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 In the six Sundays following Easter, we have been reading through this letter 

of I Peter; and have now made it to the last chapter, the final instructions for this 

community of believers in the midst of their suffering: a period that the author 

promises will last – in comparison with the eternal glory with God – for only a 

little while.  We can imagine, though, that whatever type of persecution for their 

faith they had to endure, with no end in sight, it could not have been easy or felt 

temporary.  Thus, the author encourages them to remain humble, disciplined, and 

persistent because what they were confronting was nothing less than evil itself. 

 Throughout the letter, this community has been described as outsiders, 

exiles, and aliens who are learning how to live peaceably with each other and 

among those who are mistreating them.  The advice is intended to instruct them for 

how to thrive in this type of environment; not boasting in their faith, but humble 

before God.  Humility requires self-awareness.  It is not, however, analogous with 

self-degradation or a low self-image.  Humility is ultimately not a matter of our 

relationships to one another, but of our stance before God.  Glory will come; not 

the glory of our rank or status, but alongside saints joined together in the presence 

of the one who alone is worthy of praise.1 

 As we have noted before, our situation as twenty-first century Americans is much 

different.  We do not live as aliens or exiles, nor are we a persecuted minority.  Memorial Day 

serves as one reminder that freedom has been won and defended for us through the sacrifice of 

those who willingly gave their lives so that we need not fear the right to live and worship in the 

manner we choose.  The ravenous lions that confront us, today, are not trying to take away our 

liberties or punish us for our beliefs.  Thanks be to God for the blessings of our freedom. 

 And yet, in the midst of this nation’s current public health crisis – which has resulted in 

unimaginable levels of suffering, change and loss – we are left with no other way to describe the 
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suffering that we see and feel than to call it evil; that it truly is, as I Peter describes, “like a 

roaring lion (that) prowls around, looking for someone to devour.”   

 Evil – whether or not we imagine it as a personal force (Satan, the devil) – is an 

undeniable feature of the Christian understanding of the world.  We are not confronted only 

with human error, bad intentions, or misfortune.  There are other powers of evil that transcend 

both the individual actors and their actions.  Evil is both strong and real, but in our 

understanding, God is stronger.  In the meantime, though, we are called to engage in a real 

struggle with forces whose ultimate defeat we know but who are just as ravenous and 

dangerous as the lion that I Peter warns us to fear. 

 And so, the final word of encouragement in the last words of this epistle is the reminder 

that the “God of grace has called you.”  As the body of Christ, we have been given something to 

do.  As difficult as the present circumstances might be, we – like those who have served and 

given their lives for the sake of our country and the freedoms it offers – have been called to step 

up and to serve.  The battle is ours. 

 In our first reading – from the opening eleven verses of the Book of Acts – some strange 

things happen.  As the risen Jesus appears to his disciples, he tells them they will not know the 

timetable for the restoration of the Kingdom, but that they “will receive power when the Holy 

Spirit has come upon you” and that “you will be my witnesses…to the ends of the earth.”  And 

then, while they were watching, Jesus was lifted up into the clouds and disappeared from their 

sight; leaving the disciples gazing up to heaven. 

 Suddenly, two mysterious men “stood near them.” Just as in the gospel of Luke where 

two men attempt to explain to the women at the tomb who are looking for Jesus’ body that they 

are looking in the wrong place – since the living are not to be found in graveyards – so now two 

men tell the disciples that they are not looking in the right place.  Jesus had just given them 

instructions to go and be his witnesses, but they had stood rooted in one spot, longingly looking 

up, hoping for some further word of instruction.2 

 These are the ones who were first called to be Christ’s witnesses to the ends of the earth, 

and we are their successors: called to give witness to the truth of justice for all, love of enemies, 

and care for the marginalized and outcast.  In time – in a little while, if we are using I Peter’s 

time frame – the forces of evil will be overcome, but for now, we care called to give witness to 

the faithfulness, mercy and love of God made known to us through the life, death, and 

resurrection of Christ, our Lord. 
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 In the midst of this pandemic’s prowling lion, it may seem difficult for us to be 

witnesses.  Some among us have suffered the illness or loss of friends and loved ones; many 

have suffered the loss of jobs, income, or financial opportunities; and all of us have had to 

endure the stress and uncertainty of changed routines, cancelled or postponed activities, and 

disrupted relationships.  There is yet no timetable for if or when these many losses might be 

recouped.  Most of us are starting to realize that our lives are going to changed permanently.   

 And so, yes, these can be difficult times to witness: to muster the energy, the emotional, 

physical and spiritual resources needed to answer God’s call.  Some of us are weary and 

longing for the ability to rest.  It is tempting instead to stay put and fix our gaze on the heavens, 

waiting for clearer instructions.  Despite the many things we know that we could do, actually 

doing it is another thing. 

 Thus, it is instructive to look back once more to the final instructions of I Peter and to 

focus on the author’s call to humility.  The exhortation here comes from one elder in the church 

to the others; to those who have been formally installed or informally designated as spiritual 

leaders in the community of believers.  While all Christians are called by God into service, it is 

especially important for elders to set the tone: to clothe ourselves with humility in dealings with 

one another, so that younger believers might have positive examples to follow.   

 During these uncertain days of navigating changed realities, when none of us are sure 

where or who to turn to for sound guidance, we are even more reliant on our neighbors, friends 

and family – those we trust – to discover best practices.  We are being forced to re-learn – in real 

time – what to avoid, how to shop, and when to go out.  We are finding that many self-

proclaimed experts who claimed to know exactly how this crisis was going to unfold, or what 

the timetable would be, have been wrong; while those who were more humble about how 

much they do not know have remained more trustworthy.   

 We have all heard the false predictions about how long this virus is going to last, about 

how it is going to be cured, about who can contract it and who is safe; projections based on 

neither science nor data but hopes and hunches.  We have seen projected trend lines that end up 

spiking or flattening unexpectedly.  Sadly, some of the worst outbreaks have been the result of 

church leaders who have advocated gathering church members when it was not yet safe; with 

tragic consequences as a result. 

Most of us, no matter our chronological age, have someone for whom we serve as a role 

model and potentially good example; someone who is searching for answers and may listen to 

us.  That may be a fellow congregant, family member, co-worker, neighbor or friend.  In order 

to be a faithful elder for them, I Peter tells us, we need to be humble.  This means that our role is 

less a prognosticator – standing and looking up to the sky for guidance – and more a witness.  



Can we offer witness to patience or hope?  Can we witness to compassion and sharing what we 

have when we can?  Can we provide a witness of respect for others, even if we may sometimes 

disagree?  Can we offer a witness that it’s okay to accept help from others when it’s needed; 

especially when it furthers the goal of public health? 

Friends, this is a time when most of us already feel humbled.  Whether that 

comes from trying to support our children learning from home, attempting to 

navigate zoom calls, or finding out how much we miss getting our hair cut or going 

to the gym.  We have been humbled by the way that nature has reacted to our 

shutdown and how hard it can be to find a quiet place to pray, and in so many other 

ways.  The challenge, then, is to allow our humbling to bring us closer to God; to 

trust that the present suffering – in comparison to the eternal glory to come – will 

only last for a little while; to realize that in the midst of suffering, the need to offer 

a positive witness is greater than ever.   

I hope and pray for each of you, this Memorial Day weekend, a time of 

remembrance and thankfulness for the freedoms we enjoy as we honor those who 

have made them possible.  And I pray, given that freedom, we might also 

recognize that we have been called by God to be Christ’s witness: to be humble 

and compassionate; not looking in the wrong places, but open to respond to the 

anxiety, pain and suffering that we see around us.  The battle is ours.  May we 

humbly answer the call to serve.  Amen. 


