
 
  
 

 Brief snapshots prepare us for this day and this brief text. 
 
 Simon, Son of John, standing before Jesus as he receives a new name: “You are 
Peter (the Rock), and on this rock I will build my church.  
 
 Peter taking Jesus off to the side after Jesus says the Messiah will suffer and die 
and scold Jesus like a child. “This must never happen!” Jesus responds to the rock upon 
which he is to build his church – “Get behind me Satan! You are thinking not like God, 
but like humans.” 
 
 Peter at the table on that holy Thursday as Jesus approaches, towel in hand to wash 
his feet. “You will never wash my feet.” Jesus says, “If I don’t wash you, you have no part 
with me,” Peter exclaims, “Then not just my feet, but my head and hands also!” 
 
 Peter on that same night, when Jesus predicts someone will betray him, says, 
“Lord, I will die for you.”  
 
 Peter, in the courtyard, while Jesus is being beaten and interrogated inside, denies 
he even knows Jesus and runs away in shame and fear. 
 
 When Jesus dies in agony on the cross, Peter is nowhere to be found. 
 
 Peter sits at a table with Gentiles, breaking bread. He looks up and sees some of his 
Jewish brothers come in and immediately gets up and acts as if he doesn’t know the 
Gentiles. Paul gets up in his face and publicly scolds him for his hypocrisy.  
 
 Peter lies on a rooftop at Caesarea by the Sea, hungry and sleepy. Suddenly he has 
a vision of a sheet coming down from heaven, filled with all kinds of animals that are 
unclean to Jews. He hears a voice saying, “Rise up, Peter, kill and eat.” He refuses, saying 
he has never eaten anything unclean. The voice responds, “What God has made clean, 
you must not call unclean.” This happens three times, each time Peter refuses. 
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 Peter is still the rock – impulsive, quick to resist change – even after all he’s seen, 
all that Jesus has tried to teach him. 
 
 Let us linger with Peter on that rooftop and listen to the words of modern poet 
Gerhard Frost: 
 
    Today I learned a lesson, 
    the simplest kind of lesson –  
    from a fruit jar cover. 
 
    My first turn was wrong; 
    but I was stubborn, 
    and I was strong. 
 
    The second was more wrong 
    because I was strong. 
 
    And now it sticks. 
 
    How sad to be strong 
    (and stubborn) 
    when you’re wrong! 
 
 Strong, and stubborn, and wrong. This is the picture of Peter that comes into focus 
right up to this rooftop vision. Strong, and stubborn, and wrong. And, let’s face it, the 
church built on the foundation of that rock has often found itself in the same place – 
strong, and stubborn, and wrong. If the church were to go on an apology tour, it would 
need to include things like the crusades, the inquisition, Galileo, slaves, women, 
segregation…that’s just scratching the surface. There have been far too many times when 
the church has clung with white-knuckled fist to an interpretation, or a doctrine, or an 
idea, far past the time when the Spirit was making it clear God was at work in a new way, 
or perhaps a better way to put it is the Spirit was opening eyes to ways it has always been 
with God, but we were unable, or unwilling, to see it.  
 
 I’ve told some of you before about doing some research for a college class and 
going through old minutes of the session of Mariah Cumberland Presbyterian Church in 
Waverly, Tennessee. In those minutes was the name of a woman who was disciplined by 
the church by removing her from the rolls, not once, not twice, but three times. Her 
religious crime – dancing. Now, it would be a crime for me to dance for totally different 
reasons, but I don’t think the church would kick me out for it. But this woman was 



brought before the elders – all men – accused of dancing, tried and convicted, and 
removed. She apparently came back before them and was reinstated, only to be caught 
again. You know, some people, when the beat goes down, they’ve just got to move. But 
in the 19th century church, not so much. Three times this happens. It left me wondering. 
How did these men know she had been dancing? Could it be that perhaps one of those 
good elders had been at said establishment? Never mind though. That question was never 
asked. 
 
 It put me in mind of that time when they brought a woman to Jesus and threw her 
down at his feet. She had been caught, they said, in the act of adultery. The law 
commanded that she be stoned. What say you, Jesus? You remember from the story that 
Jesus doesn’t say anything at first. He bends down and writes with his finger in the dust. 
It’s only after they keep questioning him that he straightens up and says, “Let the one who 
is without sin cast the first stone.” When they all walk away, he says, “Neither do I 
condemn you. Go and sin no more.”  
 
 I’ve always wondered what it was Jesus wrote on the ground. I like to think it was 
something like this: “Where is the man?” 
 
 Throughout the Old Testament, in the Gospels, and in the stories of the early 
church are these kinds of stories and texts, texts that proclaim what Walter Brueggemann 
calls, “otherwise.” These are instances when, despite every form of resistance, the Spirit 
breaks through in such a way that it cannot be denied. What you need in those moments 
are leaders who are willing and able to look at everything they’ve believed in a different 
way, to reform (as John Calvin would remind us), and submit to the Spirit’s work. 
 
 Peter comes off the roof and is summoned to Cornelius’s house. Cornelius is a 
Roman soldier, about as outside and Gentile as you can get. Peter’s always been rather 
impulsive, but this time it works in his favor. He announces to the gathering that God 
shows no partiality. This same man who resisted Jesus’ messianic identity and resisted the 
inclusion of Gentiles in the church with everything at his disposal now makes a dramatic 
turn. 
 
 But he still can’t keep up with God. While he is still speaking, the Holy Spirit 
interrupts him by entering everyone, prompting the astonishment of the Jews – even the 
Gentiles? Even them? And it is impulsive Peter who declares on the spot, “Who can 
withhold the water for baptism?” 
 
 Rosemary Radford Ruether says the church must be organized to do two things: to 
pass on the tradition from one generation to another, and to be open to the winds of the 



Holy Spirit by which the tradition comes alive in each generation. I cannot think of a 
better description of the Reformed tradition to which we belong. 
 
 Last week on Confirmation Sunday during the prayers of the people, we 
remembered a woman named Jennie Gant on the anniversary of her death. Jennie had 
already died by the time I came to this church, but legends about her had not. I’m told she 
was a lonely Democrat in a sea of Republicans, but she relished the fight with and the 
friendships she had with those who differed from her, and was beloved because of it. I 
heard stories of her reading of the Christmas story for Lessons and Carols, and that’s 
when folks knew Christmas had finally arrived. But one story stands above all the others 
for me. It was the day of the vote to move First Presbyterian’s facility from Five Points 
downtown to here. It was proving to be a divisive vote. But at some point in the debate, 
Jennie Gant stood up and said – I’m paraphrasing here – “We have to think about 
generations that come after us…” Those generations were leading us in worship when her 
name was spoken.  
 
 Here we are, twenty-four years later, the generation she was imagining. And there’s 
another generation out there, on its way. I heard some of those same voices when we 
were contemplating, after some membership losses that had us on our heels, of all things, 
a capital campaign. But the Spirit was ahead of us. And the result is a church deepening 
its mission, preparing itself physically and spiritually for this and following generations, 
answering the Spirit’s call to open its arms wide in welcome, and commit itself to 
discipleship in the 21st century.  
 
 Former Archbishop of Canterbury writes, “Christians are constantly rediscovering 
Jesus in their lives. And the temptation is often to try to hold on to the vision of Jesus 
when we ought to be letting Jesus change our vision of the world.” 
 
  The same Jesus, the same Spirit, that was at work in those who came before us is 
at work among us now, always ahead of us, always summoning us to look at the world 
through the eyes of Christ. If it can happen to Peter the rock, it can happen to us. Even us. 
Amen. 
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