St Peter’s Day, June 29th 2020
Readings: Ezekiel 3.22-27; Acts 12.1-11; St Matthew 16.13-19
St Matthew 16. 13: When Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, Who do people say that the Son of Man is?
Questions of identity matter a great deal to us all. Much of the agenda of the modern and the post-modern world is driven by questions of identity. We might well want to discover our own true identity. We might well want others to accept and respect our identity. We might even want to share our identity with others. And over the years, we human beings have developed a range of means for expressing our identity. The more courteous ways of doing this take us further; the less courteous ways of doing this land us, and often others, in trouble. At such points, overstating our own identity to the exclusion of the identity of others will not take us as far as we might think; and we suddenly find that we need the identities of everyone else in order to get out of the situation we have created and on the other side.

What exactly Jesus was doing in asking The Disciples: Who do people say that I am? I do not know. It would seem that many people were still seeing Jesus as one of the prophets: Jeremiah, Elijah or, so short and so unappreciative is the popular memory, John the Baptist who had only recently been decapitated. The reply of Simon Peter is strikingly different: You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God. Peter’s statement comes from a qualitatively different realm of identity. His statement has the look of understanding and expressing what is central to The Twelve Disciples and to us: Jesus is the Messiah; Jesus is the Son of the God who lives. This shows the totally transformative power of the man they are following to fulfil ancient expectation; to be on earth among ‘ordinary mortals’ and to honour them with his divinity in their humanity and to honour their humanity in his divinity. As we all know, it takes great courage to say things that nobody else is saying. The cynics are out there, ever ready to pounce and to diminish and to rubbish. Yet, as we well know from Holy Week, not even Peter could hold his nerve forever. He too crumpled. Let us not be too hard on him: We all need to live and learn and live again. 

The responses given by the various disciples teach us a lot about our own identity. Our personal identity has to be our own. We need to shape it as experiences descend on us and as we respond to them; our religious identity has to be embedded in the Messiah, the Son of the living God. The one thing that is not acceptable, as we learn from this passage of Holy Scripture, is that we might simply mimic those who have gone before us without showing any personal initiative of our own - whether they be John the Baptist, Elijah or Jeremiah, or whoever else appeals to us in our contemporary world and culture. This is not, however, to say that we cannot learn from those who have gone before us. It is to say, quite up front, that we need to carve out our own path in the developing and unfolding tradition. As Christian people, we need to do this along with everything that the Messiah, the Son of the living God gives us and shows us. We are called, through our baptism, to a double identity: in ourselves and in Christ as St Paul expresses it in a way that is both helpful and memorable. 

So, what of our identity today on St Peter’s Day 2020? I say first of all that we may be among the first people in The Church of Ireland to make as full use as we can of the State provision for opening of church buildings for public worship. In no way whatsoever do I wish to detract from the scruple of those who for, whatever reasons, feel they cannot do this. I have never exerted any pressure to return to worship nor should I. But I do wish to thank all of you and the rector and the curate-assistant for your faithfulness, for your compliance, for your courage and for making this Service of Holy Communion, in line with the appropriate regulations, happen. I thank you for being here. I say secondly that we have come together to honour the Messiah, the Son of the living God in the way in which St Peter grasped it. It is for such honouring and such worshipping that we are so pleased that our church buildings may be open again for their true and their primary purpose. It is for all of us to use this opportunity. It is for all of us to build once more the practice and the habit of worship. It is our duty and our delight not to let the required restrictions of social distancing, of hand washing and of hygiene impede our worship insofar as we can manage this but to use them well as restrictions are lifting. But, at the same time, we need to be thoroughly responsible. I repeat what I have said to the people of this diocese from the outset of this pandemic: our Christian discipleship and our civic duty come together in this time. 

I can do no other than to leave the last word on St Peter’s Day to the Jesus of St Matthew:

And Jesus answered him, Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood have not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church … (St Matthew 16.17, 18)    

