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    If we are to recognize and understand qualities like

    humility and servanthood in biblical characters like Peter,

    God knows we need to have before us living examples.


    This book is dedicated to

    C. Michael Smith,

    who constantly came to mind as an exemplar

    as I sought to understand what Peter must have been like.

    He possesses a true pastor’s heart

    (by no virtue of his own, he would insist).


    Mike, if I had not known you,

    I could have never appreciated what the Scriptures

    reveal about Simon Peter the missionary pastor.
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    Foreword
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    A Fragile Stone—a fitting title indeed. Peter, the most well-developed character in the Gospels aside from Jesus, is presented in all his misery and magnificence. Just as Paul is remembered as the one who persecuted the church before his own conversion on the road to Damascus, Peter is remembered forever as the apostle who denied Christ. The Rock on whom Jesus would build his church proved to be a sand pile. When he attempted to walk on water, the Rock sank like a stone.


    Peter rebuked Jesus when the Lord spoke of his impending death in Jerusalem, and Jesus called him “Satan.” His various boasts about his unbending loyalty to Jesus proved hollow in the courtyard of the high priest Caiaphas. When Paul confronted Peter for his inconsistency and hypocrisy in drawing back from table fellowship with Gentile Christians in Antioch, under pressure from some Jewish Christians who arrived later in Jerusalem, Paul got in Peter’s face “because he was clearly out of line” (Galatians 2:11). Even after the anointing of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, the undisputed leader of the apostolic community was yet a people-pleaser!


    Michael Card does not mince words. In spite of all the powerful evidence to the contrary, Peter was the “closest friend” Jesus ever had.


    What comfort Peter offers to the bruised, bent and broken! He enters the heroic Hebrew pantheon of Abraham, our father in faith and the great old man of the First Testament, who unscrupulously palmed off his wife, Sarah, as his sister and allowed Pharaoh to bed her in order to save his own skin; Isaac, who did something similar with Rebekah; Jacob, who stole his brother’s birthright; and beloved King David, an adulterer and murderer, a simple, ambitious and violent man whom Yahweh denied the privilege of building the temple because he had shed so much blood (1 Chronicles 22:8). Peter was a weak, flawed, sinful man who, nonetheless, is defined by what the love of Jesus Christ wrought in him.


    Perhaps what separates Peter from many of us is that he honestly admitted his sins and failures. He never warped his conscience by rationalization, denial, lying or allowing his heart to harden in the face of truth. Conversely, when we refuse to face our own truth and minimize, justify and rationalize our sin, we have effectively parted company with Jesus Christ. Peter’s radical honesty and searing contrition (he wept bitterly) encourage us to courageously confront the truth of our own brokenness. God easily and eagerly forgives our weaknesses; only when we pretend to be sinners and pretend to be forgiven does the spiritual life become a charade of pseudo-repentance and pseudo-bliss.


    The author’s unabashed love for Peter shines through these pages and permits him to probe the emotional complexity of the man without romance or sentimentality. While the traditional adjectives applied to Peter—impetuous, headstrong, reckless and stubborn—find firm foundation in the Gospels, they threaten to reduce him to a caricature.


    The reader feels that Michael Card has stepped into the trembling Peter’s sandals when the terrifying splendor of Christ’s divinity shines through the rags of his humanity on Mount Tabor, when the stricken apostle implores Jesus, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man,” when the unambiguous Peter confesses Jesus as the Christ, when the crushed Peter meets the eyes of his Master as the cock crows, when the spiritually intoxicated Peter is embraced by Jesus in the upper room, when the deliriously happy fisherman swims at breakneck speed to his Lord on the Tiberian seashore, when the fierce, primal energy of Peter propels him from hiding to fearlessly proclaim the risen Christ in the power of the Spirit.


    Card is not a neutral, dispassionate observer when Jesus dismantles Peter’s false self of inner agitation, drivenness, bravado and emotional turmoil in order to shape a new creation who will become the unquestioned leader of the apostolic community.


    The eleventh-century biblical scholar and mystic Bernard of Clairvaux (“clear view”) wrote, “The great quality of all the saints is humility.” In the first letter of Peter, there is no trace of self bleeding through the lean and sparse verses, less narrative because the narrator was disappearing. “Wrap yourselves in humility to be servants of each other, because God refuses the proud and will always favor the humble” (1 Peter 5:5).


    A Fragile Stone speaks to wobbly disciples who never seem to get it all together and to naive leaders who think they have. Michael Card has written a lyrical love song about Peter, and personally I found the melody contagious.


    Brennan Manning,

    author of A Glimpse of Jesus


    


  


  
    Introduction


    THE SEARCH FOR SIMON
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    It was a glorious mid-May morning. My oldest daughter, Kate, and I were traveling together with our small music team on a tour of Romania. We had performed in Bucharest and then in Sibiu just the night before. Today, our last in the country, we were on our way to Calimanesti and finally on to the airport and home.


    Our Romanian friends Emil and Romana had shown us the care and hospitality for which Romanians are known all over the world. On this, our final day together, they wanted to show us a bit of their history, the ancient Russian Orthodox monastery at Cozia.


    The short walk past the souvenir stands and down the cool tree-lined lane to the monastery was a trip back in time. Back to an era before the ruthless communist dictator Nicolae Ceausescu sought to drive the Christians to extinction—long before the busyness of our own modern world started trying to choke the life from the church in another, more insidious way. Back to a time when people sought to find a holy life in seclusion, meditation and prayer, a time when time was available and could be spent listening to God.


    On one wall of the entryway we saw a simple Gothic painting of two men holding up a church building between them: Peter and Paul. Peter is the characteristically robust figure of legend, wearing a somewhat uncharacteristic golden gown. Paul is the bald ball of fire we all imagine. In his hand is a bound book. He looks a bit angry or perhaps irritated standing there, as if he has somewhere else to go. Peter also looks somewhat uncomfortable, but it seems to me for a different reason. In his hand is a simple scroll. Could it be one of his two letters? As he stands there holding up one side of the building, Peter seems uncertain. I imagine him saying, “Can someone please come and take this burden away?”


    This is the Simon Peter of legend, always pictured as rugged and strong, walking a few inches off the ground with the keys of the kingdom firmly in hand. He disappears as a person from the church fathers in the early third century. After that time he is only an office, simply a “chair.”


    I was raised with a different legend of Simon Peter. For me he was the thoroughly humanized fisherman, possessing all the foibles and fragileness of any modern man. This was the Simon Peter of the seventies—a costar in Jesus Christ Superstar. He was portrayed as the one who consistently had his foot in his mouth, “old impetuous Peter.” He’s just like you and me, only more so.


    During this same period of time, I received an opposite image of him. “Peter,” the preachers would intone, “the Rock, strong and solid.” In this version, Jesus chose Peter because of his robust character. Simon was just the type of person for whom Jesus was looking. Even Eusebius, the first historian of the church, states that Simon was chosen for his “merits.”


    But all these images seemed conflicting, one-dimensional and incomplete to me. So which one was he?


    Later, when Simon stepped fully formed from the pages of Acts, it was as if I had never before seen him in all my years of Bible study. He was more complex than I had ever imagined. I began to understand for the first time the wonderful progression in his character as a leader after the years of walking with Jesus. And their relationship! I had never understood just how close the two of them were, Jesus and Simon.


    The Rock indeed he was. Jesus’ words had proclaimed it so, and over the years of ministry he had grown by grace into the title. But he was a fragile stone still, completely dependent on his Master and Friend, even as Jesus had insisted on his own dependence on the Father. Certainly there was something solid in him, but it was Jesus’ doing. And yes, he was like you and me—and again he was not. He stumbled, to be sure, lost his temper and said no to Jesus just as you and I do. But at the same time he was completely unique by virtue of the call that had been placed on his life. Sure, we all fall, but never to the degree Simon fell. And which of us will ever walk on the water?


    For certain he was passionate, but not in the shallow, half-cocked way he had been portrayed to me. His was a passion that caused him to say more than he knew with a wisdom that even Jesus confessed was from heaven, or else with a foolishness so deep it could have only come from the pit. His was a passion that could murderously lash out, single-handed, against two hundred armed men. Or it could smolder, still white-hot, for the decades during which he left home and family again and again to speak Jesus’ word and do his work.


    In the Gospels Simon is properly the costar in the cast. He is the only other fully formed character in the Gospels besides Jesus. In Acts, at least in the first twelve chapters, he becomes the leading man. The lovable, perpetually misunderstanding and often misunderstood disciple of the Gospels has been transformed by the Spirit into the true foundational leader of the church.


    But somewhere along the way we lost him. Or perhaps it might be better to say that at several points along the way (for whatever reason) his image became blurred beyond recognition. Now we need to go back to the Scriptures to refocus and recover a truer picture.


    When I began the research for this book I started by looking at my own bookshelves. There was not a single book about Peter there, though I have several on Paul’s life and thought. The next morning I drove into Nashville to the Catholic bookstore, assuming it would have several books from which to choose. I thought also that it might be nice to get an icon of Peter to give me someone to talk to during the long, lonely nights of writing. I found rows of books on people like Mother Teresa and Francis of Assisi, but not a single book on Peter. And there were icons of every conceivable saint, ancient to modern, but none of Peter.


    “But he’s supposed to be your guy!” I prodded the young woman at the register.


    Next I went confidently and arrogantly to the Protestant bookstore, assuming that they would have something helpful. But—you guessed it—nothing. It was the same at the big pagan bookstore, which, like most secular bookstores, has a large religious section situated way in the back of the store. (I’m told that a majority of their customers are looking for spiritual books or Bibles; this section is placed in the rear of the store so potential buyers will have to walk past the other shelves on the way—and find another book or two they didn’t know they wanted!) Finally, I looked in a catalog and found only a few books on Peter’s life. Only after extensive digging did I find a few more recently written books. All but one of these were out of print.


    What is going on? I wondered. Does Peter represent such a bone of contention between the Catholics and the Protestants that everyone somehow avoids him? Is he, like Mary, “best left alone if you don’t want to rock the boat”? Is he not controversial enough for the secularists? Have the Protestants become such thorough “Paulinists,” as F. F. Bruce once said, that they have forsaken the rich organic contribution of Peter?


    Caught Between Two Worlds


    If you look at the Scriptures you’ll see that Simon has always been caught between two opposing groups. In his own time he was wedged between the Jewish and Gentile Christians. It had not yet been decided whether Gentiles needed to become Jews first before they could become proper Christians. Peter would find himself, by grace, in the inspired group (along with Paul) who realized that God was doing a new work, putting new wine in new wineskins. Because of this, Peter was called before councils, arrested and hunted like a criminal because he sought to obey the One to whom he’d devoted his life those many years before.


    In our own time Peter is caught between two other factions: the Catholics, who claim him as their first pope, and the Protestants, who do their best to relegate him to the Twelve with the other disciples and no more. The truth, it seems to me, is (as it usually is) somewhere in between.


    The Facts of Simon’s Life


    Let’s begin then with the simple facts of Simon’s life as we have them in the New Testament:


    
      	His given name was Simon bar-Jonah (“Simon Johnson” in modern parlance). His father’s name was Jonah. We do not know his mother’s name.


      	He is referred to almost two hundred times in the New Testament. (The disciple John is mentioned only thirty-one times.)


      	Jesus gives him the new name Peter but then mysteriously never calls him by that name.


      	He has a brother, Andrew, who first brought him to Jesus (John 1:40-42). Andrew and perhaps Simon were disciples of John the Baptist (John 1:35).


      	He was originally from Bethsaida, on the western coast of the Sea of Galilee (John 1:44), but relocated to Capernaum for reasons unknown to us.


      	His house was large—two stories (Mark 2:4)—and provided space for Peter, his wife, his mother-in-law, his brother Andrew and possibly even Jesus (Matthew 8:14; Mark 1:29, 36; 2:2).


      	He was a fisherman by trade. Along with his brother Andrew, he partnered with James and John in what is properly considered a small business (Luke 5:10).


      	He was not formally educated, though like most Jewish boys he would have studied the Scriptures from the age of five (Acts 4:13).


      	He was married (Matthew 8:14; Mark 1:30; Luke 4:38). (At age eighteen it would have been his duty to marry.) His wife accompanied him on at least some of his dangerous missionary trips (1 Corinthians 9:5; 1 Peter 5:13).


      	He had a distinct Galilean accent, which would have sounded harsh to the rest of the people in Judea (Mark 14:70; Acts 2:7).


      	He was in the core group of the twelve disciples—we could call them “the Three”—with his former fishing partners James and John (Matthew 27:56; Mark 5:37; 9:2; 14:33).


      	He was clearly the leader among the Twelve. The disciples are often designated “Peter and those with him” (Mark 1:36; Luke 9:32; 8:45).


      	His name always appears first in the lists of the disciples.


      	He was the first to be called by name by Jesus (John 1:40-42).


      	He was the first person to confess his sinfulness to Jesus.


      	He receives from Jesus the most severe rebukes.


      	At least seven miracles of Jesus were performed for Peter or connected to him: the two miraculous catches of fish, the curing of his mother-in-law, his walking on water, the healing of Malchus’s ear, the two miraculous deliverances from prison and the coin in the fish’s mouth.


      	Besides Jesus, he is the central character in many of the stories in the Gospels. At the transfiguration he asks to erect “booths” (Mark 9:5). He is the only disciple to attempt walking on the water (Matthew 14:28-31). When a question arises about the temple tax, the collectors come to Peter (Matthew 17:24). The story of the footwashing is essentially a story about Peter and Jesus (John 13:1-17).


      	The first Gospel (Mark) was written because of him and became the pattern for the other Synoptics, Matthew and Luke.


      	Later signs of his authority from Acts and Paul’s letters include these: Peter proposes the replacing of Judas (Acts 1:15-26). He preaches the first Pentecost sermon (Acts 2:14-36). He performs the first healing (Acts 3:6). He defends the gospel before the Sanhedrin (Acts 4:8-12). He decides the case of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11). He is the first counselor to Paul (Galatians 1:18). He mediates between James and Paul (Acts 15:5-11).


      	After his miraculous release from prison (Acts 12:17), Peter leaves Jerusalem, where James takes the lead (see Acts 15; Galatians 2:9), giving himself to missionary work at Antioch, Corinth and finally Rome.

    


    Ancient Sources on His Later Years and Death


    The later years of Peter’s life and ministry are not outlined in the New Testament. We must turn to ancient sources, where we find a curious tangle of probable truths and impossible myths. The following seem most likely to be true.


    
      	Eusebius (A.D. 260-339), the first historian of the church, in The Apostles 2.14.25: “Hot on the heels in the same reign of Claudius, a gracious Providence brought to Rome the great and mighty Peter, chosen for his merits a leader of the other apostles. Like a noble captain of God, he proclaimed the Gospel of Light and the Word that saves souls. . . . Peter’s hearers, not satisfied with a single hearing or with the unwritten teaching of the divine message, pleaded with Mark, whose Gospel we have, to leave them a written summary of the teaching given them verbally, since he was a follower of Peter. . . . So it happened that this man (Nero), the first to be announced publicly as a fighter against God, was led on to slaughter the apostles. It is related that in his reign Paul was beheaded in Rome itself and that Peter was crucified.”


      	Dionysius (A.D. 166-170), bishop of the church of Corinth, quoted in the same section by Eusebius: “By your great counsel you have bound together what has grown from the seed that Peter and Paul sowed among the Romans and Corinthians. For both of them sowed in Corinth and instructed us together; in Italy too they taught jointly in the same place and were martyred at the same time.”


      	Clement of Alexandria (c. A.D. 150-215), head of the catechetical school in Alexandria, in Missions and Persecutions 3.30: “Or will they reject even the apostles? For Peter and Philip had children, and Philip gave his daughters in marriage. . . . They say that when the blessed Peter saw his wife led away to death, he rejoiced that her call had come and that she was returning home.”


      	Tertullian (A.D. 155-250), a prolific Christian writer from Carthage, in The Demurrer Against the Heretics 36.1: “Peter endured a passion like that of the Lord.”


      	Tertullian, Against Scorpion 15.3: “In Rome Nero was the first to stain with blood the rising faith. Peter was girded about by another when he was made fast to the cross.”


      	Lactantius (A.D. 316-320), described as the Christian Cicero and tutor to the son of Constantine, in The Deaths of the Persecutors: “When Nero was already reigning Peter came to Rome, where, in virtue of the performance of certain miracles which he worked by the power of God which had been given to him, he converted many to righteousness and established a firm and steadfast temple to God. When this fact was reported to Nero, he noticed that not only at Rome but everywhere great multitudes were daily abandoning the worship of idols, and, condemning their old way, were going over to the new religion. Being that he was a detestable and pernicious tyrant, he sprang to the task of tearing down the heavenly temple and of destroying righteousness. It was he who first persecuted the servants of God. Peter he fixed to a cross; and Paul, he slew.”

    


    These are the New Testament facts and more probable extrabiblical aspects of Simon’s life. But there is infinitely more to knowing a person than facts. We all possess an emotional and spiritual life as well, and nothing could be more evident in the biblical portrayal of Peter. Our emotional lives are expressed in the give and take of relationship as we come to know the true heart of another person, as true friendships are hammered out.


    It is Peter’s friendship with Jesus that we see most clearly and in the most detail in the Gospels. We read of their very first meeting, after which it seems Peter seldom left Jesus’ side. The tension that sometimes flares between the two—a tension which indeed exists in any genuine and deep relationship—is seen again and again. Peter is the only one of his disciples we hear rebuking Jesus, the only person who ever says no to him. Sometimes I wonder if Jesus didn’t love him all the more for his passion. They were sometimes frustrated with each other, and yet they remained intimate friends.


    When Jesus goes to struggle in Gethsemane, he takes the Three with him, but when he must come back three times to check on them, he speaks only to Peter. After the resurrection Jesus sends word, “Tell the disciples . . . and Peter.” And shortly afterward Jesus first appears to Peter alone in a mysterious and unrecorded meeting.


    Peter is fully himself, whatever Gospel you take up. His rich and complex character stays the same whatever Gospel you choose. He is the most human. Perhaps that’s one reason Jesus seemed to be so attracted to him; indeed, it is the same reason we are still attracted to him today. It’s a miracle, when you think about it, that Jesus would be able to choose a person whom so many of us could relate to, feel a kinship with and love.


    Though it concerns me, I am not interested in examining what the reasons might be for Simon’s disappearance from our contemporary Christian culture, but I do know I want to understand him better. After all, a great way to come closer to someone is to get to know their best friend! The depth of the friendship between Jesus and Peter is beyond question. And “at the heels of the hunt” it is Jesus I desire most deeply to know. Peter would not have it any other way.


    Two Personal Notes


    It may make my Protestant readers uncomfortable that I am making so much of Peter and what I see as his unquestionable primacy. Simon was the first disciple to do practically everything, from preaching to healing. Primacy also clearly implies that he was the first, the leader among the Twelve.


    It may make my Catholic friends uncomfortable—perhaps even angry—that, though I will make much of the primacy of Peter, I will not be able to conclude that this leads to his supremacy. That is, I will not be able to arrive with them at the conclusion that Peter’s primacy necessarily leads to his being the first pope.


    I like what Oscar Cullmann says in the preface to his wonderful book on Simon Peter, Peter: Disciple-Apostle-Martyr: “We promote mutual and improved understanding only if we do not pass over in silence that which separates us.” I am not interested in doing (or undoing) church history. But it does seem clear to me that both Catholics and Protestants have missed Peter. The Catholics have made him an office and no longer a person. The Protestants have simply denied his authority as the foundational disciple for fear of agreeing with the Catholics! I hope simply to “look for” Simon in the pages of the New Testament and honestly report to you what I discover, to better understand what Pope John Paul II called the “mystery of Peter’s role in God’s design for the universal church.” I am also hoping and asking that my good intentions will be believed by both sides.


    Second, please know that I am fully aware of the tenuousness of writing about the emotional life of someone I am separated from by two thousand years. I am willing to confess that I don’t really understand my own emotional life most of the time. So why, you are justified in asking, should I embark on this journey of seeking to understand Simon Peter’s emotional life?


    The answer is because of the portrayal of Peter in all of the Gospels. His emotional state is so often alluded to, if not spelled out, in the text. Because this information has been provided, I believe the writers mean for us to use it in understanding who Peter is. And so, with this proviso in mind, I intend to make the most of it. I ask the reader’s indulgence at many points where I will be forced to speculate. I will do my best at each point to remind you (and myself) that at that point I am just guessing. Fair enough?


    As we walk through the Gospels and Acts, and reread Peter’s two passionate letters, my prayer is that together we will make this journey toward a better understanding of one of the most important figures of the New Testament—but not for the sake of understanding him alone. This would have been onerous to someone like Peter. No, the ultimate reason for getting to know Peter is so together we might better know Jesus. For the story of Peter is the story of Jesus. Perhaps, if you and I do our best, the same will be said of us someday.
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