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SECOND TALK
The woman said to Peter: You are not also one of this man’s disciples, are you? He said: I am not.

Cast your mind back to Advent Sunday and even to The Record of John which any of you who were in this church will have heard sung before Christmas with unforgettable beauty. You will remember, therefore, someone who said, in quite different circumstances: I am not. It was, of course, John the Baptizer who denied vigorously and melodiously that he was the Messiah. John with scrupulosity was making the way straight, making way for the Messiah. Sadly, Peter is making way only for himself. Caught in the half-light, lingering as people often do now as then close to what they cannot handle or cope with, Peter compounds his earlier rejection of the Passion, as we heard expounded on the Second Sunday in Lent in that violent interchange when Jesus told him and all the disciples and the people that he, Jesus, must be betrayed, suffer crucifixion and die. Here the same words: I am not which heralded, with consummate understatement, the making way in the name of the Lord gives voice to the self-interest which often does not set out to be betrayal, yet succeeds – effortlessly. It is exactly as frightening as it sounds – and just as simple and as destructive. 

There are many ways of reading this interchange between the woman and Peter. He is someone of privilege, someone who has been given the inside track and unrivalled access to the truth; but a chance remark in pressurized circumstances pricks a twitchy conscience. Fear stalks the psychic corridors of those who exercize leadership and time and again we have seen a sudden crack appear which seems simply to widen of its own accord. It could be a football manager or football captain, it could be a church leader or a political guru; there seems to be something about leadership which from time to time goes completely off message. That is why it needs constantly to be proofed by the requirements of service.
The situation is rather complicated, as we read it. The two disciples who accompany Jesus we can suppose to be Peter and John; one cannot but presume and assume that they are witnesses to his just cause, as is the requirement of Jewish law and expectation, however unjust the unfolding of such justice becomes. The departure of Peter leaves Jesus with only one witness and when Peter is eventually ushered in, he does not seem to rejoin Jesus and John, but stands warming himself by the charcoal fire which has been made by the Temple Police. Betrayal is a cold place and there is no simple way of warming yourself up again; cosying up to the enemy may be an instinct or indeed the only place left. But as Peter, and countless others since Peter have found, it simply does not work and compounds alienation.
Interesting yet painful for us is the fact that Peter’s denial is protracted. He has the chance and the time-scale to incriminate himself three times. The third time it is the relative of the High Priest’s servant whose ear Peter had cut off who recognizes him – hardly surprising, when you think about it really! Peter disappears from the Passion Narrative now until he is informed by Mary Magdalene of the fact of resurrection in chapter 20. He effectively writes himself out of the narrative of living history. And, once again, our thoughts go back to the Commemorations.

For me, this is the inevitable cost and price of self-hatred. St Augustine, drawing of course on what is an ultimately Stoic argument, himself argues that weight does not hang suspended and immobile for long. It tends in one direction or in another. He applies this argument to love, which tends towards something good or something bad. But he goes further to suggest that through the application of the human will, the direction of this weight can be changed and is changed and directed. Nonetheless the lure of negativity which follows quickly on the spiral of self-hatred needs to be watched – in oneself and in others – because it freezes the video, it fossilizes this moment and the capacity it uniquely contains for change of direction.

Because of the stylized and partial way in which Scripture tells the story, there are so many unknowns. St John certainly gives us no sense that Peter finds his way to the foot of the cross. The gap between betrayal of friend and knowledge of resurrection is something which only the events/the happenings of the Passion can heal. The transformation from self-hatred to self-worth is not, of course, complete at this point. It is, however, something which happens in an unknown-ness to which we are not privy, nor ought we to be, because it is the business of God and the individual person. But we might learn something about ourselves by thinking about it in the silence of now.         
