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Today’s Gospel takes place in Caesarea Philippi which is an interesting place for
Jesus to ask his very personal question. Why? Because Caesarea Philippi is a place
filled with temples to Caesar, shrines to pagan gods, and monuments proclaiming the
power of empire. It was a place where everyone was being told who deserved their loyalty.
Who is lord? Who deserves your worship? Who holds your future? Against that backdrop,
Jesus asks perhaps the most important question anyone will ever answer: "Who do you
say that | am?" Notice that Jesus begins with public opinion. "Who do people say that the
Son of Man is?"

The disciples answer with the latest speculation. Some think John the Baptist.
Others Elijah. Others Jeremiah. In other words, everyone has an opinion about Jesus.
Not much has changed. Today Jesus is called a great moral teacher. A revolutionary. A
political activist. A therapist. A conservative. A progressive. A capitalist. A socialist. A life
coach. A mascot for nationalism. A symbol for personal spirituality. Everyone seems eager
to claim Jesus for their own agenda.

But Jesus refuses to remain an idea. He turns the question from the crowd to the
heart. "But who do you say that | am?" Everything depends on that question. Because
the Jesus we recognize will determine the life we live. If Jesus is merely a wise teacher,
we may admire him. If Jesus is merely a miracle worker, we may seek him only when we
are desperate. If Jesus is merely our political ally, we will recruit him to fight our battles.
But if Jesus is truly the Messiah, the Son of the living God, then he becomes Lord not just
of our beliefs, but of our lives.

Peter blurts out, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God." Jesus
immediately says: "Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in
heaven." In other words, Peter did not figure this out because he was smarter than
everyone else. You see faith is not simply arriving at the correct conclusion. It is learning
to see with God's eyes. That recognition is revelation and it raises an uncomfortable
question.

How do we recognize Jesus today? Because if we are honest, we often look for
him in the wrong places. We look for him where there is power forgetting that Jesus
appeared among the powerless. We look for him among the successful. Jesus walks
beside those who have been forgotten. We expect him to bless our certainty. Instead, he
unsettles our assumptions. We expect him to affirm our way of life. Instead, he keeps
crossing boundaries because Jesus has a habit of appearing where our prejudices tell us
he could not possibly be. He eats with sinners. He speaks with the enemy. He welcomes
children. He forgives enemies. He lifts up the poor. He tells us to love those we fear.

Every generation struggles with the temptation to make Jesus look more like us
instead of allowing ourselves to become more like him. That temptation may be one of
the greatest idolatries of our age. Whenever we imagine Jesus always votes like we do...
Always agrees with our opinions... Always shares our prejudices... Always hates the
people we hate... We have likely stopped recognizing Jesus and started worshiping
ourselves. Peter recognized Jesus because, for one brief, grace-filled moment, he
stopped looking through the lens of the world and saw through the eyes of God. What
does that looks like? To see through the eyes of God.



Not long ago | read a description of an Episcopal parish in San Antonio, Texas that
was built in 1968. It is called The Church of Reconciliation and the sanctuary is built in
the round which is a symbol of reconciliation.

The rector is a woman who is married and raising three young children with her
husband. The congregation includes Anglos, African Americans, Hispanics, gay couples,
straight couples, interracial families, widows, single adults, and children. The liturgy is
beautifully ordinary—Rite Il from the Book of Common Prayer. The bulletin is printed in
English and Spanish. Pretty standard fare.

One of the acolytes is a young man with Down syndrome. Whenever the priest
raises her hands to bless the congregation, he instinctively raises his hands too, smiling
as if to bless everyone a second time. There are neurodivergent children who are
welcomed as gifts rather than treated as distractions.

The verger is a gay Hispanic man. His husband livestreams the service using
cameras he once used to film drag performances. The organist is legally blind and leads
worship with remarkable grace, moving between the organ and the piano with the help of
a white cane and his service dog. The property manager is a transgender man.

Across one side of the street from the church stands Section 8 housing. Across the
other side, multi-million-dollar homes. Both communities worship together. Some come
every Sunday. Some stop by to pray. Children from the neighborhood play on the church
playground. Hungry people take food from the Little Free Pantry. Others leave food behind
for the next person. Someone described that congregation by saying, "This church has
moved beyond inclusion and straight on into full integration of God’s kingdom.

| wondered if perhaps that is what Peter saw. Not the details of people's identities.
But Jesus. Jesus blessing through the smiling acolyte or singing through the blind
musician. Jesus serving through the gay verger and caring for the property through a
transgender man. Jesus laughing in children and receiving Communion beside both the
wealthy and the poor. Bottom line Jesus refusing every label that would divide what God
has joined together.

The Church is not called merely to tolerate differences. The Church is called to
become the place where the world discovers that every human being bears the image of
God. That is not political correctness. That is the Incarnation. Because if Jesus is truly the
Son of the living God, then every person we meet becomes someone for whom Christ
lived, died, and rose again. Every person. No exceptions.

That has always been the Christian vision at its best—not lowering the demands
of the Gospel but widening the embrace of Jesus. Recognizing Jesus means recognizing
him wherever love triumphs over hatred and mercy overcomes judgment. Where truth is
spoken without cruelty and justice walks hand in hand with compassion. Where strangers
become neighbors and enemies become family.

Peter saw the truth about Jesus because heaven opened his eyes for one moment
and that same Peter who recognized Jesus will also misunderstand him again and again.
Which should give every one of us a reason to pause because recognition is not a one-
time event. It is a lifelong conversion. Every day Jesus asks us again, "Who do you say
that | am?" We answer not only with our lips but with our lives. Our answer is revealed by
how we treat immigrants. How we speak about those with whom we disagree and how
we care for the poor. How we respond to racism. How we protect the dignity of those who
are different from us. How we forgive. How we love. How we spend our money. How we



use our power. How we welcome strangers. Our lives preach who Jesus is for us long
before our mouths do.

That same Spirit who opened Peter’s eyes still opens ours and is asking us the
same question on a daily basis. Who do vou say that | am? May we recognize him in the
poor and in those our world overlooks. May we recognize him in the refugee, the prisoner,
the lonely, the grieving, the child. May we recognize him until our lives themselves
become Peter's confession: You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.

And may the Church become once again not a fortress protecting itself, but a
people holding the keys of God's Kingdom—unlocking hope, mercy, justice, and love for
a world desperate to embrace God’s everlasting love and mercy.



