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If you or I were to ask around, we’d probably hear many answers to the question, 
“Who is Jesus?” One person might say that he was a 1st century Palestinian Jew living 
under Roman occupation. Another might say he was a holy person and a prophet born 
into a lineage of holy and prophetic people. Another might say that Jesus is the person 
that they learned about in Sunday School as a child, the one who is depicted in story 
books loving children and playing with lambs. None of these answers is wrong. Each of 
them reflects a facet of what we know about Jesus. 

Of all of Jesus’s immediate followers, none of whom is portrayed as a particularly 
bright light in the gospels, Peter has to be dimmest. He is perfectly likeable, very human 
in fact, but he just never seems to get who Jesus is, why he has come into the world, what 
his mission is. Later in the same gospel we read from today, Peter will even deny Jesus in 
his hour of greatest need. For better or worse, Peter is us. We try and try to understand 
Jesus, we faithfully come to church on Sundays, we do our best to pray and follow Jesus 
and to put his teachings into effect in the way we live our lives with those God has given 
us as companions in this life. And yet, if you are anything like me, we continually fall 
short of being the kind of person God calls us to be. 

And this, my friends, is understandable. We live in a complex, hurried, often 
confusing world where following Jesus is anything but a straightforward proposition. We 
know that Jesus explained to us that we can be assured we are following him closely if 
we love God with our entire being and if we love our neighbors as ourselves. But don’t 
you and I fairly continually falter in efforts to do these two things? Or, like Peter, aren’t 
we often sure that we are doing these things, when in fact perhaps we are not. We are 
living in a world right now where nuclear war seems to be a real possibility, where years 
of efforts to overcome and make right racial inequality appear set to be undone, where 
wise and moral leadership of our nation and our world seem to be but a memory, and 
where the spiritual bedrock most of us have taken for granted for most of our lives seems 
of little interest to much of the generation following ours. It is in such a world that we 
plod along, or at least I do, trying, hoping we are understanding Jesus’s message and 
putting it into action each day. And yet, like Peter, I, and I believe many of us, wonder if 
we are really fully living the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

This is what it was like with all of Jesus’s disciples. When Jesus asks them who 
people think he is, they say this person and that person; everyone seems to have some 
idea of who they think Jesus is and all of those ideas are related to the worlds they know 
so well. Jesus fits comfortably into this or that schema of reality to which they themselves 
neatly belong. 

And this is why it is such a surprise, such a cataclysm, really, when our somewhat 
dense friend Peter, when asked by Jesus, “who do YOU say that I am?” gets it so 
magnificently right: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God!” Jesus, knowing 
Peter as he does, responds that this answer is so correct that there is no way Peter could 



have deduced it on his own: “Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but rather, my 
Father in heaven!” Peter, who like us spends so much time and effort trying to get it but 
not quite getting it, is overcome by the grace of the Holy Spirit. Even though he so 
frequently misses the point, God is able to use his keen desire to understand and places 
this perfect apprehension on Peter’s heart and lips. Peter finally gets it!! Now mind you, 
this doesn’t mean that Peter will continue at all times and in all places to exhibit this 
same perfect knowledge and understanding of who Jesus is; he will after all go on to deny 
Jesus three times later in the gospel. But right here, right now, God has broken through 
and Peter has understood and spoken the complete truth of Jesus’s identity –and in so 
doing he has been transformed. 

 What does this mean for us? What it means, sisters and brothers, is that although 
we walk through this world with well-intentioned, yet sometimes confused motives and 
understanding of our vocation, God is able to work mightily with the desire we exhibit to 
simply show up and try to do His will in a world of confusion and brokenness. Because 
we desire to know and please God, God can break through our limited natures, can use us 
to be God to a world in need. And this is very good news indeed. My limitations and 
yours become the stuff of God’s agency through our simple desire to know and serve 
God in one another. 

 It is said that our answer to the question from Jesus, “Who do YOU say that I 
am?” is the greatest, most important answer to any question that any of us will ever offer. 
It is a question –and a response—that can color absolutely every aspect and contour of 
our lives. It is a living portal for the grace of God to pour into and through your life and 
mine. 

I saw a profound example of the way this works in real life this week. As most of 
you know from the news, a white supremacist drove a car through a large crown of anti-
fascist, counter-protesters a couple of weeks ago in Charlottesville. Many people were 
injured and one young woman, Heather Heyer, was killed when the car plowed into her. 
Heather’s mother later said that her death was “just the beginning of Heather’s legacy” 
and that she wanted her daughter’s death to make a difference by mobilizing hundreds of 
others to follow in her footsteps of a life that had always included consistent, vocal 
opposition to all forms of bigotry and hatred toward any perceived as different for 
whatever reason. Her mother even said that if this could happen, her daughter’s death 
would have been worth it. When I heard this statement by her mother on the news, my 
first thought was, “this woman knows who God is, who Jesus is.” 

Jesus also tells us in today’s reading about the church we comprise when we come 
together to remember who Jesus is for all of us. Jesus tells Peter that his statement 
regarding Jesus’s identity is a rock, a solid foundation upon which he will build his 
church. Again, just like Peter and just like all of us, this church sometimes appears 
limited, sometimes falters or at least appears to do so in meeting the challenges of the 
world. But Jesus tells us that this church is in fact on sturdy ground, the ground of the 
faith that Peter professes, and that it shall not be destroyed.  As we come together to 
remember together that Jesus is Messiah and Son of the Living God, we constitute this 
church and we strengthen one another to remember who Jesus is as we go back out into 
the world. 



So let’s continue to plod along, certain that in our sometimes incomplete 
understanding we too will through our desire to follow Jesus become channels of his 
grace and effecting transformation in our world. 

 


