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Peter’s Shattered Dream
We need to start with last week’s lectionary text where Peter acknowledges that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.  Under the influence of the Holy Spirit Simon Peter gets it right.  It is almost like it’s not Peter speaking.  Peter has been invaded by a truth bigger than he can contain and Jesus knows it.  Jesus provides a clue that Peter doesn’t understand his own words when he calls him the Son of Jonah.  Jesus, the Son of Man, the truly human one, calls Peter, the Son of Jonah.  Jonah, you remember was the reluctant prophet who had to change his mind before he could do God’s work in Nineveh.  
Jesus knows that Peter and the rest of the disciples don’t really understand what Jesus is doing.  They can’t.  It is impossible for them.  They are under the influence of their human way of thinking that requires some enemy or rejected other.  Jesus’ whole project is to make it possible for them to understand a new way and that will come only after his death and resurrection; the very event for which he must now begin to prepare them. 
At this point they think Jesus is going to take on Rome and win.  They think Jesus has been anointed God’s Messiah to be a warrior king, the double of Caesar, destined to win because the living God has more raw power then their foreign political and military opponent.  They have made God in their own image and can’t even imagine that God is totally non-violent and has a way toward peace radically rooted in love and forgiveness.
Jesus can say the things he does about Peter being the rock upon which he will build the church because he believes Peter loves him enough to change his mind about God.  After all, he is the Son of Jonah and Jonah changed his mind, though it took a long time and involved some pretty harrowing experiences like being thrown overboard and swallowed by a whale.  
For now, Peter thinks he understands but does not.  We will see this more clearly in a minute.  It is their total misunderstanding that causes Jesus to sternly order them to tell no one that he is the Messiah.  He doesn’t want them spreading war-mongering misinformation.
We are ready now for today’s gospel.  They are still in the district of Caesarea Phillippi, that Roman military zone, a symbol of humiliation and shame for the Jews.  It is the perfect place to begin a campaign of nationalistic revenge and vindication for the oppressed and angry Jewish people.  They tried it before in their history and for a time even had some success with the Maccabee brothers.  In their minds, Jewish identity and power was about to again assert itself and they would be its leaders.  Dreams of triumphal entry into Jerusalem as war heroes marched in their imaginations.  The fighters for ISIS have the same dreams.  They see themselves as fighting for glory and God.  It is all very exciting, even intoxicating.
Our text reads, “From that time on, Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.”  Can you see the contrast between their dreams and what Jesus is saying to them?
In Caesarea Phillippi Jesus says he has to go to Jerusalem.  Jesus, you are going in the wrong direction.  The enemy is here in Caesarea Phillippi!  Why would you go to Jerusalem?  Aren’t you focusing on the wrong people?  We aren’t the problem.  They are.  And you are saying your own people will kill you.  How can you be the Messiah, the Son of the living God, our warrior-king who drives out the Romans and think like this?  This is dangerous to our cause, insane, and entirely wrong-headed.  
Peter had just declared his understanding on who Jesus is and Jesus had confirmed that Peter got it right when Jesus turns around and appears to contradict everything Peter has said.  Peter has just gained what he thought was exciting solid ground, a sense for where they were going, what they would be doing, and his role in it when Jesus pulls the rug out from under them.  They are about to engage in a glorious war of liberation.
No wonder Peter takes him aside and begins to rebuke him.  Rebuke is a strong word.  “God forbid it, Lord!  This must never happen to you.”  You are the one person we can’t afford to lose.  Many may fall in the upcoming wars but you can’t.  You are the inspiration behind our fighting.  We are rallying around you.  Our success depends on your being our warrior-king and if you die it will all implode.  You are setting yourself up to be a failure, a laughing stock, another humiliating Jewish defeat recorded on the pages of triumphal Roman history.  Jesus, you must stop this!
Jesus turns toward Peter and says, “Get behind me, Satan!”  What would it feel like to be called “Satan?”  The Son of Jonah has just been called “Satan.”  He must have felt like he has just been thrown off the boat and swallowed by a whale and now dwells in confusion and darkness as deep as the brightness of the glory the moment before when Jesus said “blessed are you.”
Apparently the journey to a new way of seeing everything includes some very dark moments.  There are parts of the journey where we dwell in crushing blackness; times when nothing makes sense.  
Through the fog of confusion and shattered expectation Peter hears Jesus say, “Peter, you are a stumbling block to me.”  Peter’s heart is being broken and this will not be the last time.  Remember when the cock crowed a third time.  Remember when Jesus three times asked Peter, “Do you love me?”  His heart has to be cracked before light and truth can break in.
Peter, you are thinking like all humans think and you are tempting me to think that way too.  If I think that way, everything is lost.  Any hope of getting beyond all this meaningless sound and fury will have to be abandoned.  I must not let you influence me.  I must not allow myself to follow you even though everyone says I should and it would be the easier way.  Get behind me.  You are a stumbling block to me.  Your way of thinking is based on lies, there is no truth in it, and it leads to destruction and death for everyone.  No Peter, I have chosen the better way and you must follow me.  Otherwise everything is lost!  
Peter is so stunned by the sudden shift that his mind is numb to hearing anything more.  Jesus turns to his disciples and says, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”  I don’t need you to be my followers but if you want to follow me, here is what you will have to do.  Jesus is out front leading; he is going forward and not looking back.  If you want to follow him, you can but he is going forward whether you follow or not.  Following him will entail utterly denying your selves the pleasures of revenge and vindication, resentment and retaliation, of getting back and feeling superior.  That is the meaning of taking up the cross.
Following Jesus may mean letting go of things that you think you cannot live without, like life itself even, but actually it is more important than anything.  In fact, those who want to save their life will lose it because it is only in losing what you think is really important that you find what really is.  And Peter shows how hard a jolt that can be.  He lost his dream of being the second in command of the army of Jewish liberation but gradually gained an inside perspective on a new way toward peace that includes all human beings.  Those who lose their life for my sake will find it.  
Yes, Peter’s dream of victory will come but not in the way Peter has been envisioning.  As Jesus himself says, “For the Son of Man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay everyone for what has been done.”  And what is our payment?  Not vengeance and retribution, though we may feel we deserve it, but mercy and forgiveness.  After all, that is the glory of his Father and Jesus goes forward to reveal it on the cross.
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