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Isaiah 22:15-23; Romans 11:33-36; Matthew 16:13-20; Psalm 138, Adonai, Your love is constant forever. Complete the work that you have begun.


Sometimes, people wind up in jobs that they really shouldn’t  have. That happened in our first reading today. This afternoon, we heard the prophet Isaiah speaking the  word of God to a man named Shebna, who’s described in scripture as a kind of Chief of Staff to the King Hezekiah. Apparently through flattery and deal making, Shebna had wheedled his way up the ladder. And by the time he got to his position, not only was he greedy and arrogant and flaunting the perks of his position – he had a fleet of chariots, nice clothes, and even a fancy tomb he had dug for himself – he also gave King Hezekiah some very bad advice that nearly cost Hezekiah the kingdom. 

Shebna was in a position of power and influence, and he used it for his personal gain. This did not make God happy, and to put it bluntly, Shebna got the shaft! In our first reading this afternoon, we heard Isaiah telling Shebna that God would  be replacing him, taking away his perks, pulling him down from his position, and replacing him with Eliakim – so good and so compassionate and so faithful as to be the flip side of the Shebna coin. And not only did God give Eliakim Shebna’s job, but God also promised to give Eliakim the key of the Kingdom and perpetual honor for his family.

Now despite what you might be thinking, this is not a story about the descent of Steve Bannon and the rise of General John Kelly. But it is a story about God’s faithfulness. Throughout our scriptures, throughout our salvation history, whenever the people were threatened by a leader who could do them great harm, God intervened. In the words of Isaiah, God’s faithful one, Eliakim, would care for the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and for the house of Judah. He would, at the time, be their savior. 
This model of a compassionate savior who possesses the keys to the kingdom passes forward in our readings today to Matthew, where we hear Jesus making the same promise to Peter. For all his flaws, Peter is presented as a good, strong, wise man – much like Eliakim was – and so Jesus promises him the keys to the kingdom. Much like Eliakim, Peter becomes God’s Chief of Staff, with the power to bind and loose, open and close, give a thumbs up or a thumbs down to those seeking entrance into the Kingdom..
Now the Gospel we heard proclaimed today has often been used as a proof text – as proof of the authority of God’s Church on earth to mediate the comings and goings of God’s Kingdom in heaven …as  proof of Peter’s authority to wield the keys of that kingdom … and therefore, as proof of the authority  of the Pope and the leaders in our Church to mediate the presence of God through the structure of an institutional church. And that is how we’ve often heard it preached. 
But there’s always a different way of looking at things, and I wonder if the more important thing to turn our attention toward today is Jesus’ conversation with his closest disciples. In today’s Gospel, Jesus is wondering about his numbers, and so he asks a question about his base – What are the people saying about me? But Jesus wants to go further than that. He isn’t satisfied with knowing only what is generally being said about him by the people. He wants to know what his closest followers think of him. I know what they say, but who do you  say I am? Cutting to the very core of their relationship with him, Jesus asks this question of his disciples I know what you have been taught to believe. I know the scriptures as well as you do. I know the Torah, the Law and the Prophets. I know what you think I want you to say. But forget all that – who do YOU say I am? 
You can almost imagine the disciples’ discomfort – shuffling around, looking down at the ground, examining their sandals, hoping Jesus wouldn’t  call on them for an answer.  What a question! You believe what the rabbis and the scribes and the teachers and the tradition tell you. Who had ever asked what they thought before? But Peter, apparently without a lot of thought, blurts it right out – You’re a messiah, a savior like Eliakim was … but you’re also the Firstborn of the Living God. And to that Jesus replies, BINGO! You get it, Peter! 
Peter recognized that Jesus was the messiah, the one whose words and deeds would bring us all home. But his recognition went beyond that. Peter saw firsthand that Jesus was the “firstborn of God”, the one who actually lived in that relationship with his Abba God. Others may have been told about God; but Jesus presumed to live that experience. Was Peter saying that Jesus was the “Son of God”? I believe he was … but only in the sense that we are all sons and daughters of God when we come to realize that God is about personal relationship and not about any creeds, tenets, doctrines, dogmas, or teachings that exist outside that relationship. When we are in relationship with God – no matter what that relationship looks like – we, too, are sons and daughters of God, as surely as Jesus was firstborn.      

Jesus said to Peter that no mere mortal had revealed this truth to him. Jesus recognized that Peter spoke his words from the depths of his heart, where  the Spirit dwelt in him as She dwells  in each of us.  When we realize that our lives are ultimately meant to be lived in relationship with God – and God as we meet Her in others – we too receive the keys to the Kin-dom. We loose and we bind one another. We forgive and we are forgiven. We loved and we are loved. We build community, and the jaws of death will not prevail against that community.

We are living in difficult, contentious, ugly, and even dangerous times. Fear and hatred threaten to divide us. Justice is not dispensed equally for all. We are like the Israelites under Shebna, powerless until we are rescued by our God. But the thing is – Jesus tell us that we are in and of that very God. We come to our own rescue when we live in the community of relationships that is God. Our concept of the Trinity – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – models for us the love that must flow among us all if we are to live in harmony and not chaos. We remember the words of the responsorial psalm we sang earlier this after noon – God, your love is eternal. And we live the experience of that eternal love when we are love to one another.  

Jesus told Peter not to talk about what he understood. And he tells us the same thing today. Don’t talk about your relationship in God in words – live it in community. Witness it to each other. Only than shall all be well.
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