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Texts: Exodus 1:8-2:10; Psalm 124; Romans 12:1-8; and Matthew 16:13-20

“Who do you say that I am,” Jesus asks?
There are many ways that the disciples could have answered Jesus’ 

question. I guess Jesus was, after all, curious about what other people were 
saying, and there were a lot of answers to that question in response — the 
names of great prophets, even his own cousin John.

But who do YOU say that I am, he asks the disciples.
Peter and the others could have answered:

You are the son of a Galilean, and a carpenter. 
You are a talented speaker and Rabbi. 
A prophet, a miracle worker, a moral teacher. 

These answers are probably not that far off the sort of answers many 
people would give today about Jesus.

There are many ways that Peter could have answered, but he answers 
with the most audacious claim: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living 
God.”

Are you willing to be that audacious today?
What would you say? After whatever little or a lot we think we know, 

what title do you give this Jesus today? 
Who do you say this Jesus is?
It is a bold claim Peter makes and bold if we make it, too, that one soli-

tary life could mean so much to the world, that God’s love, grace, reconciliation 
could be represented in this one person so fully and wholly.

Jesus’ question feels like a test or at least an inquiry, a check-in with his 
disciples.

Speaking of test, I am so mindful today of what is coming tomorrow for 
so man:  the beginning of another school year. 

I am the husband, son, son-in-law, and grandson of teachers. I was add-
ing it up this week, and among my household and grandparents and in-laws 
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there is 120 years plus of teaching experiences. I bet there are thousands upon 
thousands of years represented in this church this morning across our three 
services, Sunday school, and all the rest. 

I praise God for each of you.
As for me, my only claim to teaching in the school system comes from 

one day I spent substitute teaching while I was in seminary. It was in a small 
school district near the church I served. The elementary, middle, and high 
school were all on the same campus, connected to each other. There was one 
day when I showed up to fill in a high school history course and by the end of 
the day I was teaching kindergarten.

I was never more exhausted and more fulfilled than the day I taught 
kindergarten. 

When Jesus asks them this seminal question, “Who do you say that I 
am?” I wonder if he felt like he was teaching kindergarten or high school?

In some ways, Peter’s response is much more like the young than the 
old, isn’t it?!!

And it is exactly what Jesus was hoping for. It is an exuberant response, 
the boldest possible, and true: You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God!

It reminds me of an Emily Dickinson poem she once wrote to a distant 
love interest of hers. It began with this line: “To love me is one thing; to tell me 
you love me is another.”  

It is one thing to hang around Jesus, even follow Jesus and even serve in 
the spirit of Jesus, but here in our passage it is words that are important, un-
derstanding is important, what we claim is important, what we profess with 
our lips is significant. 

“Who do you say that I am?”
 It is one thing to love this Jesus and it is wholly another thing to profess 

that love with audacity and boldness as did Peter.
Peter is very human. Very much a mixed bag. We saw that in stories past 

and stories to come in Matthew’s Gospel. And to this Peter, Jesus gives the 
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keys to the car, the house, the whole thing. He becomes the foundation for the 
church, and in Peter rests authority and the rest. 

It is quite astonishing really that this Peter is given this role. It is fasci-
nating that God invites us and in some ways relies on human beings to carry 
forward the message and the story of redemption.

I want us to swing over to Our Old Testament Hebrew text because it 
gives another example of this way God works through ordinary people. Here it 
is two Hebrew midwives who play the central role in the saving of little boys 
— one in particular in Moses — and help to carry the covenant people toward 
liberation.

This summer our Old Testament Hebrew Scriptures have walked us 
through the generations of God’s people, and in today’s reading it has likely 
been about 400 years since we last left Joseph and his reconciliation with his 
brothers. 

A lot has happened during that time, and the authors of Exodus take 
only a few short verses to remind us that after all these centuries a new king 
is on the throne in Egypt, a king “who did not know Joseph.” And in that verse 
lies a great deal. 

Joseph’s Hebrews have grown in number and thus represent a threat to 
these modern Egyptians as it were.  

Egypt was under threat from foreign powers, and the king, the Pharaoh, 
was afraid the Hebrews might join in cahoots with these foreign powers. Thus 
the order to wipe out the boys.

The heroines here are the Hebrew midwives who the scripture says 
“feared God more than the king” and disobeyed those orders to save little 
ones, including Moses who would lead God’s people. 

It fascinates and inspires me that people like these women and someone 
as fickle as Peter could in fact play such a crucial role in God’s story with the 
world.
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Andy Andrews wrote a little book called The Butterfly Effect in which he 
catalogues the extraordinary impact of simple and courageous efforts. 

In short, the butterfly effect is a theory by Edward Lorenz, a scientist 
who proposed that the flap of a butterfly’s wings and that slight push of air 
makes little changes in atmospheric conditions that, along with millions of 
other conditions, can alter weather movements on the other side of the world. 

t first his theory was laughed off but now is adopted by many scientists. 
The flapping of its wings doesn’t cause or create a tornado, but rather some-
thing that tiny does contribute to a change in the system that can bring that 
about. 

I will let the scientists in the room debate that one. But I know it’s true 
in life. Two Hebrew midwives, an ordinary fisherman, play a pivotal role in the 
story of God’s work in the world that is shaping our lives, our story, even now 
— and so do you in your own way. 

Your life shapes the lives of others. Small gestures or heroic acts, all play 
a role in God’s work in the world.

Maybe one of you is a school teacher who will give encouragement to a 
student who will see something in herself that she hadn’t before and in turn 
befriend another student who was on the verge of giving up on life.... 

Or maybe someone here will choose to volunteer with a child at Mac-
Gregor school, our partner, and one of those kids will discover a passion for 
language and will grow up to be the Poet Laureate or simply and powerfully be 
one who reads to their children... 

Or maybe something you say in Sunday school will shape the faith of 
someone who hadn’t been to church in ages but happened to be in church 
today and who will go on to a faithful life.

Two women in the Old Testament story made a decision, took a chance, 
and changed everything. It was simultaneously a small gesture and heroic act. 
They disobeyed orders from their king. And because of their act of disobedi-
ence God was ultimately able to rescue Israel from oppression. Shiphrah and 
Puah are the heroines of the story and teach us about being faithful to God.
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The Apostle Paul, in the second reading, reminds us that we all are mem-
bers of the body of Christ, each with different gifts, yet all one in faith and with 
the same potential for God to use us like this in the world.

Many of you could share a story of faithfulness from someone who made 
a redemptive difference in your life.

I have shared with you before that my very first pastoral appointment 
was to the Reklaw/Sacul circuit. Two very small churches, five miles apart, one 
whose service was at 9 and the other at 10:30 a.m. I served them while I was 
an undergraduate student. 

The smaller of the two churches was Sacul. There were 10 members, 
with 6 who came to worship on an average Sunday. The leader of that church 
was a wonderful woman named Marilyn. Marilyn had grown up in Sacul, lived 
in Dallas where she had worked as a nurse, and retired back to Sacul to care 
for her mother. By the time I had gotten there, her mother had long since died.  
Marilyn grew up in that church and had seen its better days. It was once a rail-
road community, among other things, and thrived as a small town. Now it had 
dwindled. Marilyn loved her church.  

There was no central heat and air unit in the church, or indoor plumb-
ing for that matter. On summer Sundays, she would come to the church early 
and turn the ceiling fans on. There was a ceiling fan just above the pulpit, right 
above my head. A low ceiling, and with that fan going, I often struggled to keep 
my notes from flying off the stand!

In the winter she would come early in the morning and sometimes the 
night before and light the gas heater that came up out of the floor near the 
piano.  

Marilyn loved her church so much. She literally had the keys to the 
church and what she bound and loosed was important in that place. Peter may 
have been the rock on which the church universal was built, Peter might be the 
predecessor to the Pope of Catholicism, but Marilyn Cranford was the one who 
led the charge in that church.
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 I know that she took the small offering every Sunday and added to it 
what was needed in order to pay the bills and pay the UMC’s apportionments, 
the giving to broader global ministries that all United Methodist churches do.  

Marilyn loved her church so much, but she feared that it would not sur-
vive. Once she shared with me a dream she had. She dreamed that she drove 
up to the church and it was burning to the ground. When she shared with me 
that nightmare, we both knew without saying it that it really illustrated her 
deep-seated fear that the church she loved would not survive, not because of a 
catastrophe but because of the realities of that small town life and the commu-
nity struggling.

Now, even though that little church did not survive as we know it, in a 
wholly other sense, it did, because it was — is — a part of that larger body of 
Christ of which the letter to the Romans and others speak. It contributed to my 
own faith and the faith of others.

We each serve our role. Marilyn did and it lives on. Shiprah and Puah. 
Peter and you and me. 

I’ll close with a poem on this note attributed to Archbishop Oscar Romero 
A Future Not Our Own
It helps now and then to step back

and take a long view.
The Kingdom is not only beyond our efforts,

it is beyond our vision.

We accomplish in our lifetime only a fraction
of the magnificent enterprise that is God’s work.

Nothing we do is complete, 
which is another way of saying
that the kingdom always lies beyond us.

No statement says all that could be said.
No prayer fully expresses our faith. 



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.

 Charging the Gates • August 24, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 7

No confession brings perfection.
No pastoral visit brings wholeness.
No program accomplishes the Church’s mission.
No set of goals and objectives include everything.

This is what we are about:
We plant the seeds that one day will grow. 
We water the seeds already planted, 

knowing that they hold future promise.
We lay foundations that will need further development.
We provide yeast that produces effects far beyond our capabilities.

We cannot do everything,
and there is a sense of liberation in realizing that.

This enables us to do something, 
and to do it very well.

It may be incomplete, but it is a beginning, a step along the way, 
an opportunity for the Lord’s grace to enter and do the rest.

We may never see the end results, 
but that is the difference between the master builder
and the worker.

We are workers, not master builders, 
ministers, not messiahs. 

We are prophets of a future not our own.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.


