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you aren’t one… …of his disciples…?
Peter was absolutely one of Jesus’ disciples. Just like a lot of us think of ourselves as followers of Jesus. If that
woman knew who she was talking to in Peter, she would have known that asking if he was one of Jesus’ disciples was like
asking that guy at Comic Con in the full Batman suit––tights, cape, body armor, mask, utility belt, the works, … “So, are
you also a fan of Batman?”
Not that Peter was Jesus’ number one fan. He was so much more than that. He was the first disciple to name Jesus
as the Messiah. Last week when we heard Jesus tell Peter he must wash his feet or Peter couldn’t have any part of him,
Peter said, “Jesus, then wash my hands and head as well.” When it came to following Jesus, Peter was Mr. All-In, even if
sometimes, when he opened his mouth, he revealed how much he misunderstood about what Jesus was about. So we can
easily imagine Peter thinking of himself is a loyal follower of Jesus.
Which is why it might be shocking that when a time came for Peter to show his loyalty to Jesus, when Jesus had
been arrested, all-in Peter completely bailed out. Even though, just hours earlier, he’d said, “Lord, I will lay down my life
for you.” Even though Jesus had just warned him, “Very truly I tell you, before the rooster crows, you will disown me
three times.” Wouldn’t you think he’d have been on guard against that?
Still, while Jesus was being interrogated in the home Annas, maybe the most powerful Jew in Jerusalem, and even
though the one who pushed him was a servant girl you wouldn’t think was a threat––“Are you too one of his disciples?”
she asked. Instead of staying true to Jesus, Peter denied him. “One of that man’s disciples? No, I’m not.” Said it so
unwittingly, not just once or twice but three times. And then, just as Jesus predicted, a rooster crow echoed in the pre-dawn
night.
I wonder if, from then on, whenever Peter heard a rooster crow, he remembered there was a self inside him that
could act against what he held dear. A false kind of self that could betray his deep loves. A self that was broken, or afraid,
or weaker than he knew, that was operating in ways he didn’t fully know.
Which is something we might wonder about too. Because we’ve also said what we never wanted to say. We’ve
done what we never would have done. We’ve been the kind of person we never wanted to be. And like Peter, when it
happened, it probably wasn’t calculated. This false self just came out and we were left thinking, “Where did that come
from?” And maybe we felt devastated because what happened doesn’t fit with the kind of person we’d like to be.
I recently heard a man named Frank Somerville tell a story about a side of himself he didn’t know was there.1
Frank anchors the news at a station in Oakland. One day he was coming out of the gym and saw a white middle-aged
white woman sitting at a bus stop. Then he saw a black man walking up the street in woman’s direction. And suddenly it
struck Frank that this man looked suspicious. He had a cap pulled down on his head. Frank said, “He looked kind of
street-ish.”
So Frank paused and said, “I’ll just watch. I’ll just wait here a second to make sure everything’s okay,” because he
was the kind of person who’d go to help if this guy tried to pull anything. And then, as the man was walking out of Frank’s
I heard this story on “The Culture Inside” on the radio program Invisibilia, first airing June 15, 2017. The show and
transcript may be accessed at: https://www.npr.org/programs/invisibilia/532950995/the-cultureinside?showDate=2017-06-15.
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view, down the street came a little boy running to catch up to his dad. The boy’s step was happy and jumpy. And Frank
realized, “Oh my God, that man’s just a dad. He’s just a dad walking down the street like me.” And he was shocked at
himself. Disgusted with himself. That this would happen to him of all people because just a few weeks earlier he’d had this
very conversation with his daughter.
See, Frank is white and has a 12-year-old daughter who’s black. Frank and his wife adopted her at birth. And
they’d just sat down for that conversation that so many parents with African American children have, where they say there
are things in this world that aren’t fair. And that she needs to know how her race might affect her life. That there are times
when white people will look differently at a black person just because they’re black.
And then it unwittingly happened to Frank on the sidewalk outside the gym, when he said, “I’ll just watch, to
make sure everything’s okay.” It crushed him to know the implicit bias they’d been talking about in the news, and that
he’d warned his daughter about, was there in him. He had judged based on skin color. He had done the very thing he
feared would haunt his daughter, making her days less free. What would his daughter think if she knew?
Life can reveal in all kinds of ways that we’re stronger than we think. You made it through that illness. You
walked through that grief. You got through that situation you didn’t think you could handle. But life also has ways of
revealing that we’re weaker than we knew. This morning, the Gospel of John sits us next to Peter as he warming himself at
the fire, and brings us to ask, “What do we do when we fail to be the person we wanted to be?” When somehow we’ve
betrayed something important, failed someone we love or ourselves? What do we do when we’ve broken loyalty to Jesus?
For one thing, we remember that Jesus doesn’t fail to be the person God sent him to be.
God gave Jesus to reveal the full truth about God, so we don’t have wonder if there’s some hidden side of God
that we don’t know about. John’s Gospel tells us, when we look at Jesus, we see everything of God there is to see.
When Annas questioned Jesus about his disciples and teaching, Jesus said, “I have spoken openly to the world. I
always taught in the synagogues or at the temple… I said nothing in secret.” Jesus was a completely true person. There
was nothing put on, nothing false about him. He didn’t fail to be who he sought to be, because in a way, he didn’t seek to
be anyone. He just was who he was––in John’s words, the One “in closest relationship with the Father” (1:18). The one
full of God’s “grace and truth.”
So, as Peter told lies, Jesus spoke truth. As Peter hid who he was, staying comfortable by the fire, Jesus spoke
openly and got slapped in the face. As Peter denied Jesus, Jesus stayed faithful to his disciples. When Annas asked about
his disciples, maybe so they could be interrogated too, Jesus didn’t say who they were or where they could be found. He
protected them to the end.
This Lent we’re hearing that, in Jesus, God loves us to the end. Today we hear that means God stays completely
true to us, even when we’ve been untrue. When we feel like we’ve failed ourselves or someone else, when we haven’t been
who we wanted to be, God remains the God we see in Jesus––Jesus who anticipated Peter’s failure and still went to the
cross and died for him.
When the rooster crowed and Peter realized he’d denied the Lord he so loved, the woodsy smell of the charcoal
fire where he warmed himself filled the pre-dawn night. Its smoke clung to his clothes. Its aroma adhered to his hair. You
know how powerful smells can be. Have you ever been transported by a smell? Been taken years or miles away just by a
scent? I wonder if it wasn’t the sound of the rooster but actually the smell of a charcoal fire that haunted Peter the rest of
his life? But not just the charcoal fire in the high priest’s courtyard.
Some days or weeks later, after Jesus died under the weight of our betrayals of love for God, others, and ourselves,
John says Peter and the disciples were fishing at the Sea of Galilee. A man yelled from the shore, telling them to cast their
net on the right side of the boat, and when the did their net filled with so many fish they couldn’t haul it in. Peter knew it
was the risen Jesus. He jumped in the water and swam to shore. When he and the others got there, they found Jesus had
made a charcoal fire and was grilling fish. He was warming a loaf of bread.
Did the smell of that fire take Peter back to his failure as the man and disciple he wanted to be? Did Jesus make
that fire just for him? Because, soon, Jesus was asking him, “Simon son of John”––Peter’s real name was Simon––“Simon,
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do you love me.” Peter said, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” Then Jesus asked him twice more, “Simon, do you
love me?”
John tells us the third time Jesus asked, “Do you love me?” Peter’s feelings were hurt. Why did Jesus ask three
times, “Do you love me?” Was it once for each of Peter’s denials? After Peter affirmed his love for Jesus the third time,
Jesus told him, “Feed my sheep.” And then he said, “Follow me.” Which was to say that, in Jesus’ faithfulness, Peter’s
failures could become the place for starting a new life as Jesus’ disciple.
In a sermon on this passage, one of the early church’s great preachers, John Chrysostom, said, “[God permitted]
Peter first to fall, in order that he might be less severe to sinners from the remembrance of his own fall…. Remembering
his own weakness, he may be merciful to others.” Sometime the first step to being kind to others is to be kind to yourself.
When we come to the Lord’s Table, we bring our whole self. We don’t just bring the person we wanted to be, our
ideal self. We bring that self we’re disappointed with, the one can feel to cling to us like the smoke of a charcoal fire. And
there, we find Jesus asking, “Do you love me?” He’s opening a door for us to return to what’s most true. Which is not our
love for God, but God’s love for us. The love takes all our failures and empties them of shame, to make them fires of the
light that shines in the darkness. Our flops in life a fire pit for God’s smoldering love that nothing we do can ever put out.
Followers of Jesus aren’t people who live perfectly. They’re just those who learn to be fearless in facing their
failures because with Jesus as Lord, all is forgiven and our faltering becomes a place to step from to follow Jesus once
more.
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