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O God, because without you we are not able to please you, mercifully grant that your Holy Spirit
may in all things direct and rule our hearts; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns
with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.

I was talking with a friend the other day, and in our conversation I remembered a time I received
this really wonderful gift. It was my birthday, and I must have been in Junior High – probably
7th or 8th grade – and I received this small package, and while I was pretty good at anticipating
what I was going to receive for Christmas and birthdays (mostly because it was always clothes to
replace what I’d outgrown or worn out). But this small package was a complete mystery.

I opened it up very slowly, almost as if it was a bomb, and as I removed the birthday paper from
it, what I held in my hand was a brand new transistor radio – with AM AND FM! I couldn’t
believe it! In our family, where we often struggled to put 2 pennies together, my parents had
gone out and bought me a real-life transistor radio!

You know, kids love toys. Or at least THIS kid loved toys. I still do. There is something about
gizmos and gadgets that just sets my adrenaline to pumping. I can’t help it. It is part of that
addictive personality I inherited. I am powerless over toys; you put any kind of toy in front of
me, it doesn’t matter. It can have bells and whistles or nothing at all. If it’s a gadget, I want it.
And if other kids had something like it, I wanted it even more.

My whole body exploded with joy and delight and grateful appreciation as I fondled that sweet
little radio with instant on – because it was a transistor radio, you know. It didn’t have tubes that
had to warm up. It had a battery, so you didn’t need to plug it in. “Thanks Mom! Thanks Dad,” I
gushed.

And then my Dad nodded for a moment, looked me right in the eye and said, “And keep it down!
I don’t want to be listening to that crap music” (by which I think he meant rock and roll).

With that, I set it down. We had our cake and ice cream. And when the day was done, I took the
radio into my bedroom, tossed it into a drawer, and I never touched it again.

Now, I don’t want you to think my Dad was an ogre or an awful man. For the most part we had a
good, decent relationship. But that was a punch to the gut.

Something like the story in the Gospel today. Jesus and the disciples have gone up to Caesarea
Philippi, and Jesus is wondering if it is time to change gears. He has devoted himself in the first
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half of Mark’s Gospel to proclaiming good news to the masses; he’s healed the sick, made the
lame to walk and the blind to see; he’s cleansed lepers and demoniacs, stopped a woman’s
non-stop bleeding, restored a little girl to life, and, oh, by the way, fed thousands, walked on
water, and stopped a raging squall in its tracks out on the lake.

He’s been busy, and when he hasn’t been busy doing ministry with bells and whistles, he’s been
devoting his evenings and walks around the Galilee talking with his disciples, helping them to
dig deeper into what he means by Good News, or what the parables mean, or what to look for
when they’re engaged in ministry.

Now they’ve come to the villages surrounding Caesarea Philippi, and Jesus stops. Caesarea
Philippi is a Roman city, you see, and faithful Jews would never be caught dead going into town
there, any more than that they would drink blood or eat pork. Caesarea Philippi, you see, was
off-limits. That was “Sin City” – worse than Las Vegas, Reno, or Atlantic City ever thought of
being. The city sat at the foot of a large hill, and just above the city nestled into a grotto was the
Great Temple of Pan – the god of desolate places, the patron god of shepherds and goat herders
(and you know what those people are like – stay away from my daughter!).

So Jesus and the disciples are close to Caesarea Philippi, but as far as we know, they never
actually set foot inside. You can almost hear Jesus describe the town as the original Mos Eisly
(Star Wars – the voice of Alec Guiness’ Obi Wan Kenobi ): “You’ll not find a more wretched hive
of scum and villainy.”

“We know what the Romans like. We know that for them Might makes Right, and Gold Buys
Power, and Armies Secure Peace, and a Show of Force keeps the masses huddled behind closed
doors, and the Roman gods never do anything worthwhile because they’re always busy cavorting
and out making demi-gods (like Perseus or Hercules).

“We know who they are.” You can see Jesus nodding his head toward Caesarea. “We know who
they are. How about us? Who do people say that I am?”

The disciples sort of look around, pull out their phones and tablets, check their notes and say,
“Well, some think you’re Elijah (come from heaven), and some think you’re John the Baptiser
come back from the grave, and still others just assume you’re one of the many prophets that
come and go with the wind.”

“How about you?” he asks. “Who do YOU say that I am?”

Now, this question: Who do YOU say that I am? is right at the heart of Mark’s Gospel.
Everything in Mark’s Gospel is focused on this question right smack dab in the middle of the
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whole book. Who are you? Who is this that brings life? Who is this who forgives sins? Who is
this that stills the storm? Who is this who feeds the multitudes? This is the SPINE that holds the
whole book together.

And Peter gets it! He knows immediately and blurts out the answer, “You are the Messiah! You
are the Anointed One!”

Unlike the other Gospels, Jesus doesn’t give Peter a pat on the back. Did you notice that when
the passage was read this morning? Jesus doesn’t praise Peter here like he does in Matthew. In
Matthew, Jesus says, “Well done, Peter. Bravo. Pip pip! Round of applause!!!”

Instead, Jesus becomes the Disciple Whisperer. Sh! Have you ever seen the Dog Whisperer on
television? He’s got an unruly dog and he looks at the dog, points, and goes, “Sh!” and the dog
freezes.

Jesus does that with the disciples. Peter says, “You’re the Messiah,” and Jesus goes, “Sh! Don’t
say that to anyone!”

The reason is simple. They’re standing outside a Roman stronghold. This is an outpost for the
legions. The Romans put Pan in charge because Pan’s job is to create PANic (literally) and
PAN-demonium amongst Rome’s enemies. If there’s trouble, the Roman legions pass through
this city on their way to Jerusalem, so this is no place to be talking about Messiahs in the
classical Jewish understanding of the word.

On the one hand, Peter is right. Jesus IS the Messiah, but does Peter know what that means?
Peter has seen the signs. He has seen God at work in and through Jesus in powerful ways, and
even the disciples haven’t done too badly. They’ve had their little mission trips and brought back
their success stories. But Peter isn’t looking at the big picture. He’s looking at the Roman
garrison and he’s thinking THAT’S HOW IT’S DONE.

So Jesus says, “Don’t look at it that way, Peter. That’s not how God has worked this out. There’s
going to be a lot of little miseries, followed by lots of little pain and suffering, followed by a big,
hairy bad thing. But don’t worry, for it will all work out in the end.”

Gut punch. Jesus just gave Peter and the disciples a gut punch. “Here’s your shiny new
transistor Messiah; don’t let me catch you using it to listen to garbage.”

But here’s the thing. Jesus doesn’t let Peter toss his shiny new toy into the junk drawer. Like any
good teacher, he takes the moment to explain. “You have seen the Pax Romana (the Peace of
Rome). When there is trouble, they solve the problem by putting someone’s head on an anvil and

3



then they bring the hammer down on the anvil. Have you seen the peace of Rome flower into
love? Of course not. Rome is littered with anvils of the devil, not lilies of the valley. The Peace of
God is built on love. It is taking up the burdens of our neighbors and carrying them where they
need to go. It is built by tending to the wounds of those who have been ground down, and beaten,
and treated ever so poorly. It is built on the compulsion of compassion – the need we feel here (in
the heart, the gut) that while we can’t do everything for everyone, we can always do something
for someone.

“The kingdom is built on our willingness to let God plant kingdom seed in us, and scattering that
seed wherever we go, to the glory and honor of God, who has called us to this marvelous work.

“God has not called us to be successful, but has called us to be loving, compassionate, kind,
generous, and sacrificial souls. And if you hear sweet music, you’ll know your transistor radio is
working just the way God intended from the beginning.”

What does that mean for us? Well, one thing it does is tell us we’ve been doing a pretty good job
of listening to Jesus and tuning in to his transmission. We believe God is healing and restoring
the world, and that we are recipients of and participants in that healing and restoration. We have
worked side-by-side with people of different tongues and cultures to find ways to celebrate the
life of our common Lord. We have taken voices from many places and spliced them together to
make and spread beautiful music through the talents and grace of musicians, technicians, and the
angels of “the Cloud.” We continue to wrestle with Gremlins in our audio system, but they’re
being thrown down one by one. We have faithfully pooled our resources so that the Gospel light
can continue to shine from this holy ground – the land of natives and aliens, dedicated to God’s
purposes.

As a petulant teenager, I received a gift and threw it away because I didn’t know what to do with
a gut-punch. If I had been listening, I believe I might have heard Jesus, and I think he would
have said, “You don’t have to do anything. I will carry you until you are ready to carry on.” And
that has made all the difference for me in the days and years since.

Amen
The Rev. Keith Axberg, Ret.
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