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It is said: “Context is all important in understanding a Bible passage” – well some contexts reveal more than others and today’s gospel is, I think, one of those
It is the third event where Jesus is outside the comfortable zone of Jewish culture – in Greek territory

· meeting with the Canaanite woman – who seemed to teach Jesus a thing or two (15.21-28)

· feeding of the 4,000 (15.32-39) – Greek images words, symbols and significant numbers

· now, 16 miles north of Galilee, Jesus and his disciples have made the trip to Caesarea Philippi

This was a great northern city – built on Greek culture, as a base for Roman domination and imperial power

· it controlled an extensive territory and even had the privilege of coining its own money

· it was therefore an economic base too
This was no countryside retreat (as is sometime portrayed)

One historian describes the city of Caesarea Philippi as the Las Vegas of its day (Sin City) – but worse!

· it was built around the worship of Caesar, the god Pan, as well as many other deities

Orthodox Rabbis taught their disciples that no good Jew would ever visit there

· and here we have Jesus himself (the Rabbi) leading his disciples into the region

· the place know for this half-human half-goat god – Pan

As part of the city there was a cliff (50’ high by 100’ wide – see it on youtube)

· along it were carved alcoves in which were placed images and symbols of the various gods they worshipped

· this cliff was, interestingly, called the ‘Rock of Gods’ – I’ll come back to this
Here in this region and by this cliff was a city culture built on:

· Military Domination
Accumulation of Wealth
which was validated by the Worship of Caesar (among other gods)

· and here Jesus asks: “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”

They offer up their answers

· some say John the Baptist
others say Elijah
some even wonder if you are Jeremiah – the suffering one

“But what about you, who do you say that I am”

Peter blurts out, “You are the Messiah (the Christ, in Greek), the Son of the Living God”
Then, I imagine the other disciples immediately cringing and demanding , 
“For goodness sake keep you voice down, it is OK to say this in private, but not here!” 

‘Messiah (God’s anointed one)’ and ‘Son of the Living God’

· to us have been reduced to purely religious titles which will not be mentioned on the TV news this week
· but here throughout the gospels are loaded with political meaning

If you were to ask a loyal Roman, “Who is God’s anointed, the Son of the Living God?”

· there answer would have been clear – Caesar of course!

· any claim to these titles would be treason 

· the very charge the high priest tried to pin on Jesus at his trial 

Then the high priest said to him, ‘. . . tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God.’  Matthew 26.63

Jesus did not come to offer a different religious alternative, a different God to worship

· but a different economy (or even politic) to live by

· not built on the values of:
   Military domination
   Accumulation of wealth
   or the worship of Caesar

· but built on
   Economic justice for everybody
   Neighbourliness
   and the inclusion of the outsider
   validated by the worship of the God of Israel
· there were heresies within the Roman empire, and are heresies still today 

· it has been pointed out that the great heresy of today is:
   ‘to act against one’s own financial self-interest’

Two things:

1.  Simon Peter says, you are the Christ, the Son of the Living God  

· admitting that Caesar is not

· and Jesus says to him, ‘No human told you this, but it came from the my Father’

2.  And as they stand in view of this ‘Rock of the gods’

· Jesus says to Simon, “And on this rock foundation I will build my church”

Why these words?

Catholic Tradition:  Jesus declares that the church will be built on the authority of Peter

Protestant Tradition:  Jesus declares the church will be built on all who confess Jesus as Messiah and Son of the Living God
I rather like a Third Possibility that I read this week: 

‘Did Jesus take his disciples to the most degenerate place possible to then say to them, “THIS is where I want you to build my church (i.e. on this rock).  I want you to go to the most repugnant places, and the places that gather power and wealth to themselves.’  

· Because this is exactly what the early Christians did through the regions we now call Syria, Turkey and Greece – churches established in each of these cities
How does this relate to us today?

I do not think that it means we should take a stand against the other world religions

· none of you are about to become corrupted by Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism or any other major faith (and neither is our national culture)
I believe that Jesus is taking a stand against cultures that we do collude with and that we have already become corrupted by

· we usually do not see these as ‘gods’, but just think ‘this is the way things are’
· and we often like what they give us

· but by nature they:
   dominate
   are exploitative 
   destroy human community (we call it alienation)
   damage the eco-structure of the planet

I think we live in frightening times

· 20 years ago many of us applauded the end of the socialist project in the east of Europe

· now, when we see the great capitalist project unravelling in unbelievable debt, we are not quite so smug

· we cannot (and should not) have an ever increasing standard of living

· to maintain this way of living we are involved in multiple military conflicts to protect the sources of raw materials we need

The gods that threaten us are not Allah, Krishna and Buddha

· but are the gods of
   unlimited economic growth
   unbridled materialistic consumerism
   secured through military might

· these are our gods, because we honour them with praise, admire them, and give them worth (worship)
And in the middle of this (by the Rock of the gods) Jesus asks, 
Q.  “Who do people say that I am?”

· A.  an interesting irrelevance, and benign holy man, or “who?”

But Jesus asks US: “Who do YOU say that I am?”

· as with Peter, I do not think that Jesus is looking for a solely religious answer

· as this enables us to avoid the issue by saying, “Well he is my personal Lord and Saviour” (I am glad he is – but that all?)

· Jesus wants to know if we believe in the economy of God – full name, ‘the Kingdom of God’

· values in opposition to our present day god of mammon

I would like to say more, and will be doing so in three evenings in the autumn at St Peter’s – dates yet to be published

Prayer

Jesus, 
Lord not just of holy places, things and ideas
but of the markets that sell shares day by day
of our systems of government and regulation
and of ways of ordering life.

You call us out from ways that leave many poor
from ways that propagate violence
and from systems that damage nature.
You call us to a new kingdom.
Help us then to know how to leave the old one.  Amen.
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