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Matt 16:13-20 
Mid-Term - Insights come Gradually 

 
May the words of my mouth and the mediation of my heart be acceptable in your sight O. 

Lord, my strength, and my redeemer. Psalm 19:14  
 

Today is a bittersweet day.  It is a day that I am saying goodbye to St. Thomas - 
as I anticipate saying hello and embracing new life and new ministry at St. James’ 
Louisa.  It is bittersweet because while I am eager to begin the next step in my 
journey, I am sad to say goodbye- and to say goodbye in such a strange way during 
this pandemic to St. Thomas’- a congregation I have grown to love.  
 

I am leaving 12 years of ministry at Bon Secours as a chaplain and moving into 
a new phase of ministry as priest.  chaplain and priest share many things in common - 
but there are some distinctions in the calling and ministry.  I will grieve leaving the 
chaplaincy - a calling that I love - meeting people I would never meet in my every day 
life -those that will never enter the building of an Episcopal church.  But without me 
leaving Bon Secours, I wouldn’t be able to step into St. James and what God has for 
me there.  
 

Our Gospel text this morning is a good one for this day, as it comes at the 
mid-point in Jesus’ ministry. I will be 50 next year and this transition may be coming 
at the mid-point of my ministry.  
 
 Jesus had chosen 12 students/disciples to follow him and learn his way of life.  They 
were a part of a role model/mentor program.  They followed Jesus, observed his life, 
listened to his teachings, and worked to incorporate what they saw and what they 
heard into their lives.  Jesus’ questions were often asked to stimulate their 
thinking—rather than simple right or wrong, yea or nay, kinds of questions—Jesus 



asked questions that revealed their thinking, their unspoken assumptions about life. 
His questions challenged them to think.  
 

His disciples did not always like or understand his questions. 
 

In Luke 13 there is the story of when the news came that Pilate had killed a 
number of Galileans and had mixed their blood with that of their sacrifices, there was 
an unspoken assumption it seems that maybe there were those present who thought 
maybe they deserved it or something.  Jesus asked his disciples, “Do you suppose that 
these Galileans were worse sinners than any others, that this should happen to them?”  
 
The unspoken question, “Do you think that people who experience tragedy are any 
worse than other people?”  We still ask his question, we word it a little different, but 
we still ask, “Why do bad things happen to good people?” Jesus didn’t answer their 
question or our question directly.  There is no easy answer to these difficult questions. 
None of us are immune from the kinds of tragedy and heartache that are a part of our 
world.  
 

His stories sometimes left his disciples troubled and baffled.  He would tell a 
parable to the crowd and as soon as they were alone the Disciples would ask, “What 
in the world were you talking about?”  “Explain it to us.”  “When you were talking 
about the weeds in the wheat field, are we weeds or wheat?”  Jesus was half-way 
through his time with his disciples in today’s text.  

 
As I read the Gospels, it doesn’t appear that Jesus set out with a curriculum that 

prescribed what Jesus planned on teaching his Disciples.  Instead Jesus dealt with 
whatever situation presented itself and tried to instill the basic principles of his 
teachings to His students.  Jesus could use the Lilies of the valley, the sheep on the 
hillside, or the simple request of a stranger as a “teachable moment.”  Jesus used the 
simple concrete events that happened along the way as opportunities for 
demonstrating His values and way of life.  It may be that this is the way that we all 
learn best— it is certainly the way we raise our children - we don’t just sit down and 
tell them - we experience an event, we act, we speak, and they ask “why did you do 
that?”  Or they don’t ask, but they absorb.  It is these unexpected moments - moments 



that I tend to think of as moments of grace - where we learn and sometimes grow the 
most.  

 
We have moments where we see if our children and those around us have picked 

up what we have taught.  I dropped one daughter at college on Thursday and another 
goes back today.  It is not necessarily my mid-point with them but it is a time when I 
will see what it is that they have learned - where they get to embrace things (or not) 
that have been instilled in them.  

 
The Gospel lesson today comes at the mid point of Jesus’ ministry and is a time 

for evaluation.  Jesus wants to know where are they?  What have they really learned? 
So He ask some questions. 

 
  “Who do people say that I am? What are other people saying about me?”  What 

is the word on the street?  
 
 The Disciples are quick to report the answers.  Some are suggesting that Jesus is 

John the Baptist raised from the dead.  Some people saw the connection between 
Jesus’ teaching and that of Jeremiah; some people could hear the fervor and intensity 
of Elijah when Jesus spoke; some people thought that Jesus was a prophet.  Their 
answers indicate that they had been paying attention—they knew what people were 
saying.  They were perceptive, they were observant of their environment.  They could 
all report on what they were hearing. They could tell you what other people were 
saying.  

 
Life and faith would be much simpler if we only had to report on other people’s 

opinions - much that we see on Facebook and other social media platforms are things 
that people are forwarding that other people have said.  Other’s quotes or thoughts 
that people thought were worth sharing because they agreed with it in some way or 
another.  Occasionally someone will post something and instead of saying,  “I agree 
with this” , they just say,  “What do you think?” They don’t take a position. I suspect 
they want to see if it is popular idea to hold to this position and they are testing the 
waters with their posts to see what kind of reaction they will get.  I much prefer the 



posts from people who just “stand” - and by that I mean who just take a position. 
Whether your agree or disagree- you know where this person stands.  

 
So today, Jesus’ question to Peter asks him to take a stand.  
 
Inevitably, life is about more than just other people’s opinions, life and faith 

always move to the next part of the exam; “What about you?  What do you believe?” 
The disciples grow quiet.  It was easier when they were reporting the “word on the 
street,” now Jesus was calling for their personal response.  What do YOU believe?  

 
  That question has a way of quieting a crowd.  Soren Kierkegaard described faith 

as a leap.  While we may walk around faith, kick the tires, put our toe in the water; 
ultimately faith is a leap—faith is jumping in head first, naming and claiming your 
faith as your own.  

 
No one spoke.  They were silent, until Peter spoke up. “You are the Christ, the 

Son of the Living God!”  
 
Jesus replied , “Simon, son of Jonah, you are a blessed man!… on this rock I will 

build my community”. 
 
This confession is the foundation of much of church history and specifically the 

Roman Catholic church tradition - it is through this statement that Catholic tradition 
views Peter as the first Pope, this power bestowed upon him by Christ himself, giving 
Peter power, position and authority. “Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in 
heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”  These words are 
viewed as the basis of the priest’s ability to forgive sins through the sacrament of 
confession.  People who belong to other Christian denominations do not believe in the 
sacrament of confession or the need to go to the priest to be absolved from your sins, 
but to many, specifically Catholics, this verse in scripture states that priests have been 
given this authority.  

 
We, as Episcopalians, have a Sacramental rite - Reconciliation of the penitent - 

that serves as an outward sign of our participation in and experience of God’s 



reconciliation and healing.  Episcopals recognize that we are going to fail in our 
desires and the promises we make to God, and when we inevitably fail or flounder in 
this life we see the necessity to take action to repent and return to the Lord.  

 
Reconciliation of the Penitent is the sacramental rite whereby we seek and 

receive that forgiveness.  People are often surprised to learn that the Episcopal church 
has a service for confession thinking it is only for Catholics.  Some say, we confess in 
church every Sunday (which we do) so they say, “I am covered”.  

 
The Episcopal Church’s approach to the  rite of Reconciliation of a Penitent is 

that all can, some should, none must.  
 
No one must partake in this sacrament.  But it is a way for us to take the time to 

work through those things for which we are seeking forgiveness and to being 
reconciled with God in a thoughtful and deliberate manner.  In order to do this, you 
need a confessor to offer the rite, normally a priest or a bishop, because they are 
empowered by the church to offer absolution; to declare on behalf of God that a 
person’s sins are forgiven.  

 
  Peter in that one moment moved to the heart of faith in Christ.  He moved 

beyond discussing what other people think and say, to naming and owning his own 
profession of faith.  He moved to his faith.  

 
My ordination to the Priesthood in a few short weeks in many ways will 

resemble this.  While I have owned my faith since I was a small girl - I will be moving 
into and answering the question Christ has asked me — “Jennifer, who do you say I 
am and how will you serve me?” 

 
I will be answering that question.  
 
 Peter knew that Jesus was the Messiah, but he wasn’t clear what that meant.  He 

couldn’t imagine that the Messiah would be rejected.  How could Messiah not succeed 
in liberating the homeland from Roman occupation?  

 



Sometimes the exam shows how much we know and sometimes we realize how 
much we still need to learn.  Like Peter, we may get the answer right, but still spend 
the rest of our lives working on understanding why the answer is right.  Jesus is the 
Christ; we affirm that truth.  

 
 I am committing myself to spending the rest of my life affirming this truth.  
 
At my ordination in a few weeks, the Bishop will ask me “do you believe that 

you are truly called by God and his Church to this priesthood?” and I will say yes.  
 
I am pretty sure that I don’t yet understand all that this will mean, but I am 

committing myself to this trust and responsibility.  
  
In the last part of my examination from the Bishop, she will say, “May the Lord 

who has given you the will to do these things give you the grace and power to perform 
them.”  I will respond, “Amen.”  And I say Amen today.  

 
I want to close today by thanking you all.  When I was placed at St. Thomas I 

had no idea where the journey would take us. We hear that God gives us those things 
we need even when we don’t know we need them-I knew I needed you — a place to 
love and learn - I had no idea how much I would fall in love with all of you — how 
perfect you would be for me.  I am eternally grateful for Herbert.  He was a perfect fit 
for me.  Each of you — and I am tempted to list you by name — have been a part of 
my journey and have loved me and supported me in so many ways. You have been an 
extension of God’s grace.  You are a special congregation and I have been privileged 
to have been a part of you for the past two years.  I am going to miss you all 
tremendously.  I will be around — please reach out and include me in things.  We 
need our family.  

 
May God continue to give you the grace and power to do the things Christ has 

called you too.  
 
Until we meet again, godspeed. Amen.  

 


