PETER AND PAUL APOSTLES  2008

“YOU NEVER KNOW”

Today, June 29, is traditionally the day the church remembers St. Peter and St. Paul…and because it is an observance on this specific date, June 29 it only falls on a Sunday every several years.  This observance has been marked as far back as the year 258, which tells us something of its importance.  Tradition tells us that both men were martyred on this date probably in 67…Peter being crucified upside down on Vatican Hill and Paul being beheaded just south of Rome.  Peter is best known for his mission with the Jews…Paul with the Gentiles.  Together, they were the heart of the early church.
And that takes me to our Gospel lesson for this morning.  It is the very end of John’s Gospel…a post resurrection appearance.  Three times, Jesus asks Peter if he loves him.  This isn’t by accident.  Earlier, in this same Gospel, three times, Peter had denied Jesus.  So what’s the point of today’s reading.  Simply this.  Peter, and the rest of the disciples and the whole church today is made up of sinful people.  We may have our good intentions, but we constantly get it wrong.  And that is why we begin every liturgy with a confessional.  It is why John ends his Gospel this way, with a new invitation to Peter to begin all over again…in spite of what he has done.  What do we Lutherans call that…God’s good grace.  And that’s why this Gospel lesson is such good news…because it’s not just about Peter…it’s about every one of us.
As most of you know, Carol and I just returned from an extended holocaust study in Europe.  And as we went from camp to camp and dealt with the enormity of this nightmare, again and again, we found ourselves asking, “What would we have done?”  And the answer is simple:  You never know.  As we talked with people who stood up to the Nazis, they told us they had no idea they could do what they did.  And I have no question but that so many that capitulated, believed they would have given a better witness.
And that is the point of today’s lessons.  God willing we come with all the good intention we can muster and we pray for the Spirit’s support and guidance.  And on those days when we fail, we need to claim the grace and hope of our baptisms.  The reminder that God comes again and again and asks…do you love me?  And as we say yes, there comes the invitation to feed and care for a broken and hurting world.
