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Mark 8:27-38

So, when Jesus prayed, was he just talking to himself? A silly question? Well, every Sunday in the creed, we identify Jesus with the second person of the Trinity, so….. Questions and answers. We’ve got lots of them in the church. One time a Sunday School teacher asked me to explain the vestments I wear to her class. I began by telling them that the alb is really just the linen tunic that everybody in Rome would have been wearing 2000 years ago. “Wait,” said the teacher, “Doesn’t it represent the robe of righteousness that Paul says we are supposed to put on?”  Certainly it can, if that’s what you want it to mean. You see, she already had her set of answers, and I wasn’t following it. But how could I? They were her answers, not mine. 
Of course, she knew that her answers were the right ones. We all do that, don’t we. There are questions, and there are answers, and we want to get the answers right, so the questions will stop bothering us, will stop questioning us. We think the answers are important, because they silence the questions. But some questions won’t be silenced. Questions like, “Who do you say that I am?”

Well, it all depends on what the meaning of “is” is. Wouldn’t you know it, that the first president of the Baby Boomer generation to be elected, will always be remembered for that! We’ve all become proficient at parsing words as a way of handling uncomfortable questions. If we continually rob language of its meaning, it eventually becomes pointless to ask any questions in the first place. That’s one method of ducking the question. The other is to give the “official” answer, “You-are-the-Christ-the-son-of-the-living-God, SIR!” Well, that’s an answer, and it is hard to deny that it is the right answer, but it may not be my answer. It may only be the answer that I found on page 849 of the Book of Common Prayer.
Brilliant! I’ve found a way of providing a response nobody can doubt without really answering the question, “Who do you say that I am?”  Because maybe the real answer to that question is, “I don’t know.”

It can be so hard to admit that at times. It may make us look weak. It may make us look uninformed. It may make us look hypocritical. And speaking as a priest in the Church, it may undermine our authority. I’ve known colleagues who operate in precisely that manner – It’s my way or the highway! And we all probably know people who are trapped in such systems of power and control. We can offer an alternative.
“Who do you say that I am?” If that answer to that question truly is, “I don’t know,” then, come, let us find out together. The expression of uncertainty is not the end of faith; it is the beginning of faith and of the community of the faithful. The honest admission of uncertainty opens our hearts and minds to a constellation of possible answers without the fear of failure, while the presence of a faithful community helps us discern which answers are best able to sustain and nurture our common life. By the same token, if the answer truly is, “You are the Christ, the son of the living God,” then come, let me show you what that means to me, let me learn what that means to you, let us grow together in our knowledge and love of the Lord. I truly believe that this is what Jesus meant when he said, "If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” So often we seem to think that our cross is a sickness we must quietly bear, or some difficult situation we must stoically endure. I believe it is much more than that. It is laying aside our egos, our need to be right, and all our answers with which we shield ourselves from the world, from God, and from our neighbor. It means sacrificing all our safe certainties in order to live and grow in the limitless possibilities of faith.
Questions and answers. All our readings this morning touch on this topic – sometimes in scary ways. Wisdom rejecting those who think they have nothing to learn. James warning us of the dangers of teaching. Jesus, with his inescapable question, “Who do you say that I am?” In the end, I think it is most important that we recognize that Jesus himself names as the model and foundation of faith not John the beloved disciple, not Andrew the first disciple, not Thomas the brave disciple, but Peter. The same Peter who would so often speak without thinking or understanding; who would bring a sword to Gethsemane and then turn around and deny every knowing Jesus. Peter for us today is someone who lives with Jesus and grows to maturity the hard way, the way we do, by making mistakes, some of them grievous, and learning from them all the while. Peter always led with his heart, and thus always found the grace and forgiveness that save us from always having to be right.
