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1st Peter is a rich letter, full of the energy and compulsiveness that we have come to expect in the man Peter from the gospels. It is packed with images, ideas and practical injunctions. The section immediately before our reading today in chapter 2, builds on metaphors of blood, seed, grass, milk and now stone. It is easy, therefore, to lose the overall drift of Peter’s message. So let’s pick out the threads.

At the beginning of his message in ch1:3 he states we have been “born anew to a living hope, to an inheritance which is imperishable”. He digresses extensively but comes back in verse 23 to restate “you have been born anew, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the living and abiding word of God”. Peter now cannot help himself. Having mentioned the “word of God” his mind races to a reference from Isaiah 40 which underscores its enduring quality: “the word of the Lord abides forever”. But he comes back now to his theme of rebirth, stating in ch 2:2 “Like new-born babes, long for the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up into salvation”.

So there we have Peter’s introduction. As new born babes we should long for deeper knowledge of the heart of God and his truth. (One is reminded of David’s cry, expressed in Ps 42:1, “as the deer longs for flowing streams so longs my soul for thee O God. My Soul thirsts for God, for the living God.”). But, as we read on in I Peter 2, we see that this nourishment of the milk of the gospel is for one purpose only and that is, as he states in v2, that we “grow up”. Here, in the following verses Peter states his vision for the mature people of God who are no longer immature babes living on milk (cf. Heb 5:12,13).

I Peter 2: 4-10.

Listen to what he says: “Come to him, to that living stone, rejected by men but in God’s sight chosen and precious; and like living stones be yourselves built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ…You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people”.

Now, if you look at the King James version you will see the last phrase “God’s own people” is given as “God’s peculiar people” and hence the title of this talk. Peculiar is a peculiar word which has altered its meaning since Elizabethan times. The Greek word is peripoihsiz (peripoiesis) which means ‘special possession’. You are God’s special possession – God’s precious possession. This is prefigured in v4 where Peter speaks of Jesus as being “chosen and precious” and now he turns to us in v 9 to say that we are “chosen and precious”.

The entire passage has its point and counterpoint in Jesus and us. He is chosen and precious. We are chosen and precious. He is a royal priest. We are a royal priesthood.

Before we explore these ideas I want to point out that, in his mind’s eye, Peter is looking back to the time when Moses led the people of Israel out of Egypt. The fugitive nation came to the desert of Sinai and camped at the foot of the mountain as described in Ex 19:1-6. It was a few days before the first Pentecost. Moses was called up the mountain and God spoke these words to him “Thus you shall say to the people of Israel: You have seen how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own possession among all the peoples; for all the earth is mine, and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”

Though the order is different these are the very words used by Peter. The word “my own possession” is the Hebrew word segullah which means “peculiar treasure”, or “precious possession”. It has the idea of a valuable possession which the owner has acquired by his own exertion. I asked a Jewish research colleague of mine at work ‘what is the meaning of segullah’? He is a secular Jew but he became quite animated as he said ‘this is a very special word. It defines all that is positive in a person’s qualities, all that is most valued and precious’. It is the word that is used to describe the chosen nation of Israel. Thus e.g. in Deut 7:6 “For you are a people holy to the Lord your God: the Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for his own possession, out of all the peoples that are on the face of the earth. It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the Lord set his love upon you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples; but it is because the Lord loves you”. Or, for another slant on its meaning, listen to these beautiful words in Malachi 3:17: “They shall be mine, says the Lord of hosts, my special possession on the day when I make up my jewels”.

So firstly, the people of ancient Israel were chosen and precious in God’s sight. Peter now tells us this status was shifted first to Jesus and from him, in turn, to you and I. We are chosen and precious – God’s special possession on the day when he makes up his jewels. We are his segullah – his peripoiesis. Now if that is the case, can we possibly have a bad day? Can we possibly feel down, unloved, disempowered, alone, valueless? God has written your name on the palm of his hand. Can a father forget his child? Today, there is much talk of euthanasia. I think of my aunt, for 7 years bedridden by a stroke, face drooping on one side, gaunt and white, pain and discomfort – day in day out. She spent much of her time in prayer and when we visited she would state from the depths of her being “I am so blessed”. She was surely one of God’s jewels, chosen and precious. Now she is forevermore with her saviour, eternally loved, every tear wiped away and all pain and mourning dissolved. She was God’s segullah. You and I are God’s segullah.

This does not just apply to us individually. It applies to this church of St Ronans’. We are his chosen and precious ones. He has not abandoned us in the absence of a minister, or in our budget problems, or in the illness and frailty of so many of our members, or in our depleting numbers. But if we are chosen and precious we are chosen for a purpose. Moses makes that purpose clear (and Israel failed). Peter, also, makes that purpose clear. It is that we should be a royal priesthood.
In this, our exemplar is Jesus. The nation of Israel comprised 12 tribes descending from the 12 sons of Israel. Israel was the grandson of Abraham. For example the royal tribe, from which the Davidic line of Kings were descended, was Judah. From this tribe we obtain the term Jew. On the other hand, the priestly tribe was Levi, of whom Aaron was a descendent.  Let me ask you “which tribe was Jesus from?” The regular answer is of course Judah. But though his father was from Judah, his mother, Mary, was from Levi. His father was of the royal line, his mother of the priestly line. His blood line was through Mary and while Jesus was not the son of Joseph, his legal inheritance was through Joseph. This is the whole thrust of Ps 110 written 1000 years before Jesus. The coming Messiah was to be both King and Priest after the example and model of Melchizadek. By this means Jesus is both royal and priestly, firstly by inheritance but more importantly by his role in ushering in the Kingdom of God and mediating between God and man in his priestly sacrifice for us on the cross. A priest is exactly that – a bridge between God and man. Jesus said that his Kingdom was not of this world but his priestly action was certainly grounded firmly in this world. Further, Jesus always chose to turn things upside down. You know the sort of thing – ‘the first shall be last and the last first’. So, even though he is King, he presented himself as Servant. And though he is Priest he presents himself as Sacrifice. The book of Revelation combines these amazing images by depicting Jesus as a Lamb seated upon the throne, before whom all nations from throughout all time will bow in worship and adoration. My aunt Ivy is there amongst the worshiping throng, even now.

So here is the point. Like Jesus, we are chosen, each one, that we might be priests – that you and I might be bridge-builders between God and man, right here in our turangawaiwai, this beloved Eastbourne community. The call comes to each of us. We are each to be God’s special jewels in this community which though seemingly rich is deeply impoverished. The community about us is bleeding and we have a down-to-earth priestly task to do. People are lonely, they are ill, they are frail, marriages are failing, kids are suffering, teenagers have no sense of worth in the scheme of things. We have a message to take to this community: that they are each chosen and precious; that the most beleaguered can yet feel blessed; that

Jesus knocks at the door of our homes and hearts waiting to be invited in; that Grace beckons.

People of St Ronan’s, we have a task to do. The call comes across the centuries from Moses and from Peter, and it comes from the one who, today, knocks and waits. We have allowed our numbers to deplete, we have allowed our message to dilute, we have allowed our passion to fade, we have allowed our troubles to dictate, we have allowed our vision to narrow. We cannot leave the task to the minister or the priest for we are all priest and minister. The gospel of Jesus is predicated on the priesthood of all believers.

Peter takes up the image of stones, living, priestly stones, squared, mortared and built into a spiritual house that is a sanctuary of grace for a weary world. You and I are those stones, chosen and precious, lacking only the mortar that will bind us together – cementing in, integrating, unifying our mission and our passion.

Nearly 30 years ago I visited the Temple of the Sacred Family in Barcelona. This huge cathedral – embracing a multiplicity of architectural styles and reaching stone fingers heavenward, like two upstretched hands in supplication – this cathedral has been under construction for 115 years. When I visited, building had just recommenced after decades of inactivity. Great slabs of stone lay haphazardly scattered in the open wind-swept nave, numbered, silently waiting to be placed in their preordained positions. Many had lain there for 70 years.

Peter did not have this in mind with his allegory of ‘living stones built into a spiritual house’.  Not one piece, in his view, should lie idle or discarded.  

Let me ask you ‘are we in St Ronan’s like Peter’s living stones built into a spiritual house, integrated, supporting each other, focussed in a mission of priestly bridge-building in our community? Or are we a bit like the abandoned Temple as I saw it in Barcelona – incomplete, pieces lost, people fallen by the wayside? Do we have nonparticipants, chosen and numbered, but waiting to be fitted in? – are we as a corporate body a bit higgledy-piggledy and inert, unable to carry out our designated function. If this is an allegory for St Ronan’s then the whole construction is in grave danger of collapse. 
And here is the third point. We cannot be what Peter has in mind unless we are a holy people. Holiness simply means ‘set aside for the task’. It means a refocusing of our priorities, our loves, our time, our compassion. It means discovering that nothing, nothing is more important than following Jesus. I have so much to learn in this. We together have so much to learn in this. Could we not learn together to refocus our priorities. Could we not pray for each other in this most difficult task of realigning our private and corporate lives.

There is a fourth point and I have touched on this already. We cannot be all these things unless we experience the mortar of God’s spirit binding us together in a unity of purpose. We are stones that are too hard. We are not very flexible. Our bits don’t fit together all that well.  We are heavy and burdensome. Mortar solves all those problems, fills the gaps, draws us together so that we are both supported and supporting.

Peter, the rock. As he wrote these words of living stones, I wonder if he cast his mind back 35 years earlier to that time when Jesus renamed him – ‘the rock on which I shall build my church’. Peter here claims no special role for himself in this building. We are all built, he says, on the one Cornerstone, Jesus, God’s chosen and precious Son. So here is Peter’s message to us. We need to get our stones into place. We need to go find the stones that we have lost. We need to tell them that they are precious to us and have a chosen task to carry out in our midst. Every single one of us, and more, is needed in this task of rebuilding.

Stones can build and support a glorious structure, each bracing and embracing the other.  Stones can lie idly by, gathering moss and sinking unnoticed into the turf. Or, turning to the other lectionary reading of the stoning of Stephen, stones can actively oppose the grace and purposes of God. God calls us into renewed service, here and now. He calls us to rebuild a place of refuge for our community that stands as a monument of hope. Let me encourage you as a first step to read the book of Nehemiah during the coming week. It is the story of the rebuilding of the city walls of Jerusalem after the return from exile in Babylon. It is a piece of important history for the Jewish people, but it is also an allegory for us in our times

when we are beset by secularism, indifference, great need, opposition, dwindling numbers and leaderless.

You are each chosen and precious, God’s peculiar people, his hard-won possession for “you are not your own. You are bought with a price” (1 Cor 6:23). But you are chosen for a purpose: to be a royal priesthood that serves and sacrifices – sacrifices time, love, worship, intercession, comfort and assistance.

People of St Ronan’s we have some rebuilding to do. We just need a few site engineers.
A space for reflection.

