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Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German theologian who was purposely executed by Hitler a day or two before the end of World War II. Years later, one of his students recalled the last classroom session he had with his teacher.  Bonhoeffer, knowing his arrest was imminent, asked his students a question that took them by surprise: ‘Do you love Jesus?’
This is not the typical question one hears in a seminary classroom.  Usually the classroom is reserved for more academic questions.  Bonhoeffer had come to accept, however, that experiencing love is the heart of life. It is the experience that stands above all others.

Later – after his arrest – Bonhoeffer would write about community.  He would focus on experiencing and accepting the love that God shares with us and sharing this accepted love with others.
When Matthew’s Gospel is written, a concern and possibly a fear have taken root.  Many (possibly all) of the original disciples of Jesus have died.  The writer is intent on establishing an ongoing connection with these disciples.  One way that he makes this connection is by identifying who they are and the role or office that they assume.  Peter, as a result, is highlighted and given additional authority.  A hierarchy gives an office takes on greater significance than the charisms of people.
This is a important step when an organization forms to preserve a way of life.  We have numerous examples of this happening.  The brothers of Francis of Assisi, to use one example, attempt to preserve the way of life that he lived (especially after his death) by establishing a hierarchy and rules that clarify for the brothers what they should be doing, when they should be doing it, and what they are to avoid or not do. Religion does something similar.
As necessary as a hierarchy and rules can be, they also have a side-effect that can be deadly.  They can cause us to be mired in a way of life that is focused on achievement and merit, prestige and power, sacrifice and morality, and cause us to lose sight of love.  Love (unlike hierarchy and rules) often lacks clarity, cannot be controlled, and happens to us rather than our causing it to happen or choose.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer is brought up short by the realization that we can be so easily be led astray by obedience to rules.  He senses that we can so easily justify hate and cruelty because we are focused upon achievement and merit, prestige and power, sacrifice and morality.  So he asks his students, ‘Do you love Jesus?’  Later, when control his life is taken from him, he accepts that the question can only be truly answered when we first experience and accept that we are loved by God.
PAGE  
2

