CLC Sermon 9.15.24

Who do people say that I am?
 
Well, people say a lot of things.
 
Growing up, I was told that I was smart, a good singer, funny, clever, loud, and a bit bossy.
 
I was told that Jesus loved me, for the Bible tells me so.
 
I was told that I was sinful. That the punishment of sin is death – that I deserved to die because I was so, so sinful.
 
I was told that a man would fall in love with me one day, and I would become his bride. That we would fall in love just like my parents did. (Awkward). 
 
I was told that I was terrible at math (by my fourth-grade teacher), ugly, needy, and inconvenient. I was told I was too emotional, had a tendency to overreact, and was self-centered.
 
People say a lot of things.
 
In James 3, we read how the tongue is powerful, able both to bless and to curse. James extensively writes about "the destructive power" of the tongue. We read in verse 10 how "with the tongue we bless the Lord, and with the tongue we curse those who are made in the likeness of God."
 
There are many words I guarantee each of us has heard that have been used to disparage our neighbors and ourselves; to deny the image of God in each of us. [beat]
 
Then we turn to our gospel passage for today, where we encounter a Jesus who asks his disciples this question that each of us probably asks often: who do people say that I am?
 
Whether we like it or not, all of us have been curious about what other people actually think of us, who they think we should be, and who they say we are.
 
And the disciples respond to Jesus — people are saying that you are "John the Baptist, the return of Elijah, or a prophet." Essentially, people are saying you're not who you are.
 
Jesus then asks the pivotal question to his disciples: "but who do you say that I am?" And Peter responds, "you are the messiah,” the Christ, the anointed one.
 
Then, Jesus teaches them what it actually means to be the Messiah. The disciples had their own interpretation of the Messiah, the Christos, the anointed one, and it was clearly different from Jesus' interpretation of what it meant to actually be the Messiah.
 
Theologian Sandra Hack Polaski explains how, to the disciples, "the ‘anointed one of God’ is a leader, a powerful figure, a savior, sent by God to rescue God's people.”[footnoteRef:1] That was who the disciples, who Peter expected Jesus to be. A leader who would save them from Roman oppression. [1:  Sandra Hack Polaski, Connections: A Lectionary Commentary for Preaching and Worship] 

 
Yes, who do people say that I am? Who do you say that I am? All boil down to the question of who Jesus, the Messiah, actually is. Everyone seems to be confused about who Jesus really is.
 
And when Jesus finally describes what it really means for him to be the Messiah, he quotes an epitaph from the Book of Daniel, saying that the Son of Man "must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests and the scribes, and be killed." Peter, is understandably, well, a bit verklempt about it and pulls Jesus aside to tell him off—to tell Jesus who he, Peter, thinks Jesus should be.
 
And Jesus tells Peter, "Get behind me, Satan!" I love this phrase, but Jesus isn’t being quite as sassy as he sounds here. The Greek word here is ὀπίσω (opiso), which literally means "to follow." Jesus uses the same word in Mark chapter 1 when he calls the disciples to follow him. The literal translation would be, "Follow me, Satan."
 
And that term, “Satan”, is not referring to some red man with horns, but is just a word that means "adversary" or tempter. Jesus says to Peter, "follow me, tempter. You are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things." You are setting your mind on who you think I should be, rather than who I actually am. 
 
Like Peter, "we would much rather write Jesus' job description for our [own] convenience than follow when he calls" [emphasis added].[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Leanne Van Dyk, Connections: A Lectionary Commentary for Preaching and Worship] 

 
Jesus continues, now speaking to the crowd, "If any want to follow me, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me." The cross at that time was understood to be a Roman torture-death device. People who were to be murdered by the state by being nailed to a cross would carry their own cross, the tool that would be used to kill them, up to the place where the cross would be placed.
 
Now, this verse has been used problematically for centuries to oppress. Enslaved people were taught in antebellum times "to deny themselves and endure their lot in life [as enslaved people] because God commanded it.”[footnoteRef:3] Slavery was simply their cross to bear.  [3:  Leanne Van Dyk, Connections: A Lectionary Commentary for Preaching and Worship.] 


But theologian Leanne Van Dyk writes how, conversely, "this command of Jesus cannot be used as a warrant to oppress or enslave. Rather it is a comprehensive command to mutually serve, to advocate, to persist, and to pursue justice.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid.] 


The ultimate question from this passage comes down to, as the podcast Pulpit Fiction asks, "What kind of Christ are we following? One who is counter-cultural, standing up to institutional power, one that is radically inclusive and generous in ways that put people and things at risk, or are we just following the Christ that saves our own soul and makes us feel good? …which kind of Christ are you following?"[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Pulpit Fiction podcast, “610 Proper 19B OT24B (9/15/2024)”] 

 
Just like it was for Jesus, it can be tempting for us to let others define us. Like in the children's story today about the crayon—wrapped in a red paper. They were told their whole life that they were Red and just bad at being Red. Until they're invited by one brave soul to try something different and discover that they're not who everyone says they're supposed to be – they're, in fact, different and beautiful and unique in their own way, gifted and good, blue.
 
Growing up, I was told that I had the perfect family. In our family meetings when I was a kid, my title was the "laughing moderator," and my job was to make sure everyone felt good and happy and to tell jokes every once in a while. Many of my friends were jealous of my parents, and some even liked my Dad more than me (my Dad was the youth pastor at our church, so you can't really fault them for that). I was told I had a pretty perfect life.
 
And yet, I always had this sneaking suspicion that I was worthless. And that suspicion was only perpetuated at church, where I was told that I was a sinner worthy of death, that the only way God could see me was if I was covered, Carrie-style, in the blood of Jesus. Because God's righteousness could not stand to see my sin.
 
It should come as no surprise then that when I was in my early twenties, I was diagnosed with depression and anxiety. When you constantly tell a kid they deserve death, that everything good about them comes from God. Everything bad about them comes from themself, that they are, at their core, bad, well, that kid starts to believe it.
 
How radically different is the voice of God. How radically different is the person I am created to be.
 
Just like you, just like Jesus, I was told who I was supposed to be:
-   	Pretty
-   	sweet
-   	Straight
-   	Christian
-   	Smart
-   	Perfect
 
And I felt like a constant disappointment. I felt a deep, profound, toxic shame about who I was in comparison to who I was told I should be. [beat]
 
Who were you told you should be? What voices controlled the formation of your very self? Who were the Peters who took you aside and rebuked you in those brave moments when you proclaimed who you actually are and then told you to be something else, something softer, something easier for other people to swallow?
 
I confused the voices in the world telling me who to be with the voice of God. It led directly to toxic shame, misery, and bitterness. It wasn't until I had amazing, God-given therapists and mentors and spiritual directors that I started to hear a different voice. This voice proclaimed over me that I was made, like every other person, in the image of God. For "with the tongue we bless the Lord, and with the tongue we curse those who are made in the likeness of God.”
 
Yes, I am a sinner. But also, and maybe more importantly, I am, and we are the utterly beloved children of the Most High God.
 
One theologian puts it like this: "Like Peter, we may believe that Jesus is the Christ, but we may be completely mistaken about what that actually means. The name of Jesus has been used as a sponsor for wars and purges and persecutions and prejudices and oppressions in every conceivable way for hundreds of years. In many contexts, the people who perpetrated these outrages – and we certainly are on that list – confessed Jesus as Messiah, but were shockingly mistaken about what that means.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Leanne Van Dyk, Connections: A Lectionary Commentary for Preaching & Worship] 


In reality, we follow a Jesus who is all "about self-denial, denying comfort, consumption, status, and hierarchy."[footnoteRef:7] Following the true Messiah is a good news that calls you perpetually deeper into inconvenient love, generosity, and community, "for those who want to save their lives will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake and for the sake of the gospel will save it" (Mark 8:35). [7:  Pulpit Fiction podcast, “610 Proper 19B OT24B (9/15/2024)”] 

 
All those who lose their lives because of me will save them.
This is a challenging call. Following Christ means that we're going to suffer, that we are called to be countercultural. It means there will be those who are disappointed in who God has created you to be. And it's our job, as followers of Jesus, the true Messiah, to remind one another of our most true, most real identity – an image bearer of divinity, and the beloved child of God.
 
In the name of the Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer, Amen.    
    
