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Peter and the Lion.
Community Church, I had never noticed it before.  In all of my study I had never noticed the uncanny similarities between the Apostle Peter in the Gospel of Luke and the Cowardly Lion in the Wizard of Oz.  Both characters, in their respective roles, evidence much bravado.  The Lion declares within moments of his appearance in the film “Put ‘em up.  I’ll fight you with one paw tied behind my back.  I’ll fight you standing on one foot.  Put ‘em up, put ‘em up.  I am the King of the jungle.”  And our dear brother Peter is not so different.  With the audacity of the Lion, in our text, Peter proclaims, “Lord, I am ready to go to prison with you and to die with you.”  In the Gospel of Mark Peter puts it this way, Jesus if no one else will stand with you, most certainly I will.  
It seems both Peter and the Lion believe their own press clippings but neither has what it takes to stand on their profession of courage.  When Dorothy meets the Wizard for the first time, it is the Lion who pushes her out front first; alone and exposed.  It is the Lion who quakes in his boots and attempts to sneak out the door; it is the Lion who faints as Dorothy addresses the wizard.  
And Peter fares no better.  On the same night he declares his willingness to go to prison and to death with Jesus he also seems so very determined to separate himself from Jesus. Did you hear what Peter says when the servant girl spots him, “Woman, I do not even know this Jesus.”  Or when the man identifies him as one of his followers, “I am not one of them!”  Or when the third person recognizes him by his accent and his dress, for a third time Peter cries out “I do not know them, I do not know what you are talking about!”  As Jesus is being taken away, as he is being prepared to be mocked and beaten, as he is alone and exposed, Peter’s courage fails.  

When they were needed the most the Lion and the apostle lose their nerve and their courage fails.  
What Happens When Courage Fails?
What happens when courage fails?  In the Wizard of Oz, after his loss of face the lion says, in so many words, you don’t want me with you.  It’s so degrading to be seen in the company of a cowardly lion.”  And in our text after Peter’s courage fails, he runs out weeping, bitterly.  
When courage fails we often run and hide.  When courage fails we find it hard to stand again, to try again, to face again the thing that has caused our courage to flee.  When courage fails shame takes center stage and the Lion sees himself as a source of degradation.  When courage fails shame blinds Peter to the possibility he is anything other than unworthy.  When courage fails it is hard to consider the way to begin again.  And when we will not begin again not only has courage failed but failure has won.  

Have you ever failed at something?  Have you ever known the hot tears that our brother Peter shed?  Have you ever run from that thing that mocks your hopes and highlights your inability to succeed?  Has your courage ever escaped you and in its absence only shame?   
It has happened to me.  I served an organization that focused on the needs of at risk youth, especially boys.  But somehow I became engaged with a group of young women at risk.  Specifically I began to work with teenage girls who were incarcerated for violent crimes.  By God’s grace we established relationships with one another.  With God’s power I began to make headway regarding municipal funding for this population.  And then in a crucial meeting, where hundreds of thousands of dollars were on the table, where lives could be changed, someone who was in authority over me told me to be silent, to be silent and not advocate for the girls so that a different proposal, a deficient proposal focused on boys, would garner the funds.
Weighing options I sat in that meeting but I was silent.  I betrayed those young women because I did not have the courage of my convictions, the courage to speak and defend the better proposal, the one in which I believed.  The woman who oversaw the facility where the girls were housed, and the author of the grant, learned of my silence and moved on to others who were more courageous than I.  And, she did not allow me to continue my work with the girls.  
Like the Lion, in my own eyes, I was a source of degradation.  Like Peter I knew I had failed and because I was so ashamed failure had won.  Failure had won because what could have been an opportunity to learn and grow became a hole out of which I did not come.  During my time in Boston I never returned to working with those precious girls.
What to Do When Courage Fails?
What do we do when courage fails?  What can we do?  Well I am so glad I can hear a response to this question in our Gospel text.  When courage fails we can crawl into a place of shame and tears or we can do what Peter did.  Now to follow the story of Peter’s movement from courage-less to courage-full we have to go beyond the book of Luke.  For in the Gospel we are left with an apostle who never gets it, who never seems to recover, who never returns and is never spoken of again in positive terms.  Oh but in the book of Acts, we encounter a Peter who has figured out what to do when courage fails.  In Acts we find the same Peter who faltered and failed now standing and preaching with such power that 3,000 souls are saved.  In Acts we greet a Peter who meets a man crippled from birth and says to him silver and gold have I none, but such as I have I give to thee, in the name of Jesus the Christ, stand up and walk.  Yes something has happened to Peter between Luke 22 and Acts 2, something instructive for anyone for whom courage has failed.
What can we do when courage fails?  First we must recognize that as long as we are human, as long as we are on this earth, we are subject to fail.  Jesus even knew Peter would fail.  Jesus presents it in this way to Peter.  Peter, oh Peter, Satan has received permission to sift you like wheat from chaff.  In other words, Jesus says to Peter, there are forces in this world that are bent on seeing that you fail.  Forces that will seek to get you off track and once off track they will try to keep you that way.  

My brothers and sisters, whether or not you believe in an embodied being called the satan, forces do exist in our world that will confront our courage and even seek to cause us to fail.  Whenever you and I work to bring about good, whenever you and I seek to expose that which is wrong, whenever you and I or any one on earth dares to stand against injustice or injury, whenever we determine that we will be about the things our God and our Savior call us to do, forces will rise up that challenge our courage and even cause us to fail.  

Jesus knew Peter was doomed to fail and the same Jesus who loves us and calls us friend knows that you and I are also destined to fail.  But there is hope in the knowledge that we will fail; for though we will falter . . . though we will fall; it need not be fatal or final.  In the Lukan text we hear Jesus say to the apostle I have prayed for you.  In the 17th chapter of the Gospel of John, Jesus says I have prayed for all those who believe in me.  That means for all who believe in Jesus a prayer has already gone up from the Savior’s lips.  He has already prayed for all who believe that they, that we, may be one, that those who believe may be strong, that they, that we may be able to stand the trials and the tribulations, that we may be able to fail and find the strength to get up again; to fail and feel his presence near us holding us, to fail and to know that in our failure the God we love is forming us into new creatures able to take on new assignments and to reach new heights.

In fact that is what is going on with Peter in our Lukan text.  Jesus says to him first, Peter there are forces after you and I know you will fail.  Then, without missing a beat Jesus says, but I have prayed for you, in other words I am equipping you.  And finally he says, when you return.  Stop right there, when you return; that phrase presupposes that Peter will fail but that his failure will not be his end.  When you return, not if you come back; when you come back stand up, shake off the shame, dry your eyes, for you are still mine, I still love you, I still have plans for you.  Peter after you make your mistake return and strengthen your brothers.  Jesus, in the hours before Peter denies him, looks the apostle straight in the face and in essence says, Peter after you mess up, get up, for there is still work to do and you are the one I want to do it.

What happens when our courage fails, first we must remember that the one who loves us and calls us to follow him, this same Jesus says, I knew you would fail.  Second, and even more importantly he says but I have prayed for you, I am protecting you, and I will use this experience as a time of growth.  When our courage fails we must remember that our Savior says come close to me for I still have plans for you, plans to guide you, plans to use you to share my love, my wisdom, my justice, my freedom, to represent my kingdom.  Come closer to me for our work is not yet finished.  In so many words Jesus says to Peter and to you and to me, you are my beloved one, you are part of a larger plan, a bigger picture, and I need your heart, your experiences, even your failures because they make you who you are; you are mine and we have work to do.
Peter had failed but Jesus knew that failure would form him into a stronger person, a wiser advocate, a better leader.  Zina had failed but God knew that experience would make her a fierce competitor and one who would not be silenced again by men when God has given her a word to speak.  

This morning, what will we do when our courage fails?  Will we like the Lion and the Peter of Luke run and hide, accused, afraid and ashamed?  Or will we accept that failure is a part of our lives and that it is only fatal when we give up on ourselves or, as our 40th President said, give up on God?

You and I are called by God as the community on the corner of Lincoln and Grove to embark on many and great tasks.  But, if we are going to engage all of the things God has in store for us as a community we must have courage and we must know that at points our courage will fail.  But it is so good to know we serve a God who says after you have failed, know that I pray for you, turn back and be about the work I have in store for you.

This morning, no matter your circumstances, no matter our circumstances, no matter what extends before us there is one who says I had enough courage to become courage for you, all you must do is reach out to me, in belief, and I will give you what you need, even when your courage fails.

800 years before Jesus, God, speaking through Isaiah, said it this way when the waters are high, you will not drown, when the fire is hot you will not be burned for you are mine; don’t be afraid I am with you.
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