
Year B Maundy Thursday  
 
Exodus 12: 1-14 
Psalm 116: 1, 10-17 
1 Cor 11: 23-26 
John 13: 1-17, 31b-35 
 
 
Being Peter, being human 
 
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart, be 
always acceptable to you, my Lord, my rock and my redeemer. 
Amen. 
 
 
In our reading from John, the set reading every year for Maundy 
Thursday, we hear the story of Jesus’s last supper and his new 
commandment to the disciples. Jesus said, ‘Just as I have loved you, 
you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that 
you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.’  
 
We also hear that Judas was the one to betray Jesus to the 
authorities, and we hear Peter’s objection to having his feet washed 
by his teacher, by his Lord, and his sudden reversal, asking Jesus to 
wash all of him when he realises his relationship with Jesus relies on 
Jesus performing this humble act. 
 
In the lectionary reading this is all we get, although later, as we listen 
to the gospel of the watch, we will hear of Jesus telling Peter that he 
will deny Jesus three times by the time the cock crows before dawn 
the following morning, Peter’s vehement rebuttal that he would do 
no such a thing, and then we hear the story of that night and all that 
Jesus predicted, coming true. 
 
What are we to make of Peter?  



Do we despair at his approach to things?  
Peter was so earnest in his love and respect for Jesus that he was 
affronted when Jesus humbled himself before him and prepared to 
wash his feet. The next minute Peter was inviting Jesus to give him a 
full wash down! 
Peter is told by Jesus that he will deny Jesus, despite his love for him. 
Peter is affronted at such a suggestion, but… not many hours later 
Peter does exactly as Jesus predicted. 
 
Do we point a finger at Peter and tut?  
Do we, at least in one part of our minds, condemn him for denying 
Jesus?  
Do we understand why he cried in anguish and pain when the cock 
crowed and he knew what he had done? 
 
I stand with Peter. I identify with Peter. Peter was being totally 
human that evening and night. He could not have done otherwise 
because he was not Jesus; Peter was not living in the power of the 
Holy Spirit. 
 
When has someone you call a close friend, or someone you look up 
to, offered to do something for you, and you have instinctively said 
‘no’, out of concern or perhaps embarrassment that your friend 
should even offer to do a humble act for you? Well, that’s how Peter 
acted in that upper room before the meal. Jesus was offering to 
wash his feet, not just slightly sweaty feet, but feet soiled with a 
day’s walking along streets shared with horses and donkeys – I think 
you get the picture without me needing to describe it in detail. 
 
If someone told us we would deny knowing them at a crucial time in 
their life, wouldn’t we vehemently deny that we would so quickly 
drop them or disown them? 
 
Let’s consider this from Peter’s perspective. 



That evening, when the mob came with clubs and sticks to seize 
Jesus, possibly to murder him there and then in the deserted Mount 
of Olives outside the city walls, what would you have done? The 
disciples started to run away in all directions, into the night. You are 
torn between the instincts of fight or flight yourself.  The flight 
instinct wins, especially as, without exception, all the others are 
fleeing the scene at speed and if you are not careful, in a matter of 
seconds it will only be you and Jesus left. 
 
But you do not totally abandon Jesus. Of all his disciples, you stay in 
the shadows and follow as close as you dare to the mob as they take 
Jesus to the courtyard of the high priest’s house. You even regain 
sufficient composure to enter the courtyard and mingle with the 
mob and some others caught up in the commotion who have come 
in to have a look. Some of your confidence returns and you emerge 
from the darker shadows, getting closer to a warm brazier on a cold 
evening. 
 
Even after the first time when someone, a servant girl by all 
accounts, challenges him as being a follower of Jesus, and he denies 
it, Peter stays in the courtyard, and twice more risks challenges by 
men from the mob, and denies Jesus for the second and third times. 
 
To an extent Peter held his nerve; he may have denied Jesus, but his 
love for his friend meant he wanted to be close to him through his 
ordeal. And his friendship meant so much to him, that when the cock 
crowed for a second time, and he fully realised what he had done, 
just as Jesus had predicted, and he had said he would do no such 
thing but had so easily caved in, Peter went out and wept bitterly. 
 
I am in no doubt that Peter tried his human best. It was better than 
the other disciples managed; they were nowhere to be seen, 
probably shut up together back in the upper room they had come 
from after their supper, or possibly not even daring to return to that 
place, they had found other places to hide away. 



 
Peter is the model example of the best of us, I think.  
We tend to be critical of Peter because of the story of his denial of 
Jesus. We forget about the other disciples who fled the scene, 
completely abandoning Jesus and Peter. 
 
When we consider and reflect on Peter’s actions, let us not be quick 
to judge. What would we have done? Can we kid ourselves that we 
would have stood side by side with Jesus, held our hands out and 
said if you are taking him, take me also? Would we, knowing that 
Jesus had forewarned the disciples of his death, have wanted to be 
identified with Jesus?  
 
It would have been like signing our own death warrant. 
 
Peter was fully human, and did not want to die.  
Jesus was fully human and fully divine and did not want to die.  
The difference is that Jesus was full of God’s self-emptying love for 
humankind, and knew that the human world could not cope with the 
message of love and acceptance, of non-violence and peace, the 
deep peace of shalom/salaam.  
 
The worldly powers and sins of the world would be the death of him. 
Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem was always going to provoke a strong 
reaction by those with power and authority, those who had worked 
themselves in to comfortable positions, even at the cost of their 
integrity and care for others. 
 
Peter lived with the weight of his denial of Jesus until Jesus 
symbolically forgave him by asking him three times to take care of 
his sheep. 
 
In our lives, we are unlikely to be called to such a significant act as to 
align with Jesus in such a way that imperils our lives. 
 



Are there other, far less dramatic ways in which we deny Jesus, deny 
his teachings, and deny Jesus’ new commandment, ‘Just as I have 
loved you, you also should love one another.’?  
 
I confess that I have done and continue to do, in many small ways, in 
the decisions made, in thinking of myself first, of letting my ego get 
in the way, of scoffing at Peter’s weakness and denials on that most 
passion-filled night in all of the world’s history. 
 
Peter wasn’t weak, he was human. He was the strongest of the 
disciples that night, and only by wanting to be close to Jesus did he 
put himself in danger, and found ways to avoid his own arrest by his 
denials of Jesus. 
 
And Jesus wouldn’t have wanted for Peter to be arrested and killed 
alongside him. Can we view Jesus’ prediction to Peter of his actions 
as an act of brotherly love, really saying that it was OK, he didn’t 
want Peter to die, and his denials would be an essential part of the 
story, that would lead to that wonderful exchange between them 
over a breakfast of fish on a beach? 
 
In our lives, let us look up to Peter, and be in awe of his courage and 
his love for Jesus that he, alone among the disciples, stayed close and 
risked arrest in that courtyard. 
 
In our lives, let us look at the small daily things we do that, in their 
own way, deny Jesus, and resolve to be more like Peter.  
 
 
 
 
 


