HOMILY for the 12th. SUNDAY of ORDINARY TIME [C], June 20th., 2010
“You are the Christ of God”

Plagiarism – that’s a common word nowadays.    The practice of passing off the words or ideas of somebody else as one’s own.   With the availability of the Internet it’s becoming a major problem.    Universities make students sign contracts promising not to plagiarise, and always to acknowledge their sources.    Indeed, in the USA – always to the fore in these matters – it constitutes a crime.   We may say that ideas cannot be patented, but in the USA original ideas are considered as intellectual property, and are copyright.
So if we quote somebody else, we must say who it is.   But should we always be quoting somebody else?   I remember a teacher at school saying to me in exasperation after I had given about five quotations in a row in one essay:  “I don’t want to know what they think, I want to know what you think!”

Jesus asks the disciples for opinions about himself, which gives them the chance to re-hash views which they have heard from others.    It seems odd that he should be interested in other people’s opinions:  in St. John’s Gospel he says that human favour means nothing to him.    So the disciples scratch their heads and come up with their memories of what other people have said – other people who in turn were remembering what other people had said!

As in St. Matthew’s more famous account of the event, it is Peter who answers the challenging question:  “Who do you say I am?”   In Matthew, he says:  “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God”.    Unlike in Matthew,  Jesus does not show any approval of what Peter has said;  there is no mention of Peter being given the keys of the kingdom, and also no attempt by Peter to deter Jesus from accepting his Passion.

Clearly, therefore, Jesus was leading them on to express their own view, rather like my teacher:  “You’ve told me what they think;  now tell me what you think”.   And when Peter answers, Jesus tells him to tell nobody.   Jesus doesn’t want other people just parroting Peter’s words.

Indeed Jesus was not John the Baptist, who lived an ascetic life in the wilderness.   Jesus attended banquets.   True, he was not at home in Jerusalem, but in Galilee in the north – which had its own sophistication – he made his mission.      Nor was he Elijah or another prophet, challenging kings or the worshippers of other gods, as we have been hearing in our weekday readings last week.

These were other views of the Messiah, but they did not apply to Jesus.

But then the word “view” is a very weak word here.   We mean:   a “conviction in faith”.   Now faith is a gift.   As St. Paul told the Corinthians:  “Nobody can say: ‘Jesus is Lord’ unless they are under the influence of the Holy Spirit”.        Well, of course we can say it, mouthing the words, but in itself that means nothing.

Who do YOU say I am?   This is the vital question placed at the heart of the Gospel.

And it is easily avoided.   We learn what the Church teaches, we know the Gospel story.   We may feel we have to be qualified to answer – “don’t ask me, but I can tell you what the crowds say”.   We may be afraid of being asked, feeling we may give a wrong answer.   But the fact that different Gospel writers have Peter giving different answers is certainly some reassurance.

It is not enough merely to make a statement.   We begin with a statement but go on to an imitation:  “Renounce yourself, take up your cross every day and follow me”.

I have been reminded of the great occasion at World Youth Day in Rome in August 2000 when the Pope asked Jesus’ question of one million young people gathered before him – and they say the Church is dying!   I can’t say I always found the last Pope’s teaching very easy to follow, but he always got into top gear in the presence of youth.      The Pope reminded them that in the 20th century, which had just ended, young people had often been got together in enormous numbers in order to be indoctrinated in evil ways, by Hitler, Stalin and many others.      Now there was a different invitation.    Not to lie down and accept the worst, but to rise up and change things for the better, giving everybody food and drink, education and employment.   And all for the sake of the Christ of God.    This going against the ways of the world would, for these young people, be their cross-carrying.
Essentially, the Pope was saying this:   There are actions, and there are words.   If we are asked the question:  “Who do you say I am?” we may become tongue-tied and unable to speak.   But by our actions, we in fact give our answer.   We imitate.   In fact, we more than imitate.   The Holy Spirit, which allows us to acclaim Christ as Lord, enables us to BECOME Christ:  “I live,” says Paul, “no, ‘tis not I who live;  Christ gives me life, Christ lives in me”.

Maybe at this point I should stop and ask you all to write down your answer to Jesus’ question.   Maybe you might think to yourself:  “I don’t really know what to say, but I know it’s a vital question”.   And it’s good to know, when we get that far, that Christ is there beside us, standing at our door and knocking.

For some people, in all honesty and when nobody is in earshot, the answer to the question:  “Who do you say I am?” would have to be:  “Frankly, for me you mean nothing at all”.   Religion has simply been an imposition, and is an empty husk.   They may have been brought along to Mass every week, dragged along handcuffed to other people’s opinions.    They have never been able to answer Christ’s personal call, because they have never actually heard it.     We have all seen the disastrous effects of this “call” – this “vocation” – not being a vocation at all in the appalling recent revelations of abuse in the Church.
Christ is called many beautiful things – the Living Word, the Bread of Life, the Good Shepherd, etc. etc. – but what do WE call him?   If we just grab a title, we are like those couples sometimes interviewed in the street on TV news.    The first one gives a reply, and the second one, when asked:  “What do you think?”  just says:  “Oh, I’ll just go along with her (or him)”.

It make take all our life to feel we confidently answer Jesus’ question, but it is not a question which is going to go away.   It can’t be answered for us by the crowds, the Bible, the Pope, the Catholic Herald or even your parish priest, but only by each of us – ‘heart speaking to heart’.

“Who do YOU say I am?”    Answer, please, and remember – no plagiarism!    

