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Acts of the Apostles 12:1-11; 2 Timothy 4-8, 17-18; Matthew 16:13-19; 
Psalm  34:2-3, 4-5, 6-7, 8-9, (5b)

Today we celebrate the feasts of SS. Peter and Paul, as leaders in the early Church and as martyrs for their faith. In our readings, we remember some pivotal events in their lives, and we wind up with some questions to ask in our own.


First, we encounter Peter who’s been arrested and is about to be put on trial. It seems that these early Jewish-Christians have grown visible and active to a point where they have incurred the wrath of the religious establishment. And the political establishment is only too happy to satisfy a little bloodlust by martyring first James, and now, possibly, Peter. It’s believed that cutting off the heads (literally and figuratively) of this burgeoning sect  will kill the whole movement – a political step that Herod, the King of Judea,  is only too happy to take. However, in our first reading from ACTS, we’re told than an angel of the Lord comes to rescue Peter. Chains that held Peter bound are miraculously unfastened, and he walks free. And the political and religious establishments are foiled in their efforts to get rid of him. 


Next we see Paul at the end of his life, writing what  amounts to his own obituary. Writing to Timothy – his dearest protégé -- we hear Paul say My life is being poured … the time of my dissolution is near … I have fought the good fight … I have finished the race … I have kept the faith. Paul is writing to Timothy from prison. And yet he knows that no matter what happens to him now,  his belief in Christ stands strong. Paul writes to Timothy, Christ has stood by my side and given me strength … Christ will continue to rescue me from all attempts to do me harm, and bring me  safe to a higher realm … to Jesus Christ be glory forever and ever!      

Lastly, we come back to Peter and his amazing profession of faith. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus asks the question, Who do you say I am? And from some deep place within himself that probably surprised Peter as much as it did Jesus, Peter answers Jesus’ question. And his response is almost shocking, coming from this man who has so often not been particularly insightful. Loud and clear Peter says, You are the Messiah, the firstborn of the Living God. Where’d that come from? Peter may have been a rough, bumbling, and totally clueless man – but Jesus recognized the Spirit working deeply within Peter, and knew that this man could be trusted to be the bedrock of Jesus’ vision for his community.

  
So there we have it … some readings that commemorate the lives of the early apostles, Peter and Paul – scriptures that are full of messages for us about imprisonment … rescue … martyrdom … death … joy … and witness. And so we might ask ourselves this afternoon …

Like Peter …

· Who or what has me imprisoned? 

· What limits my freedom to be all God has made me to be? 

· What chains bind me; what guards stand watch over me lest I escape to freedom?

· Can I trust that God desires those chains to be broken, as they were for Peter? 
· Is the love of God a reality for me, or just a dream, as Peter’s angel was for him?
· Can I trust the reality of God enough to allow myself to walk free?

· Is there an angel in my life right now, inviting me to freedom? 

Like Paul …

· Reflecting back on my life, what would I want to write to a dear friend  about my journey at my life’s end?

· Do I believe that Christ has always been there for me, standing by my side and giving me strength?

This afternoon, we heard Jesus  say that Peter’s great proclamation of faith could only happen because that proclamation had been revealed to him by Abba God. Peter didn’t figure that one out all by himself. In other words, Jesus was saying that the Spirit of God was stirring within Peter. Peter had a deep Well of God-Life and God-Presence within him, even if he didn’t know it or understand it. 
Paul – the Pharisaic persecutor-of-Christians-turned-missionary-apostle-to-the- Gentiles – had that Well within him. We have that same Well within us. We don’t always act like it. Neither did Peter or Paul. We might not always remember it’s there. Neither did Peter or Paul. But God-Within-Us is strengthening and saving and freeing and unbinding each of us as surely as God did that for Peter and for Paul. The only problem is that in our prison of fears, chains can bind us, and we can forget. We can sit for years in prisons of our own making. We can be shackled by chains of anxiety, fear, jealousy, anger, discrimination, pride, hatred, apathy, or addiction, when an angel is standing right in front of us.

As the prophet Jeremiah said, God has great hopes and dreams for us. God wants us to walk as unshackled & as free as Peter was when he walked out of that prison.  God wants us to be able to look back on our  lives as Paul did, and feel that we have fought a good fight, run a good race, and kept the faith throughout it all. God wants to speak through us and proclaim through the lives that we live that Jesus is the Son of the Living God. 
This won’t happen overnight for any of us, any more than it did for Peter or Paul. It’s a process of falling and rising, and falling and rising again and again throughout a lifetime. But if the lives of Peter and Paul  show us anything, it’s that over time, we can deepen our relationship with God and with God’s Presence in All. Over time, we can know more … we can love more … we can serve more. All we need do is allow the angel of God’s Presence to nudge us awake from the deep sleep that’s overtaken us in our prisons – and we’re on the way!     
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