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A lot of Catholics are not much for talking about Jesus.  Oh, we have at least one crucifix in every church, and often an image of the Sacred Heart as well; yet I still find a lot of Catholics relating and praying to “God” in general – a sort of vague old man figure with a long white beard who is variously a mean old crank, or a gentle loving grandpa.  Yet we claim in faith that Jesus was the God-Man – the fullest revelation of who God is, made manifest in human flesh – so how can we afford to sidestep Jesus’ question to the Twelve in today’s Gospel: “Who do people say that I am?”


The passage we heard from Luke this morning/evening occurs at a critical juncture.  Most New Testament scholars agree that Luke 9:51, a few verses further along, is a key turning point for Luke’s Gospel, when Jesus “sets his face” toward Jerusalem.  In other words, today’s Gospel occurs just as Jesus’ public ministry – which will lead him to Calvary and beyond – is about to shift into high gear.  So it’s almost as if Jesus is asking, before things really get rolling, “How’m I doin’?” – just like Ed Koch used to ask when he was mayor of New York.

Can’t you just see the apostles wiggling in their seats, stretching and waving their arms as high as they can, saying: “Ooh, ooh, me Jesus, pick me!  I know!  I know!”  “Some people say you’re John the Baptist!” says one.  “Some folks think you’re Elijah!” another offers.  “Aw, those guys took what I was gonna say,” says a third, pouting; but then his face lights up and he blurts: “Well, they at least think you’re ONE of the ancient prophets…”  And we can imagine Jesus smiling – patient teacher that he is – but then going straight to the heart of the matter.  “And how about you guys?  Who do YOU say that I am?”

I bet those eager, waving hands went down quickly!  After all, who wanted to go on public record in answering a tough question like that one?!  But then Peter – who must have been that guy who would always crack and speak up whenever an awkward silence began to stretch on in the classroom – got inspired.  For one brief shining moment, he stumbled onto a right answer.  In fact, in Matthew’s version of this incident, Jesus would go on to tell Peter that he was “blessed,” and that his answer came not from “flesh and blood,” but from his “heavenly Father.”  Because on this occasion, Peter somehow managed to blurt out correctly that Jesus was “the Messiah of God.”

As a Jesuit with many years in the classroom behind me, like Jesus, I would praise Peter for his answer – which was technically correct, and theologically quite sophisticated.  But I would also feel compelled, once again, to ask the tough follow-up question:  “And how do YOU understand THAT, Pete?”  After all, as Jesus well understood, there were many competing notions about who the long awaited Messiah would be, and about how he would behave.

Some expected a king; and Jesus WAS that, but not in any literal sense.  Rather, he was a king of hearts.  Others expected a revolutionary who would overthrow the Roman oppressors, restore Israel to freedom, and bring the Jews to global power and prominence.  The Messiah, or “anointed one”  – “Christ,” in Greek – would also inaugurate a reign of universal peace and prosperity.  And again, Jesus WAS a revolutionary; but strictly of the heart.  As for his politics, he would prove as ready to heal the son of a Roman centurion or the daughter of a Syro-Phoenician woman as he would be to heal the daughter of Jairus, the Jewish synagogue official.  

What people, including Peter, seemed NOT to be prepared for was a SUFFERING Messiah.  And so, it did not go down well when Jesus moved on, in today’s Gospel, to announce: "The Son of Man must suffer greatly and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed and on the third day be raised.”  In fact, in both Mark’s and Matthew’s accounts of today’s Gospel story, Peter is depicted as looking Jesus in the eye and saying, in effect, “No way, Lord!  God forbid!”  And Jesus, in his turn, apparently replied to that remark by calling Peter a “Satan” who was “thinking not as God does, but as human beings do.”


Peter’s human response was natural enough.  But if Peter had combed the Hebrew Scriptures, as Christians have done over the last twenty centuries, he would undoubtedly have discovered broad hints about a suffering Messiah.  Take, for instance, the Old Testament reading from the prophet Zechariah which we heard here earlier.  It foretold that “the house of David…shall look on him whom they have pierced, and they shall mourn for him as one mourns for an only son….  On that day there shall be open to the house of David and to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, a fountain to purify from sin and uncleanness.”  As Christians, we have come to see that “fountain” as the waters of baptism.  We might also see it as the saving sacrificial blood of Jesus Christ – the blood which he shed in obedience and compassion at Calvary, and which He offers here daily at the Lord’s Table for our spiritual nourishment and sustenance.

Peter’s “No way, God forbid!” response to his master’s prophecy of suffering must surely have been motivated in part by fear: “If they reject and kill you, Jesus, then we won’t be far behind – and I didn’t sign on for that!”  Yet he DID sign on for it, didn’t he?  And what’s more, he knew it.  It was Peter who would later say – BEFORE betraying his friend, Jesus, not once but three times! – “even though I should have to die with you, I will not deny you.”  And the next phrase says: “All the disciples spoke likewise. “  So who DID they say that he was for them?

And who do WE say that he is for us?  We heard this morning/evening from St. Paul in his letter to the Galatians: “All of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.”  And that means that his question demands an answer from each of us.  Can we say today that Jesus is for us Messiah and Savior, Lord of our lives, our role model and our destiny?  Are we ready to confess with St. Paul that we “belong to Christ”?  And are we ready to pour out our lives, as he did, in sacrificial service and witness – to say, as Paul does elsewhere in Galatians, “I have been crucified with Christ; yet I live, no longer I, but Christ lives in me”?  In other words, are we willing to BE the suffering, self-emptying Christ for our lost, confused, and struggling world?  The one who saves us from ourselves by overcoming selfishness with self-offering, by overcoming violence with love?

The late Christian psychiatrist, M. Scott Peck, loved to tell the legend of a once great monastery which had fallen on hard times.  The world had grown cynical and secularized until the community of monks, which had once numbered in the hundreds, was reduced to four aging monks and their elderly abbot.  In the woods near the monastery was a small hut which the rabbi from a nearby village would frequent from time to time as a hermitage.  

As the abbot agonized in prayer over the future of his order, the thought came to him to go and consult with the rabbi – as one man of prayer and spiritual leader to another.  Unfortunately, the rabbi had no wise answer to the abbot’s dilemma.  In fact, he confessed to the abbot that his synagogue congregation had dwindled much as the monastic community had.  The two men commiserated, wept together, and prayed together with some passages from the Hebrew Scriptures which they held in common.  

As they embraced and prepared to say their goodbyes, the abbot asked once again: “Are you sure there is nothing you can tell me to help my dying order?”  Looking the abbot in the eyes, the old rabbi said:  “The only thing I CAN tell you is this: one of you is the Messiah.”  Returning home, the abbot gave a full report on his visit to his brother monks, including the rabbi’s cryptic farewell message about one of the monks being the Messiah.  

In the days, weeks, and months which followed, the members of the community pondered and puzzled over what, if anything, the rabbi’s statement might mean.  Could the rabbi have meant Fr. Abbot?  He was their spiritual leader after all.  Or what about Brother Thomas, who was certainly a holy man?  Surely it couldn’t be crotchety old Brother Elred!  Although come to think of it, while he could be irritating, he was often right…  And Brother Philip, of course, was so passive that he almost disappeared into the woodwork.  But then again, when you needed him, he seemed always to be right there.  Could HE be the Messiah?  Or… dear God… surely the rabbi could not have meant ME?  Not possible! Or was it?


And so it happened that the monks began to treat one another – and even themselves – with newfound reverence and respect… just in case…  And visitors who came to picnic on the monastery grounds, or to pray in the chapel, began to sense this new aura of respect, and to find it strangely attractive and compelling.  They returned more frequently, and brought friends along with them.  Some of the younger men who visited began to talk with the monks, until eventually one asked if he might join the monastery.  Another followed, and another.  And so it happened that within a few years, because of the rabbi’s gift, the monastery again housed a thriving community and became known far and wide as a center of spiritual light and wisdom.

Who do you say that Jesus is?  And more importantly, who does Jesus say that you are?  Is Jesus enough of a Messiah for you to make you willing to embody him for others?  He inaugurated the promised “messianic age” of universal peace and joy, but he left it for us humans to bring it to completion.  So who do we say that he is?
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