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The choir, with its expression – Son of God most Holy; Savior kind and true; we would plead thy mercy, cleanse our hearts anew – may have hit upon the response the disciples should have offered Jesus at then end of the 8th chapter of Mark.   And, with equal accuracy, the morning anthem may be the appropriate response for us – both individually and collectively – at the end of the sermon.  
Before we determine if Son of God Most Holy should fill our mouths, let us first fill our minds with what precedes this morning’s text in Mark’s gospel.  By the time Jesus and the disciples arrive in the region of Caesarea Philippi they have been together for several chapters and of late, they have been traveling together for several days.
Among the four gospels, Mark’s is quite distinct.  It skips the birth narratives of Matthew and Luke and does not bother with the poetic language of John.  Instead, it rushes headlong into Jesus’ baptism, his choice of disciples and the beginning of healings and heated conversations.  
In the first chapter Jesus drives out a demon from someone in church.  Yes, there are demons even in church.  Then he moves into the villages and hamlets of the land healing hearts and minds and souls with abandon.  He heals Peter’s mother in law in one moment, drives out the demons from a second man in another and then, as word spreads about the Jesus, he heals the sick and the blind, the deaf and the near dead late into the night.  Chapter Two begins with him focused on the man let down through the roof by his four friends and ends with a hot debate between Jesus and the Pharisees regarding the purpose of fasting.  By the time we arrive at Chapter Three Jesus has a crowd following him and this upsets the Pharisees.  Who is this Jesus, they ask among themselves, and who gives him the right to heal a man with a withered hand on the Sabbath!  That’s against our laws, the Pharisees cry.  
Trouble maker that he is, in Chapter Four Jesus really shows out by stilling a storm, even the winds and the waves obey his will when he says, Peace be still.  In the next chapter he is particularly busy casting out demons, healing both a women who had suffered with a blood disease for twelve long years and a twelve year old girl who was at death’s door.  Chapter Six, not much, he walks on water and feeds 5,000 with two little fish and five loaves of cheap, grainy bread.  Chapter Seven he fights with the Pharisees some more, calls a woman a dog – that is an interesting story – and again he begins to heal those who by faith come his way.  
Now, whether you believe the Biblical text to be literal or figurative, by the time we, and the disciples, arrive breathlessly at chapter 8, the story that we have heard, the miracles that have been laid before us are pretty impressive.  This Jesus is about something, this Jesus is up to something, and the disciples have been there to witness it all.    
And now, as we enter the portion of the text that Haley read for us so beautifully we find Jesus and the disciples have stolen away to Caesarea Philippi for a time of reflection and teaching.  
But there is something special about the place Jesus has chosen for their time of reflection.  The region around Caesarea Philippi is a place ruled by the Roman Empire.  Though it is populated by many Jewish men and women, they are under the thumb of a ruling pagan class.  In Caesarea Philippi it is not easy to speak out loud about other deities because those who rule see themselves as demigods..  It is not easy and it was not safe.  So when Jesus asks the question, who do the people say that I am, he knew the answers would be limited and if they were spoken at all they would be murmured in tones low and rooms dark.  

In hushed tones, in response to his question, the disciples whisper, Jesus, some of the people think you are John the Baptist, your fiery forerunner, come back from the dead.
  The disciples respond; Some think you are John because he came to prepare the way of the Lord, he came to usher in the presence of the one who would restore things to their right order, who would restore God’s people to prominence and power.  Jesus, some think you are that prophet who would guide Israel  back to a free and in full relationship with their God.  
And another among them offered, Well some think you are Elijah back to save captive Israel.  Some want you to be Elijah because he was a prophet’s prophet.  We hope you are Elijah and that you will stand up to the tyrannical rulers of our day the way Elijah stood up to King Ahab and Queen Jezebel in his day; stood up and destroyed their hold on the people of God.  Please be Elijah, we need you to be Elijah.  
It is so interesting to me, when Jesus asks his disciples, who do the people say that I am, they respond with heroes who had come to set things right, who had come to adjust the mal adjusted nature of their lives.  They seem to long for a Messiah who will come with the righteousness God and liberate God’s people from whatever or whomever restricts their ability to live as chosen, beloved; as God’s own.  When asked, in what mold do the people think Jesus has come; the disciples seem to report they hope he has come in the pattern or as the prototype of a mighty teller of truth or a strong advocate for God’s people.  Now, who do they people say that I am, and the disciples respond, the one who might open the way for glory and power to be restored. 
But Jesus, having heard their responses regarding who they people though he was next asks his disciples, who do you think I am.  Then Peter; my fast acting but not so fast thinking hero, Peter; responds, “You are the Christ”

Christ, the title that means the Messiah, the anointed one, the chosen one, the one from God!  Peter got it sort of right, Jesus was the Messiah, but not the kind Peter wanted.  The only image of a messiah Peter could muster, and if we are to be fair, the only one he thought would do him and God’s oppressed people any good was one who would come in the pattern of Elijah; who would come as a prototype for John.  The only Messiah Peter could imagine was one who would  ride in on a white charger, intent on defeating anything that denied God’s people their rightful place.
But Jesus left the white charger in Heaven’s stable and he left the pillar of fire and the thunder and earth quakes too.  He did not come wielding his power to directly disrupt the proceedings of Roman imperialism.  He came using his power to deliver people from demons and deafness, from hopelessness and hunger.  He came teaching about love and righteousness and the way to live a Godly life.  And, this Messiah came teaching that he was going to be rejected, suffer and die.
Now, wait one minute.  In Peter’s mind this was unthinkable.  The Messiah must not suffer. Who wants a weak Messiah.  He should not be rejected at least not by Israel, he came to save Israel.  And what is this talk about death.  The Messiah can not die, he is God’s own son , right?  What is wrong with Jesus, Peter must have thought.  This is just not the way a Messiah ought to act and so Peter takes Jesus aside and says, change your tone JC, this suffering, rejection, dying thing is just not good for your image.  
Now it is would be so easy to take this sermon and turn down the theological path that demands Jesus had to die, had to take on the sin of the world.  It would be typical to castigate Peter and to say that his arrogance caused him to miss the real reason Jesus had come, to forgive humanity’s sin and by the atoning work of the cross bridge the gap between a fallen people and a holy God.  But that’s not the road I want to take today.  Instead I want to place us in the midst of that 1st century conversation in Caesarea Philippi and ask each of us the same question Jesus asks the disciples, “Who do you say that I am”
Who do you say Jesus is?  What pattern or prototype does he fill in your life?  Is he like Peter’s Jesus, a Celestial version of John Wayne; meant primarily to sweep into town, six shooters a-blazing, and rewrite the script capturing the bad guys and, placing you and yours back in positions of safety and power?
Or maybe your Jesus is more the BFF kind of Savior and for those of us over the age of 50, BFF stands for, best friend forever.  Is Jesus your BFF, the kind of Messiah who sits beside you in every crisis, agreeing with you on everything, not because you are right, but because a BFF is supposed to be there and make you feel better?
Who is your Jesus?  Is he a sort of cosmic sanitation engineer, the CEO of your own private waste management company.  Is he the big green truck in your life that comes by on a regular basis to clean up or clear away what ever mess you, what ever mess we, have made?
Or is your Messiah a sort of fairy God-Father, swirling onto the scene with clouds and celestials choruses in the background, ready to grant your deepest, dearest desire for whatever it is that seems best in that instance.  
Then and now, the Savior asks the disciples and each of us, Who do you say I am?  
Beloved, much of the contemporary Christian church has chosen to answer Jesus’ question in ways that fit their preferences but not Christ’s plan.  Like Peter it is human to desire a God that meets us where we are and gives us what we perceive we need.  But we, in the 21st century church, have become expert at making Christ fit into schedules and schemes, but we are so much less adept at fitting our lives into the will and way.

When Peter tried to fit Jesus into his mold, when he tried to limit the Messiah to his definition, Jesus said to him, get thee behind me Satan – get behind me all you who would block the truth of what I must do; get behind me you who set your mind on the things of man and not the things of God.  Get behind me if you want me to fit into your plan instead of you fitting into mine.

Get thee behind me Peter, get thee behind me Zina when you come to me with a list of things you want me to co-sign instead of coming to me to ask me for your assignment.  Get thee behind me, any who would try and shape me instead of follow me, says our Christ.

Who do you, who do we, say Jesus is?  Too often we want the domesticated version of Jesus.  Too often we want little more than the fairy God father, the BFF of the convenient sanitation engineer.  But Jesus himself tells us, if we are going to follow him we have to seek something that is bigger than ourselves and our needs.  He says in this text, we have to be willing to lose our lives in order to save them.  We have to be willing to sacrifice to gain.  He tells us there will be suffering along the way, there will be rejection and he tells us we have to pick up, take up our crosses and follow; take up those tasks that are not easy, tasks up those tasks that require sacrifice, take up those tasks that might cause us to be rejected, take up those tasks Peter, Zina, Community Church, those tasks that might cause death; the death of our interests about the interests of the cross; the death of our preeminence in place of the preeminence of Christ, the death of our selfishness over the self giving nature of a follower of Christ.  He tells us take up our crosses and follow him.  
Who do you say that I am and who do you want me to be?  Do you want me to be the Jesus who asks you to renounce worldly status; or the one who supports you as you hanker for it?  Is our Jesus the one who urges us to love unconditionally or the one who allows us to closet ourselves within protective layers of self interest?  Is he the one who makes himself vulnerable and risks all for those who are the least and invites us to do the same, or the one who approves of our selective sorties into a charity now and then if the risk factor happens to be low.  Is he the BFF or the defender of the weak?  Is he the cosmic sanitation engineer or the one willing to overturn tables in places of power?  Who is our Jesus in his many facets, and who do we want him to be.
Take up your cross, follow me.  Maybe the choir really does have it right; we who sit in this place, we who claim we want the real deal, the true Jesus, maybe we still have much to learn, especially about how to answer, who do we, I, say that you are.  Maybe we should fill our mouths with Son of God, most Holy; Savior kind and true; we would plead thy mercy, cleanse our hearts anew.  Pardon our offences.  Fill our hearts with peace, keep us blessed Jesus till our strivings cease – or until we have struggled and thought, and struggled some more and come to an answer that would please you, and answer that tells the world rightly you are to me, to us?  So beloved of God, who do you say that Jesus is? 
Amen

� In the 6th chapter of Mark, King Herod beheads John all for the want of a young girl’s delight.





PAGE  
4

