
Proper 16 A 2014 

 

Matthew 16:13-20 

 

 

On this rock 

I will build my church. 

 

In the history of the interpretation of scripture 

There are few sentences as loaded as this one. 

 

Sometimes we avoid passages like this. 

But maybe we should pick it up.  

 

I, at least, have been thinking and praying  

About the church 

And what it’s good for.  

 

On this rock  

I will build my church.  

 

An entire institution 

Has grown up around this sentence, 

A structure of power and authority  

And custom and expectations. 

 

But we don’t have to let it bind us. 

We can cut it loose,  

And look for some good news 

That makes a difference, now, 

To us and to the world. 

 

Let’s start with the story – 

Another story about the rash and bold disciple Peter. 

 

And let’s start, also, 

With the possibility  

That the story we have here 

Was added late in the formation of the gospel – 

Was given to us by the earliest Christians, 

By the community gathered around the witness of Matthew. 

There is little reason to believe 

That this scene 

Records an actual event, 

Or reflects the authentic voice of Jesus. 
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And still, 

This is a gospel story, 

And so we enter into dialogue with it, 

And hope for some kind of gift from it.  

 

So, let’s look again at the disciple Peter. 

For some of us, that’s hard. 

We want so much to be unlike him, 

To be different from the bumbler 

With all his mistakes and blunders 

And betrayals and hurt feelings. 

He misses the point, 

He rushes around, 

And at the moment of truth, 

He fumbles. 

Perhaps the only thing he ever did really right 

Was this moment of prophetic seeing 

When he blurts out, 

Speaking, by grace, 

Beyond what he really knows.  

 

He receives a revelation, 

And a blessing, 

And a name. 

 

The Rock.  

 

But here’s the trick – 

There’s rocks and there’s rocks. 

And there’s the power of naming. 

 

If this moment happened, 

What if it happened like this: 

Peter utters the truth about Jesus. 

Not because he’s so smart 

Or so tuned into Jesus’ mission, 

But because the spirit of God 

Gives him the words to say, 

And, by grace, 

He doesn’t stop himself,  

But lets the words come out. 

 

You are the Messiah. 

 

And Jesus blesses him, 

Because he has received a revelation of the divine.  
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And then he says, 

I am calling you Peter  

As a way to mark this moment. 

On the rock of this moment of revelation, 

I will build up a household of faith, 

My church. 

 

This is the revelation, 

Given, in the divine irony, 

To the disciple least likely to utter it. 

 

This is the revelation: 

If you want to know who God is 

How God works 

What God offers to the world, 

Look at this person, 

Jesus, the wandering healer and teacher, 

Who feeds the crowds out of the abundance of God’s blessings, 

Reaches out to include the lost and isolated 

The excluded and the marginalized, 

And calls us forth in faith to do things  

We never could do on our own. 

 

That’s how we recognize the holy one, 

The anointed and beloved child of the living God, 

Present and active among us. 

 

The church is founded on this revelation, 

That God is fully present among us  

In the fully human Jesus. 

 

The church, when it lives and acts 

As a sacred mystery, 

doesn’t focus on any person 

Or itself as an institution. 

It is a sacred mystery, 

But only because, by grace, 

It can hold a glimpse of the holiness 

Of the living God 

And offer that gift to the world. 

 

The church that points beyond itself 

To the transforming power of God 

Is the church for now. 
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Only a church that points beyond itself 

Can speak a word of healing and hope 

Into the darkness of our time. 

 

What can the church say in Ferguson 

Or Fallujah?  

What can the church say 

On the streets of Denver? 

 

And – how can we be the kind of church 

That becomes transparent, 

That speaks a word of truth  

That matters more than all our bumbling, 

All our mistakes and fears and failures? 

 

How can we be a church that matters? 

Perhaps, though so many of us try to get around it, 

Perhaps, at least for today, 

We could start with this gospel story, 

And be in dialogue with it. 

 

Here’s the first thing 

I would say in response to this story: 

 

The kingdom of heaven doesn’t have any keys. 

 

The kingdom Jesus talks about  

Is like yeast – 

Everything it touches rises. 

 

The kingdom Jesus preaches 

Is like a tree that spreads its branches far and wide, 

Making a home for every bird. 

 

If we respond to this story by discovering  

What kind of church we are called to be, 

Then the story has given us a gift.  

 

How can we be a church that shows forth openness? 

How can we be a church that offers  

The priceless treasure? 

 

Because the kingdom of heaven doesn’t have keys. 

It’s open – 

Open to all, 

Always and forever. 


