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Last week, we heard the story of so-called “Doubting Thomas”.  Do you remember that story?  What does Thomas doubt?  How does Jesus respond to Thomas’ doubt?  It’s a beautiful story, isn’t it?  And it’s reassuring to know that Thomas was not excluded by either the community of disciples or by Jesus himself on the basis of his doubt.  They embraced him, honored him.  His doubts about the resurrection of Jesus did not get in the way of his identity as a member of the Christian community.  Yesterday, at the little worship service that began our music workshop, the speaker summarized this story saying, “God accepts your doubts!  This is good news!”  


But is this really true?  I found myself wanting to insert asterisks at the end of the statement, “God accepts your doubts” because today’s scripture was on my mind.  While Doubting Thomas was able to stay in community with the non-doubting Christians, while Jesus responded to Doubting Thomas without scolding him for his doubts, this week’s story, the story of “Doubting Peter”, tells a different story.  In this week’s story, Jesus responds to a kind of doubt which is much more problematic to the identity and behavior of his disciples than the doubt of Thomas.

Peter is in some ways the opposite of Thomas.  Thomas leads off with his doubt and ends with a profession of faith.  Peter on the other hand begins with a profession of faith and ends with doubt.  Do you remember the story of Jesus calling Peter to follow him?  Peter doesn’t take a day or two to think about it.  Peter responds to Jesus’ invitation without a backward glance at the boat, the net, or any of the things that had been the center of his life up until that point.  His story is one of love at first sight.


Peter becomes one of Jesus’ closest companions over the next months or years.  He witnesses the healings, the miraculous feedings.  He shares meals with Jesus, listens to him teach.  When Jesus goes up to a mountain and becomes transfigured in light, Peter is there to see it.  And when Jesus goes into Jerusalem, Peter is there to witness all that happens there.  In the midst of the terrible stress of Good Friday, Peter denies that he even knows Jesus.  But then he sees the empty tomb and then sees the Risen Christ who appears to the disciples twice as they are gathered in a locked room in Jerusalem—once when Thomas wasn’t there, and then again when Thomas was present.  Jesus “breathed on them the Holy Spirit” and gave them a powerful blessing.


The Gospel of John doesn’t record the reaction of any disciple besides Thomas to the resurrection of Christ or the blessing they receive from him.  But it’s not much of a stretch to imagine that they would be ecstatic, relieved, and inspired to go tell the world about the marvelous things that God has done.  So why does Peter go fishing?  Why has he gone back to the work he was doing before he met Jesus and taken a whole bunch of other disciples with him?  What does Peter doubt?
Unlike Thomas, Peter doesn’t doubt that Jesus is risen.  Unlike some of the religious authorities he’s encountered, Peter doesn’t doubt that Jesus is a wise teacher.  He doesn’t doubt that he is the messiah, the Christ.  But he doubts that he, Peter, has a role to play in God’s plan.  He doubts that the promise of new life is a promise for him.  He doubts that forgiveness could be extended to him.  He doubts that he is redeemable, loveable, useable.

Do you ever have those doubts yourself?  I do—but I tend not to express these feelings as doubts.  They show up in my life as excuses—reasons why I could not possibly experience God’s call on my life right now.  Here are my favorite excuses:  I’m currently doing all I can.  I have a full time job and three children and a stressed out husband and no one could really ask any more of me.  Plus, I live in the suburbs and I can’t move to a place of greater need any time soon.  Plus, money is tight, my house has lost so much of its value over the last few years, my kids are about to enter high school and middle school, so I really can’t take any risks or rock the boat at the moment.  So I’m really not listening for a call from God at the moment.  I’m not open or receptive or available because, to be honest, I’ve heard enough.  If God wants to call me, it either has to fit into my already tight schedule or it will just have to wait.

What about you?  What are your excuses?  Let’s hear them:  are you too old?  Too young?  Do you have too many health concerns?  Are you too consumed with the demands of work or the needs of your family?  

We all have excuses, don’t we?  And all of the concerns we just stated are real.  We’re not making these things up.  But I think if you push very hard at any of these excuses, you’ll discover that behind each one there is a deeply rooted doubt, a doubt that is much more devastating to Christian community, much more problematic to our discipleship to Jesus than the doubt of Thomas.  Like Peter, we doubt that God really has any use for us.  We doubt that we have a role to play, a job to do.  We doubt that we are redeemable, loveable, useable.  We’re not just busy; we’re not just tired.  We don’t believe that God wants our help.  We don’t believe that God has any more use for us now that we’re old or sick or divorced or scarred or just worn out.  People like us aren’t really the ones that Jesus had in mind when he called disciples and invited them to pray and to live into the prayer, “thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  

And so we opt out.  We exclude ourselves from the community of “first responders”.  And what’s worse, like Peter, we pull our friends out as we go.  We feel better because we’re opting out together.

This is the doubt that Jesus cannot let be.  Peter may doubt that he has a role to play, but Jesus never does.  Jesus isn’t persuaded by Peter’s actions or his attitude.  Jesus will not let him opt out.  He returns with his persistent invitation:  Come, follow me.  And then he gave Peter work to do:  Feed my sheep, he told him. 

If you (like me) have grown awfully fond of your excuses, if you (like me) have thoroughly protected yourself from the intrusion of God’s call by convincing yourself that you have already done enough and now it’s someone else’s turn, if you (like me) have real doubts as to whether you would be of any help on the off chance that God were calling you, then this story may not feel like particularly good news.  This may feel like a scary story, a threatening story.  But I think this story is more than a challenge.  I think there is reassurance here, even for someone as filled with excuses, as filled with doubt as me.

For one thing, Jesus won’t just ask once.  Jesus didn’t just invite Peter to follow him that one time, that first time.  Jesus extended that invitation to Peter every single day.  Peter said yes a lot at first, but then he saw Jesus get arrested and he drew the line.  He said no.  He backed off.  But that did not keep Jesus from inviting him again.  And again.  And again.  Peter do you love me?  He asked over and over.  Then, feed my sheep.  Follow me in the work that I’ve been doing.  Take up where I left off.  

That’s been my experience of call, too.  I can say no, I can shrink back, and it just doesn’t go away.  When Dan and I were first asked to become foster parents, we had every excuse in the world for why we couldn’t do it.  We had 15-month-old twins.  Dan was just months away from defending his Ph.D. thesis.  And so we said no, and we were greatly relieved when someone else stepped forward.  But then a few months later, the day, in fact, after Dan defended his thesis successfully, the phone rang again.  The other foster care placement had fallen apart.  Could we take a troubled 14-year-old girl into our home, just for the night?  We said yes, and that one night extended to 5 years.  The call came back, again and again.

There’s a second point of reassurance in this story as well.  Jesus gives a lot of opportunities to practice saying YES.  Jesus asks Peter three times if he loves him and if he will feed his sheep, and Peter says yes until he gets frustrated.  But maybe that’s Jesus plan.  He’s like a little kid telling the joke where the response always has to be “pea green soup”.  What did you have for breakfast…for lunch…for dinner…what did you do all day?  The goal in all that repetition is to make the answer automatic. 

All day long, we are presented with opportunities to follow Jesus, to do the work that he did, to feed his sheep.  All day long, we have the chance to respond, “Yes, Lord, I do love you.”  Most of these opportunities are small.  It costs us almost nothing to reach out to a grieving friend, to help a neighbor with a task, to hold the door for a stranger, to express care and concern for the people with whom we live.  But the more we say yes, the more we build the habit of saying yes, and the easier it becomes to say yes, even yes to things that we cannot imagine being able or willing to do and to be.

Jesus calls us, again and again, giving us so many chances to say yes, to respond.  He is shaping us, through his persistent love, into people who believe that we have a role to play, that we have value and can add value.  Say yes to Jesus’ invitation.  Say yes to God’s call.  Say yes to the part that you can play as together we live into the promise of resurrected life.
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