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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.

In our readings today, we take a look at the issue of authority – who gets it, what they do with it, and what happens after that. 

Poor Shebna, the star of our first reading this afternoon! Scripture scholars believe that he was a foreigner who had risen to the highest office in the land, that of overseer of the palace of King Hezekiah. However, not only did Shebna give King Hezekiah some pretty bad strategic political advice, he was also feathering his own nest on the side. It was bad enough that Shebna had built a fairly ostentations tomb for himself. But he was also well on the way to accumulating what we might think today of as a fleet of vintage vehicles (in his case, chariots) with dishonest money. This was all a bit much for God to take. So speaking through the prophet Isaiah, God relieved Shebna of his duties, turning all his authority and its accouterments over to Eliakim who was decidedly more humble, trustworthy and honest than Shebna. Shebna went from having the second-most authority in the kingdom to being the secretary of the palace – quite a fall from grace. Shebna was given authority. But he took that to be a license for power, control and greed. If only Shebna had not equated authority with avarice, he wouldn’t have wound up going out for everyone’s Starbuck’s at  Eliakim’s staff meetings! 


Authority is usually given to those who have proven themselves worthy of our trust. We give our teachers authority over our children while our children are in their care. We entrust our spiritual leaders with authority to model and preach the Way and the  Word of God. We give our elected officials authority to hold the interests of citizens above politics. But like Shebna, there are always teachers and preachers and politicians who betray our trust and misuse their authority. And we wonder why. What is it about having authority that makes some people go off the rails? 

Maybe our Gospel today has the answer to that. In Matthew’s Gospel, we’re told that Jesus asked all of his disciples “What do people say about who the Chosen One is?” And they were quick to reply. He asked a simple question and they gave him straight answers.

But when Jesus asked, “And YOU, who do YOU say I am?” the disciples were not so quick to answer. They could say how others felt; but they couldn’t speak for themselves. Peter, however, spoke right up. You’re the Messiah. You’re the Firstborn of the Living God. And in response to that statement, we’re told that Peter received authority from Jesus. 
But why is this? Well, we get a hint from Jesus’ words, No mere mortal has revealed this to you, but my Abba God in heaven. When I reflect on these words, I believe Jesus recognizes that for all his glaring faults and blunders, Peter is one who is open to the movement of the Spirit in his life. He has an interiority that isn’t so concerned with what others say, but how the Spirit speaks in the depths of his own heart. I hope it’s not too much of a stretch to say that Peter – again, despite everything about him that’s flawed – had the spiritual gift of discernment. And that’s just another way of saying that Peter tried to find God in all things.

The Gospel makes it sound as though Peter had some kind of miraculous one-off revelation –  My Abba God in heaven told you this!  But I’m not sure if that’s quite accurate. I think it’s much more likely that Peter was just trying, day by day, to watch and see and learn from Jesus … to act like Jesus … to love like Jesus, from that same Wellspring of Love that gives life to the universe.  And in that way, yes, Abba God did speak to Peter. Peter’s attention to Jesus  bore fruit. So when Jesus asked the questions we all must answer – Who do YOU say I am? – Peter simply opened his mouth and the words came out.  I’ll tell you who I say you are. From what I’ve seen, I’d say you’re the embodiment of God right here on earth. You are all we are called to be; and you show us what we’re not meant to be, saving us from the darkness of our False Selves. You are the Messiah.
Peter spoke his truth, and in  that moment of trustworthiness, was given authority. And authority as we know, is best exercised by those who can speak their truth. Not a truth that gets played out on a political debate stage, or an interview on twitter. Not a truth that shapeshifts according to the latest poll. Not a truth that tries to shout the loudest to be heard. Not a truth, like Shebna’s, that deceived its way into power then abused the very power it was entrusted with. No, authority is best exercised by those who can speak their truth and live it. 

Peter was trusted to be the bedrock upon which Jesus’ beloved community would be built. But it takes a lot of rocks to build and keep a community standing, whether that community be a family, a school, a church, or even a democracy. Each of us is called to ground our communities in the truth of what we believe. It might be a Christian truth, a Hindu truth, a Jewish truth, a Muslim truth, or a truth that questions all of these beliefs. Whatever our truth, when we live it with authenticity, we too are given the authority to hold the keys to the kin-dom of heaven. Knowing our truth and speaking it allows us to have difficult conversations with compassion and integrity. Knowing our truth allows us to speak with authority, as beings worthy of our sisters’ and brothers’ trust. As Jesus suggests in today’s Gospel, working together in truth, we can declare things bound and declare things loosed as, together, we build the Beloved Community.

In the fairy tale story of the Princess & the Goblins, there’s a wise old grandmother way up in the turret of a castle who day and night sits there weaving the fabric of life. And into each piece of fabric, she weaves one golden thread. And that thread is the truth of who we are. The old woman advises the princess to wear whatever clothing she likes, but never to lose sight of the golden thread that’s woven throughout.  She tells the princess that sometimes she will have to take hold of the thread, and follow wherever it leads. It might take her through strange and frightening places. But in the end, following the truth of who she is will always lead her back to the safety of her grandmother, the Crone, the Divine Feminine, the Holy Spirit.

Shebna never found his golden thread. Peter did. This afternoon, we pray we may also find ours. AMEN. 
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