St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday  OT 24 B  9/12/21
Isaiah 50:5-9a;  James 2:14-18;  Mark 8:27-35

My Brothers and Sisters,

People of my generation remember exactly where we were on November 22, 1963 when we heard that President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated in Dallas, Texas.

People of our generation– yours and mine – remember exactly where we were on September 11, 2001, when we heard that a plane had crashed into a tower of the World Trade Center in New York City.

Such significant moments – and I could name others – are fixed indelibly in our memory—both the when and the what.

In both instances, as a nation, we were shocked and we mourned – and the world mourned with us. People of many countries reached out to us in compassion and support.

But, in both instances, we soon rushed into tragic wars: Vietnam and Afghanistan, both of which ended in defeat and humiliation.   Both wars were tragic in loss of life, -- both military and civilian – both wars consumed trillions of dollars which could have been used to raise up an impoverished world.  And, both wars have left behind a nation of wounded psyches that have moved to drugs and suicide, to violence and pervasive homelessness.  Do we grasp the significance of 4 times as many soldiers dying by suicide than were killed in action? 
The tragedies continue.

Suppose, I asked the question: who do other nations say America is today?
We might respond: to some we are the enemy; to others a friend; to many a failing empire, a house confused and divided, a people losing its values.  
So, who do you say America is today?

I offer that we are a people struggling to find our soul.

Suppose I ask another question: who do people say our Church is today?

America magazine this week put that question this way: “How trustworthy in terms of faith and morals do you find the following?”  Even actively practicing Catholics had low responses: trust in religious sisters: 56%; trust in the local bishop 47%; trust in priests 37%; trust in the Conference of Bishops 35%. Very sad!
Two years ago, when the Pew Forum asked Catholics if they believed in the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist, only 31% responded, “Yes.”  For most, the Eucharist was just a symbol.  Also very sad!
So, who do you say the Church is today?

I offer that we are a ship adrift, with many holding onto a lifeline from Pope Francis, while others are doing their best to cut that rope.  We have become small boats making our separate ways the best we can.
These questions about our nation and our church are important.  They force us to look at the reality of where we are and force us to ask where we want to go and how we will get there.
You can see why Jesus asked those important questions of his disciples:  who do people say the Son of Man is?  Who do you say that I am?

And the apostles remember exactly when and where he asked those questions.  They were on the road near Caesarea Philippi. And it was right after the second multiplication of loaves and fish. Those were heady days—days of miracles.
So why those questions at that moment? Jesus needed to know if his disciples really knew who they were following.  If they did not know who he was, they would have false ideas of what he is about. And his mission of redeeming the world would fail.  His death and resurrection was to be only the beginning.  He needed them – and us -- to continue it, or his death would be in vain.
Obviously, the people saw Jesus as a prophet, a holy man, but no more than that.

The disciples saw that Jesus was, indeed, the promised Messiah.  What they did not grasp was that, as Messiah, he was opening up a new way: not the way of power, but a way of love and compassion, a way of service and solidarity, a way that is willing to help carry the burden of others in order that all – not just some -- might have life.

We see that Peter did not understand and that Jesus had to make matters clear: to be his disciple would mean some self-denial, taking up one’s cross, and following Him in a humble way.

So, now Jesus asks us: who do you say that I am?

Who am I for you?

How shall we respond?

Pope Francis has recently written a book entitled, “Let Us Dream – The Path to a Better Future.”

It is the book chosen for reflection for the Ignatian Volunteers this year.  It points us in the right direction.
The book is divided into three parts:

A Time to See,

A Time to Choose,

A Time to Act. 
This is what we must do to be a follower of Jesus today.  

Seeing means keeping our eyes on Jesus and being fed by Him in word and sacrament, and keeping our eyes on suffering in this world, whether it’s the suffering of people or the suffering of nature.

Choosing means looking at what we have to give and making choices how to use our talents and resources in the service of others.  What we have is meant to be shared.
Acting means actually doing our part which usually entails carrying the cross for or with some in need.  As St. James tells us today: faith must be expressed in works.
Pope Francis says that we are in a time of crisis, a time of trial.  We know that! And adds that, in such a time, we either come out better or worse – but we will not, cannot, remain the same.  In a time of crisis, we have to make choices, and choices reveal our hearts.

And that is why we are here: to find strength for our hearts – and to strengthen and be strengthened by one another.  We cannot follow Jesus alone.  We need one another on this precious journey of discipleship.  We are privileged to follow Jesus of Nazareth who is also our Lord and our God.
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