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Isaiah 43:1-3

Matthew 16:13-20

Ten years ago, two of the great film makers of our time, Steven Spielberg and Tom Hanks, teamed up to remind us all of the horrors and the sacrifices of World War II.  Their film, Saving Private Ryan, which won five Oscars, portrayed in vivid detail the deep sin of war and the great cost of freedom.

The story is of eight U.S. infantry men who are sent on a mission in the days just after the invasion of D-Day. Their mission is to find the last surviving son of a mother whose other three sons who have all been killed in action. 

One of the subplots focuses on how the men of Company C try to get their stoic captain, played by Hanks, to reveal anything personal about his life. The man they know as Captain John Miller is a soldier’s soldier.  He holds steady and reveals little, in order to focus on leading his men through the dangers of their mission to find Private Ryan .  

Through long marches and weary nights at rest, Captain Miller keeps them at bay until he finally reveals that he is a teacher of English composition and a baseball coach at a high school in Pennsylvania.  Later, in a climactic battle, the young private Ryan is saved but Miller gives his life. The mission is a success, at least in the twisted, troubling way that any aspect of war can be called necessary or successful.

I thought of the subplot of Captain Miller’s identity as I considered this week’s New Testament text from the lectionary.  Jesus first asks, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”  Then, more pointedly, he asks his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?”

The revelation of who Jesus is undulates through each of the four gospels.  In Matthew, the disciples get it more than in other gospels. By the time we get to this confession at Caesarea Philippi, they have already recognized Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, after Christ walks on water.  In the chapters that follow today’s text, Jesus proclaims his death. Then, in the blinding light of the transfiguration in the following chapter, Peter, James and John see Christ held up with Moses and Elijah, and God speaks, saying:  “This is my dear son. I am delighted with him. Listen to him.”

So, can we call today’s story, a moment of truth? Do Peter’s words amount to a revelation of Christ as the messiah. The answer is “no.”

It is clear by now in Matthew that Christ is not simply a good guy, or just a teacher or even just a prophet.  He is God with us, our Lord’s clearest self-communication and display of God’s divine will for this broken world.

But for Peter, the disciples and for us, this is a moment of truth of a different sort.  It is a moment of declaration not of who Jesus is … but who we believe Jesus was and is and ever will be.

In that way, Christ’s question stands for all believers:

“Who do you say that I am?”

In answering that question, we reveal not Christ’s identity … but our own: For, in proclaiming the saving grace in Christ, we profess that we have been claimed by God, a confession of faith that becomes the most fundamental part of our identity, the root and essence of who we are  - or at least who we are called to be -- in every aspect of our lives.

                                                                      *    *     *

In this media-soaked world of ours, the issue of identity, our own and others’ confronts each of us thousands of times a day, whether we are always aware of it or not.

As the presidential election gains momentum, the candidates are ratcheting up the rhetoric to tell us who they really are.  Unfortunately, they and their parties think it necessary tospend almost as much energy telling us who their opponent is and isn’t. For once, I’d like to see an election where they leave that second part out.

And what about you and me?

We are identified, fairly or not, by what we wear, what we drive, where we live, what house of faith we attend, whether we attend a house of faith, who our friends are, where our children go to school, what we do for a living and on and on.

In my own case, I no longer think of myself as a senior vice president of a bank, though I admit that my own sense of identity is still evolving.  When someone says “There’s Pastor, John,” I sometimesI still look around to see who has just come in the room.

We all have other labels, of course - father, mother, son, daughter, wife, husband, partner, brother, sister, friend, colleague.  Other labels are equally vital - such as patient, sponsor, recovering addict  or family member of an addict, care giver, care receiver.

Since the declaration of the 1970s as the “me generation” we have become only more and more individualistic in our quest for identity.   You know a trend has taken hold when business latches on to it to make money, and businesses have made billions providing ways we can express our identities.  

When the ideas for new products have run dry, it seems, some company will put the word “my” in front of an existing product or brand name, give consumers a few features that we can tailor to our wants and preferences, and we will buy it to express our individuality.

One company advertises that you don’t really know another person’s true passion until you’ve seen whatever affinity appears on their check or debit card.     

One of the great questions of our time and generation is whether we as a society have passed the point of being able to truly subordinate our selves – our individual will, our wants, our ways, our needs and our successes – to something greater, should the circumstances demand it.  The members of the  so-called “greatest generation” suspended their lives, put their careers on hold and sacrificed their daughters and sons to save the world in World War II.                                                                                                                 

Our generation faces global crises of poverty and hunger, energy and the environment and the  education of the next generation, including paying teachers what they are worth, to name just a few .  These would seem to be the kind of challenges that call for a commitment to the greater good over all oF our efforts to shape our individual fortunes and identities.  There are a few signs that our generation is waking up to the job ahead, but they are few indeed.

                                                                           *    *    *

In the end, however, no question ever compares to the one Jesus asks each  us. No other question calls us to abandon our self reliance and surrender ourselves like the one Christ asks: “Who do you say that I am?”

 The act of proclaiming Jesus Christ as Lord and savior requires that we give up not just part of ourselves but all of our selves.  That act can, at once, be the hardest thing we ever do … and, yet, the easiest.  

We want so desperately to be in control one minute and to give up control the next.  

We want to believe we are self sufficient, that we rely on no thing and no person.  But deep down we want to be held in the strong arms of another, we want to rest in the reassurance that there is something far, far greater than ourselves. 

 We want to be independent, free agents.  But too often we hesitate to live into the liberation offered in the sacrifice and victory of Jesus Christ.

When Peter proclaims Christ as the Messiah in our scripture from Matthew, Christ tells Peter that the revelation is not a product of Peter’s brilliance or insight or purity of soul.  To the contrary, Peter is just about as imperfect as you and me.

 Instead, Peter’s understanding comes from a source outside himself.    Jesus says: “Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.”  

As with Peter, our faith is a gift, freely given by a God who loves us.  

Why is it that we have to make it more complicated than that?  

As Steve read earlier, God speaks through the prophet Isaiah, saying: “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.”  Isaiah continues, saying: God’s claim of our lives will deliver us through whatever fires and floods life presents.    

So we can say with joy the words of the Psalmist that we read in our call to worship:  As children of God’s claim in Christ, the boundary lines of our lives have fallen in pleasant places.  We have a goodly heritage.

                                                                           *     *      *

Hollywood has produced hundreds of movies with so-called Christ figures. 

I took one class on film and theology in seminary, which probably only makes me a little dangerous on the topic, anything but an expert.

But as I continued to think about the character of Captain John Miller in Saving Private Ryan, it dawned on me that Capt. Miller was a teacher, who, in the end, gave his life to save another person. If you want to stretch the analogy, I suppose you could say Capt. Miller represents a generation that saved the world from the evil that was capable of the Holocaust.

The movie closes as Capt. Miller lies dying on a bridge somewhere in France.  He is the fifth soldier from Company C to give his life for the mission of saving Private Ryan. The Americans have won the day and Private Ryan is now safe to return home and live out his life, with the Army’s best wishes.  Capt. Miller pulls Private Ryan in close to hear his whispering, dying words:  “Earn this,” Capt. Miller says of the sacrifices made. “Earn it.”

That is great theater.  But it is where the analogy to Christ ends, because we can never earn our salvation in Christ.

Our salvation is freely given by a God whose grace we cannot imagine.  In the faith that it inspires, also a gift, we are claimed to proclaim Jesus as prophet, priest and king in all we do as the Body of Christ.

Amen.   
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