19TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME, CYCLE A

1 Kings 19: 9a, 11-13a +  Psalm 85 +  Romans 9: 1-5 +  Matthew 14: 22-33

August 10, 2008

The apostle Peter is always listed first in any list of the apostles,

 and he is a major figure in the early Church.

In 3 of the next 4 Sundays the apostle Peter pops up in Matthew’s Gospel narrative.

Peter plays a very prominent role in Matthew’s Gospel.

The evangelist Matthew shines a brighter light on Peter 
than any of the other Gospel writers.

Perhaps this leader of the early Church plays a larger role in Matthew’s Gospel

because Matthew, more than the other evangelists,

is concerned with Church order and structure, 

Even though Peter holds a prominent position, Matthew does not hesitate to present 
a very human portrait of this leader of the apostles.

Peter, addressed by Jesus as “you of little faith,” has to grow in his understanding 
of who Jesus is and who Jesus is calling him to be.

In this process, Peter repeatedly takes 2 steps forward, and then one step back.
He stumbles and he falls, and Jesus is there to pick him up.

He sinks, and Jesus is there to save him.

Proud Peter slowly discovers in his relationship with Jesus,

that it’s not about getting it right, but about staying connected.

In doing so, Peter shows us what real faith looks like.
As we journey with Peter through Matthew’s Gospel, we discover this good news with Peter—faith is not about getting it right, but about staying connected to the Lord Jesus.

For Peter gets it wrong more than he gets it right, and even when he gets it right, 
it’s not his doing.

But the reason Jesus chooses Peter as the leader of his early band of followers 
is because Peter loves Jesus and stays connected to Jesus.

He does not give in to despair, but day by day grows in union with Jesus.

Peter may take two steps forward and then one huge step back, but he is always moving in the right direction—surrendering more and more of himself in loving trust to the Lord.
While the other disciples cower in fear in the storm tossed boat, it is Peter who courageously responds to Jesus’ invitation to walk to him on the wind-swept waters.
In doing so, he takes 2 steps forward, but then a huge step backward (and downward) when he takes his eyes off Jesus and focuses instead on his fear.
When Jesus later asks the disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” it is Peter who bravely leaps forward with a reply, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”
However, so Peter will not become too puffed up with pride, 
Jesus immediately tells him that his confession of faith is none of Peter’s doing, 

but rather because the Heavenly Father has revealed this to Peter.

In the very next scene, Peter gets it totally wrong when Jesus explains 
what being the Christ means—suffering and death on the cross.

Peter has the audacity to tell Jesus this is not what being Christ means,
and so Jesus reprimands Peter,
“Get behind me Satan, you are thinking not as God does but as human beings do.”
On the mount of the Transfiguration, when Jesus, radiant in glory, 

helps Peter overcome the scandal of the cross, Peter wants to pitch some tents 
and stay there on the mount of glory.
Jesus teaches Peter that mountaintop experiences are not permanent in this life, 
but are given for energy on the plain—to plunge back into life with renewed strength.

Peter thinks there should be a limit on forgiveness 
(I can forgive my brother 7 times but no more), and Jesus patiently teaches him 
there is no limit to God’s forgiveness (70 X 7 times).
Jesus turns Peter’s measured world upside down with the parable of the workers in the vineyard where  the owner pays the last workers the same as the first.

The parable is really addressed to Peter: “Are you envious because I am generous?”

Peter often sinks into the dead-end games of measuring out forgiveness 
and attempting to earn God’s generous love.

Jesus keeps on reaching out to save sinking Peter, forgiving Peter again and again 
and loving Peter unconditionally,.

Peter, taking 2 steps forward, and one back, slowly learns to walk in this new life.

Peter will experience Jesus reaching out to save him 

in the darkest, stormiest night of Peter’s life.

Jesus is taken away as a prisoner in the darkness of night to the house of the high priest, and Peter follows, but at a distance.

Peter initially has the courage to follow Jesus into danger, 
but then takes a huge step backward into fear and starts to sink.
Standing there, warming himself at a fire in the high priest’s courtyard, he is questioned by a serving girl about whether he knows this Jesus of Nazareth.

Warming himself by that fire, fear grips Peter’s heart with its icy fingers, 
and he denies knowing Jesus.  
As he speaks the words, “I do not know the man” not just once, but 3 times,
Peter feels like he is drowning in a storm of fear, sinking, sinking.
But when Jesus passes through that courtyard, he turns and looks upon Peter, 
not with condemnation, but with love,
for Jesus knew Peter so well that he had predicted Peter’s denial
That glance of love on that dark night lifts Peter up from the violent waves of despair.

Jesus’ glance of love had reaches out and saves him, 

so Peter can take another step forward—toward life and away from death, 

trusting in forgiveness instead of surrendering to despair.
So that Peter 3 days later could sit by another fire in the presence of the Risen Lord, 
be fed by His Savior, and then respond to the Risen Lord’s thrice repeated question, 
“Peter, do you love me” with a resounding, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”

Peter experiences this union with Jesus deepening at every meal he shares with Jesus.

So do we, in the sacred meal we call the Eucharist.

On that first day of the week when the Risen Lord invites Peter out of the boat 

and onto the shore, Peter is fed and forgiven by the Lord 

and given yet another chance to profess his love.

So, too, as we celebrate the Resurrection of Christ on this first day of the week, 

the Risen Lord feeds us, forgives us, and give us yet another chance 

to profess our love for him.

We can then step out of the safety of this boat and into the turbulent waters 
of the coming week, ready to face all our fears 
because we have our eyes firmly fixed on Jesus.
We know that when we take our eyes off Jesus, when our fears start to swamp us 
and we start to sink, we can cry out, “Lord, save me.”

His hand will be there, immediately, strong and sure, to lift us up, 
so that we might take the next step forward toward a deeper union with him,
growing in trust of Him who daily is saving us in love.

