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ST PETER’S DAY 2012

St Peter exemplifies that most common of human experiences ‘making a mess of things’ ~ but, thank God, it’s more than that, he also shows us how reconciliation can work between us and God, and between us and each other.

Peter was locked into one way of seeing things.  That is, he was scared stiff!  And, on that final night of Jesus’ life, in the courtyard of the High Priest, he was ready to take any-which-way out of admitting that he knew Jesus.  The cock crowed for the third time.  Peter’s heart was moved and he wept.  Then, on the beach, barely a few weeks later, his eyes were opened to recognise Jesus ~ the person in front of him by the lakeside.  I imagine he wept again ~ for Peter, our Patron, was a warm and passionate person ~ albeit, he could ‘make a fine mess’ with the best of us!
So I want to suggest to you today that our patron, St Peter, is a sign for us, first, that we are human and, therefore, we ‘mess up’; secondly,  that we too will only find the reconciliation we so badly need when our eyes are opened afresh.

Opening our eyes, so that we can see ‘the things of God, is what the Holy Spirit can do for us; and so we pray to the Holy Spirit:  "Enable with perpetual light

the dullness of our blinded sight."

So we sing when we pray for the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost; at confirmations; and at ordination services. This is grounded in our awareness that, along with all humanity, we need to learn how to see aright, and we aren’t as good at it as we would wish, so we pray that the Holy Spirit will open our eyes.

This really is essential, because reconciliation does not happen unless we learn to see differently. We all know how pain, injury and humiliation affect our seeing – as if we were locked in darkness; as if we could only see ourselves and our past and our experiences in our own terms, in our own light, as we sometimes say.  To be reconciled is to be able to see the other freshly and clearly - to see the person we thought a stranger or an enemy, and to see ourselves afresh. To see the past differently, and to see that there is a future.  “Enable with perpetual light, the dullness of our blinded sight.” Teach us to see freshly; teach us to see the world anew – and then we shall be drawn into God’s continual activity of reconciliation.

Reconciliation is at the heart of the purpose of this unique and lovely building dedicated to St Peter.  A sacred building, such as this wonderful building, ought to be one in which we are learning to see.  The building teaches us, not only by the words spoken, but also in the sacred space that it offers ~ where each of us can find ‘safe space’ with God. In that way, this is a building that helps us to see afresh. And I want to reflect for a moment on what, quite literally, we see in this particular church of St Peter. What is it that we are being taught to see? How are our eyes opened in this place?

We enter from the West End or the South Door, and at first, as always when we come into a building of this size, it feels – it seems – dark. And our eyes are led by a series of uncompromising stone slabs up towards the east, and the image that is painted over the Chancel arch. We walk towards it, our eyes on that image.

The first thing this building teaches us, is to see Jesus. Walking towards Him, gradually allowing our vision to be clarified as we look at that great image of the man on the cross, holding this church ~ holding the cosmos ~ in his sway. Our eyes are on Him, as he hangs above us in crucified glory.  But, surely, as we look upwards, we also see an icon of ourselves as we don’t often allow others to see us ~ Jesus on the cross is a simple, naked, vulnerable human figure ~ and there are we, many of us experiencing, under the surface, more suffering and confusion than we would care to admit.

And perhaps, as we walk towards the east, we begin to ask ourselves, what does that human figure see? What does a man or woman see, whose humanity is questioned and compromised like that man on the cross?

We walk to the East, towards the altar surrounded by the angels and the saints, our eyes are now focussed on Christ in glory at the place of sacrifice.  And, inevitably, at some point, we turn around. And we see what that naked, vulnerable human figure sees along with the sacrificial Christ in glory. We see that those uncompromising grey stones have been transformed by the light of the windows that lead us inexorably towards the light of Christ. We look back, and we see the greyness of the walls transformed to light. That’s what the eyes of Christ see. That’s what our eyes are invited to see. We walk here together; we turn around; we see the past transformed. We see the future laid open. We see from the place where Christ sees.

What an extraordinary claim to make. What an ambitious thing for a church to try and tell us. But no more ambitious than St Paul, when he says “we have the mind of Christ”. (1 Corinthians 2:16) If we have the mind of Christ, we begin to see what Christ sees. That is where we stand, looking in the direction He is looking. Looking with His witnesses and His servants all around us. Looking in His own light at the past of humanity, and drawing it together in a new light; in a new creation.

Give me a place to stand, said the ancient mathematician [Archimedes], and I will move the globe. Well, we have been given a place to stand. A place from which, in the power of the Spirit and the risen Lord, we can move the globe. And this is that place: gazing at the crucified and glorious Christ, looking out at a world not instantly or magically healed, but held. Held; worked with, in love and hope. That is what we are being taught in this building – and the ‘dullness of our blinded sight’ is being opened up in that gift of vision.

Now ~that is when reconciliation begins. Seeing the image of the cross held up before us on that chancel arch, leading our eyes to the altar. In this way ~ and this way alone ~ the past is brought alive: held, worked with, moved inch by inch and day by day towards reconciliation.

That is what this building teaches; and what this building asks of us, and challenges us about. That is where we want to stand.  
Or do we want to walk? Do we want to begin the journey down this nave; to stand where Christ stands? To look, as if for the first time, at our world; at our past; at our own injuries and the injuries of others – and to know that we, and they, are held and transfigured in His presence, His love and His power.  
St Peter’s Church draws us, again and again, to contemplate the Cosmic Christ, who sacrificial love is at the heart of the whole creation. In the words of St John the Divine: “Whose head and hair are white as wool; white as snow, His eyes like a flame of fire. Who was dead and is alive. Who has the keys of death and Hades.” Who makes us see. Who unlocks our prison.  Who makes us live ~ and invites us to dance in harmony with all life on earth.  That, nothing less, is God’s challenge to us on this St Peter’s Day ~ ‘choose life’! 
Let’s to it, then! 
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