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Proper 19B (Pent +16)      The Rev. Dr. Darcy Williams @ Emmanuel Chestertown         12 September, 2021 

Readings: Proverbs 1:20-33 Psalm 19   James 3:1-12    Mark 8: 27-38 

 

"Who do people say that I am?" And they answered him, "John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; 

and still others, one of the prophets." He asked them, "But who do you say that I am?" 

 

Over these past day, weeks and months, we have walked with Jesus and his disciples as they 

traversed the lands of Galilee and Samaria. We have heard the stories as told by Mark and the 

other evangelists – stories about people coming from far and wide to hear the young preacher 

and to be healed by his touch or even his word. Time and again, we heard Jesus warn those 

whom he healed to say nothing, to tell no one. He did not want his message to be obscured by his 

works. He had much to tell his followers, much still to teach them, but time was drawing short. 

Jesus was in his third year of public ministry as we join him and his disciples at Caesarea 

Philippi, a city about 25 miles north of the Sea of Galilee at the base of Mt Hermon. Soon he 

would continue walking south on his long and final journey to Jerusalem and to the cross. But 

not yet. Today, his goal was to be sure his disciples understood who he really was and what their 

role was as his disciples. 

 

Can you picture this ragtag group walking along the dusty roads north of Galilee? Most were 

fishermen before they left their boats and nets to follow Jesus. One was a tax collector, another a 

zealot, still another was thought to be a scholar. Mark portrays them as a somewhat bumbling 

group, always with good intentions but rarely perceptive enough to truly understand what Jesus 

meant when he spoke of the kingdom of God. Perhaps today it would be different. 

 

Jesus turns to them as they walk: "Who do people say that I am?" I imagine they are caught off 

guard. Of course, he is Jesus. Their teacher and friend. He’s the son of Joseph the carpenter from 

Nazareth, and of Mary. Who else would he be? What kind of a trick question is this? So, like 

puzzled school children, they call out the names they have heard others whisper. John the 

Baptist? Elijah? One of the prophets? 

 

It is as he thought. Not even his closest followers have a real understanding. They see Jesus as a 

holy man, but to them he is a miracle worker, a healer, perhaps even a reincarnation. 

 

"But who do YOU say that I am?" 

 

Then Peter, spokesman for the group, blurts out the answer we all know to be Jesus' true identity. 

"You are the Messiah." he proclaims. And we breathe a sigh of relief. Finally, at least one of 

them understands.  

 

But it takes only a few minutes to realize how wrong we are. It takes only a few minutes for us to 

realize that when Peter identifies Jesus as the Messiah, he thinks of the messiah as the political 

savior of Israel, the one who will push back the curtain of oppression that surrounded them. 

“You are the Chosen One: the Son of the Living God,” he exclaims. A descendent of the great 

King David chosen by God according to the prophets. For devout Jews, the Messiah would bring 

an end to their long suffering as an occupied nation. The God of Israel would intervene and save 

his people by sending one specially chosen from birth. To a believing first-century Jew that 

meant the Romans would be thrown out and a religious and political Israel would emerge 
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restored and renewed.1 Peter wants the man he loves to be superhuman, to be that savior. He 

cannot fathom that Jesus would face suffering and death. 

 

Peter knows Jesus to be kind, loving, and powerful beyond anything he has ever witnessed 

before. He trusts with all his heart that Jesus will somehow overcome all the ugliness, hurt, and 

violence in the world.  

 

But that is not Jesus' mission. That is not God's plan.  So Jesus, at first harshly, and then more 

gently, leads Peter and the others toward a clearer understanding, one that will come slowly over 

the days and weeks and months ahead, until finally in a room in Jerusalem, they will know what 

it means for Jesus to be the Messiah, the Chosen one of God. When that happens, they will 

finally understand what it is Jesus has called them to do. They will finally embrace all the joys 

and all the challenges of true discipleship. 

 

Today's Gospel reading closes with Jesus' challenge to his disciples and to us to deny ourselves, 

to take up our cross, and to follow Jesus.  But what does that really mean? 

 

It does not mean, as many people were told for years, to accept oppression, or the burdens of 

abuse or violence, or the challenges of illness, poverty or discrimination.   

 

It DOES mean putting God first in our lives. It means doing the right thing, even when it is hard. 

It means stepping outside of ourselves to bring God's dream to life, God's dream of a world 

where justice rules and love permeates everything.  It means using our time, resources, gifts, and 

energy so that others might experience God’s love made known in Jesus Christ.  

 

It means praying these same words Archbishop Desmond Tutu prayed many times: 

 

Disturb us, O Lord, when we are too well-pleased with ourselves  
when our dreams have come true because we dreamed too little,  
because we sailed too close to the shore. 
Disturb us, O Lord when with the abundance of things we possess,  
we have lost our thirst for the water of life  
when, having fallen in love with time,  
we have ceased to dream of eternity and in our efforts to build a new earth,  
we have allowed our vision of Heaven to grow dim. 
Stir us, O Lord to dare more boldly, to venture into wider seas  
where storms show Thy mastery, where losing sight of land, we shall find the stars. 
In the name of Him who pushed back the horizons of our hopes  
and invited the brave to follow. Amen 
 
Let us not be Christians who profess to be holy, so very close to God, but who fail to make a 

difference.  Let us dare more boldly, and venture more widely carrying the light of Christ and the 

peace of God into this hurting world.  Amen 

 

 

 
1 http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/stw/2009/page/2/?cat=7 


