
21st Sunday Cycle A 
“Who Do You Say that I Am?” 

Matthew 16:13-20 

There is an old hymn from the Quaker tradition in our country entitled: How can I 
Keep From Singing? “My life flows on in endless song, above earth’s lamentation. I 
hear the clear, though far-off hymn that hails a new creation. No storm can shake my 
inmost calm while to that Rock I’m clinging. Since Christ is Lord of heaven and earth, 
how can I keep from singing?” 

Jesus takes his disciples to Caesarea Philippi a city he specifically chooses for its 
dramatic activity. This was a location of pagan temples and idolatries. The Roman 
emperors often declared themselves to be gods and built temples there to have others 
worship their namesake. 

It was a city designed to impress upon defeated peoples the dominance of the Roman 
system.  The pagan temples enshrined the values of military might, economic power 
and cultural superiority. The city envisioned a perfected humanity clothed in security, 
prioritizing strength and physical prowess all assured by Roman emperors worshipped 
as gods. 

It was in that city that Jesus asked his disciples two essential questions. “Who do the 
people say that I am?” Without faith, the people are destined to pass on “gossip” as 
“truth” and to receive “hearsay” as “gospel”. 

Without the gift of faith, we are left to our own whims and limitations determining a 
meaning for our lives and the purpose of why we were born. Without the gift of faith, 
we are left defenseless to the reigning values of the culture telling us who we are, who 
we should be, and what value if any we have. 

But when Jesus asks the second question, “Who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter 
speaking for all of them proclaims, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” 

The insight to Jesus’ identity is pure gift. Peter could not read enough books or have 
enough conversations with scholars to come to this realization. Only the Father could 
give the gift of this insight to Peter. This is why we say that faith is a gift, but a gift 
God wants all to have. 

Who we say Jesus is makes all the difference in the world. If Jesus is simply one of 
many great teachers and moral leaders then his significance is pretty much reduced to 
his sermons and parables. 

If Jesus is the Christ and divine Son of the Living God, then his entire life culminating 
in his death on the cross and resurrection from death constitutes him as the unique 

and sole source of salvation. It is not only that his teachings become good advice for 
future generations. Rather, His entire life and works of salvation break through the 
limitations of time and place becoming timeless and universal. 

The church’s mission is to carry the Risen Christ and the mysteries of his saving 
actions in her heart of hearts. The church is commissioned and empowered to carry 
this Son of the Living God and these mysteries over every continent, across decades, 
centuries and millennia; and to every people, culture and ethnicity. 

The Holy Spirit moving through the church makes this Risen Christ present primarily 
in proclamation of word, celebration of sacrament, and generosity of service. Alive with 



the gospel of this Risen Lord, the church’s joyful love is meant to be the attraction that 
draws all humanity to the heart of Christ through the heart of the church. 

Following Jesus then is not merely believing his teachings or following a rule of life. 
Rather, following Jesus flows from an encounter with the person of the Risen Christ. 
This encounter opens our heart to a relationship with God, a relationship founded on 
love, proceeding in peace, and continually strengthened by mercy. 

Pope Francis tells us “Faith is born of an encounter with the living God who calls us 
and reveals his love, a love which precedes us and upon which we can lean for 
security and for building our lives. Transformed by this love, we gain fresh vision, new 
eyes to see; we realize that it contains a great promise of fulfillment, and that a vision 
of the future opens up before us.” 

This relationship with Christ transforms our entire life and our hearts with love. This 
is how and why Peter became “rock”. St. Peter does not become “rock” because of his 
trustworthiness, accomplishments, or perfection. He becomes “rock” only because 
Christ makes him “rock”, strengthens him; allowing him to stand secure: secure in his 
love for the Lord and secure in truth. This is gift. 

Faith is not simply believing something, but also believing in something and most 
importantly believing in someone. In faith, we believe in Jesus because we are in a 
relationship of love with him. When we become at home in the Church’s faith, we can 
rely on the truth proclaimed within her heart. 

Any relationship with Christ also means a relationship with the church, Christ’s very 
own Body. Incorporated into this Church through baptism, we join the mission of 
carrying the Risen Christ to our time, place, and communities. 

What if Jesus were among us today, where would he take us to ask these questions. 
What idolatries and false gods threaten human dignity and shatter true community. 
These idolatries are often discovered in the extremes. 

Some in the culture and even in the church dismiss faith and declare only truth 
proven by visible facts are acceptable. This leaves no room for transcendence or 
Tradition. Therefore we all decide for ourselves what truth is. From this come many 
stating “I am spiritual but not religious.” This yields a growth of “do-it-yourself-
anything-goes” religion or the growing vacuum of atheism. 

Some in the culture and church find truth as completely knowable and totally 
understandable without further discernment or deeper discovery of truth’s depth and 
complexity. With this rigidity and fear of discovery, mystery is minimized. To say 
“truth” is a mystery never ends a conversation. Rather, acknowledging truth as 
mystery begins a conversation that can never be exhausted. These extremes are false 
gods and obstacles to encountering the Living God in Christ. 

Security cannot come from a world or church that resists change or confuses rigidity 
with stability. Rather stability is maintaining the focus on Christ regardless of the 
world’s confusion, the great levels of change, and the anxiety of the unknown. Stability 
comes as the song teaches, “while to that Rock I’m clinging”. Clinging to that rock 
assures vital truths regarding God and the human condition. 

We need to cling to that rock in love. We will need that rock to face the idolatries and 
false gods of our day. Jesus stands with us in the midst of today’s idolatries and 
asking “who do people say that I am?” Then the Lord asks, “But who do you say that I 
am?” 



We can respond with our own question, “If Christ is Lord of heaven and earth, how 
can I keep from singing?” 

 


