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Images of Community—13th Sunday after Pentecost

Click here to watch on Facebook.

Isaiah 51:1-6
Psalm 138
Romans 12:1-8
Matthew 16:13-20

Today in our lessons from the bible there are lots and lots of images that point us toward
community.

To begin with, in a word of comfort for the troubled people of ancient Israel and Judah, Isaiah
says: remember your ancestors, your community. Isaiah uses the image of a rock quarry to talk
about community. He says, you are made of the same stuff, taken from the same place as
Abraham and Sarah. God makes the same promises to us, Isaiah is saying, and we can have the
same trust and grit that they had. We are one as a people, as a community of faith.

In St. Paul’s letter to the Romans, that we have been hearing from all summer, he uses the
image of a body and body parts for community. Paul is saying that there are very, very different
people with very different gifts that serve different functions in this community. But like a
human body, even if there is a hierarchy, all are needed. A foot, a stomach, a blood cell, a
brain—all have their function, all make a whole.

And keeping community in mind, | think we can make better sense of what Jesus and Simon
Peter are talking about in Matthew’s Gospel.

We have been hearing from Matthew’s Gospel, more or less, in order this summer. Jesus has
been teaching and healing. John the Baptist has been killed. And a few Sundays ago, we were
talking about what we call the Old Testament, the only bible of Jesus and Jesus’ people... and
how they always and only had that in their minds as a way of understanding their world and
their God. And we need to always keep it close if we want to understand what Jesus and his
disciples are saying.

First of all, names are important in the Old Testament, and we need to pay attention especially
when a name changes. A name change, a title change is very, very key in the culture of the

Hebrew Bible. But let’s start with what Jesus is asking. “Who do people say that the Son of Man
is?”
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Son of Man, is what it sounds like, it means a human being. But it also developed into a title. In
the book of Daniel, in the Old Testament, there’s a phrase that says, literally: “one like a son of
man” is going to come. In Daniel, in our translation of the bible, it goes like this:

“I saw one like a human being [like a son of man]
coming with the clouds of heaven.

And he came to the Ancient One
and was presented before him.

To him was given dominion
and glory and kingship,

that all peoples, nations, and languages
should serve him.

His dominion is an everlasting dominion
that shall not pass away,

and his kingship is one
that shall never be destroyed.”

So, Jesus here, referring to himself as the Son of Man, is basically confessing to his friends and
disciples, that that bit from Daniel is about him. “Son of Man” for us encapsulates who and
what we believe Jesus is: Fully human, a son of man, and yet fully divine, the Son of God.

But in answer to Jesus’ question, the disciples list the figures who the people think that Jesus
could be based on what was available to their imaginations: Well, some say, Jesus could be
John the Baptist, back from the dead. Jesus could be Elijah returning or another prophet from
the good old days like Jeremiah.

And then Simon Peter, Matthew says, tells Jesus he thinks he is not only the Messiah, but the
Son of the living God.

So, the Son of Man title from Daniel is all tied up with this word “Messiah.” For all the people
then, including Simon Peter, “messiah” meant authority, it meant a king, it meant military and
political supremacy. The kings of old in Israel and Judah, like King David, were also called
messiahs and sons of God. But Jesus takes Simon Peter’s really big and hopeful compliment,
and makes it a teaching moment.

All the rest of Jesus’ ministry in Matthew, including the cross, is a way of saying: “Yes, Simon
Peter, | am the Messiah, and what God said to Daniel is true.” “To me,” Jesus says, “was given
dominion that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve me. My dominion,” Jesus shows,
“is an everlasting ... [and] shall not pass away.”

But, (this is a big but) this happens not at all like how the disciples, or even us, if we’re honest,
expects. Jesus’ dominion and glory is surrender and mercy, we learn. And to serve Jesus
means only to serve other people. This is why Matthew tells us that Jesus at the end here
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“sternly ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah.” Because all the
people would, and do, get the wrong idea.

But like | said at the start today, God’s Word is teaching us about community. When Simon tells
Jesus he thinks Jesus is the Messiah, the one to save Israel, and indeed the whole world, Jesus
calls Simon a rock—Petros in Greek, Cephas or Kepha in Aramaic. Jesus changes Simon’s name,
basically, to Rocky. Just like God changed Jacob’s name to Israel. Jesus says to this ordinary,
laborer and fisherman named Simon: “I may be the Messiah, and | will bring Israel and all the
world to God—but that is only the beginning, you will continue this work, you and an unending
community of people, who will announce to the world God’s mercy and God’s closeness to
them.”

The use of the word “church” here in Matthew is very unusual. Paul uses it constantly, but only
in two other places do the Gospels use this word. It’s a pre-existing Greek word that means an
assembly, but an assembly that’s been called, called to order, gathered. In other words: an
intentional community.

And today we see that this community was founded by Jesus, starting with that ordinary,
bumbling disciple named Simon who nevertheless confessed who Jesus was.

So, what does this mean for us? It means that we, now, are still the people, the community,
who declare: That in Jesus we believe that God’s dominion and glory is surrender and mercy.
And that to serve Jesus means only to serve other people. But the bigness of this is easy to lose
sight of, especially amidst the hardships of being a church with a small “c”—amidst conflict, and
changes, and budgets and personalities and leadership.

Here’s an example of how it’s easy to lose sight of our eternal community: say you have a
pastor, and you like that pastor. The pastor does a good job, has helped you out a lot, and then
the pastor leaves, leaves after 2 years or after 60 years. People get angry, they get hurt, they
leave.

But, according to Jesus in Matthew, and Isaiah and St. Paul: if a leader does any good it is just
the same good as any baptized person does, it is just the good of the Church, the community,
which is all Christ’s Body. It is the Holy Spirit all along that has been helping you, accompanying
you, listening to you, and proclaiming God.

A pastor is just one person caught up in all this community. Just one more baptized person
formed, and lifted up and set in place by this ekklesia, to use the Greek word, this community.
And as St. Paul and Isaiah and Jesus are saying: The church, the community is made of all kinds
of people. Abraham and Sarah were meager, Simon was ordinary, Paul had been an outright,
violent enemy of the church before he was converted.

If we look at the Psalm today, we can ask: How does God answer prayer, how does God care for
the lowly, how does God make good God’s purpose for us? It is done all through God’s people,
the quarry, the assembly, the Church. The miracle, the supernatural thing, by which God
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accomplishes God’s purposes, we believe, is not thunderbolts and superheroes and fancy sound
equipment and really polished social media accounts. It’s just people, little rocks taken from a
huge quarry.

And the community that is built on and from this rock, Jesus promises today, that the gates of
Hades, the gates of death and all things that could harm or stop us, will not prevail against it.

Amen.



