23 August 2020; Trinity 11/ Proper 16

Isaiah 51: 1-6; Romans 12:1-8

Matthew 16: 13-20

1.
Moments of epiphany
I wonder if you have had moments of revelation, when things suddenly seem to make sense. It may be you have been puzzling over what to do about something, or trying to understand a complicated matter – or even just doing a crossword puzzle! All of a sudden, the ‘penny drops’ as we say, and something that has been really difficult is suddenly crystal clear and simple.
Our gospel reading tells of such a moment in Peter’s life. Peter has been one of the group of people constantly with Jesus, journeying with him, listening to his teaching, and watching all that he has been doing – healing the sick and even feeding crowds. He has been with him night and day for a couple of years and grown to know him really well. There have been ups and downs. Often the disciples have not fully understood. Peter’s understanding does not grow steadily, but in leaps and bounds – two steps forward, then one back or vice versa, just as ours does. 

But now Jesus asks a direct question about who the disciples think he is. We can imagine that this question about who Jesus is has been around a long time for his group of followers, in the back of their minds. It is clear to them that Jesus is an inspiring teacher, a healer, and a close friend – but is he more than that? Is he really the one the Jews were expecting: the Messiah promised by God? First, Jesus asks what other people say about him. Then he puts Peter himself on the spot. And Peter’s answer is simple, but devastating. Suddenly he knows the answer with absolute clarity. Yes, Jesus is indeed the Son of God. The penny has dropped.
And Jesus recognises that this is indeed a significant moment for his friend – not just a step in a developing understanding, but a real revelation from God, and one that is solid enough to form the foundation of the church of the future.
2.
Who do you say that I am?

So what about us? Well, this question ‘who do you say that I am?’ is one that we all have to consider at some time in our lives. We are not, like Peter, able to see and touch Jesus in the flesh and to know him as we know another human being. But we believe that it is still possible for us to have a relationship with him. The Church makes many claims about Jesus, and we must all, as individuals, try to decide what we believe. The fact that you are here now suggests that you too think – at the very least - that this is worth thinking about. 

There are many different ways in which we can explore this question. It may well be that the answer Peter gave: ‘you are the Messiah, the Son of the living God’, is not one that resonates for us today. All Jews, then and now, were and are familiar with the promise that God would send a Messiah, and although Christian theologians see Jesus as the fulfilment of those Jewish scriptural promises, this is not perhaps something that first strikes those of us outside the Jewish faith. Scripture gives us images of Jesus as the teacher, the healer and the good shepherd. We sometimes assume that those who worship together in church share a common understanding of faith, and of course this is not true. The chances are that everyone here would have a slightly different answer to the question. The differences are as illuminating and exciting as the similarities, and there are no ‘right answers’.

We can consider not only who Jesus was, but also what difference he makes in our lives today. And perhaps whether we will allow him to make that difference in reality. I suggest that three things may be important: Firstly, that Jesus can show us what God is like and a way to become close to God. Secondly, that he can show us a way to live that will transform ourselves and the world.  This is what our first reading was speaking about, when Paul urged the Christians in Rome to let themselves be ‘transformed by the renewing of their minds’. And thirdly, we believe that as we come to know Jesus in our hearts, we can be given the resources and help to do this. This service of Holy Communion is one way in which we are resourced or ‘fed’ by Him. These are big claims – it is important for each of us to see what they mean for us personally, so that they are not just church-speak or jargon, but meaningful in our everyday lives. And once we know what they mean for us, it is important then to accept what our faith in Him offers.
3. 
A lifetime’s work; ongoing relationship

Thinking about these things is the work of a lifetime. In church we only scratch the surface. But it is an ongoing work that is full of excitement. As for Peter, there will be ups and downs. I am sure that Peter often felt like giving up. Indeed, we know that at the crucial moment he did in fact not only quietly give up, but publicly denied that he even knew Jesus. But it is, for us now as it was for Peter then, an understanding that keeps growing. There are moments when the penny drops and we have a deep sense of peace - and other moments when it all seems like just words, or even nonsense. But none of that prevents the working of God within us as we stay with the questions and learn more and more about Jesus.

Although I have stressed the need for each of us to come to our own understanding of what Jesus means for us, our faith is also a corporate one. Our creed starts with the words ‘We believe…’ Our first reading reminds us of is that we are all different, with different gifts and understandings. Most of the descriptions are fairly obvious – for example, the teacher is given the gift of teaching. Yet the last two make us stop and think. Those who lead are to be diligent; and those who are compassionate are to be cheerful. A contrast here with the leader who is simply bossy and doesn’t do the work themselves, or with anyone who is helpful with a bad grace or a sense of martyrdom!  Paul says that the gifts we each have are to be used to build up the whole, and this is a useful reminder for us. Not only are we all different, our understandings of Jesus and of our faith differ too. And Paul urges us to humility in this regard, valuing and benefitting from not only the service of others, but also the shared understandings that we bring.
Although Peter had many faults and even though he often failed, his faith was sufficient basis for the building of a whole social movement. The church built upon Peter’s moment of revelation was strong enough to inspire the building of this church in Ashdon and thousands more like it. It spread throughout the world, so that today we worship with Christians from people of every race and colour. The history of the church is very mixed, and extremely complicated, but the strength of the church is unquestioned. Even as numbers decline here in the West, they are growing elsewhere in the world. And all this stemmed from the faith of a small group of followers: human beings just like us, and the truth that they saw in Jesus. Of course, it took more than a moment of revelation – they needed also to continue to believe and to turn those beliefs into action. 

May God give to each of us here today the vision to understand whatever he wants to show us; the grace to develop in understanding and relationship with Him, and the courage to live our lives in accordance with our beliefs.





Amen
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