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Meeting Jesus


Thought for Silent Reflection

Do we meet Christ when we recognize the Messiah or

when we are confronted by the Messiah?

Diana Butler Bass

MEETING JESUS
John 21 14-19

14 This was now the third time Jesus appeared to the disciples after he was raised from the dead.

15When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, Do you love me more than these?”

“Yes Lord,” he said, “ you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.”

Again Jesus said, “ Simon, son of John do you truly love me?” He answered, “Yes Lord, you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.”

17 The third time he said to him, “Simon, son of John do you love me?”

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me” He said Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.” 18 I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and you went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone will dress you and lead you where you want to go. 19 Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God, Then he said to him, “Follow me!”

ACTS 9: 1-9
Meanwhile Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lords’ disciples. He went to the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found there any who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them prisoners in Jerusalem. 3 As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light form heaven flashed around him. 4He fell to the ground and heard a voice say top him, “Saul, Saul why do you persecute me?”
5 “Who are you Lord?” Saul asked.

“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. 6 Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.”
7 The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but they did not see anyone. 8 Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he could see nothing. So they led him by hand into Damascus. 9For three days he was blind and did not eat or drink anything.

Today’s two texts tell us of two of the most influential men involved in the birth of Christianity Simon Peter and Saul of Tarsus, or Paul. There are many who contend that throughout their lifetimes these two men were rivals. For while they both embraced the way of life Jesus taught, they also engaged in many heated theological debates over the 30+ years before they were martyred in Rome (Gal 2:11-21). 

What were the underlying issues in the tension between Peter and Paul? Diana Butler Bass tells us that mostly it was about issues surrounding each apostle’s understanding of salvation, understandings which were shaped both by the different experiences they had in meeting Jesus, and what they had been called to do. For Peter, one who had followed Jesus for three years and who was the first of the disciples to actually meet the risen Christ, salvation had been promised to the Jews who lived according to the Law given to Moses and could only be granted to those Gentiles who had been circumcised and who confessed to and lived a life according to the same Law (Acts 15:5). Paul, on the other hand, had been had been converted and called to take the Gospel to the Gentile community and his understanding of salvation was that it was available all and that one’s unwavering faith in Christ was the pathway to salvation. This difference became the first of one of many great differences in understanding that faced the early church. While Peter ultimately reached out to the Gentiles, it was some ten to twelve years before he was truly convinced that the Gospel was for all people.
So in considering the question of meeting Jesus, do we truly meet Jesus when we recognize, or confess, him or when he confronts us? Let’s first look at that question through the lives of Peter and Paul.
Peter, a Jew, began his life as a simple fisherman. His testimony, or confession, can be found throughout the Gospels with language like: You are the Messiah, son of the living God (Mt 16:16) or you are the Christ (Mk 8:29) or the Christ of God (Lk 9:20) or You are God’s Anointed One (Acts 4:26). Over and over we find Peter confessing that Jesus is the anointed one, that Savior sent to liberate the Jews from slavery and bring forth the shalom of God to the earth. This confession was again repeated not once but three times with Peter answering the question, Do you love me?, affirmatively each time with words like Lord, you know I love you. It was after this encounter that Jesus once again, requested that Peter follow him. But this trust and transformation did not happen overnight, Peter’s confession is framed by a three year journey traveling with, listening to and copying Jesus, it was a journey where he healed, walked on water, experienced God through Jesus’ transfiguration, denied Jesus not once but three times in a single evening, mourned Jesus in death and was the first of the eleven to encounter him that Easter morning. Yes, Peter learned, and lived, the details of this new way of life in the hills above and on the waters of Galilee. He experienced Jesus’ hospitality, learned to heal, prayed with him and learned to be a humble servant, how to “shake the dust of his feet” when rejected and how to forgive. This experience was the basis for his faith and he truly met Jesus through seeing his friend embody the concept of what God called salvation, or shalom, that is living a life as one would in the kingdom.
Paul’s story on the other hand has similar Jewish roots, but that is where the similarity ends. While Paul was born into an orthodox Jewish family and was raised and educated as a Pharisee, his parents were also Roman citizens, a fact which provided him with privileges that other residents of the province did not have. Paul’s story in meeting Jesus is recorded in today’s text from Acts. Paul persecuted, tormented and killed Christians, in fact he had been commissioned by the High Priest to seek out and arrest Christians while in Damascus. However on the road to Damascus on this particular trip a light flashed around him. A voice spoke to him, “Why do you persecute me?” Paul replied, “Lord, who is this?” While the light had blinded him, Paul heard the voice respond, “I am Jesus.” And then the voice commanded him to proceed to Damascus and do what he was told. A disciple from Damascus healed Paul and only then did Paul seek conversion to being a follower of Christ. While Paul experienced Jesus on the Damascus road, the transition of meeting him still involved a process of following and getting to truly know Jesus. After the encounter on the road and the healing at the hands of Annanias, the scriptures tell us that Paul retreated to the desert for three years. It was there that Paul learned the things that Jesus had taught his disciples and honed his Christian practices of welcoming, acceptance, prayer, and service to others and only after this did he return to Jerusalem to take on his role as a disciple. While Paul originally met Jesus on the road, legend has it that they met over and over in the desert.
So in considering the question of meeting Jesus today in this place, do we meet Jesus when we recognize or acknowledge his presence in our lives or when he confronts us? And whichever the case, how do we know we’ve met or heard from Jesus when that happens?
The answer for me to the first question is probably either or both are necessary for us to meet Jesus as we all can experience Jesus throughout our day to day lives but often we fail to acknowledge this until we are confronted. But like both Peter and Paul we need to remember that they both had committed themselves to “extensive and intensive” training before they were given much authority. For us, I suspect that learning curve will need to be much longer that it was for either of them. But like both of them I think we too, need to be willing to truly open our eyes to recognize God’s presence in our lives and to be willing to deepen our relationship with God. This can only come when we are willing to stop and try to see the world as God sees it and if we’re willing to meet God where God is, rather than expecting that God meet us where we are. Jesus calls us to seek, to hope, to learn, to see the face of Jesus in the wounded or suffering lives which cross our paths every day. When this occurs, retreat leader and spiritual director, Elaine Prevalent tells us, we must be sensitive to the voice of God within each one of us which is saying, “Here is an opportunity to deepen your relationship with me. You will find me when your heart breaks open with compassionate love for all creation. But you must let the suffering touch you deeply enough that you begin to see your own path as a path of compassion on behalf of all living creatures.”
But still how do we know that it is God who is calling us, who is prompting us to let our hearts break open? To answer that question I’m going back further than either Peter or Paul because the way we understand their stories we never could duplicate them. So how might we know that it is God behind the hunch, the dream or the random thought that just won’t seem to go away? Well the simple answer here is we don’t! Following a call always requires that we be willing to take a risk, to have active faith, to step out of the boat so to speak. It often requires that we be willing to step into the unknown without a Plan B before we start. Remember it was Moses who, before he committed to return to Egypt, asked God, what shall be the sign that you are with me? and God’s response was the venture will be successful (Ex 3:11-12). Active faith is in fact the trust in God’s ability and willingness to lead and guide and that God’s plan, God’s purpose for us is for our good and not for our harm (Jer 29:11). And so if we have “active faith” and that explanation was good enough for Moses, it should be good enough for us too.
Over and over again our lifetime experiences have provided us with wisdom and insight and through that we have come to understand that:
· God is willing to work through us as we hear scripture and help us apply it to our world. 
· God works though us as we pray for each other and reach our beyond our comfort zones with acts of compassion and justice. 
· God works through our love and willingness to accept and forgive to touch the hearts of others. 
· God works with whatever gifts we have to accomplish God’s purpose.

So why wouldn’t God tap into our imaginations and intuition to bless others. Whether the catalyst was a confession or a conversion, this is what I feel both Peter and Paul recognized and allowed to happen in their lives. They allowed God to speak to them through a hunch, a dream, an “ahha moment” or a prayer. This is where they met God and this is how they truly came to know Jesus and this too, is what we need to be willing to do.
But meeting Jesus is only the beginning. It was for Peter and Paul and it is for us, for we too are called to live according to the examples set by both Paul and Peter. Jesus came and beckoned them and through them us, to a new way of life. A way of life desired for us by God, a way of life which led to shalom, but it was a way of life which turned the 1st century Middle Eastern Roman world on its head, a way of life which continues to do the same among most in our world today and a way of life which often causes tension for each one of us. Whether it be “a confessing life” or “a converted life,” it is a life which only asks of us to take the time to truly know God and let God speak to us and to live in the teachings and practice of God’s mercy and justice as Jesus taught. It is a life which asks us to trust that it is God who is prompting us and that tells us that the only sign we’ll get of that will be that the venture will be successful. This is salvation, it is God’s purpose and that my friends, is what meeting Jesus is all about.
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