21st Sunday in Ordinary Time
Matthew 16:13–20
“Who Do You Say That I Am?”
There are some questions in life that are easy to answer.
“What would you like for dinner?”
“What time should we leave?”
“Did you remember to turn off the lights?”
Although, sometimes that last one can cause a little trouble!
But then there are questions that are not so easy.
“Why am I here?”
“What is the purpose of my life?”
“What happens after I die?”
And then there is the question Jesus asks in today’s Gospel:
“Who do you say that I am?”
That may be the most important question any of us will ever answer.
Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”
And they give Him the usual answers:
“Some say John the Baptist.”
“Others say Elijah.”
“Still others say Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”
In other words, Jesus is getting a good reputation. People are talking about Him. They recognize that there is something special about Him.
But then Jesus makes the question personal.
He looks at His disciples and says:
“But who do you say that I am?”
Notice that Jesus doesn't ask, “What have you heard about me?”
He doesn't ask, “What does everybody else think?”
He asks:
“Who do you say that I am?”
And that question is directed not only to Peter and the apostles.
It is directed to every one of us.
Peter Gets It Right
Peter speaks up:
“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
And Jesus says to him:
“Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah.”
Peter has given the right answer.
But let's remember something about Peter.
Peter doesn't always get the right answer!
This is the same Peter who will later deny Jesus three times.
This is the same Peter who will misunderstand Jesus.
This is the same Peter who will sometimes speak before he thinks.
In fact, Peter is living proof that God doesn't call perfect people—God calls willing people.
And that's good news for all of us.
Because if God only worked through perfect people, there would be nobody left to work through!
Peter recognizes who Jesus truly is, even though Peter himself is still a work in progress.
And aren't we all?
We can love Jesus sincerely and still have a lot to learn.
We can have great faith and still have moments of doubt.
We can pray faithfully and still lose our patience in the parking lot after Mass!
Faith doesn't mean that we have everything figured out.
Faith means that we know Who we can trust even when we don't have everything figured out.
“Who Do You Say That I Am?”
The question Jesus asks Peter is also the question He asks us:
“Who do you say that I am?”
It is easy to answer this question academically.
Jesus is the Son of God.
Jesus is the Messiah.
Jesus is the Savior.
Jesus is the second Person of the Blessed Trinity.
All of those answers are true.
But Jesus isn't looking for a theology exam.
He is asking for something much more personal.
Who is Jesus to you?
Is He simply someone you learned about as a child?
Is He someone whose name you hear on Sunday?
Is He someone you turn to when things go wrong?
Or is Jesus truly the center of your life?
Because there is a difference between knowing about Jesus and knowing Jesus.
I can know a lot about a person without actually knowing that person.
I can read somebody's biography.
I can know where they were born.
I can know their accomplishments.
I can even recognize their picture.
But that's not the same thing as having a relationship with them.
And Christianity isn't simply about knowing facts about Jesus.
It is about having a relationship with Him.
Peter's Profession of Faith
Peter says:
“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
And Jesus responds by giving Peter a mission.
He says:
“You are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church.”
Jesus changes Simon's name to Peter.
The name Peter means rock.
And Jesus says that upon this rock He will build His Church.
That is an extraordinary moment.
Jesus entrusts His Church to human beings.
And we know what happened to those human beings.
They were not perfect.
The apostles argued.
They misunderstood Jesus.
They became frightened.
They ran away.
And Peter himself would deny knowing Jesus.
Yet Jesus still chose them.
Why?
Because the Church has never depended upon the perfection of its members.
It depends upon the grace of God.
And that's important for us to remember.
Sometimes people say, “I don't go to church because there are too many hypocrites.”
And somebody once responded, “That's okay. We can always use one more!”
The Church is not a museum for perfect people.
The Church is a hospital for sinners.
We come here because we need God's mercy.
We come because we need forgiveness.
We come because we need strength.
We come because we need one another.
The Keys of the Kingdom
Jesus then tells Peter:
“I will give you the keys to the Kingdom of heaven.”
Keys represent authority.
If someone gives you the keys to their house, they're saying, “I trust you.”
Jesus gives Peter a tremendous responsibility.
And Catholics understand this moment as part of the biblical foundation for the papacy and for the teaching authority of the Church.
But notice something important.
Jesus doesn't give Peter the keys so Peter can become important.
He gives him the keys so Peter can serve.
Christian authority is never supposed to be about power over people.
It is about responsibility for people.
The Pope, bishops, priests, deacons, parents, teachers, and all who serve the Church are called to lead by serving.
Jesus will later say:
“Whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant.”
That's the Christian model of leadership.
What Does This Mean for Us?
So what does today's Gospel say to us?
First, Jesus wants a personal answer from us.
Not just the answer of our parents.
Not just the answer of our parish.
Not just the answer we learned in religious education.
Jesus asks:
“Who do you say that I am?”
And our entire lives are really an answer to that question.
If Jesus is truly the Son of God, then He should make a difference in how we live.
He should make a difference in how we treat our spouse.
He should make a difference in how we treat our children.
He should make a difference in how we treat the person who annoys us.
He should make a difference in how we forgive.
He should make a difference in how we handle suffering.
He should make a difference in what we do when nobody is watching.
Because it is one thing to say, “Jesus is Lord.”
It is another thing to live as though He really is.
Faith in Difficult Times
And perhaps this Gospel is especially important when life becomes difficult.
There are moments when we don't understand what God is doing.
We lose someone we love.
We receive a frightening diagnosis.
A marriage struggles.
A child goes in a direction we never expected.
Financial problems come.
We become lonely.
We pray—and sometimes it seems as though heaven is silent.
And in those moments, Jesus still asks:
“Who do you say that I am?”
The answer cannot simply be, “You're the one who makes everything go the way I want.”
Because that's not the Jesus of the Gospel.
Jesus doesn't promise that life will always be easy.
He promises that we will never be alone.
He is the Christ.
He is the Son of the living God.
He is the one who walks with us through the storm.
He is the one who carries us when we cannot walk.
He is the one who forgives us when we fail.
He is the one who gives us hope when everything seems hopeless.
The Most Important Question
Every person eventually has to answer Jesus' question:
“Who do you say that I am?”
And perhaps the most beautiful answer is not simply something we say with our lips.
It is something we say with our lives.
When we forgive someone, we're answering the question.
When we care for someone who is hurting, we're answering the question.
When we choose honesty instead of convenience, we're answering the question.
When we pray even when we don't feel like praying, we're answering the question.
When we come to Mass, receive the Eucharist, and place our lives into God's hands, we're answering the question.
When we refuse to give up hope, we're answering the question.
And when we finally stand before God at the end of our earthly journey, the most important thing will not be how much money we made, how important we were, how many possessions we accumulated, or how many people knew our name.
What will matter is whether we knew His name.
And whether we allowed Him to know us.
Conclusion
So today, Jesus asks each of us:
“Who do you say that I am?”
Peter gives the answer:
“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
May that become more than words we recite.
May it become the foundation of our lives.
When life is good:
“Jesus, You are the Christ.”
When life is difficult:
“Jesus, You are the Christ.”
When we are confused:
“Jesus, You are the Christ.”
When we are afraid:
“Jesus, You are the Christ.”
When we fail:
“Jesus, You are the Christ.”
And when our earthly journey is finally finished:
“Jesus, You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
Because in the end, everything comes back to that one question.
Who do you say that Jesus is?
May our answer not only be spoken with our lips.
May it be proclaimed by the way we live.
Amen.

