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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

Have you picked up that there’s a theme about teaching in the
readings today? Isaiah begins by saying, “The Lord God has given
me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the
weary with a word.” St James begins with a warning: “Not many of
you should become teachers, my brothers and sisters, for you know
that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness.” And in the
gospel, after Jesus quizzed the disciples about who people think he
is, “Then he began to teach them” about what was going to happen
to him in the coming days. Well today, boys and girls, we’re going
to talk about Christology, which is one of the primary subjects in
teaching the Christian faith. And now most of you are probably
thinking, “What is that?!” 

The Greeks have given us all kinds of interesting words that end
with -ology, meaning the study of something. Biology is the study
of life (bios = life); geology, the study of earth (ge/gaia = earth);
theology, the study of God (Theos = God). Under the heading of
theology, there are all sorts of other -ologies: ecclesiology, the study
of the Church, the Ekklesia; hamartiology, the study of sin,
hamartia. If you’re going to confession you could tell people you
have an appointment with your hamartiologist. Then they’ll worry
that you’ve got something terribly wrong with you, which you do,
because you’ve got sin, which is deadly if left untreated. 

Christology is the study of Christ which, if you study it, you’ll come
across terms like high Christology and low Christology. And that’s
what today’s gospel is all about. Low Christology is what Jesus
hears from his disciples when he asks them what other people are
saying about him. High Christology is what he hears when they tell
him who they think he is. High Christology says Jesus is God. Low

Christology says not really. 

In chapter 8, before what we read today, Mark describes two pretty
important things leading up to today’s reading. First was the feeding
of the 4,000, which is kind of a repeat performance of the feeding of
the 5,000. Only this time, instead of gathering up twelve baskets of
leftovers, the disciples gathered up seven baskets full. Right after
that Jesus cryptically warned them to “beware of the leaven of the
Pharisees and the yeast of Herod” (8:15). He didn’t explain himself
at the time, but what he meant was to beware of false teaching from
the people that you should be able to trust. A small amount of yeast
worked into the dough produces a good-sized loaf of bread.
Likewise, one wrong fact, one little bit of bad teaching, can so
permeate a person’s faith as to throw it way off track, if not destroy
it completely. 

For example, in the Nicene Creed, which we recite every week, we
say that Jesus is “of one being/substance with the Father,” meaning
that God the Father and God the Son are, we would say, “made of
the same stuff,” only nobody made them– they’ve always existed.
Their essence, their nature is identical. In the original Greek the
single word that’s translated as “of one being/substance” is
homoousios. But some leaders of the Church wanted to change the
word by adding one letter, which would have changed its meaning
altogether. They wanted it to say homoiousios, which means “of
similar substance,” which would have meant that the Father and the
Son are two completely different beings. And that would have been
a game-changer. As St Paul says, “A little yeast leavens the whole
batch of dough” (Gal 5:9). Adding that one letter to that one word in
the Creed would have completely changed our understanding of who
Jesus is and how he’s related to the Father. “Beware of the leaven of
the Pharisees,” Jesus said, which has been a warning to his followers
ever since. One new bit of teaching that is very different from what
the Church has always believed can lead, and has led, large numbers
of Christians completely off the rails.

The next thing Mark describes in chapter 8 is the healing of a blind



man in the town of Bethsaida. And the way Jesus did it is
significant. He led the man out of the village which, in light of the
warning Jesus had just given, is symbolic of leading people out of
error, away from bad teaching. Then he spit in the man’s eyes and
laid his hands on him and said, “Can you see anything?” The man
said he could see people, but they looked like trees walking around,
i.e. everything was still pretty blurry. Jesus touched his eyes again,
and then the man could see everything clearly. The meaning of this
healing in stages is brought out in what we read today. 

They left Bethsaida and went to the villages of Caesarea Philippi,
some twenty-five miles away. And the only reason they went there
was so that Jesus could ask his disciples two questions: “Who do
people say that I am?” and “Who do you say that I am?” This is
where we get into Christology 101. By process of elimination Jesus
is leading them to the right answer.  “Some say you’re John the
Baptist,” they replied, “others say you’re Elijah; and still others say
you’re one of the prophets.” These speculations were based on
various understandings of what kind of person the promised
Messiah, God’s Anointed One, would be. The prophets were all
fearless men of God who spoke out against injustice and evil, who
confronted the problem head-on, and who brought a message of
hope to God’s suffering people. And usually there was some kind of
resolution to the problems that the prophets had been sent to deal
with, which had to do mostly with political corruption or foreign
domination. 

There was one prophet that nobody seems to have thought about that
day. Long before any of those others, Moses had said to the people,
“The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from
among your own people” (Dt 18:15). He didn’t give any sort of
description by which the people could identify this prophet. All he
said was, “You shall listen to him.” We now know that Moses was
talking about Jesus. But at that time not too many were thinking
about it, including the disciples.

Given the fact that God’s people were once again under the boot of

a foreign power, you can sort of see how the religious leaders would
have been conditioned to be on the lookout for another great prophet
like Elijah, or Isaiah, or Ezekiel who would promise yet another
temporal fix for another temporal situation. And as the teachers of
Israel, this is most likely the kind of messiah they had been
preparing the people to expect. So you see, it’s not just a modern
thing that people let their political agendas inform their faith rather
than the other way round. It’s always been a problem.

The feedback the disciples were getting was that Jesus probably is
some kind of messianic figure, somebody anointed by God to speak
to his people. But they were only half right, like the half-healed
blind man who couldn’t yet see clearly. That’s why Mark tells that
story right before the part where Jesus asks the disciples who people
think he is. He led the blind man out of the village in order to heal
him, to get him away from people who would misunderstand and
misinterpret what Jesus was doing. He led the disciples away from
the large crowds who had been following him. The blind man saw
people but they looked like trees; the crowds saw Jesus, but they
thought he was just another prophet.

So then, similar to how he touched the blind man the second time
and he saw perfectly, Jesus asked the disciples, “But who do you say
that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.” Mark
doesn’t give the full details of the conversation, but Matthew does.
According to Matthew, Peter said, “You’re the Messiah/Christ, the
Son of the living God.” And Jesus said, “Blessed are you, Simon son
of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my
Father in heaven” (Mt 16:17). What he means by that is that this is not
something anyone could have come up with on their own, but that
it could only have come as a revelation from God. So just as Jesus
touched the blind man a second time and he saw clearly, the second
time he puts the question to the disciples, Peter, speaking for them
all, identifies exactly who Jesus is.

Now I said before that Jesus led the disciples all this way, away
from God’s people, who could only half see who Jesus is, for the



sole purpose of asking this question. The reason he led them to this
place in particular, to Caesarea Philippi, is because of what this
place represents. Herod the Great, the one who ordered the killing
of all the baby boys in Bethlehem after Jesus was born, built a
temple of white marble there in honor of Caesar Augustus in the
year that Augustus died and that the Roman senate declared him to
be a god. They had been worshipping him as a god in Rome for
some time already, and it was required as an oath of allegiance that
all people in the Roman Empire acknowledge his divinity by saying,
“Caesar is Lord.” That’s why Jesus led the disciples to this place,
near the great temple of Caesar Augustus, in order to ask, “Who do
you say that I am?” And that’s why the Church’s very first creed,
it’s first profession of faith, was “Jesus is Lord.” It put Jesus above
Caesar who, at the time was the greatest king on earth. And for
Christians still to declare it is to proclaim that Jesus is greater than
any worldly power, that he’s “King of kings, and Lord of Lords”
(Rev 19:16). That’s very high Christology, by the way, which is very
good.

That marks the big turning point in Mark’s gospel. Up to that point
Jesus had been travelling the country teaching and preaching and
healing. After that point he set his course for Jerusalem where, as he
said on this occasion, he was going to suffer and die at the hands of
the religious leaders, “and after three days rise again.” But after that
great Aha! moment when Peter identified Jesus as the Messiah, the
Christ, he and the others couldn’t imagine God’s Anointed One
having to suffer and die at the hands of God’s own people. In
Matthew’s version Peter says, “God forbid it, Lord! This can never
happen to you.” But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Get behind me,
Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your
mind not on the things of God but on human things” (Mt 16:22-23).
He’s not really calling Peter Satan there; he means that it’s the work
of Satan to cause people not to believe Jesus, and not to believe
in Jesus.

He goes on to teach about how whoever wants to become his
followers, his disciples, have to be willing to deny themselves, to
turn their back on everything that’s dear to them, and to take up their
cross and follow him. He’s implying that that’s how he’s going to
die. It was well known that whoever was condemned to death by
crucifixion was forced to carry the cross they were going to die on
to the place where they were going to be nailed to it– pretty
horrifying stuff! But that’s how far he was willing to go for the life
of the world; and that’s the kind of self-sacrificing devotion he
expected, and still does expect, from everyone who wants to be his
follower– to break your attachment to every worldly thing you
value, including your own life, for love of God and neighbor.

That’s why that question is so important, and is directed not just to
those disciples on that day, but to every person on earth: “Who do
you say that I am?” And if you say that he’s “the Christ, the Son of
the God,” are you willing to worship him, to give everything and
everyone else in your life a back seat to him? For it’s only in doing
that that we can truly love everyone else the way he loves. Are you
willing to accept him as he has revealed himself, and not as others
try to distort that revelation? Are you willing to serve him by serving
others in his Name, no matter what it costs you? “For those who
want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for
my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.”

Like those disciples on that day, I don’t think any of us can fully
grasp the reality of who Jesus is and of what it means to follow him.
But thanks be to God that he has given us all kinds of help to be his
faithful followers in spite of our limited understanding. We have the
word by which God reveals himself to us, and expresses his
extravagant love for us. And we have the sacraments by which God
fills us with his own life, and enfolds us in his love. And we have
one another, who are made in his image, in whom his Holy Spirit
dwells, and out of whom he pours his love. So always have that
question at the front of your mind: Who do you say Jesus is? And
what effect does that have on your life? In the Name of...
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