DO YOU KNOW WHO YOU ARE?

Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. 9He said to his people, “Look, the Israelite people are more numerous and more powerful than we. 10Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, or they will increase and, in the event of war, join our enemies and fight against us and escape from the land.” 11Therefore they set taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced labor. They built supply cities, Pithom and Rameses, for Pharaoh. 12But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread, so that the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites. 13The Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks on the Israelites, 14and made their lives bitter with hard service in mortar and brick and in every kind of field labor. They were ruthless in all the tasks that they imposed on them. 

15The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and the other Puah, 16“When you act as midwives to the Hebrew women, and see them on the birthstool, if it is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, she shall live.” 17But the midwives feared God; they did not do as the king of Egypt commanded them, but they let the boys live. 18So the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and said to them, “Why have you done this, and allowed the boys to live?” 19The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women; for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them.” 20So God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied and became very strong. 21And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families.

Exodus 1:8-21 NRSV

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” 14And they said, “Some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 15He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” 16Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” 17And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. 18And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. 19I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” 20Then he sternly ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah.

Matthew 16:13-20 NRSV

This week, members of our church did something difficult and awkward: they filmed a television commercial.  As a part of our marketing campaign, we are putting together a commercial to introduce our church to the community.  In it, actual members of our church describe what First Christian Church means to them.  All of us involved in it discovered rather quickly that trying to articulate something as important as one’s relationship with his or her church in a six-to-eight second sound bite is difficult.  There is a lot too say about what brings a person back Sunday after Sunday and about what one believes, much more than a few seconds worth.
I wonder if this dilemma is not especially true of churches (and the individuals that make them up) that pride themselves on being open-minded and welcoming of diverse viewpoints—churches that might be called liberal by those on the outside.  Certainly, churches that value uniformity or a certain type of orthodoxy among their members might have an easier time of it.  If certainty is held in high esteem, brevity about big issues comes more easily.  Believers who are willing to live with a degree of ambiguity and even uncertainty however, may find it more difficult to articulate their beliefs concisely.  The former group views the latter as wishy-washy or as watering down the truth.  The latter sees the former as naïve and rigid.

As one who has been called wishy-washy, one who waters down the truth and worse, I feel that when we are talking about the big things—the really big things—God, love, faith, life, death, etc.—words are often inadequate.  They lack the breadth and depth to describe what in the end can only be experienced.  Furthermore, as a member of one of those Protestant denominations that resisted creeds and statements of faith, there is something in my religious DNA that eschews putting something down in final draft form.  Of course, the disadvantage of not having a creed is that you lack the convenience of having a ready-made vocabulary of faith.
Part of the reason I have trouble articulating my faith is that there are so many other people wearing the name Christian that I do not want to be lumped in with.  Let’s face it, there’s a lot of unattractive stuff out there bearing the name Christian.  From hucksters selling sanctified snake oil on TV to the crusaders of the Religious Right, I don’t want to be viewed in the same category.  Furthermore, there are the many more people out there who speak of the faith in language that trivializes what I hold dear.  Of course, the poor behavior of others is a lame excuse for not being able to relate what is supposed to be the most important thing in your life. 

I do believe there is great merit to leaving room to move when it comes to describing the indescribable, but I also recognize that refusing to let yourself be pinned down can also be a way of avoiding responsibility for what you believe.  If I do not allow myself to come down anywhere, then I do not run the risk of offending anyone, or worse, I do not make the mistake of judging or excluding anyone.  Mystery is an essential element of any healthy religious belief, but it should not be an excuse to avoid the responsibilities that healthy religious belief brings.
Peter Hawkins, a religion professor at Boston University, tells the story of an occasion in his life when qualifying his religious beliefs did not work out so well.  He was hiking with some newly-made friends near the Golden Gate Bridge, and they stopped to eat a picnic lunch overlooking the ocean.  Over the meal they discussed politics, the attributes of various wines and eventually religion.  A stray remark about one of his opinions being due to the fact he was a Christian evoked a sudden chill in the conversation.  He writes:
My remark turned out to be a gauntlet thrown down between me and them, a line unwittingly drawn in the sand. Was I really a Christian? Did that mean that all other religions were "wrong"? That Jesus was the only Son of God? That he was born of a virgin? That he was "in" the bread and wine? 

There I was, confronted by people of good will and genuine lovingkindness, suddenly made to be Defender of the Faith, the Tennessee Valley Authority on hard sayings and Christian claims. 
I do my best to avoid confrontations of this kind, especially when it comes to saying "really" yes or "really" no. Mystery is usually my refuge. But in that moment on the rim of the Pacific there was no place to hide or run, no way to squirm away from the question of Jesus Christ.
 
Hawkins hiked away from that spot by the sea feeling that he had somehow failed his friends and himself.  By trying to explain everything—the humanity and divinity of Christ, the relationship between Christianity and other religions, etc., he ended up not saying much of anything.  He writes, “I wager that my friends thought I had fudged. Shouldn't a professor of religion be able to render a better account of the hope that is in him?”
 

Rewind 2000 years to another chat where hemming and hawing were unwelcome, Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”  They offer up various prophets who have gone before, perhaps Jesus is somehow the second-coming of one of them or the on-going embodiment of their work.  It is the second question, however, that Jesus really wants them to answer: “Who do you say that I am?”  The text doesn’t tell us, but I wonder if the question hang in the air?  Did the disciples look sideways at one another signaling for someone—anyone—to speak up?  Was there an awkward silence until Peter spoke up or did Peter just blurt it out immediately?  “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”

There it was.  Once these words were said, there was no going back from them.  Like wedding vows or the first time a curse word slips out in the front of your parents, once some words are said, everything is changed.  Once Peter said those words the disciples were stuck.  They had admitted Jesus was the savior prophesied of old and the embodiment of God’s work on earth.  How do you walk away from that?  Of course, they eventually not only walked away but they ran, however all but one eventually came back.  The utterance of these few simple words defined them from that moment on.
I wonder if my own reluctance to state my belief so simply and bluntly has a deeper root than the inadequacy of language, the presence of mystery and the trivialities of Christianity in 21st century America.  Could it be that confessing so brazenly who I believe Jesus to be might have a great impact upon my own identity?  If I say that Jesus is the Son of God and the Messiah, then I have no choice but to follow him.  If I know who Jesus is, then I know who I am—his disciple.  
Of course, I would not be operating true to form if I did not at least admit that what Peter confesses leaves room for confusion.  The definitions of the titles “Messiah” and “Son of God” are fraught with all kinds of theological baggage both ancient and modern.  During my graduate work, I took a class on New Testament Christology.  That whole semester I read book after book trying to trace the Jewish and Greek origins for the titles used for Christ in the gospels.
  Even within our church where differences of belief exist over the identity of Jesus—from Unitarian views of Jesus as a prophet or enlightened one to strictly Trinitarian views of Jesus as the second person of the of God—these terms may mean different things to different people.  Here, Matthew uses “Messiah” or “Christ” and “Son of God” to indicate that Jesus is the one appointed by God to lead in the kingdom of God.
  In more practical terms, this means that if we wish to be a part of what God is doing in the world, then we had better follow Jesus.
Once you make that confession of faith regarding who Jesus is and then necessarily who God is, then a statement of belief regarding what kind of claim God has upon you must follow.  A God not particularly involved in the world may correspondingly not have much to do with you.  On the other hand, a God intimately involved in the workings of Creation may have an absolute claim upon you.
In our first scripture reading this morning, we find tucked away at the beginning of the much larger epic story of the Exodus the story of two women who recognize the claim God has made upon them.  They know who God is and thus they know who they are.
The two midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, are named here and immortalized, because they defied a tyrant and chose not to kill the male Hebrew newborns.  The text says, “They feared God.”  Another way to say it is, they knew who held the ultimate claim upon them.  They knew that God was more central to their identity and well-being than God.  I would imagine that is a hard thing to hold on to when you are facing down a despot who wants to exterminate your people.

It is no accident that Jesus asked his disciples about his identity (and theirs) at Caesarea Philippi.  It had been a place of worship for pagan gods—first the Canaanite god Baal and then the Greek god Pan—as well as for worship of Roman emperors.  In the time of the writing of Matthew’s gospel, Caesarea Philippi was the where Roman generals recreated while their armies laid siege to Jerusalem.
  It symbolized the military power of Rome and the claims of other gods upon humanity.  It is at this place that Jesus asks them who he is and what they will do about it.
We may never have to face down a dictator, but we may have to explain to others who and what Jesus means to us.  In our time and place, we may not have to make the decision to face death rather than rejecting our God, but we do have to choose every day hundreds of small decisions that indicate who holds the claim upon our lives.  When we choose to be followers of Jesus--to be a part of God’s saving activity here on earth, we choose to care for those no one else cares about, to refuse to be drawn into the games of one-upmanship played by others, to reject any ideology that judges our worth based upon anything other than God’s love, to remain true to the commitments we have made to loved ones and to share what we have with others in need.  We do all these things because we know who we are.
Søren Kierkegaard observed, "There is nothing with which every man is so afraid as getting to know how enormously much he is capable of doing and becoming."  As inspiration for those of us who struggle in relatively comfortable circumstances to live out our identities as disciples of Jesus, I offer the story of Beyers Naude.  Naude is relatively unknown in the United States but well-known in his native South Africa.  He was the son of a war hero, who was also a minister and a founding member of the Broederbond, the secret society that engineered apartheid.  Naude followed his father into the ministry and into the Broederbond.  He was expected to rise high in the leadership of white South Africa; some even spoke of him as a future prime minister.

A funny thing happened to Beyers Naude, however.  He began to read his Bible.  He came to understand that the philosophies that dictated his culture, his family, his religion and his life were based upon a racist ideology contrary to the gospel.  When he spoke out against apartheid, he was banned from all aspects of public life, including his ministry, and he was shunned by his family.  
Naude says that during his years of theological study, he never questioned apartheid.  
During all these years, the question of apartheid being biblically unjustifiable never arose.  Aprtheid was simply taken for granted.  The Bible supported apartheid, the Bible blessed it, and the Bible sanctioned it.

Only when he truly began reading the Bible and seeing the people that the system of apartheid oppressed were his eyes opened.  Only then did he begin to understand what his calling as a Christian would demand of him.  He lost his job, his friends, his status, his relationship with family members and even his church, all because he knew who Jesus was and who he was.  Yet, Naude says that he gained far more in joy than he ever lost, because he was following Jesus.

Who knows what sacrifices we will have to make or what joy we will find when we finally know who we are?
Rev. Chase Peeples

Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost, August 24, 2008
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