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Today’s Gospel is very familiar. One of my friends at university was a recent convert to Catholicism. Whenever we visited an Anglican church he used to move the ribbon in the Bible on the lectern to mark this section of Matthew chapter 16 to remind the national church of its duty of allegiance to Peter.

But the Word of God is never really familiar or, if it seems so, we are not listening properly. Jesus begins with a general and non-committal question. ‘Who do people say the Son of Man is?’ To this his disciples can report objectively what others are saying. And they are saying extraordinary things. After generations of disillusion and decline it seems that in the mission of John the Baptist and Jesus the great prophets of old, Elijah, Jeremiah or one of the others, are back preparing for some extraordinary new intervention of God on behalf of his people. It would have been fascinating to explore each of the conjectures and to wonder what its consequences would be – terrifying or triumphant or both at once.
But Jesus immediately cuts in with another question. ‘But you, who do you say I am?’ 

I suspect that anyone using this passage for lectio divina would be arrested by this question. I am not just reading a narrative about Jesus talking to his disciples. Jesus is directly questioning me and seeking my answer. Who do I say Jesus is?
Peter answers, ‘You are the Christ (the anointed one/Messiah), the Son of the living God.’ And in return he receives his own personal beatitude. He is blessed because he has been given a revelation directly from God the Father. Neither study nor intuition can tell us who Jesus really is, but only the completely undeserved gift from God. Earlier in Matthew Jesus says, ‘…no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him’ and in his first letter to the Corinthians St Paul tells us, ‘…nobody is able to say, “Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit.’

Peter’s gift is not just an extra piece of information that he has acquired, some more knowledge about Jesus. It is a gift that transforms him. Jesus gives him a completely new and unprecedented name to show that he has a new identity and course in life. He is to be the Rock, the foundation on which Jesus will build his community of faith, the Church. He is to be like the house built on rock. He will listen to the words of Jesus and act on them. Rain will come down, floods rise, gales blow and hurl themselves against that house, and it will not fall, because it has been founded on rock.

There is something else very striking about this passage. After hearing Peter’s answer it would seem natural for Jesus to accept his revealed identity and announce to his disciples what he, Jesus, is going to do. Instead he tells Peter what he, Peter, is going to do.
To us, knowing what we do of Peter, this seems a highly hazardous and irresponsible strategy. If Jesus wants his work to go well, he should do it himself or at least choose reliable co-workers.

Almost immediately Peter is so wrong headed in his response to Jesus’ announcement of his future suffering, death and resurrection that Jesus says to him, ‘Get behind me, Satan! You are an obstacle in my path, because you are thinking not as God thinks but as human beings do.’ This is a rock that hardly begins what we would expect to be a trail period before it reveals the most serious flaws.
But St Paul explains to us: ‘No, God chose those who by human standards are fools to shame the wise; he chose those who by human standards are weak to shame the strong, those who by human standards are common and contemptible – indeed those who count for nothing – to reduce to nothing all those that do count for something, so that no human being might be boastful before God’ (I Cor. 1, 27-29).

Today’s Gospel reminds us that our faith is a completely undeserved gift from God. Peter and Andrew did not chose to follow Jesus while they were fishing; no, he chose them and he has chosen you. And instead of entrusting the good news of the Kingdom of Heaven to angels, he commits it to weak and contemptible nonentities. Which is something else for you to put in your pipe and smoke, as people used to say. It is the explanation of the Church’s social teaching on subsidiarity, the idea that we entrust as much responsibility as possible to others, not as little.
But while it is essential for us to realise more and more our own weakness, we must also realise the greatness of our calling. Not even the Kingdom of Death can hold out against the Kingdom of Heaven. Jesus hands the keys of his authority to his Church, to his community. To use them well we must always be recalled to think as God thinks and not as human beings do. And to learn to do that we must constantly return to Jesus to sit at his feet as his disciples.
BIDDING PRAYERS

We stand before the Lord in prayer.

Let us pray for Benedict our Pope and for all those who have been with him in Madrid for World Youth Day. May he strengthen their faith and may his faith be strengthened.

Let us pray for peace and for peacemakers. May we recognise them as the children of God.
Let us pray for those who are starving. May we work to share the abundant resources we have hoarded generously with them.

Let us pray for the sick and the lonely. May the Holy Spirit inspire each of us to care for them.

We pray for the Catholic People’s Week here at Downside. May their time with us be blessed and fruitful.

Hail, Mary

Silence

Heavenly Father, you have chosen us through Jesus Christ, your only-begotten and beloved Son. Through your gifts make us also an acceptable sacrifice of praise. We ask this through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.

