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Who Do You Say That I Am?

Recently I saw a cartoon of a man
climbing a hill up to where
a long bearded, shaggy haired man sat.
A sign with the word “Guru” on it
stood behind the shaggy haired man.
The hiker’s companion, perhaps his wife,
stood at the bottom of the hill.
She was calling out to him,
“Don’t trust him, David;
he’s an authority figure.”
This cartoon speaks volumes
about people’s mistrust of authority,
not just here in the United States
but around the world.
Sandra Baringer, the author of the book,
The Metanarrative of Suspicion, says
“Mistrust of authority has always existed. . . .
but it seems to have blossomed
in the twentieth century
(and become ubiquitous , pervasive,
in the twenty-first century).”
How did this happen?
How did we go
from support of and trust in our government
in World War II
to where we are today?
Baringer suggests
there were many stopping points along the way ~
the McCarthy Era;
concerns about the motivation of the Viet Nam War
compounded by the Pentagon Papers;
the assassination of President Kennedy and the conspiracy
theory around it;
the politics surrounding the Equal Rights Movement;
the Watergate Scandal;
the motivation behind Desert Storm;
the scandal in the Catholic Church and the Church’s
attempt to cover it up;
the WiKi Leaks;
the Eric Snowden affair;
the power of the internet and people’s fear of its
misuse.
Baringer suggests this widespread distrust
of church and state results from

“. . . (our) deep doubts about,
who is really in charge
of this hopelessly complex world . . . . “
If we think we cannot trust
organized religion or government,
whom can we trust?
Or better yet, whom will we trust?
Should we trust people,
who say that they have the answers
to our hopelessly complex world?
Who say they, and they only, have a direct line to truth?
These people can make some very persuasive arguments.
And what they say can be very tempting,
for many of us long for a simpler time,
a time of more certainty and less chaos.
Yet, people with all the answers
often oversimplify the problems.
Often, they provide simplistic answers,
answers that promote their agenda
with little or no concern for others.
Or should we trust only ourselves?
Put ourselves at the center of our world?
Make ourselves the sole arbiter of our lives?
This “solution” is also rife with problems,
for as the Native American proverb says,
within each of us are two wolves,
one has the capacity for good,
the other evil.
The reality of the human condition
is we succumb to temptation,
most especially the temptation
to put our wants and needs
above the wants and needs of others.
This temptation is ever before us.
If we are suspicious
of organized religion and government
and should be suspicious of our own motivations,
whom can we trust?
To whom or what if anything, will we entrust our lives?
To whom or what, if anything,
will we cede authority over our lives?

Ultimately, the issue of authority
is behind Jesus’ question to the disciples.
He asks,
“Who do you say that I am?”
Rash Peter is the only one of the twelve men
bold enough to answer Jesus’ question.
Surprisingly, his response,
“You are the Messiah,
God’s anointed.”
is right on the money.
We’re surprised,
because we know Peter’s story.
We know he gets it wrong time after time.
He wants to build three booths at Jesus’ transfiguration.
He sinks when he tries to walk on water.
He denies Jesus three times
on the night of Jesus’ arrest.
Nonetheless, at this most critical juncture
in the disciples’ lives,
Peter gets it right.
Sadly, Peter’s glory does not last long.
Jesus’ understanding of Messiah
is vastly different from Peter’s.
Peter thinks messiah means kingship, might, victory.
Jesus knows better.
As Messiah, Jesus will take up his peoples’ cause.
He will stand in solidarity with them
and advocate for them,
and resist the terrible injustices and indignities
they endure on a daily basis.
Jesus knows full well his actions will discomfort
the religious leaders and the Roman government
and if he persists,
he will be rejected, arrested, and killed.
To prepare his men for what lies ahead,
he begins to tell them
what the future holds for him.
No sooner are the words out of his mouth,
than Peter grabs hold of him,
leads him off a short distance,
and begins to rebuke him.
Jesus’ response is swift and firm.
Forcefully, he tells Peter,
“Get thee behind me, Satan!”
At that moment,
Jesus sees Peter tempting and testing him
as Satan did in the wilderness.
Then, Jesus tells them one and all,

“If any want to become my followers,
let them deny themselves,
take up their cross,
and follow me.”
I think it’s interesting
that Jesus puts his question to the disciples
as they are on their way to Caesarea Philippi.
The worship of the Roman God, Pan, long prevailed there.
Later, Philip the tetrarch, one of King Herod’s son,
renamed it in honor of Tiberius Caesar.
It was a city that exemplified the worldly values
of power, wealth, status;
a city whose values stood in stark contrast
to Jesus’ values.
Since they are on their way to Caesarea Philippi,
Jesus’ question of his identity
has another question embedded in it:
“Where are you going?”
Are you going after the things of this world,
or are you seeking those things
exemplified by the cross?
This reading puts two very important questions to us.
Will we follow the path that leads to Caesarea Philippi?
The path that leads to the things of this world?
The path that leads
to power, wealth, status, glory?
Or will we follow the path Jesus blazed?
The path that leads to service to others?
The path that leads to the cross?
Let me be very clear about this, dear friends,
choosing to follow Jesus always entails
taking up our cross,
for it means no longer making ourselves
the center of the universe,
the center of our concern.
It means nailing
our self-interest,
our selfish desires,
our lack of concern for others
to the cross.
It means dying to self so others might flourish.
How we answer this first question,
determines how we will answer the second,
“To whom or what will we
give authority over our lives?”
The willingness to die to self
is the fertile soil from which

the willingness to take up our cross springs.
Like Peter,
the temptation is ever before us to define Messiah
by our own preconceived ideas
or our oft unacknowledged desires.
The temptation is to try to avoid Good Friday;
to go directly from Palm Sunday to Easter.
Yet, Jesus does not shrink from the cross
and neither can we
if we want to experience the joy of Easter.
Only by taking up our cross,
only by committing our lives to sacrificial love,
only committing our lives to acts of
love, compassion, justice, peace
will we rise to new life.
On Easter Sunday, when we proclaim,
“He is risen!”
“He is risen, indeed!”
we will know it is true,
for it has happened in our own lives.
To whom should we entrust our lives?
To the one who took up his cross
that all might see the glory of God. Amen.

