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Most of you have heard stories about Jesus from the Bible.  Most of these stories come from the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, which tell the story of Jesus in different ways.  Now I am going to share with you a story of my own, based on the gospels and on a sermon I heard a long time ago (an Easter sermon by Rev. Robert Eller-Isaacs in 1994-1998).  It’s called “The Resurrection of Peter.”  It’s a longer story than we usually have here, but fear not, for the sermon will be short!  

Jesus was a Jewish rabbi who lived two thousand years ago in Israel.  He walked around the countryside visiting small villages, preaching to people and even healing them.  He said lots of things that people remembered: some inspiring, some challenging, and some downright upsetting to many people, such as Jesus telling them to sell their possessions and give to the poor.  And he did lots of things that upset some people even more, such as sharing meals with anybody – homeless people, criminals, people from other countries who didn’t speak the language.  Many people hated Jesus for this.  They said people should eat with their own kind only – especially a rabbi.

After a few years of this ministry, Jesus and his followers decided to go to the big city, Jerusalem, for the Passover holiday.  There Jesus said and did things that were even more challenging to the powerful religious leaders of Jerusalem, but he felt they needed to be said.  Like Martin Luther King and other brave people, Jesus decided to say these things even though he knew some people might kill him for saying them.

Jesus gathered with his friends and followers for a Passover Seder.  This was a special and holy occasion for Jesus, but he felt troubled and sad, because he had a feeling that he would soon be arrested.  He also believed that when the powerful leaders turned on him, the crowds would turn on him, too, and his followers would become scared and run away.  

So Jesus began the dinner by taking the matzoh bread, and saying something unusual.  He said, “Do this in memory of me,” and he broke the bread into pieces and handed them out.  He continued, “When I am no longer on earth, I will still be with you whenever you break bread together.”  The disciples looked at each other nervously and asked Jesus what he meant.

Jesus predicted that he would be taken away and they would scatter, like sheep who have lost their shepherd.  His disciple Peter protested, “Even if all the others fall away from you, I will not!”  Jesus smiled, warmed by Peter’s loyalty, but he knew that the situation would be so scary that even Peter would pretend he didn’t know Jesus.  Jesus said, “Truly I say to you, this very night, before the cock crows twice, you will deny me three times.”  Peter replied, “No, I will not.  Even if I must die with you, I will not deny you.”

That night, some men with weapons came and took Jesus away.  He hadn’t committed any crime, but they said, in some fancy adult words, that he had become too big for his britches.  He was saying too many upsetting things, and he should be punished, they said.  They took him away to a trial, but it wasn’t a fair trial at all.  Lots of people came and yelled that Jesus should be killed.  And this is the saddest part of this story: many, many other people got caught up in this anger and yelled nasty things about Jesus, even though they didn’t even know him.  It was like the way one kid on the playground can get picked on for no reason, but even much worse than that.  

And while people were yelling like this, Peter and the other followers, or disciples as they were called, listened nearby but were too afraid to stand up for Jesus.  A woman came up to Peter and said, “I’ve seen you before – I saw you walking around with Jesus yesterday; you’re one of his followers!”  And he said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  But the woman didn’t believe him.  She called out in a loud voice, “This man is one of that crazy man’s followers!”  Peter was frightened now, because lots of people were looking at him, and they might hurt him.  A cock crowed.  Peter said, “I don’t know you’re talking about!”  And a man came to Peter and poked him in the chest and said, “You’re lying!  You’re from the same area as him.  You even look like him!”  And Peter said, “I do not know this Jesus; he is nothing to me.”  And then Peter heard the cock crow a second time, and he remembered what Jesus said.  The people walked away, but he fell to the ground, crying.  

Peter felt horrible, but he couldn’t think of anything he could do to save Jesus.  Peter and most of the other disciples kept a distance from Jesus, for fear of being hurt along with him.  And they even began to avoid each other.  

Jesus was sentenced to death and killed that very day.  
Peter spent that night alone, crying and praying in the dark.  

The next day Peter came across one of the other disciples, Thomas.  They spent a few days together in Jerusalem and then started walking home to their village.  By the time they left Jerusalem, the story of Jesus was being talked about all over the city.  Many people now felt bad about what happened to Jesus.  They thought he was kind and loving and did nothing wrong.  Some people even said he was the Messiah, God’s special servant who the stories said would deliver them to freedom.  Since Jesus’ body seemed to have disappeared from its tomb, people said that something miraculous happened – and Jesus was no ordinary human.

On the road outside of Jerusalem, Peter and Thomas met a woman coming into the city.  She said, “What’s all this I hear about this Jesus of Nazareth?”  And Peter explained to the woman about Jesus being killed, and the disappearance of his body.  The woman replied, “He must have been something to upset those greedy high priests so much!  I like him already.  Tell me more about him!”

And so Peter and Thomas sat down by the side of the road with this traveler and told her what Jesus taught them about loving their neighbors, and even loving their enemies.  They told her about the stories of Jesus, called parables, stories that taught you a new lesson every time you heard them.  And they told her about Jesus helping poor people and healing sick people.  

And then they started remembering his huge smile, his warm laugh, and the way he could hug you ever so gently one minute and boisterously slap you hard on the back the next.  Peter and Thomas almost forgot about their companion entirely, as their minds returned to their memories of Jesus.  They didn’t even notice they were crying and smiling until they saw her crying and smiling, too.  

They talked and laughed and cried some more, on the side of the road, while people passed by and looked at them curiously.  They didn’t care.  And then the traveler said, “You must be hungry,” and she reached into her bag and pulled out some matzoh bread.  “Here, this is leftover from my family seder.  Take and eat.”

And when the traveler broke the bread and gave it to them, they trembled.  They remembered what Jesus said at that Last Passover Supper.  “Jesus is with us,” Peter said.  And the traveler said, “He is.  I feel him with us.”  And they ate together in silence.

It was nightfall when they exchanged hugs and the woman continued to Jerusalem.  Peter and Thomas walked a little ways and then found a small tree to sleep near.  It was a clear night, with thousands of stars.  As they prepared to sleep, they didn’t talk, each lost in his memories of Jesus.  

Peter had a dream that night, a dream so powerful it felt real.  Jesus stood before him, gentle and warm, the way he looked before he gave you a warm hug rather than a hearty slap on the back.  He said, “Peter, do you love me?”  Peter replied, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”  Jesus said, “Feed my lambs” – and Peter knew that he meant, “Take care of my people” because Jesus was no longer alive.  Then Jesus asked a second time, “Peter, do you love me?”  Peter replied, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”  Jesus said, “Tend my sheep.”  Then Jesus asked a third time, “Peter, do you love me?”  Peter felt sad, because he remembered denying Jesus three times.  He replied, “Yes, Jesus – you know that I love you.  Even then I loved you.  But I was too scared.”  A tear appeared in Jesus’ eye, as he touched Peter gently on the arm and with that love that was so distinctly Jesus, he said, “Feed my sheep.”

Then Peter found that he was lying down, with the stars faded and the sun beginning to rise, and he was in the space in-between dreaming and wakefulness, when you don’t know what is real and what is not.  And Thomas was beside him and awoke then, too, still half-living in a dream of his own.  Thomas spoke first: “I touched his wounds,” he said, and he cried, but smiling, like the night before.

And Peter said, “He told me to feed his sheep, to continue his work.”  Then they broke bread together, smiling.  

Peter and Thomas returned to Jerusalem, found the other disciples, and shared a meal.  They told the others how they met the stranger on the road, and how Jesus was known to them in the breaking of the bread.  Peter said, “He is risen!”  

And most of the other disciples already knew!  And they spent the rest of their lives teaching and living the ways of Jesus, inviting everyone to their table, speaking truth to power, and loving others with a love both gentle and boisterous, compassionate and courageous and full of life.

*  *  *

NOTE:

I thank the Unitarian religious educator Sophia Fahs (1876-1978), whose book, Jesus the Carpenter’s Son, inspired me to imagine gospel stories not as supernatural miracles but as miracles of the sort many people have experienced: miracles arising from relationship, from paying attention, from courage, and, above all, from being receptive to the presence of God at any moment.  Resurrection need not be supernatural to be magical – and deeply, profoundly, transforming. 
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