Proper 16A 
Pentecost 10
2011
Matthew 16:13-20
Paul tells the Romans (and us) this morning that as a community in Christ we are one body made up of separate individuals given certain gifts. We are to live out and use these gifts for the betterment of ourselves and the community. Now, I like this as I think all of us do. We all like it except if your gift is to be the proverbial person who sweeps up after the horses in the parade.

I have determined that my gift is that of priest. In tribal societies I would be the shaman. Our Episcopal ordination liturgy states, “As a priest, it will be your task to proclaim by word and deed the Gospel of Jesus Christ…. You are to love and serve the people among whom you work…. You are to preach, to declare God’s forgiveness to penitent sinners, to pronounce God’s blessing….. You are to nourish Christ’s people from the riches of his grace….”
Then, the bishop asks the following question of the candidate, “Do you believe that you are truly called by God and God’s Church to this priesthood?” And the response is, “I believe I am so called.” Which was my response.

I have always believed that all of you are called also. You are called to your chosen professions, the lives you live out with others and to this church community in which to serve. For this reason, I have always sought out your talents and gifts as we proceed forward in this our faith community here in a small corner of God’s kingdom called Granada Hills and its environs. If you are gifted in mathematics, music, cooking and on and on, then I have always perceived it as my job to encourage you to share those talents in this our one body in Christ. However………….I AM PETER! By virtue of my ordination, I possess the keys to the kingdom of heaven and whatever I bind here at St. Andrew and St. Charles will be bound in heaven and whatever I loose here at St. Andrew and St. Charles will be loosed in heaven. In other words, I call the shots. I have been vested with this authority by Jesus himself, and it was confirmed in my ordination.
You see, I can trace my lineage back to Jesus. I don’t mean my genealogical heritage, but I do mean my priestly heritage. The bishop who laid hands on my head to ordain me had hands laid on his head by a bishop who had hands laid on his head by a bishop all the way back to Peter whom Jesus vested with the authority of his office as God’s representative here on earth. The fancy name for this is apostolic succession. This means that the line of laying hands on one’s head is unbroken from the time of Peter, and it means that the power vested in Peter by Christ has been passed on down through the generations to me. This passage this morning about Jesus giving over to Peter (and not the other disciples) his power to determine that which is right and wrong in more than simply the name of Christ but in Christ’s stead is about me. You could supplant my name for Peter’s this morning in the gospel lesson. I AM PETER.

And thus, if I am Peter, this means that you are not. For sure, all of you are the disciples, but as Paul mentioned you are part of the body, but only I am Peter----the Rock, the authority, the one who binds and looses. And just for information sake, I was ordained to the priesthood ironically at St. Peter’s in Rome…………albeit St. Peters’ Episcopal Church in Rome, Georgia, but that is a minor detail. So, I have all the credentials and Scripture behind me. Thus, I want no more disagreements with me at vestry meetings, no more questioning of sermons after services, no more doubting my theology.
And, when I preach or teach that there is no hell, or that God didn’t send Jesus to die on the cross but instead, we killed him and then God resurrected what we destroyed saying no, no, no!, or that “Son” in referring to Jesus in Scripture doesn’t mean biological son but “anointed” in other words selected by God to be God’s determinative wisdom on earth, you are to follow it unquestionably because I AM PETER. The power and authority to speak for Christ has been given to me as it was first given to Peter. I AM PETER!
“Oh, no, no,” comes a voice. The voice is that of William Seymour, an ignorant, poor black son of slaves and certainly not a voice of one in the line of apostolic succession. William Seymour back at the turn of the 20th century started a spiritual revolution. Today it is known simply as Azusa Street or more commonly referred to as Pentecostalism. Seymour turned all of us apostolics on our ears. He said that it doesn’t matter if you had hands laid on your head all the way back from Peter, Paul or Ringo. The power to bind and loose is not in church tradition but in the Holy Spirit. The Church doesn’t select priests, God does just like God chose and anointed Jesus.
William Seymour corrected an imbalance. He also stood on solid Scriptural ground. Before Christ handed over the keys to heaven and earth to Peter, it was God, i.e. through a revelation, that Peter understood who Jesus was. “Blessed are you Simon bar Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed who I am to you, but it was God in heaven.” And here we stand.

God can raise up believers (and especially clergy) from stones “For I tell you, God is able to raise up sons and daughters of Jesus from regular stones on the ground.”(Matthew 3:9) in other words from inanimate rocks found in your backyard. Revelation, the inbreaking of God into each of your lives, is available to all. And so God does just that. The Reverend Canon Greg Frost is a title. The Right Reverend J. Jon Bruno is a title. Cardinal Roger Mahoney is a title. I am Greg, and over there is Jon and Roger. Called by God to perform a function in the community? Of course. Possessing the power to loose and bind? Hardly. I have no authority over you. I have no power over you nor does the church. God speaks to you just as much as God speaks to me. Do I have the talent to read and understand theology? Yes, just like all of you possess certain talents. Does this assist me in my task as leader of this spiritual community? Yes. Does it make me always right? Oh, no! The keys to heaven and earth remain with God and are handed over to all through revelation. I am NOT Peter. I am Greg. But, if you have been around here for awhile, you already know this. It is not so much Father Knows Best around here as it is All in The Family.
The radicality of this gospel passage for today, therefore, is not in the establishment of authority but in the breaking of authority. Peter has a revelation, which Jesus confirms, that there is a new way to relate to God and that this new way came directly from God. It used to be that winners usually look like winners, and losers like losers. But now thanks to God’s anointed son, Jesus, the apparent loser is the real winner unrecognized. If the cross is central to Christian faith, then the suffering are godlike. This is the new ideal. Jesus is saying to Peter that it is on this concept of sacrifice, forgiveness and grace that God now desires to relate to humanity. God is no longer the strong, brave leader who wins every battle and is on the side of the victorious. God takes the role of a suffering servant.
Jack Miles, author of God: A Biography and Christ: A Crisis in the Life of God makes this point. In presenting the difference between God of the Old Testament and God of the New Testament, Miles suggests the gospels should have ended like the following.  Before Jesus was to be arrested, he would send his disciples before Caesar (not Pilate) to demand the liberation of the Jewish people. On the eve of Passover, Jesus would not be in Jerusalem but on the far side of the Jordan River, on a mountain somewhere in the desert, awaiting his liberated people. If Caesar were to ignore Jesus’ demand, then Jesus would order his people to flee to him. In preparation for their flight, their escape from Roman bondage, each Jewish household would slay a lamb, splash its blood on the lintel, and then eat it at a meal rehearsing what would become a perpetual commemoration of this second Jewish liberation. Jesus would then send an avenging angel to slay the firstborn of the Romans throughout the empire, from the palace of Caesar down to the lowliest slave in a Roman galley. The Jews alone would be spared in this slaughter, for the blood of the Passover lamb, splashed on their lintel, would save them, signaling the Lord’s angel to “pass over” them. After they crossed the Jordan River en route to meet Jesus, the pursuing Roman legions would drown in a flash flood of epic proportions what would turn the Jordan Valley into a torrent of death. This would be the Old Testament version of Jesus, the messiah.
But this is not what happens. Jesus reflects a different God. This God sheds blood on a cross to save humanity from sin and death not the blood of the Romans. This God suffers for humanity relating to the weak not the strong. In Jewish terms, the ending is all wrong. This Jesus’ God is all wrong. Where is the victory? 

Look at the story of the woman caught in adultery. The woman is dragged before Jesus by the Jewish authorities. Her sentence is to be death by stoning. That was Mosaic Law----a law that Jesus, as divine, himself would have implemented.  Jesus saves her life by rescuing her from the punishment that, under the law, she may well deserve. So, here he is abrogating a law that he, himself instituted. And there are more! Violating the Sabbath, eating whatever food you want to eat, refusing to fight the Romans but die at their hands instead. This is the Rock upon which this new community, which Peter is to lead, is built upon. It is a community based upon something very different than the Mosaic community. Thus, we are faced with a dilemma. Did God change or did our understanding of God change? The God of Israel led Moses to freedom defeating the Egyptian army. The God of Christ dies on the cross a loser but a winner. Which is it? Who changed? God or us? 
If Jesus is divine, then God changed. If Jesus is the anointed one, the messiah, the one who spoke a deeper wisdom of God, saw a new way of relating to God, then we changed. And because of this, the Church was born. As humanity and God continue to progress and create Creation, we learn more about God. The more civilized, the more sophisticated we become as people, the more we understand God as a loving, forgiving God. The less civilized and more traditional we are, the more we imprison people into roles, burkas and hate all in the name of God. But what God? “Who do YOU say that I am,” asks Jesus of his disciples this morning. Yes…….who? Who is God to you? What is God’s role in life? Who do YOU say God is to your neighbors and loved ones? Or perhaps you don’t say at all?
Jesus passed this new perspective of God on to Peter, who sees it and then loses it as we shall see next week. Be that as it may, this strikes at the heart of what I am trying to say. We are constantly being led into new and deeper understandings of God through revelation and our interpretations of these revelations. Today’s revelations are just as good and just as bonafide as Peter’s. Just look at William Seymour. This means that the body of Christ is constantly growing and moving forward. We are not stagnant. Authority rests not in Church tradition like apostolic succession, or in Scripture or in pure reason. It rests in all three together entwined like three strands of a rope. And it is constantly being tied and untied by the Holy Spirit of God.  
And someday a new messiah will come with a new way-----a deeper way of understanding God for the benefit of all creation. And upon what rock will this new message be built? Why all of you, of course! All of you are the rock. YOU ARE PETER!
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