Profile of SS. Peter and Paul

Let’s consider two men. I had thought of calling the images that we are exposed to today alternately “snap shots,” candids if you will, or “portraits,” but then I realized that they should more realistically be called “profiles,” and I don’t mean that in the Criminal Minds sense either. The pictures that are drawn for us contain a significant amount of detail and as we look at these profiles, possibly we may be able to detect ways in which we may be informed and instructed, and possibly find aspects of ourselves reflected in them.
The first profile that we look at is found in the Gospel passage for today. Have you ever started a project only to find, part way through, that it can’t be completed, or that it is too complex to continue, or that the purpose for the project is no longer viable? The work ceases and there is a sense of frustration, possibly anger, and some depression. St. Peter’s world has fallen apart. The task that he was enrolled upon seems to have come to an abrupt halt (we remember that at this time, though the Resurrection had been accomplished, there was still no sense of the coming of the Holy Spirit to inspire and direct the actions of the Apostles, hence St. Peter’s sense of loss of purpose). He did not understand the significance of the Resurrection and he had recently witnessed the death of his closest friend, he was feeling the loss. This aspect of his behavior was revealed to me by a series of events that happened this week, on Wednesday I attended a seminar on effective grieving and later that afternoon I officiated at a Memorial Service for one of our patients. Both events coupled with attendance at the opening of the refurbished Funeraria Del Angel had me reflecting on grieving and how people grieve healthily. There is an impulse to try to put things back to the way they were, to reestablish normalcy. And we see St. Peter do precisely that. In the midst of his loss and grief his impulse is to return to what he knows, his roots. “I’m going fishing”, there is normality in the water, the fish, the boat, the nets. The rest of the disciples gathered with him, several of them also fishermen, decide to join him to help assuage their own grief and to centre and ground their beings.

As they are being grounded, Jesus reveals himself to them, initially they do not recognize him and it is only after the miraculous catch of fish that he is revealed. Surely this is a sense and symptom of denial. There is also confusion on Peter’s part, note what he does next, it’s almost comic. He puts on his clothes and then jumps into the water. In grief, the world is upside down and things get done in reverse sometimes. It is after this incident that Jesus gives Peter his commission, “Feed my sheep” which is repeated, in variation, three times (possibly, some argue, to counter the three times Peter denied Jesus on that Good Friday morning).  In profile then, St. Peter is normal, and he is grieving normally, for, you see, there is no right way or wrong way to grieve! Grief is as individual as the person, and impulses and moods play a great part in allowing it to run its course. We can take solace in that fact as we all experience our times of grieving, which we all will at one time or another. We give thanks to God the Father that we have the risen Christ to journey with us in our grief, and to reveal to us purpose in what comes next.
Looking at the reading from The Acts of the Apostles we are arrested by the very first line “Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples,” here is energy, vehemence and single mindedness! He has come from the stoning of St. Stephen with a will to destroy The Way, the fellowship of Christ’s followers and friends; he has become the enforcer bent on that single goal.  With that in mind he “went to the high priest and asked him for letters,” he needed the authority to fulfill his task and he was a stickler for details, leaving nothing to chance. Here we see a methodical person who knew what it takes to “work the system” especially in what he was intent on doing next. Even if he had authority to do what he was doing in Jerusalem, it is unlikely that his “jurisdiction” would extend as far as Damascus, consequently he needed the sanction and influence of an important public official who would be able to command the authorities in that place to comply with Saul’s actions and wishes. The systematic Saul was crossing his T’s and dotting his I’s.
The incident on the Damascus road is recorded next and is illustrated in the second window, Stephen’s stoning is in the first, and the conversion is probably an account that was related by this same Saul to the author of this document, usually designated as St. Luke, who felt that it was important enough an event that it was recounted twice more (in chapters 22 and 26), in the context of Saul testifying about his actions. The implication is that he was obviously so moved by this moment that he recounted it over and over again in consistent detail; once again we see the stickler for detail, the analytical mind that makes sense, theological and emotional, of a profound moment.
The profile then is that of an individual intensely focused on his primary task, energetic and vehement, a stickler for detail and who leaves nothing to chance that he can be diverted from his passion. He is also someone intimately acquainted with politics and politicians and who is able to work within the system. All of these traits he had prior to his becoming the foremost proponent of The Way to the Gentile world; they were traits that he was born with, or was trained in, or developed on his own before he was selected by God to be an instrument in his service. The lesson that we learn from this is that God uses what is available, us, to be of use, to be his agents of promise and hope to the world, and he uses us just as we are (warts and all) initially. That use colors and influences the rest of our development but nascent traits are still meant to be used. It doesn’t take a blinding flash and a booming voice in our heads to set us on the right path, but, in order to be used, we have to allow ourselves to be open and receptive to God’s influence, to become conduits of the message and the hope to a world as thirsty for it now as it was in Saul’s day.
