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Let us pray… 
 
A couple of weeks ago, our rooster flew the coop.  Flew the steeple, more accurately.  
From what I understand, the rooster on top of the historical building was installed in the 
1990s, when the steeple was added as a gift from Sven Siemen (Sighman).  The rooster 
has watched over Boxborough from his perch for almost three decades, as the town has 
grown and changed.  I imagine he was particularly delighted during the years when real 
roosters crowed at the Pavliks. 
 
We’ve had a windy couple of months, and it seems that put a lot of stress on the bar that 
kept the rooster attached to the steeple.  So Mary Anne Vogel found the very heavy 
weathervane post on the driveway, and Boxborough police found the rooster in the 
middle of the road somewhere.  I was hoping it would show up in the police reports – 
“Metal bird reported to be disrupting traffic on Mass Ave.” – but no such luck. 
 
Roosters are pretty common choices for church weathervanes, along with crosses and 
ships.  The rooster, of course, comes from this morning’s scripture reading:  Peter denied 
Jesus, as predicted, before the rooster crowed three times.  Okay, so it’s in scripture, but 
that doesn’t really explain the choice as a symbol. 
 
You might recall that Jesus said to Peter (in Matthew’s 16th chapter):  “On this rock I will 
build my church.”  Jesus wasn’t talking about the granite he’d chosen for a foundation:  
the name “Peter” also means “rock”.  So Jesus was identifying Peter as the follower who 
would lead the movement after his death; and traditionally, Peter is thought of as the 
“father” of Christianity, the first “pope”.  A lofty role, for sure.  But the symbol associated 
with Peter is that rooster, the very animal that marked Peter’s denial of Jesus.  Seems 
kind of mean.  Like people were saying to Peter, “You might be all high and mighty, in 
charge of this movement, but let’s not forget that when Jesus was in trouble, you lied 
about knowing him, just like he knew you would.” 
 
According to tradition, early popes promoted the rooster as an appropriate symbol for the 
church.  From my research, I couldn’t find exactly why that recommendation was made:  
maybe it was primarily because it was associated with Peter, and they wanted to hold 
him up as an example to follow.  Some people believe the rooster was chosen as a 
warning for Christians:  when your belief in Jesus is tested, be strong and brave, don’t 
hide or deny like Peter did.   
 
Now, I’m not particularly interested in sticking a shame-saturated symbol on top of the 
church.  We’re thinking a lot about what our physical building communicates to people:  I 
don’t think we want our first message to be, “Don’t screw up.”  But whatever earlier 
intentions were, I think the rooster could still be a valuable symbol for us.  Rather than a 
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warning, it can be a sign of hope:  Like Peter, all of us are going to mess up; it’s just part 
of being human.  But, like Peter, God is still working with us; God doesn’t give up on us or 
condemn us.  Our future isn’t dictated by our past; whatever we’ve done, we can let go of 
that and move forward into a hope-filled future.  When the rooster crowed, it was a 
reminder to Peter that Jesus was right when he predicted Peter’s betrayal.  But the 
rooster crowing was also the beginning of Peter’s new life, the one in which he would 
continue Jesus’ work, despite persecution from religious and civil authorities alike.  Now, 
we know roosters don’t just crow in the morning; apparently it depends on a particular 
rooster’s personality as to when and how often and how long they crow.  But we think of 
a rooster’s crow as heralding sunrise.  Like going from a long, dark, sleepless night into a 
beautiful and peaceful new day:  the rooster is a symbol of hope and new life. 
 
I chose the second hymn today thinking it’s something Peter might have sung that night, 
when Jesus was on trial in that house, and Peter was lurking in the courtyard.  Obviously 
the hymn didn’t exist yet, in fact “Christians” didn’t exist yet, but I can imagine Peter 
anxiously singing to himself, as he hides in the shadows, wondering what is happening to 
Jesus inside, and worrying about what it all meant for him.  “Lord, I want to be a 
Christian, in my heart, in my heart…  Lord, I want to be like Jesus, in my heart, in my 
heart…”  He does, he wants to be brave and faithful.  But he feels so alone, and so 
scared.  Maybe he’d imagined a test like this, and pictured himself charging into the 
house, to rescue Jesus like some superhero.  And then, in the moment, he is frozen.  
And worse, he lies:  “I do not know the man.” 
 
I’d like to stand here and say I’ve never lied, and assert that none of the rest of you have, 
either.  But I worry that the rooster would come to life and start to crow.  And I’m not 
talking about white lies to save somebody’s feelings.  Most of us have lied at one point or 
another to try to avoid getting in trouble (which usually backfires), or to claim something 
we wish was true, or because we’re having a hard time facing some part of ourselves.  
So we deny breaking the vase, or exaggerate the importance of our job, or complain 
about our family leaving out all the obnoxious things we do while carefully repeating 
everybody else’s mistakes.  Maybe no rooster crows to punctuate such denials and 
deceits, but that sick feeling in our stomach and our stuckness are strong signs that we’re 
with Peter, hiding from ourselves in the shadows. 
 
But let’s be honest, the truth can be risky.  If Peter had admitted that he was with Jesus, 
he might have been harassed by the crowd or even turned in to the authorities:  his own 
neck was on the line.  Maybe we aren’t always faced with such an existential risk.  But 
admitting our mistakes can be a detriment in work environments where expectations of 
impossible perfection set up a whole culture of deceit.  And being vulnerable by telling 
others our truths can open us to pain, if people use that information against us or reject 
us in our authenticity.  Even being honest with ourselves can hurt, if our inner judge is 
ready to convict and condemn us, rather than accepting and affirming us as we seek to 
grow. 
 
So if, this evening, you find yourself in a courtyard, what challenging question from a 
bystander would most quickly put you in Peter’s shoes?  That is, what truth about 
yourself would you most want to deny?  Maybe it’s your addiction, or your mental illness.  
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It could be the huge financial debt you’re dealing with, or the fact that you just lost your 
job.  Maybe it’s that you weren’t talking to your dad when he died, or that your kids 
haven’t spoken to you in months.  Maybe you’d lie if the person in the courtyard asked, 
“Do you have any friends?”  “Do you love your spouse?”  What hard question would you 
hate to be asked in the middle of the night, what truth would you want to deny for the 
protection of yourself or others?  Let’s take just a minute to think about it; don’t worry, we 
won’t be sharing our answers… 
 
You know, the gospel writers disagree on just who asked Peter about his relationship 
with Jesus.  Was it one maid, two servant girls, or members of the crowd?  Scholars say 
that probably means that the story of Peter’s denial is true, but that the details about the 
challengers have been lost to history.  So I don’t know who actually stood before Peter 
and asked him the questions.  But metaphysically, I think it was Jesus.  According to 
scripture, Jesus knew Peter was going to deny him.  Wasn’t a surprise to Jesus at all.  He 
even knew when, and essentially where.  When I read this passage I picture accusers 
coming up and growling at Peter:  “You were with him!”  But maybe it wasn’t like that at 
all.  And maybe it wouldn’t be like that in our own shadowy courtyards.  Consider the hard 
question you just came up with, and imagine that it is a loving Jesus asking it of you. 
Jesus comes up to us and says, with the utmost kindness and gentleness:  Do you feel 
like you don’t love your spouse?  Are you drowning in debt?  Are you drinking to get 
through the day?  These aren’t proclamations of judgment, but invitations to be 
vulnerable, and honest, and real, showing our scars and our wounds, bringing them out 
into the light and the air, so that healing can begin.   
 
And then the rooster crows.  Not as an exclamation point on our denial, but as a 
declaration that a new day has begun, a new life has begun, and it is ours.  If Peter can 
so dramatically lie and deny his relationship with Jesus – not once, but three times – and 
start again, then surely the rest of us can to.  And if Peter can have such skeletons in his 
closet, and then become a brave and courageous leader, surely our brokenness can be 
transformed into strength as well. 
 
That seems to be God’s specialty, in fact.  Moses was a murderer and a runaway.  Jesus’ 
mother, Mary, was an unwed teenager.  Jesus himself was put to death as a criminal.  
The apostle Paul persecuted Christians before becoming one.  If you want to find some 
perfect example of humanity as a model for your life, you’re going to have to look 
somewhere other than the bible and Christian tradition and your neighbors in this 
sanctuary.  We are beautiful, broken people.  And God loves us, just as we are.  And God 
is going to work with that brokenness, to bring hope to the world. 
 
David Whyte’s poem talks about your life being turned to ashes, and then someone takes 
those very ashes to write you a new life.  I first read this poem 20 years ago.  An amazing 
lay leader in my first church had been hit by a brutal cancer.  I’d journeyed with him and 
his family through months of treatment and agony.  In his last days I sat with him while he 
was unconscious but moaning in pain.  People came from around the world for his 
funeral; he had impacted so many people that there were too many stories to tell.  His 
wife was amazing, although her grief was huge.  She gave me this poem, with the trust 
that God would write something new in the ashes of her life.  She gave it to me because 
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she felt it was the church that helped her believe her life would not end when her 
husband’s did:  that there was more life ahead.  Several times a year I get photographs of 
her children and grandchildren, full of vitality and joy.  The loss never went away, but it 
fueled new beginnings.  A beautiful new life was written in the ashes of the old one.   
 
So it was for Peter, and so it can be for us.  The old life passes away and a new one is 
possible.  That’s the message that will really “come home to roost” on Easter.  We don’t 
have a lot of roosters around here anymore, except for the one on Ted Roe’s phone.  
Hopefully we can get our rooster back up on the steeple, even if it’s after we finish 
whatever we do with the master plan.  And then may it be not a symbol of warning, but an 
invitation to honesty, and a promise of hope.  And even if the rooster never watches over 
our church again, may this be a place where we hear a wake up call.  Where we are 
reminded that no matter what we’ve done in the past, we can begin again in love.  
Whatever has happened to us, God is still at work in our lives.  Despite how long the 
nights might feel, morning is coming.  May we be roosters for each other, declaring that 
God sees us, just as we are, and calls us to life-giving love.  Amen. 


