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August 24, 2014 

Romans 12:9-21 

Matthew 16:13-20   Who Do You Say that I Am? 

 

Who you say that I am? Jesus asks this question of his disciples and he 

asks it of all of us. Who do you say that I am? At first, we might ask 

who others say that Jesus is. We might examine who Jesus is according 

to Bible scholars. We might find out who Jesus is according to our 

parents or our pastor. We might base our understanding of who Jesus is 

on how our friends or how our culture talk about him or don’t talk about 

him. Jesus’ disciples knew what others were saying about him. They 

said that he was a prophet, a preacher, a wild-eyed herald of the 

apocalypse. But, Jesus asks his disciples, but who do YOU say that I 

am? And that question is a very different question. Jesus asks his 

disciples. And he asks you and me. Who do YOU say that I am? 

The way I know who Jesus is, is through the encounters I’ve had with 

him. Long ago and far away in the land of Kansas, I met him, where my 

mother and father ministered to a small church. I met Jesus little by 

little, in Sunday school and Vacation Bible School. Through our family 

devotions and bedtime prayers. I learned over time that Jesus was my 
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friend. He was with me and he was as real as any member of my family. 

And I loved Jesus. No, I mean, I really loved Jesus from an early age. 

Because I knew that Jesus loved me. And that love was real and 

everything about him was really real. And so, I was devastated when I 

found out just before a Good Friday service that Good Friday was the 

day that Jesus died on a cross. I remember sobbing inconsolably in a 

church pew before the worship service and I remember my mom trying 

to comfort me and quiet me so I wouldn’t scare any of the worshippers. I 

loved Jesus and I couldn’t believe that anyone would do something so 

horrible to my friend. 

Another time I had a close encounter with Jesus was when I was in 

college. I went to the Middle East for a semester and we were in 

Jerusalem for a month. We stayed in the Old City right in the center of 

everything. We could walk to any Christian or Muslim or Jewish holy 

site in a matter of minutes. One morning, a friend and I made a plan to 

go out early to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. That’s the traditional 

site of Jesus’ crucifixion and burial. And we were going to participate in 

the witness the elaborate morning prayers. What an awesome thing to 
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do. Only my friend didn’t meet me in the lobby of our hostel at the time 

we planned. So I had to send someone to wake him up. Then of course, 

we were late. And then I spent the walk over there fuming. And I fumed 

through the prayers. And I fumed through the rituals and the incense. I 

fumed so much I couldn’t even concentrate on anything. Until I 

remembered where I was. Or rather Jesus reminded me. In the church, 

there are lots of icons of Jesus. Over the stone where they say his cross 

was is a life-sized picture of Jesus. By the stone of anointing. On the 

walls on the ceiling. Jesus is looking at you everywhere. And somehow, 

Jesus said to me, look Mary, you are the holiest place of forgiveness. 

You are at the very spot where I let go. I did not choose anger or 

resentment or bitterness. I let it go and I entrusted myself to God. Do 

you think that if I could do that right here, in this place, that you might 

be able to too? 

And one last story, when I came back from the Middle East, I carried 

with me so many wonderful experiences. I had met so many wonderful 

Muslim people. And received so much hospitality from those of the 

Islamic faith that I thought, well, perhaps I should go deeper into Islam. 
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When you are young, you want to explore. You want to question. You 

want to improve on everything your parents taught you. I was young and 

I knew better. I wanted my faith to be my own. And I had met lots of 

mean Christians. And I had seen a lot of mean-spiritedness in American 

Christian churches. So one night after I came home, I found thinking 

about God and I found myself in prayer, trying to understand my 

experience and whether I should be Muslim or Christian or nothing at 

all. And suddenly, all I could think about was Jesus. And how he was 

my friend. And how he was not far-away. And he was not mean-spirited. 

He was my friend. And he loved me. And I knew it. And I knew that I 

was his apart from my mistakes or the mistakes of other Christians.  I 

was his. And I felt sorry for even thinking I could ever NOT be his. I felt 

sorry not because I felt Jesus was upset with me. But because I missed 

Jesus. I missed Jesus and his companionship and his patience and his 

encouragement. I missed Jesus. And from that moment, I knew I didn’t 

want a life apart from him. I didn’t want a life apart from his love that 

triumphs over all. Over every evil. And every demon. And every 

division. And every bit of doubt and worry I carry. Jesus is my friend 
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who shows me the love of God that never ever lets me go. And that’s 

who I say that Jesus is. 


