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Who Do You Say That I Am?

Matthew 16:13-20

It’s a moment of truth, this encounter between Peter and Jesus. A turning point in the Gospels. Up until now, the disciples have been following Jesus, listening to his teaching, watching the miracles, trying to learn from this extraordinary rabbit they have chosen to follow. Up until now, they have participated in his mission and ministry, followed him throughout the region of Galilee and beyond, and staked their future on him. They knew they were part of something extraordinary. But up until now, no one asked the questions Jesus is asking now:
Who do people say that I am? Who do you say that I am? 

It’s interesting that Jesus chose the city of Caesarea Philippi to ask these questions. It was a town named after the Emperor Caesar; Herod the Great built a temple there, and his son Philip renamed the town after himself. The whole town was a colossal monument to the power of Rome, to the grandiose egos of powerful men, who assigned themselves the status of gods. 
“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” is hardly a question of curiosity. This isn’t about the buzz on the street, or about the effectiveness of Jesus’ marketing campaign. This has to do with whether or not, when people look at Jesus, they see the image and power of God. 

The disciples answer honestly: some say Jesus is the new John the Baptist; others say he’s the prophet Elijah returning; others say he’s another Jeremiah. All huge figures in the history of God’s people. 
In his paper on this passage for the Moveable Feast, Charlie Durham notes that:

The populace has a high opinion of Jesus placing him in the company of the elite prophets. People who observe Jesus and his ministry from a distance can recognize him as a man sent by God.

Calling someone “prophet” is high praise. It’s not a wrong answer, either; it’s just not the whole truth. 
So Jesus asks the disciples, point blank, “Who do you say that I am?”

Peter, bless him, Peter actually gets it right. “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Peter nails it. Jesus is the long-expected Messiah-king, the one to restore Israel. He is more than that: he is one with God, the living God, the source of all life, and the One who cares for everything he has brought into being. 

“Who do you say that I am?”

It’s a question every disciple of Jesus has to answer. 

On one level, it’s easy to answer this question. It’s the question we pose to every one who is baptized, every parent who brings their baby forward for baptism, every member who joins this church. We ask it backwards, in a way. We ask, “Who is your Lord and Savior? Do you trust him? Will you be his faithful disciple?” These aren’t hard questions to answer. In fact, we reassure people when they join, there won’t be a test. 
But it doesn’t take long before you realize, this is a question that will take a lifetime to try to answer.
Who do you say that I am?
My friend Charlie Durham tells about his own wrestling with this question. He finally went to seminary to try to figure it out. It didn’t take long to realize “the truth of [his] Norwegian grandfather’s old saying: ‘You don’t know how much you have to know, in order to know how little you know.’” To say he was overwhelmed by the vastness and complexity of theology was an understatement. 
He was slightly amused by the people who weren’t overwhelmed. There were some students who “claimed a special mystical experience, a pipeline to the divine. Most did not study or attend classes. They were off to themselves, holy unto themselves.” It was a kind of Gnosticism, in a way; a little holier-than-thou, we’ve-got-it-you-don’t kind of clubiness. 

What helped Charlie most were the professors who did not make it easy but who took his questions seriously, and made him wrestle with them. Earlier, he says, “there had been parents and Sunday School teachers and classmates and finally those late nights in college… debating.” 
It was in seminary, while serving as an intern, that the answer finally came to him, but it wasn’t how he had expected or hoped for. It came in the form of tragedy. Charlie’s mother died – she took her own life. 

The trip home, funeral, family were all a blur. Returning to the church I was serving, the people came – especially those with personal pain of suicide in their families – and for the first time the reality of Christ was revealed to me through loving arms, a special revelation I could not have concocted on my own. I had been around all these wonderful gifts but did not see the giver. But thanks be to God, those gifts were around. Thanks be to God for those who told me the stories of faith, who made me feel a part of Christ’s body since baptism, who allowed me to wrestle and wrangle and think I knew it all… 
That’s how Charlie finally came to be able to answer that question, who is Jesus to me? The loving arms of the body of Christ. 

How do any of us know who Jesus really is? All I know is that it’s a process, a lifetime of discovery, and that we cannot do it alone. 

This year I have the privilege of teaching confirmation class. This is the year – in 9th grade here – the year when young people meet to study and talk and try to decide whether they can say for themselves, “Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior.” It’s an important year, a hard year for some people. They’ve moved from that first stage of faith, which is open, unquestioning trust, and now they’re in that second, difficult stage of searching and questioning everything. It’s not a comfortable place to be. I don’t envy them the work it involves. 

What I also know is that the questions don’t end when confirmation is over. The questions have barely started! If anything, it’s a year to learn how to embrace the questions, wrestle them to the ground, push them to their limits. To learn that God is big enough for our questions and we won’t be hit by lightning if we ask them. 

I also know there are youth who will ask their parents over and over again, “Why do I have to go to Confirmation?” And there will be times it might seem easier not to have to push them out the door. The exertion it takes might not seem worth it. Just like the work it takes, Sunday after Sunday, to get the kids up and dressed and out to Sunday School and worship. 
I’ve heard it said that the hour before church is the unholiest hours of the week, as parents try to get their kids ready for church. “Where are your shoes? I told you to get dressed an hour ago! Turn that TV off! Have you brushed your teeth yet? What did you get on your shirt? You’re not wearing those shorts to church, for heaven’s sake! We should have been in the car 10 minutes ago! We’re never going to find a parking place!”
I know, I know, it’s not easy. It would be a whole lot easier to let everyone sleep in, to let the kids chill in front of the TV while you have that second cup of coffee and read the paper. Believe me, there are times when I’m at the computer at 6 am editing the sermon, I’m jealous you even have that option. 
But Peter didn’t come to his revelation about Jesus by staying home. It was in following Jesus that it came to him. Not by his own doing – it was a gift from God. But Peter had to be there to receive it. 
The writer and minister Frederick Beuchner describes the moment it happened to him:
And then there came one particular sermon with one particular phrase in it that does not even appear in a transcript… that somebody sent me more than twenty-five years later so I can only assume that [the preacher] must have dreamed it up at the last minute and ad-libbed it – and on such foolish, tenuous holy threads as that, I suppose, hang the destinies of us all. ‘Jesus Christ refused the crown that Satan offered him in the wilderness,’ George Buttrick said in his sermon, ‘but he is crowned in the heart of the people who believe in him. And that inward coronation takes place,’ Buttrick said, ‘among confession, and tears, and great laughter.’

It was the phrase great laughter that did it, did whatever it was that I believe must have been hiddenly in the doing all the years of my journey up till then. It was not so much that a door opened as that I suddenly found a door that had been open all along which I had only just then stumbled upon…

Here in the end I am left with no other way of saying it than that what I found finally was Christ. Or was found. It hardly seems to matter which. 
Who do you say that I am?
When Jesus asks Peter that question, Peter answers with these words: You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.

Jesus’ praise is immediate and lavish. “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah!... from now on you will be called “Peter”, for on this rock I will build my church.” It’s a word-play we can’t quite get in English. In Greek, “Petra” means rock – on the rock of Peter’s faith, God’s church will be built.

It’s not the disciple Peter that is the rock of the church. It’s his faith, the revelation that Peter received from God. That’s the only rock any of us have to stand on. It’s the truth that will finally set us free. This faith is the rock that will get us through the rough waters, the tough times, the tragedies. It will see us through whatever life has to give us. This faith, it’s the gift from God that will see us through to the end, until we finally see God face to face and know fully and completely the answer to that question. 

Until that day, all we have is this: our questions, and our hearts’ desire to know who Jesus really is. 

May God bless us in the journey of a lifetime. 
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