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The journey to the cross is filled with characters and personalities.  There is Herod, pompous but curious, the ruler of the land playing this tiny, minor role.  There are the women following Jesus from all the way in Galilee, heard mostly in their cries of sorrow and pain as Jesus suffers and dies.  There is Judas, portrayed by the gospels as either a victim of the devil’s power or a soulless thief and opportunist.  Then there is the crowd, just as ready to hail Jesus as king as they are to condemn him to death.  Each story has something we can each resonate with.

I have always been fascinated with the character of Peter.  He’s one of the few disciples named during the passion account.  We have heard stories about him throughout the gospels, so we already have developed an idea of what kind of man he might be.  In the beginning of the story, Peter and his brother are the first two disciples called by Jesus.  They are fishermen who leave their livelihood behind to follow Jesus and learn more about his ministry.  This story shows us a Peter who is faithful, trusting, and bold, willing to change his life and trust himself to Jesus’ ministry.


Later, it is Peter who asks Jesus to let him walk on water – and while he does sink eventually, he still has the confidence to ask in the first place. In another story, when Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” it is Peter who responds with the earnest, fervent, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God”.  Peter’s statement of faith results in Jesus declaring that Peter is the rock upon which Christ will build his church.  It is from this declaration that Peter became traditionally understood as the first leader of the Christian faith, and the originator of the historical line from which all Popes later came.  Peter is one of the three disciples who join Jesus at the mountaintop and see him transfigured and standing with Moses and Elijah.


Peter is all over the place in the gospels because he is constantly at Jesus’ side.  Peter seems to know Jesus and the depth of his power.  He trusts completely in Jesus’ lordship, even if he doesn’t always understand it.  He is so faithful and so committed to Jesus’ teachings that Jesus can declare him the future head of the faith.  Peter is confident, bold, and convinced that Jesus is the promised Messiah.

And then we hear the story from today’s gospel.  While seated with his disciples at the last supper, Jesus turns to Peter and tells him he has been praying for him, hoping that his faith will not fail and that he will eventually return to lead the others as Jesus has hoped.  This is a dire statement – Jesus is saying that Peter will not be the fervent believer that he had always been.  Peter responds as we would expect him to, with passionate courage: “Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison and to death!”  And Jesus’ response comes as a shock, to Peter and to each of us: “I tell you, Peter, the cock will not crow this day, until you have denied three times that you know me.”


How could this possibly be?  How could the man who has constantly and earnestly praised Jesus, declared him Lord, and acted sometimes even rashly out of trust, possibly deny that he even knows who Jesus is?

But it happens.  Jesus is taken away by the authorities without a fight, and Peter follows from a distance.  When Peter is asked if he knows Jesus, Peter denies it.  Not once, not twice, but three times – just as Jesus said he would.  And when Peter hears the rooster crow, he realizes that Jesus was right.  The rock upon which the church would be built had cracked.


But why?  What would make a man so brave and self-assured suddenly deny that he even knew the man he had called Lord?  We might speculate that Peter was a coward and became afraid of being arrested alongside Jesus.  But this doesn’t seem to ring true.  Peter has always been by Jesus’ side and professing his confidence in Jesus’ ministry.  Not only did Peter just declare that he was ready for whatever might come next, but in John’s gospel, Peter actually picks up a sword at Jesus’ arrest and attacks those who would arrest his Lord.  Peter is not willing to go without a fight.

And that’s the difference: Jesus is willing to go without a fight.  Peter believes that Jesus and his followers will conquer the forces of oppression and overthrow the powers of the world.  Peter is ready to take on anything with his brash confidence.  He will gladly raise his sword, fight to the death, and he clearly expects Jesus to do the same.  But Jesus doesn’t.  The Lamb of God calmly turns and accepts his imprisonment and death without a fight, without a defense, without even an angry word.  What Peter wanted of Jesus – what he felt he deserved from Jesus – didn’t happen.  Peter, angry and betrayed, decides that he doesn’t even know this Jesus and denies him three times.

And can we blame Peter for his disappointment?  After all, how many times has God let you down?  How often have you expected that your God would fight for you, turn away your enemies, destroy sickness, fend off death, and grant you the reward you know you deserve?  How often has the plan that you had for your life fallen apart because God did not come through on God’s part of the bargain like you expected?  Like Peter, how many times have you punished God with your denials because God did not behave the way you wanted?
When things don’t happen in our lives the way we planned, we deny that we even know Jesus.  In our anger and frustration, we turn away.  We claim that we don’t even know who Jesus is, because he has not done what we wanted him to do.  He has not been the warrior, the destroyer, the champion that we thought we deserved.  And we get mad, so we walk away.

And who suffers for this behavior?  We think we’re punishing God.  We lead ourselves to believe that we’re getting back at God for getting let down when things didn’t happen the way we wanted them to happen. We fail to realize that we are the ones who suffer for denying that we know God.  We are the ones who miss out on experiencing life not the way we wanted it, but the way God makes it.  We are the ones stuck in the rut of what we think we want, instead of the new life in surprising ways that God actually brings.

In Peter’s story, he runs off weeping, and the gospel ends with Jesus’ body laid in a tomb.  This is a dark end to a painful story.  But it is not the end.  In the days to come, there is hope.  There is a promise to be met and death to be conquered.  Peter, consumed with anger and disappointment, doesn’t see it at first.  Maybe we don’t see it right away either, because we’re too taken with our grief, frustration, or anger.  We, like Peter, are distracted from what will truly happen because we’re too distraught over what we wanted to happen.  And yet the story is not over.  


Because the story is not truly over until God has had the last say, and everything we thought should happen doesn’t, and what we never could have imagined becomes real.  In spite of our frustration, God’s way – not our way – is the way of life.  And so we wait, ask forgiveness, and pray to see God’s work realized in our lives.

