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Isaiah 22:15, 19-23; Romans 11:33-36; Matthew 16:13—20; Psalm 138

Geography play a pretty important part in in the Gospel we heard proclaimed today. In that Gospel, Matthew tells us that, with his disciples, Jesus came to the neighborhood of Caesarea Philippi. Now Caesarea Philippi was a city that had been named by King Philip for the Emperor Caesar Augustus, who considered himself a god. In fact, Philip had also enlarged the already-large temple there to honor Caesar Augustus who had died around 14 C.E. (or A.D., as we used to say). 
The city of Caesarea Philippi  sat at the top of a huge cliff, about 100 feet high and 500 feet wide. People would climb up this huge rock to carve little niches in the face of the cliff. And they would place statues of their gods in these niches on the  rock face, so they could be worshiped. So Caesarea Philippi had come to be known as a place for the worship of many gods. If you can picture this, standing  on the ground and looking up, there would be hundreds of gods to worship, topped off by a huge temple to Caesar Augustus at the top of the cliff.   


    So when we hear that Jesus brought his disciples to the neighborhood of Caesarea Philippi, it seems that might have been a very purposeful choice. Because Jesus had an important question to ask. Against the backdrop of a ten-story cliff, full of hundreds of images of every imaginable god, Jesus asks the question, Who do the people say I am?  But much more importantly, Who do you say I am? You have walked with me. You have heard my words. You have seen & heard with your own eyes & ears all I have done. You have seen me feed those who are hungry. You have seen me heal those who are sick. You have heard  me answer a thousand pleas for compassion Now I ask you to speak for yourselves – am I just another one of these hundred gods you can see behind me? Or am I something, someone different? Who do you say I am?


As so often happens in these stories of Jesus questioning his disciples, it’s Peter who speaks up first, who jumps in and says You are the Messiah, the Firstborn of the Living God. Now as we know, up to this point  Peter has done more than his fair share of less-than-saintly things. Over the past few weeks, we’ve heard that Peter wanted to send the people away hungry rather than feed them. He wanted Jesus to get rid of the Canaanite woman who asked for healing for her daughter. He jumped out of the boat to walk toward Jesus, then lost his faith and his nerve, and began to drown. But this time, Peter got it right. You are the Messiah, the Firstborn of the Living God. In Matthew’s  Gospel, Jesus says that this understanding could only have been revealed to Peter by God alone. Peter’s  words that recognize Jesus as Messiah are the words that are going to make Peter the rock upon which Jesus will build a church. 

Yet I wonder if Jesus’s words are for Peter’s ears only. I wonder if they are a prediction of Peter’s becoming first Pope of what would become the Roman Catholic Church. Or are they words for all of us to hear?

Thinking about our lives, it seems to me that each of us stands every day in front of our own cliff at Caesarea Philippi. We all have false gods that we have placed in little niches on the rock face where we can worship them every day. Our false gods of fear and anger and addiction and apathy and  injustice and whatever else are part and parcel of our lives. In the silence of a truly honest moment, each of us can name them. 


Yet despite these false gods that we worship, we also seem able to say with Peter that we recognize Jesus as the Messiah, the one whose life shows us the face of God on earth. And we can say this – as Peter said his words of affirmation – because the Spirit of God dwells within us. Face it -- we will always be false god worshipers to some degree; I believe we call that human nature. But we are also made of God-stuff, and for that reason, God’s Wisdom is ever-dwelling within us. And because of this, We can be the bedrock upon which Jesus can build a community of Love and Peace and Compassion in this world. 


Notice that I did not say a church, and certainly not the Roman Catholic Church. Jesus wasn’t a Catholic, and he didn’t necessarily name Peter as the first Pope. Over 2,000 years, some have taken Jesus’ words to Peter to mean that Jesus intended for there to be a Church (with a capital C), a pyramid-shaped organization, uniformly ruled by a hierarchical  structure. But Jesus seems to me to be more interested in founding a Beloved Community than a Church, and in having that community be grounded not in authoritarian structures, but in the gifts and talents each of us bring to one another and to the world.


We are all Peter. We are all a mess. We all fail and fall and rise again. We pull out our little false gods and we worship them when we need to. But for all of this, we are still baptized into the Body of Christ, and called to be the individual rocks that are the foundation of the Kin-dom of God in this world. Jesus does not call us to be perfect, any more than he called a group of perfect people to be his first followers. Instead, we are invited simply to be part of a foundation of  the true meaning of church -- ecclesia, a community that loves as God loves.  
So today, let us hear Jesus’ words, spoken to each of us as they were spoken to Peter … Kathy, Pat, Dan, Jackie, Joan … our  Abba God dwells within you, and it is on bedrock like you, that I will continue to build my community.  
And may we respond to Jesus’ invitation in the words of the psalm we prayed today: Adonai, your love is constant forever. Complete the work that you have begun in me.  
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