing me someplace I don’t think I want to go.  I’d rather be selfish.  I’d rather go my own way.  I’m not going to get in line behind Jesus; why follow when I can do my own thing on my own terms?

Paul’s words for us today from Romans help shape and guide us when we are tempted to do just that.  His instructions are impossibly far-reaching: love each other mutually, outdo each other in showing that love, be hospitable to strangers – not just people you know, be noble and peaceful, don’t be proud or show-offy, but humble and gracious.  This is the path of love, the path of Jesus Christ, the walk of a true disciple.  Our place is behind our Savior, where we can follow his life of love and sacrifice, never straying into pridefulness or self-centeredness. 


When we get out of line, when we forget what love looks like, when we lose sight of the path of a disciple as one of humility, service, and love, Jesus’ words to Peter are spoken to us.  We are meant to get behind him, to get in line, to follow him for the sake of the gospel, for the sake of our neighbor, for the sake of our God who made us and loves us and forgives us even when we get out of line.  For the opportunity to walk in love as a disciple of Christ, thanks be to God.
