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Sermon for Pentecost XII Year A 2020 
Living the Question 

 
 
But who do you say that I am? 
Do you hear this question as Jesus’ mid-gospel exam? 
We are about half-way through Matthew’s account of the gospel. 
So, it makes sense that Jesus might gather his guys around and say, 
“OK, let’s see what you’ve learned. What you really understand. 
Who am I?” 
 
But before you answer his question quickly— 
take your time. 
As Christians, we’re tempted to repeat the words of Peter or 
some other religious language we’ve inherited when we’re asked 
to say something about our faith,  
language we know well— 
but, also, perhaps, language and answers that we haven’t examined or 
considered what they mean for quite some time. 
Maybe if we’re asked about to speak about our faith we’re tempted not 
to answer the question at all—even to ourselves. 
We dodge and evade and stammer, afraid of offending anyone whose 
perspective differs from ours. 
 
Who do you say that I am? 
Wait a while before you answer. 
Let the question linger . . . 
 
In one of his famous “letters to a young poet,” writer Rainer Maria Rilke 
encouraged his protégé to sit with what he doesn’t know, 
and trust that the questions themselves have great value. 
“Be patient,” Rilke wrote, “toward all that is unsolved in your heart. 
Try to love the questions themselves, 
like locked rooms  
and like books that are written in a very foreign tongue. 
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Do not seek the answers,  
which cannot be given you, 
because you would not be able to live them. 
And the point is, to live everything. 
Live the questions now. 
Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing it, 
live along some distant day into the answer.” 
 
If there is one thing that is really difficult for human beings  
to do it is to live a question. 
One thing I have noticed over the past weeks and months as I have 
prepared and led our survey of Christianity, 
focusing particularly on the proliferation of Protestant denominations 
and expressions since the Reformation, 
it is that too often well-meaning people have had no tolerance 
for the questions, the mysteries and unknowns of our faith 
and have come up with absolute certainties  
to questions that even Jesus refused to answer  
or didn’t even the know the answer— 
Case in point: when the end times would occur. 
Some Christians have obsessed, sought after, and created  
concrete answers, absolute convictions 
to their questions which have led 
to some very unfortunate results and less than salutary theology. 
It’s a shame they didn’t have Rilke’s advice to “be patient . . . 
and live the questions now . . .” 
 
In today’s gospel, Jesus invites his disciples to live a question. 
Who do you say that I am? 
This question to the disciples remains a question we face every day— 
Who will we say Jesus is? 
Jesus is asking his disciples— 
Where do I stand in this life we’re making together? 
What do I mean to you? 
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Perhaps you are thinking already—no, that’s not the kind of question 
Rilke was talking about in his letter. 
Jesus’s question is not a question to live with—it’s a question to answer. 
It’s a creed question. 
A heart-of-our-faith question,  
requiring absolute certainty and conviction. 
Jesus is our Savior. 
Our Lord. 
Our Redeemer. 
Our friend, our teacher. 
There’s nothing “unsolved” about Jesus— 
the Son of God isn’t a murder mystery. 
He’s the Way, the Truth, and the Life. 
 
Yes, of course he is. 
And yet . . . 
What do those answers really mean? 
To answer Jesus’ question— 
Who do you say I am— 
is not an academic or abstract question. 
It always has a context or circumstance in which it must be answered. 
Here’s what I mean: 
 
• Who do we say Jesus is following the death of George Floyd and 

the racial inequality in our country? 
• Who do we say Jesus is in the midst of a devastating pandemic and 

ever increasing political divide in our country? 
• Who do we say Jesus is as people in our communities and cities go 

to bed hungry, live amidst domestic violence, work for a wage that 
cannot support a family, or among the millions of unemployed 
because of the pandemic? 
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• Who do we say Jesus is when a loved one dies, the doctor gives 
news we did not want to hear, or when our life seems to be falling 
apart? 

• Who do we say Jesus is when we are faced with decisions that 
have no easy answers, when the night is dark and the storms of life 
overwhelm us, when faithfulness means risking it all and taking a 
stand against a louder and seemingly more powerful majority? 

• Who do we say Jesus is when we are faced with a financial 
windfall and we need to decide if we will just keep all for 
ourselves or share some of it and invest in the common good of 
others. 

 
In every circumstance—both difficult and good as well as even 
mundane—what does it mean to say Jesus is my Lord and my Savior? 
What does it mean to say that Jesus is my way, the truth and the life? 
Or to say Jesus is my friend and teacher? 
 
Who we say Jesus is has everything to do with who  
and how we are and will be. 
In some ways our answer says as much or more about us—than Jesus. 
How we live and what we stand up for—reveals who Jesus is to us. 
 

In some ways, the answers that use “churchy” language are actually 
answers to Jesus’ first question— 
Who do people say that the Son of Man is? 
The answers they give, put in contemporary terms might go something 
like this: 
“Here’s the Lutheran take on who you are . . .” 
“Oh, and here’s the Calvinist one . . .” 
“Of course, the Anglicans say . . .  
no, wait, let’s hear what the Evangelicals think. 
There’s also the Methodists, the Adventists, even the Emerging Church. 
They have opinions, too!” 
 
Did you notice that Jesus neither affirms nor denies  
any of the disciples’ answers. 
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He simply listens, allowing his friends to offer up everything they think 
they know, based on other people’s perspectives, preferences, or ideas. 
As if to say—this is an okay place to begin. 
This is where all explorations of faith begin, 
in naming what we’ve heard, examining what we’ve inherited, 
and chiming back the certainties others have handed to us. 
These answers cost us little; they’re safe and benign. 
True, they carry the confession of history and tradition. 
But . . . there is no intimacy in them. 
No personal stakes. 
No investment, no fire. 
Naming what we’ve heard from others,  
repeating what we’ve inherited from our parents or pastors or peers— 
these are useful ways to start our explorations. 
But we cannot build our faith lives on what others have said or 
confessed alone. 
At some point, the question of who Jesus is must become personal. 
 
Which is why Jesus pressed on. 
But who do you say that I am? 
 
Matthew doesn’t give us much detail about the scene, 
but when I imagine it I see Jesus looking into each of his disciples’ eyes 
in turn, inviting, awaiting a more personal answer. 
I also imagine the disciples breaking Jesus’ gaze  
and anxiously casting glances at each other,  
hoping that someone among them will answer first. 
 
Cue Peter. 
Peter breaks the silence and says— 
You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God. 
 
We all breathe a sigh of relief—a perfect, A+ answer. 
The whole gospel story in a nutshell. 
The Truth with a capital “T”—right? 
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Well, yes, but . . . 
While Jesus commends and blesses Peter for his answer in this week’s 
part of this conversation of Jesus and his disciples— 
it’s not the end of the story. 
Next week we will hear that Jesus goes on to describe the suffering and 
humiliation his Messiahship must include . . .  
and, if you remember the story . . .  
well, let’s just say for now,  
Peter wasn’t patient enough to live the question of who Jesus is  
into a full understanding, a more complete answer. 
Come back next Sunday for part 2. 
 
For now, I’ll say that Jesus’ question who do you say that I am— 
isn’t so much about getting the right answer 
as it is living into the question. 
Because for Peter—that was only the beginning of his knowing the 
answer to who Jesus was, is, and will be. 
As soon as Peter thinks he has the answer to the question nailed down, 
Jesus essentially shuts him up. 
Jesus challenges what he knows, and nudges him back to the starting 
line: Yes, I am the Messiah.  
But no, you have no idea what “Messiah” means. 
In fact, you’re not even ready to know what “Messiah” means. 
You can barely tolerate my talking about it. 
There’s so much more for you to learn, Peter. 
So many more answers for you to grow into. 
Be patient. 
Don’t force the locked doors. 
Try to love what is unsolved or at least cultivate patience. 
Keep living the question. 
 
When I think about the whole of Peter’s story— 
all the biographical details that we 21st century Christians  
have the privilege to know and ponder— 
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I’m stunned by the answers that Peter must have lived into as time went 
on—answers he never could have known or spoken in the early years of 
his discipleship. Here’s what I mean: 
Who do you say that I am? 
You are the one who found me in a fishing boat and gave me a new 
vocation, a new identity. 
You’re the one who healed my mother-in-law. 
You’re the one who said, “Yes, walk on water.” 
You’re the one who caught me before I drowned. 
You’re the one who glowed on a mountaintop while I babbled nonsense. 
You’re the one who washed my feet while I squirmed in shame. 
You’re the one who told me—quite correctly—that I would be a coward 
on the very night you needed me to be brave. 
You’re the one I denied three times to save my skin. 
You’re the one who looked into my eyes  
with pain and sorrow after the cock crowed. 
You’re the one who fed me breakfast on a beach and spoke love  
and fresh purpose into my humiliation. 
You are the one who showed me how to forgive. 
You’re the one who gave me the courage to preach to thousands on 
Pentecost. 
You’re the one who taught me that I must not call unclean what you 
have pronounced clean. 
You are the one who stayed by my side through insults, beatings, and 
imprisonments. 
You are the one I followed into martyrdom. 
You are the one who taught me how to love others as you loved me. 
You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God. 
 
Who do you say that Jesus is? 
Who has he been to you in the past? 
Who is he to you now? 
Who do you hope he will be in the future? 
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These are questions to ponder for a lifetime. 
Questions that have so many others folded into them 
we will never exhaust the possibilities and surprising answers. 
 
What “churchy” answers to the question have you carried with you 
of who Jesus is that need to be unpacked or even left behind so you can 
live the question and truly know him for yourself? 
Are you afraid at times to answer the question at all? 
 
Is Jesus merely “the Messiah” or is he yours? 
 
Peter learns in this teachable moment is that Jesus is just as powerfully 
present in the questions as he is in the answers. 
Maybe even more so. 
 
Who do you say that I am? 
It’s not a question to be figured out  
as much as it is a question to be lived. 
 
  
 
 

 
 

 


