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“So, What Do You Say?”
Joshua 24:1-2a, 13-18; Mark 8:27-30 March 1, 2015

In his spiritual memoir, Telling Secrets, the Presbyterian 
pastor and novelist, Frederick Buechner, describes an 
experience he had teaching for a semester at a Christian 
college near Chicago. Buechner is a theologically 
sophisticated, Ivy League educated New Yorker whose 
life reflects the East Coast secular reticence to talk about 
matters of personal faith. Instead of finding the college 
ethos stifling and close-minded as he feared, he found 
it liberating and enriching. One day at lunch with two 
students, one student asked the other student in the most 
natural way what God was doing in his life. 

Buechner writes, “…in the part of the East where I live, 
if anybody were to ask a question like that, even among 
religious people, the sky would fall, the walls would cave in, 
the grass would wither” (p.82). Buechner thought of the 
people he knew for whom “faith itself, if they happen to 
have any, is one of the secrets that they have kept so long that 
it might almost as well not exist” (p.82). He found himself 
among people who shared his faith in Christ. Even though 
they may have expressed it and lived it in different ways, they 
were not embarrassed or ashamed to talk about Jesus. He 
said it was “like finding something for which, only when I 
tasted it, I realized I had been starving for years” (p. 82).  

There is a lot to be said for the well-focused question that 
cuts to the heart of the matter. 

When Joshua led the children of Israel to the Promised 
Land, he gathered them together at Shechem. He asked 
them one focused question. “Choose you this day whom 
you will serve.” How they answered that question would 
determine how they would live their lives in the Promised 
Land. Would they serve the gods of alien people or would 
they serve the Lord who gave them everything they needed 
for life in a new land? 

Jesus and the disciples spend a lot of time traveling the 
roads of Galilee. They talk of many things. He teaches them 
about God’s way in the world. They ask questions about the 
meaning of the parables, the nature of prayer, the power to 
heal and their place in the kingdom. In the evenings around 
a fire, I am sure they also talk about news from home and 
the folks they left behind. In the morning, I imagine they 

talk about the weather, where they will go that day, and how 
they will find food to eat. 

In northern Galilee at Caesarea Philippi, nearby springs 
become a source of the Jordan River. It was the location of 
a Herodian place with nearby temples to Caesar and the 
god Pan. Here, in the midst of Roman religion and Roman 
power, Jesus asks an essential question, “Who do people say 
that I am?”

I suspect the disciples had been formulating an answer 
to this question ever since they first left their boats and 
nets, farms and fields, and followed him. They heard the 
speculation of the people whose lives were touched by him. 
Is he Elijah come back to signal the coming of the Messiah?  
Is he the beheaded John the Baptist restored to life in order 
to finish his work of preparing people for the kingdom? 
Surely he is more than a wise rabbi for they have seen the 
mighty deeds he has performed. 

Then Jesus asks the question again; only this time he 
asks them to answer for themselves. He asks the essential 
question of our lives, “Who do you say that I am?” The 
answer is no longer a matter of parroting what others have 
said. Of course, what others have said and believed inform 
our understanding. They say he is a teacher, a prophet, or 
the Messiah who will save the people. It is deciding for 
ourselves who he is and what he means for our lives. When 
we face this question, Jesus cannot remain a subject to be 
discussed in a classroom or an object to be dissected in a 
laboratory, but a person to be encountered.

Peter is the first disciple to proclaim the truth of Jesus’ 
identity: “You are the Messiah.” From that moment on, 
Peter’s life will take a new direction. He will begin a journey 
to the cross, the resurrection and beyond. What it means 
to profess Jesus as the Messiah will unfold over the course 
of time. Peter utters the word, but he does not yet know 
the demands that faith in Jesus will place upon his life. He 
thinks he understands, but he doesn’t. He will reject what 
Jesus tells him about the path of suffering the Messiah will 
take. He will run from suffering and deny Jesus, before he 
is forgiven and restored. He will stumble, be heartbroken, 
experience rebirth, and find new power. The Risen Lord 
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will change Peter’s mind about who is inside and who is 
outside the circle of God’s love. His profession of faith 
will lead him to embrace the truth that the gospel is for all 
people. The Holy Spirit will explode all of his fixed ideas 
about Jews and Gentiles, law and grace, clean and unclean 
people. He will become the key witness to the gospel truth 
that no one is outside the circle of God’s love. He will 
come to understand a bigger truth than he could have ever 
imagined that day in Caesarea Philippi. 

Over the course of my ministry I have watched with 
keen interest what happens when youth and adults profess 
their faith in Jesus Christ. To some it is the final ritual 
of a confirmation class or the culmination of a spiritual 
reawakening on a mountaintop experience. They have 
publically professed their faith in Christ. They have said, 
“I believe,” but for some the journey ends there. It is as if 
they wash their hands and say, “Well now, I have taken care 
of that. Let’s move on to something else.” Piano lessons? 
Cooking classes? Soccer anyone? It is as if the right words, 
like a kind of magical formula, have been said and nothing 
more needs to happen. Faith and understanding do not 
grow. They are content to live not with a childlike faith, 
but with a childish faith. 

There is a great difference between faith as right belief in 
certain doctrines and faith as trust. Saying the right words 
is not the same thing as living a life that is continuously 
reshaped, challenged and transformed by Jesus. Early in my 
ministry, an elder told me quite proudly, “Young man, I 
haven’t had one new idea in 40 years and I don’t plan to 
start now.” It was a shot of warning across the bow that I 
had better not get any new ideas about what the church 
ought to be doing in an agricultural town with a migrant 
labor camp on the outskirts of town. For him faith was an 
unchanging constant, but it was a faith that did not grow 
to meet the challenges of a changing church and culture 
with the gospel of Christ. On the other hand, I have also 
known Christians who have lived their whole lives with 
faithful minds and hearts focused on Jesus eager to hear, 
embrace and enact the new things that Jesus is doing in our 
midst. It is a hard thing to admit that we have been wrong 
about something and we need to see things in a new way. 

My grandparents were devout Christians. They grew 
up in small segregated southern towns.  The Civil Rights 
movement opened the door to a strange new world for 
them. I remember my Grandmother telling me one day 
about a wealthy, large contributing Deacon in her church 
who let it be known among the congregation that if they let 
black people join their church then he would stop giving to 

the church. She said, “It’s not his church. It is God’s church. 
If he doesn’t want to give with no strings attached then 
let him keep the money.” Jesus changed her mind. Jesus 
can change our minds about how we treat immigrants, 
Muslims, people of different sexual orientation, or people 
who think differently than we do. (I certainly do not want 
people who think differently than I do in my church. Perish 
the thought! Wait a minute! It is not my church, but God’s 
church!) The journal, The Christian Century, once did a 
fascinating series of articles by theologians and biblical 
scholars entitled, “How My Mind Has Changed.” Those 
challenging essays have been published in a book.  There 
is always the temptation to become frozen in time, to 
stop thinking and growing, or to fall victim to arrested 
development. 

When I was about twelve years old, I went with a bunch 
of friends to summer church camp. In late July, it was 
hot in those un-air-conditioned cabins. We swam in the 
tepid waters of a muddy pond; we walked the dusty roads 
between our cabins and dinner hall; we had our small 
group Bible studies with the horse flies under the shade 
of pine trees. At the last vesper service, we were invited to 
come forward and profess our faith in Jesus. I remember 
going forward with the others, but I had no idea at the 
time, nor could I have known, where those words of faith 
would lead me.  

On the Sundays during Lent, we will look at the life of 
Peter so that we may understand our own lives. We will 
learn with Peter that it is one thing to say the right words 
and quite another to allow those words to transform us. To 
profess Jesus is to begin a spiritual journey that will lead 
us deeper into the mystery of God’s word. It will take us 
where we never thought we would go. I will never forget 
the words I heard Dr. Al Winn, the former Moderator of 
the General Assembly, speak in an Easter sermon many 
years ago:  Jesus will cause you to question everything you 
ever knew to be true and to believe everything you once 
doubted (Easter 1979). 

What answer will we give to the essential question of 
life? The faith in Jesus that we profess today will unfold 
over the whole course of our lives. It will disclose its beauty 
in our experiences, sustain us in our suffering, take us in 
unexpected directions, reveal itself in the stranger, unlock 
our frozen hearts, open our closed minds, and give us a 
new vision. 

Jesus asks us, “Who do you say that I am?”  
So, what do you say?


