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Before Archbishop Rowan was to deliver a sermon at a service to mark the Queen’s 80th birthday, 
she sent him a note to say “I do not want an obituary”.  Apparently when her mother was 90, the 
then Archbishop of Canterbury had preached a sermon in her presence as if she were dead and 
the Queen Mother was not amused.  So I have to be careful not to do that this morning in 
celebrating Philip’s 41 years of ministry in this diocese – 40 as a priest. 
 
Having said that, it gives me the chance to say how much I value him as a colleague and friend, 
and how I can always rely upon him to give me wise and sage advice, which is why I asked him to 
be my archdeacon.  He has a mind which is both able to think strategically and pick up on detail.  
Some of us (I mean myself) are ok on the big picture and tend to overlook details.  I console 
myself by thinking that is better than being so taken up by detail that one cannot see the picture 
as a whole.  I am lucky in having Philip because it is the detail that can trip you up but it is rare to 
have someone like Philip who is good at both having a vision and ensuring the vision is rooted in 
reality because he knows that small seemingly unimportant details can be the undoing of any big 
scheme. 
 
Today is, as you know, St Peter and St Paul’s feast day and we have just had read to us from St 
Matthew’s gospel, Peter’s confession of faith.  It forms one of three inter-related episodes.  It is 
followed by an account of the Transfiguration and the third episode is about an epileptic boy.  
And those three episodes point out to us what are the marks of being a disciple of Jesus which in 
the end all of us are called to be. 
 
Today’s Gospel reading takes place on the road somewhere near the city of Caesarea Philippi – 
Jesus has just completed a strenuous and successful ministry of preaching and healing.  Yet He 
realises that a crisis lies ahead which will eventually take him to the Cross.  So he begins a process 
of training his disciples to get them to perceive that his mission will end in death.  So he asks His 
disciples what was the popular view of him “Who do people say that I am.” 
 
The replies, of course, were varied and predictable – John the Baptist, Elijah, one of the prophets.  
“But” said Jesus – “who do you say I am” and back comes Peter’s momentous confession of faith, 
“You are the Messiah.”  Peter obviously believed that Jesus was a man chosen by God for a 
unique mission amongst his people.   
 
But what he and the other disciples had to be shown was that the mission would end in suffering 
and death – and they found that very hard to come to terms with because their idea of a Messiah 
was that of a warrior king who would lead people to victory in war, or a supernatural figure who 
could do wonderful things without any suffering – almost like a magician. 
 
The second act of this three-fold drama was the experience of Peter, James and John on the 
mountaintop, in the event we call the Transfiguration.  We cannot really tell what happened on 
this occasion, but the Gospel writers attach great importance to it and give us a vivid picture of 
the response of the three Apostles to this vision as they fall flat on their faces in worship, awe and 
wonder at this revelation of the Glory of God.   
 
Peter, of course, wants to stay on the mountain top and build shrines there (something later 
Christians have been expert at doing) but he is prevented by the descent of a cloud of mist and 



the vision fades.  Soon Peter, James and John are walking down the hill and Jesus is once again 
telling them of the stark reality of the future ahead of him.   
 
As Jesus and His disciples descend from the mountaintop into the valley, they encounter an 
epileptic boy, whose distraught parents do not seem to be able to help him and it is left to Jesus 
to cure him of his infirmity – and that episode is the third act of the drama. 
 
Now those three events – the questioning on the road to Caesarea Philippi, the experience on the 
Mountain of Transfiguration and the healing of the epileptic boy highlight, for me, three 
important aspects about Christian discipleship. 
 
The first is this – before there can be commitment  - some hard questions have to be asked.  The 
conversations at Caesarea Philippi begin with questions and answers about the person of Jesus.  
Who do people say I am?  “Who do you say I am?”  For many people – intellectual probing and 
questionings are an essential prelude to the quest for a living faith.  Doubts and 
misunderstandings have to be honestly faced.  Christian faith is not just an intellectual matter but 
the intellect must not be left out – “you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your 
soul and all your mind.”   
 
We cannot use our minds in every aspect of our lives and forget about them when it comes to 
Christian faith.  What do we mean by resurrection, incarnation?  What is the Christian faith all 
about?  What does it mean to be committed to the Gospel of Jesus?   
 
Christianity is not just a matter of blind faith – for many people before faith can be kindled – 
before commitment can take place – awkward and difficult questions have to be faced.   
 
Faith can be strengthened if these are faced at the outset – if they are not, they will simply 
appear later.  Where is God when hurricanes or tsunamis happen?  Does He cause them as 
punishment for sin as some have said; is He powerless to prevent such things and if so, what does 
all that tell us about His character? 
 
What does it mean to say that in Jesus Christ there is no Jew or Greek, bond or free, male or 
female, for we are all sons and daughters of God through faith in Christ Jesus and all baptised into 
Him.  If there is baptismal equality, what are the implications of that for the way we order our 
ordained ministry?  Christians cannot avoid giving some answers to the faith that is in them.  
Throughout his ministry, Philip has not been afraid to ask difficult questions. 
 
Second, after all the questions on the road to Caesarea Philippi and all the doubts and fears which 
follow the words of Jesus about his forthcoming death, there comes an ecstatic vision on the 
mountain top – and the response of the disciples is to fall down and worship.  The intellect has its 
part to play in the Christian faith but so too has the heart.  When one has faced all the questions, 
one’s heart as well as one’s head has to be engaged, and in that leap of faith, one becomes 
committed.   
 
It is possible to know a great deal about God without actually knowing God at all.  To know God 
one has to take the next step along the road to faith – one has to make a decision.  After looking 
at all the facts one has to decide one way or the other.  Peter, James and John have asked who 
this Jesus is – they still do not fully understand the answers – but they make a commitment – they 
fall down and worship.  A man who has been trained at Mirfield (an Anglican College in the 
setting of a monastic community) can never forget the importance of both worship and prayer. 



 
But then thirdly and lastly – decisions have to be translated into action.  By the same token those 
who are committed to God have to translate that commitment into action in the world in which 
they live.   
 
The Christian Gospel is about loving God though worship – but according to the Old and New 
Testaments it is impossible to love God whom we have not seen, if we do not love our neighbour 
whom we have.  Love of God and love of neighbour go together.   
 
Peter, James and John wanted to do what many Christians want – they want to stay on the 
mountain top and worship – and forget about the world beneath them.  But the ecstatic vision 
was not allowed to remain long enough to delay a return to the down to earth tasks of the 
moment, which lay waiting for them at the foot of the mountain.  It is no part of discipleship to be 
so heavenly minded that we are of no earthly use.   
 
As Jesus and his disciples came down from the mountain they encounter an epileptic – and if the 
vision that they have been given is to mean anything at all they have to grapple with that 
particular problem in the light of their faith in God.  Jesus came down to the dusty arena and 
helped a child in danger at the very foot of the Mountain of Transfiguration.  Worship of God and 
involvement with the needs of the community around us must go hand in hand.   
 
The facts about God and Jesus that we know in our heads and the feelings we may hold in our 
hearts have got to be exercised in our lives – and that can only happen when Christians become 
involved in the life and death issues of our day – poverty, racism, unemployment, terrorism, war, 
to name but a few.   
 
If we ask what has all that to do with the Gospel – or worse still claim that those issues are 
political and of no concern to Christians, then indeed we have misunderstood the very nature of 
that Gospel which declares that loving God means loving and being concerned about the world he 
has made – for as Jesus himself said “anything you did for one of my brothers and sisters have – 
(in terms of feeding the hungry, taking home the stranger and visiting the prisoner”) – it is as if 
you did it for me.” 
 
Philip has engaged with the issues facing this community, this diocese, this nation and beyond.  
He has been on the Executive of the BSR, making sure that the values of the gospel are lived out 
in our diocese but in our world too because he has been the champion of the dental clinic in Gaza 
and stood up for Palestinian Christians.  So for all of that we give thanks for Philip, and pray that 
we might all be willing to face every difficulty that comes our way, commit ourselves to the God 
who transcends us and in turn give ourselves unsparingly to the needs of His world.   
 
May God bless Philip and all of us as we try to do precisely that. 
 


