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They were nobody we would want to be – nobody, probably, that we have ever known or would 
even want to know.  They were a ragtag bunch of wandering herdsmen, moving from place to 
place in search of the perfect pasturing grounds that the oldest among them believed were 
waiting for them, welcomed by no one, often driven out by the hostility of their neighbors.  They 
were a group of escaped slaves wandering in the desert, pursued by an army from behind them, 
confronted by walled cities and more armies ahead of them, afraid to turn back, afraid to go on.  
They were the inhabitants of scattered settlements in the midst of a land new to them, constantly 
threatened by the more established residents, trying to preserve their odd way of life in the midst 
of a seductive prevalent culture.  They were captives of war, seized in their own homes by an 
invading army, forced to march across half a continent to resettlement in the heart of enemy 
territory.  They were pathetic survivors, without enough resources to rebuild, struggling to 
recultivate their land while sworn enemies looked on – they worked with one hand on the plow 
and one hand on a sword.  They were the miserable subsistence farmers in an occupied land, 
scratching at the arid soil to raise enough to both feed their families and pay the crushing taxes.  
They were the despised adherents of a strange new religion, whose leader had been tortured and 
executed as a revolutionary, a danger to public safety. 
 
I am speaking, of course, of the people of God.  In their long and troubled history, God’s people 
have been the underdogs far more often than not.  From Abraham, the wandering Aramaean, to 
the Children of Israel in their exodus under Moses, to the splintered tribes at the time of the 
Judges, to the Exiles in Babylon, to the returnees who struggled to restore the Nation of Israel, 
first under the Persians, then the Greeks and finally the Romans, to the Early Church, at home 
with neither the Jews nor the Gentiles, God’s people have mostly been those on the outs, the 
ones on the bottom rung of the ladder, the flotsam and jetsam of history.  It is easy for us to 
forget, I think, in the relative luxury and safety of 21st Century Seattle, that our spiritual 
forebears were the poor, the dispossessed, the disenfranchised, the oppressed.  Very little of this 
book was written to those in places of wealth and power and in those few sections, mostly among 
the books of the Prophets, the message is one of warning and correction.  In some ways, we have 
little in common with the original audience of the Holy Scriptures.  In other ways, deeper and 
less obvious ways, we are exactly alike and the words of our passage this morning are equally as 
relevant for us as they were for them.  They are instructions on just what it means to live life in 
the realm of the Shepherd and Guardian of our souls, on how we can participate in bringing the 
Kingdom of God near to all, in expanding the Beloved Community and making it a reality for 
more of our neighbors. 
 
Whether it was the old fisherman himself or a disciple a generation or two later writing in his 
name, as some scholars believe, the author of I Peter certainly has no illusions about the status of 
the people of God in the world.  Listen to the opening of the letter: “Peter, an apostle of Jesus 
Christ, to the exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia…”  
Peter recognizes that God’s people are living a precarious life during his time, a life on the 
fringes of society.  He writes to them so that they will take heart and find hope in the midst of 
suffering; suffering that we can scarcely imagine.  In chapter 2, he reminds them of God’s 
faithfulness by pulling again and again from metaphors used in the Old Testament: direct 
quotations from the Psalms and Isaiah, and references to ideas that were gaining common usage 
among the early Christians, ideas from letters by his colleague and sometimes rival, Paul, and 
from the author of Hebrews.  These familiar images and concepts would have been reassuring in 



Rock & Pebbles 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 5/18/2014 2 
 

and of themselves, connecting those reading Peter’s letter with the hard but blessed history of 
Israel and with their Lord, the Messiah of Israel. 
 
Peter’s encouragement to “long for the pure, spiritual milk” would have perhaps called to mind 
for them similar words in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians and in Hebrews, if those 
circulating works had already reached them, but the image would no doubt have resonated with 
those well-versed in the promises of the Old Testament which continually point toward a 
Promised Land flowing with milk and honey.  Peter holds out spiritual milk as the means toward 
salvation, “if indeed you have tasted that the Lord is good,” he says, echoing the Psalmist: “O 
taste and see that the Lord is good; happy are those who take refuge in him.”  The image of 
spiritually nourishing milk was to remain strong for Christian writers and should especially be 
embraced by those of us who wish to talk about God as Mother as well as Father.  In the early 
1400s, the great English mystic Julian of Norwich wrote, “A mother will hold her child to her 
breast and feed the child with her milk. But our wonderful mother Jesus feeds us with himself, 
by giving us the food of life.” 
 
Peter then turns to the image of Jesus as stone, as cornerstone and as stumbling stone, and of 
Christians, by extension, as stones themselves; pebbles, if you will, from the living stone.  One 
can imagine that this metaphor would be near and dear to Peter’s heart.  As I hope you all will 
remember, the apostle’s given name was Simon; he was given the nickname Peter, “the Rock,” 
by Jesus after his declaration of faith at Caesarea Philippi.  He uses the words of the prophet 
Isaiah to compare Christ to a stone, the cornerstone of the faith of those exiles to whom he is 
writing, a faith not understood by their neighbors.  Peter reminds his audience that both Isaiah 
and the Psalmist have foreseen that Christ would not be accepted by all, that God’s Chosen One 
would be a stumbling block to many.  The Greek word is “skandalon,” from which we get our 
word “scandal.”  It is a reassurance that all that they are experiencing, including Christ’s 
rejection and their own by those around them, has been both seen and prepared for by God. 
 
Peter’s word of comfort for these scattered Christians is that, in experiencing persecution, they 
are sharing in the experience of Jesus.  But how does this apply to us?  As I said earlier, all of us 
here this morning are fabulously rich in comparison with these early Christians.  Most of the 
things we take for granted in America, life expectancies in the 80s, clean, safe food, hygiene, 
access to dentists and doctors, were beyond the reach of even kings for most of history.  None of 
us are in imminent danger of starvation; indeed, quite the opposite for some of us, although 
starvation is certainly still a danger in our world and country.  None of us are living in danger 
because of our faith, although our brothers and sisters in Christ are under attack in some places 
of the world, as witness the recent death sentence of a Sudanese woman, Meriam Yehya Ibrahim 
Ishag, who was convicted of apostasy to Islam even though she was raised as an Orthodox 
Christian and of adultery because she married a Christian man, which she could not do as a 
supposedly Muslim woman.  How can we claim solidarity with Christians who lived or who still 
live under oppression with any integrity? 
 
We certainly cannot do so by turning a blind eye to the many blessings with which God has 
blessed us.  We have been given a good deal and, in the words of our liturgical sisters and 
brothers, it is right to give God thanks and praise.  But just as the Christians to whom Peter wrote 
were consistently told by their society that they were inferior because of their faith, so too does 
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our society devalue us, though in far subtler ways.  It may be more obvious in this part of the 
country than in others.  Here in the “None Zone,” an admission that one attends church or any 
kind of talk about organized religion makes one suspect, less cool, intellectually defective.  Of 
course, we can always take refuge in the old saw that we’re not members of any organized 
religion, we’re Baptists.  But our society has other ways of devaluing those who do not march to 
the tune it sets, who do not worship the gods of wealth, power and sex.  It’s poured over us every 
day, on television, radio and the internet, in magazines, newspapers and on billboards.  My 
sisters and brothers, make no mistake.  We may not be in fear for our lives but we are members 
of and too-often willing participants in a society bent on devaluing us if we do not do and think 
and buy exactly as we are told. 
 
But to return to the things with which God has blessed us, we have an identity beyond what the 
world assigns to us.  We are not just “the odd,” “the different,”  “the left out.”  We belong to 
something greater and more lasting than the culture which finds us of no account.  Peter tells us 
that like Jesus, we too are living stones.  As Christ is, so is the Christian.  We, too, are chosen 
and precious in God’s sight, while discarded by culture.  It is not an intrinsic value that we have 
and others do not that makes us precious to God – all of creation is precious to God.  We are not 
chosen because we are “special,” not chosen in the sense of being elite.  Instead, we are chosen, 
as the people of God have always been, for service. 
 
To fulfill our calling for service, according to Peter, we must let ourselves “be built into a 
spiritual house.”  Together, with our brothers and sisters in Christ from all places and times and 
human groupings, we are the temple which Jesus foretold would replace the soon-to-be 
demolished Temple in Jerusalem, the one “not built with hands.”  It’s important for us to 
remember, as we sang earlier, that “the church is not a building, the church is not a steeple, the 
church is not a resting place, the church is a people!  I am the church, you are the church, we are 
the church together!”  We have slowly replaced the letterhead and envelopes for our church that 
had a picture of this building with new ones with the stylized picture of Jesus as the Good 
Shepherd.  When people say “Good Shepherd Baptist Church,” we don’t want them to think of 
this little building, much as we love it.  We want them to think of God and God’s love, as 
embodied in Jesus and in the metaphor of the Good Shepherd.  And we want them to think of us, 
the pebbles of the cornerstone. 
 
Just as our logo points people towards our Loving Creator, so should our actions.  As Peter 
repeats in this passage, we are a holy, royal priesthood.  Now, that doesn’t mean that we dress in 
strange clothes and chant and offer sacrifices, at least not the physical kind.  We are called to 
offer spiritual sacrifices, that is, to offer our life to God by living in the way that God calls us to 
live, with love and kindness so that through our lives in the world, others may taste the goodness, 
the kindness in some translations, of God.  Ultimately, the function of a priest is to point others 
in the direction of God, to mediate the presence of God for them, to represent God.  The primary 
way I know of to do this is to behave towards others as God would, to be loving and forgiving 
even toward those who disdain us, who work against us, who do us harm.  This is the model that 
Jesus gave us as he forgave even those who tortured him and put him to death.  As the living 
pebbles of the living stone, the cornerstone, we can cause a scandal, catch people’s attention, as 
they stumble over our unexpected, counter-cultural acts of forgiveness and love. 
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When we think of ourselves as the shards of the rock, the little living stones, the pebbles that 
come together into the spiritual house, the new Temple of God, I think we can also call on 
another familiar pebble image.  It’s such a common image that it’s impossible to attribute to one 
writer or artist, though the Dalai Lama did say, “Just as ripples spread out when a single pebble 
is dropped into water, the actions of individuals can have far-reaching effects.”  For my part, I’ll 
always remember the haunting melody of a “progressive rock” song from the early ‘70s, “Take a 
Pebble,” by Emerson, Lake & Palmer, written by Greg Lake.  “Just take a pebble and cast it to 
the sea, / Then watch the ripples that unfold… / Disturbing the waters of our lives.”  Our greatest 
impact on our culture and those in it is indeed as the united Body of Christ.  But we should never 
discount nor devalue the impact we have as individuals.  As we pass through the journey of our 
lives, we touch countless other lives, leaving them with an impression of our passing.  When we 
allow the Spirit of Christ to fill us and guide our steps, we allow God’s love to flow through us, 
then that impression is a positive one, perhaps unbeknownst to us, one strong enough to alter the 
course of another life, to spin another pebble into the orbit of God’s love.  Yes, I know I’m 
mixing metaphors pretty dreadfully, but I hope you get the idea. 
 
We are a chosen race, chosen by God for service.  We are a royal priesthood, serving each other 
and mediating God’s presence for others by reflecting God’s love.  We are, says Peter, “a holy 
nation, God’s own people, in order that (we) may proclaim the mighty acts of the One who 
called us out of darkness into the marvelous light of God.”  Our actions speak loudest but 
sometimes in order to proclaim, we must use our words.  When people ask us what motivates us 
to be kind, how we are able to forgive, where we find the deep love we offer the world, we must 
be ready to tell them that it comes from God, that we follow Jesus, that we are a part of that 
spiritual house called the Church.  Otherwise, we have led them up to the brink of the abundant 
life and then left them without a map to know the way forward.  We cannot say, “I am too shy,” 
or “I am an introvert.”  We have the power of God behind us.  We are called to tell the stories, 
our story, the stories of our brothers and sisters, the stories that helped us, the stories of the 
mighty acts of God.  One commentator on this passage writes, “Being chosen by God is not so 
much privilege as it is responsibility!  You have been saved to serve.  The Church is not the 
church unless it is a Servant Church, a church on behalf of others, a church that both longs and 
works hard to bring this world “out of darkness into God’s marvelous light”.  The Church is 
mission.” 
 
My sisters and my brothers, for us, Christ Jesus is the foundation, the solid rock upon which we 
stand.  Jesus is the rock beside which we take shelter, when we are weary, when our life seems to 
be all storms.  God is our strength and our salvation.  But with these assurances, when we are 
rested, we are called not to linger in the safety but to go out into the tumult of the world, to stand 
against the culture of death that surrounds us and proclaim the mighty acts of God, to love even 
though we are not loved in return.  Christ is the rock and we are his priests, we are his church.  
Individually and together, we can make the ripples that will turn this world around.  And then the 
world shall know the safety, the joy, the love of God and the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and 
the companionship of the Holy Spirit, now and forever, Amen. 


