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Maybe it happened for you at summer camp, or while you and your buddy worked flipping burgers, or maybe just while you and your sister walked home from school one day.

Somehow I have a hunch that I am not the only one who can remember at least one time when you had one of those “I’m thinking about what I’ll be when I grow up” conversations.

For me, one happened in college, when I was gathering with some other students right before a class started.

A few of us were also friends outside of class, and I pondered out loud to them: “You know, it seems like being a pastor would be a good job for me. I don’t mind public speaking and I like to work with a variety of people.” And in good college student fashion, I added, “We all know we’ll end up linked to an institution in some way in our lives, so I might as well link to one that’s not getting it all right, but is at least trying.

“The catch is,” I said to my friends, “I know that being a pastor isn’t just a job. I have to figure out this whole Jesus thing—I just don’t know what I believe. I have to make a decision.”

To this, my pal who was raised Episcopalian, but who was experimenting with the Wicca religion while in college, replied, “No, that’s okay, you can be a Unitarian minister.” To this, my other pal, a very observant Roman Catholic said, “No, don’t do that. Unitarianism isn’t a religion, it’s a political party.”

After being offended on behalf of anyone I knew who was a Unitarian, I said, “No, I’ve got to figure this out.” Some way, somehow, I had to answer Jesus’ question: Who do you say that I am?

My earnest if somewhat insensitive peers didn’t given me a quick fix, rather, they became part of an international community of confidants that I called upon to help me wrestle with Jesus’ question.

I was in a real wrestling match with God – I wanted to know how it could be possible that a human being, Jesus of Nazareth, could also be divine.  Is that what the Bible meant when it called Jesus the son of God? Or the Messiah? Or Christ? Why was it on my shoulders to make a decision?

Had it not been for a community – had I tried to sort out my faith completely on my own – I can’t imagine how I could possibly be standing in this pulpit here with you this morning. Because it was the larger body of Christ – the church – who had to mold me, challenge me, tick me off, and love me up so that I could make a go of a life of discipleship.

When it came to Jesus’ question, who do you say that I am, the larger Christian community was absolutely critical to me finding my way. God didn’t make me a person who accepts quickie answers. God did not make me someone who finds joy pithy retorts. Fellow Christians gave me neither of those things, and they would not have worked for me anyway. What fellow Christians gave me was a way to stop making the wrestling match about me.

I made friends with people of faith who said, “We believe in a God who came to earth. This God chose to have the whole human experience. This God said, I’ll go through birth, I’ll go through life, and I’ll go through death.”

Well, that made a whole lot of sense to me. Instead of thinking that I had to figure it all out – that I had to prove somehow that there was a human being who was divine – the community said,

“Look beyond yourself. Make a decision about God, not about you. 

Look at God and what do you see? Consider God, and what can you imagine?

The community didn’t give me an answer, it helped me to figure out how I could answer, and the community assured me that I would not have to make the decision alone.

This is the same dynamic in the dialogue between Peter and Jesus. Peter is asked to answer Jesus’ question for himself, but as soon as Peter speaks, Jesus let’s Peter know that for journey that was coming, Peter would not have to go it alone.

I want to talk about community concretely for a moment. Our community, the church, is a theological community, but it is also very concrete and very real, so let me give a really concrete example of what I’m trying to get at about community.

When I moved to Minnesota eleven years ago, I was quite perturbed to find out that in order to obtain a Minnesota driver’s license I had to take a test. It was only a written test – not a driving test – but even that seemed to me somehow punitive for someone who had a driving record free of any moving violations!

It also seemed somehow egotistical of Minnesota to require a test – plenty of other states allow newcomers to simply present a valid driver’s license from another state, and voila!, a license is issued in your new state. But not Minnesota! You have to pass a test to drive around Minnesota.

So, I went to the DMV, placed myself in front of a large screen, and started to answer all those marvelous questions about turning right on red and whether one must engage the turn signal 300 or 500 yards prior to the turn. I was really stumped by the question about whether it is okay to merge into a bicycle lane in order to make a right turn – I decided to play it safe and say no. Turns out I was wrong –it is okay to go into a bike lane to make a right turn, but to this day I can’t stand to do it.

What I didn’t think about at the time was that the test wasn’t about me. I took the test as a sort a personal affront, an individual opportunity for my new home state to potentially banish me from all of its bike lanes.

But by having everyone take these driving tests, I think what it really says is that we all really matter, that the community is  valued, because every time each and every one of us gets behind the wheel, we merge into the community and have to have a lot of trust in ourselves and one another. The steel and glass that surround us in our vehicles can lead us to believe that we are individuals on an island in our lane on our road, but this is so very much not the case.

We all know the statistics. It’s really dangerous to drive, and it is really a good idea to be reminded regularly that when we drive we are very much in a community.

When we talk about faith, we do a lot better to talk about faith as a journey we take as individuals. We love our churches and our families and our neighborhoods, but at the end of the day, the faith we each hold dear in our hearts is just inside of me, and inside of you, and inside of her…it’s not up for a vote by those around us, right?

When Jesus asks his disciples, who do people say that I am, they kind of treat the question like it’s posted on the wall of a game show stage and each one of the contestants should offer his or her answer to the question. Survey says: Jesus, you’re a prophet! Jesus, you’re Elijah come back to continue guiding our people!

But no one was going to have the one right answer all by him or herself. The prize was not for an individual. What Jesus wanted the disciples to know was that this was a serious commitment they were making by being one of his followers. Most of all, he wanted the disciples to know that they would need to care more about each another than about the latest word on the street.

This passage in Matthew is the first recorded time that Jesus uses the word “church” with his disciples. The word in the original Greek of the Bible was ecclesia, which literally means “those called out.” Jesus was giving his disciples a fundamental message: eventually, you all won’t be known as the posse of the latest prophet – you all will literally be a community of those called out into the world and you’ll have a tough message to sell.

The whole point was that Jesus knew that the disciples couldn’t make it alone. He asked them, who do people say that I am, and who do you say that I am, not so that they could give him a right answer, but so that they could do some hard thinking.

The point was not to win; the point was to form the team. As the Presbyterian preacher and teacher Tom Long puts it, “Faith is not a gold medal in the spiritual high jump.” Faith is not a reward; it’s a relationship.

Jesus wants the disciples to have an example of relationship right away. He wants the disciples not to be correct but to be in community, so he turns to Peter. Peter’s answer, “You are the Messiah” is clearly pleasing to Jesus, because Jesus knows that Peter had no proof of this yet. Peter’s answer shows that he is relying on faith rather than forensics. Tom Long puts it this way: “Jesus has given himself, the very self of God, to Peter, and Peter’s confession, then, is not an answer to a…riddle; it is the expression of a profound relationship.”

Peter wasn’t named to be the rock of the church so that he could run the show and direct a mass of underlings in discipleship. This passage of scripture has been used a lot in Christianity to make Peter set apart or set above the other disciples. But what does a rock do? It is underneath for support – rocks are foundations, for things to be built upon. The way that Jesus used “rock” has no function if its strength and stability do not support anything. We don’t count on bedrock for scenic views and colorful vistas – bedrock is what you build things on, what you set footings into.

And bedrock is not by itself—its existence gives someone, and most of the time, lots of some ones, something that they can count on so that they can go about doing what they need to do amongst humanity.

In our verses this morning from Matthew, we’re not hearing that the decision has been made to name a successor to the current CEO. We are hearing a community organizer tell one of his workers out in the field that the worker has a tough job ahead of him. We are hearing a loving fraternity brother tell another one of his brothers that vouching for him is going to mean a long term commitment, not a short term reward, and so none of the brothers should try and go it alone. We are hearing a compassionate friend who asks us to make a decision, not so that we are stuck in a rigid doctrine or stifling dogma, but to make a decision to trust and grow, because that’s what we have to do in all of our relationships.

Jesus names an idea known as ecclesia – the church – in that moment so that generations and generations into the future, you and I can be here together today, in the relationship of trust that you put in me and the support that I covet from you. This ecclesia – the church – in this time and place is where you and the person you have sat next to in the pew for the last several years can be here together today, in a relationship that can go from a weekly handshake, to then meeting for coffee, to a visit when one of you is in the hospital, to prayers for one another if one is absent to grieve or to celebrate. This ecclesia – the church – is what makes it so that Gina could be together with Maria in Cuba, so that one woman could travel 3000 miles to sit at the kitchen table of another woman and though each has skin a different color from the other, and they do not speak the same language, their common relationship with the body of Christ, the church, is the rock that they both stand upon and can build a relationship.

As Jesus explains to Peter, this church is how we both bind and loose – how we come together and how we are freed. We are bound together, when the church is where children are baptized into community, a community that promises to love them and nurture them in the faith so that they are built up to then do the same for the next generation. We are freed together, when the church is how the first world and the third world can meet, because the borders and boundaries, those lines drawn on maps of the world, do not determine whether or not we can sit together in the kingdom of God.

It’s not easy to be in community. It’s a lot of hard work. Just as some people thought that Jesus was John the Baptist and some thought that he was Elijah, the human community has not agreed for one moment on a single definition of ecclesia – the church. But in a variety of places and times, tiny house groups of people and parts of continents have given being in relationship a try.

In his book “Growing Up Religious,” author Robert Wuthnow records the story of a lifelong Presbyterian named Bruce and his family. Bruce was a deacon and an usher, his children attended Sunday School and youth group. When Bruce’s family confronted him because they felt he had become an alcoholic, Bruce began a path to sobriety through Alcoholics Anonymous. Bruce attributes AA with transforming his view of religion, because, he says, “without it, [I] would not have understood as readily why AA emphasizes the need for a relationship with God.

In recovery, Bruce “also believes, now more than ever, that ‘I have a responsibility to give back to my church, to the community.’”

So with these solid but varied experiences of community, who does Bruce say that Jesus is?

“’I don’t understand the Trinity or even the resurrection from a logical point of view,’ he admits. ‘but I believe in the mystery of the resurrection and of the relationship between God, Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit working in the community today, and working through me. I think you just continue to work, grow, and try to improve, but I don’t think there are any final answers.’”

Sounds to me like Bruce made a decision.

Thanks be to God. Amen.

Pastoral Prayer – Meghan K. Gage-Finn

God of all Creation, you are to be praised for you seek to embrace all people and all life with your loving Spirit. As we offer our thanksgiving, we listen with intent to know your purpose for us. We humbly come before you with our prayers for this broken world, for our communities and for ourselves. 


Compassionate God, we are mindful of places far away where your children cry out for peace, justice, security, and safety. May the powerful rush of your Holy Spirit be known where there is struggle for control, where leadership’s authority is tenuous, where food and other basic resources are scarce. Bring healing and hope to Tunisia, Libya, Egypt and Israel, London, Somalia and other struggling African countries. Help those of us who live in the luxury of abundance to reach out to those in distress.

We remember those whose talent is in government and leadership. As they make difficult decisions about how the life of nations and the world should be shaped, may they feel a flame of call to serve all people. Give them a passion for justice and a burning desire for peace. May they prioritize the needs of all who endure war, hunger, and violence, especially children, and those who are forsaken, orphaned, or homeless. May these forgotten and powerless ones receive loving care through the hands of your agents of mercy.

We thank you for those who have responded to your voice by devoting themselves to the care of others: for doctors and nurses; teachers, counselors, social workers and home‐caregivers. Instill within us all the desire to find your call in the lives we lead, for you have created us in your image and given us your Son to model our lives after. Help us to be more ready to serve than to be served.

We remember at this time of year students and teachers, school administrators and staff, as they begin transitions to the beginning of a new academic year. We especially ask your blessing, O God, be upon young people and their parents who are moving from high school to college life. Be with them as they fall into new rhythms and patterns of daily life and may your presence be continually revealed to them. May students always feel a strong connection to and the prayers of this their church family even as they are away from us.

For those who suffer in mind, body or spirit, we ask your healing presence, most Merciful God. Be with those who are pursuing a course of treatment, waiting for test results, reeling from the news of a diagnosis. May they find support in your steadfast love and in the care of this community. We remember especially … and others who are in hospital this Sabbath day. 

With joyful hearts we praise you for new life to our church family in the births of      

As we prepare to make a covenant in baptism with you and Genevieve and Eleanor and their families, we ask that we would all be strengthened in remembering our own baptisms in order to support Emily and Cam, Julie and Dustin and to nurture the faith of these children.

Let us be challenged to proclaim who you are, that we belong to you, and in the confidence of your great love for us, let us pray together the prayer your Son Jesus taught us saying, Our Father…

“Make a Decision”  
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