
1 
 

Homily 21st Sunday Ordinary Time Who Do You Say That I AM 

 

In April 2019, shortly before I started as Pastor here at St. Catharine’s, I took a class on 

Biblical Archeology that included a trip to Israel, Greece and Turkey. One day, we 

travelled to the Northwest part of Israel into the Golan Heights territory to the place 

mentioned in the Gospel today: Caesarea Philippi near the border with Syria. 

It is a beautiful area of Israel. To get there, the class crossed over the stream that rushes 

down from Mount Hermon which feeds he Jordan River. 

We reached the Archeological site of Caesarea Philippi, a Greco-Roman city. As we cut 

through the fig trees, we immediate encountered an imposing mountain cliff wall 

stretching 100 feet high and 500 feet wide. Straight ahead was the mouth of a scary 

looking cave. The cave housed a deep pit, which was believed to be the gate to the 

underworld. Next to it was an Imperial Temple plaza with niches for statues to various 

gods.  

It was in this setting, a temple to worship the Emperor Caesarea Augustus and the 

Roman Gods, complete with god statues and fig trees and a gate to hell, that Jesus 

asked a life-changing question of his disciples. 

Jesus turned to his disciples, probably with the temple and statues of gods behind him, 

and asked “Who do people say that I am?” They replied with names of various prophets. 

Then he made the question more personal – and really put them on the spot: “But who 

do YOU say that I am?” 

And it is in this context, with the disciples all back on their heels being, challenged to 

recognize Jesus’ real identity, that Peter makes a bold statement: “You are the Christ, 

the son of the living God.” 

Whoa. Peter is saying in the face of this impressive, imposing seat of pagan power, that 

these are not truly gods – There is one God, and that Jesus is God’s Son. Talk about 

boldness! Talk about a contrast! In the midst of this most unwelcoming place – Peter 

pronounces Jesus’ divinity. This would NOT have been a popular statement. Neither the 

Jews or the Romans that heard it would welcome that statement of Peter’s faith. These 

were not Christians – Christianity did not exist yet. 
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Peter is inspired by God himself with this belief. And he does not keep this gift to 

himself – he boldly shares it with the disciples. 

Jesus recognizes that the Father inspired Peter to believe and because of this he sees in 

Peter a greatness, a potential, that Peter can’t even see in himself… yet. Jesus sees in 

Peter the ability to be the first leader of the Christian Church. Peter declares his faith in 

Jesus, Jesus in turn declares his faith in Peter – “You are Peter, and upon this Rock I will 

build my Church.” Jesus chooses Peter to be the first Pope (and silently promises to 

transform Peter, who is weak and unfocused, into the great Saint we know him to be.) 

 

Now, in fairness, Jesus did give Peter a hint. Remember the name of God in the book of 

Exodus in the Old Testament: “I AM WHO I AM.” So, when Jesus uses the phrase about 

him , “I AM,” that refers to him being God. Peter must have been studying his Scripture, 

because he passed the quiz! 

The next line is also very interesting. Jesus promises that nothing will conquer his 

Church, “that gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it.” That is also 

interesting since the cave there at Caesarea Philippi  was thought to BE the gate to the 

netherworld! Jesus is pronouncing “Ok, Pete, you’re going to lead my Church. I know 

you are weak and fall on your face sometimes, but I will be there so that the Church will 

not fail! 

 

This is good news for us today. #1. That Jesus is able to recognize the greatness and 

potential in Peter, who BTW immediately after this, goofs up really badly and Jesus tells 

him “Get behind me Satan!” Yeah, Peter needs a lot of help. But even so, even though 

we are weak and fall on our faces sometimes, Jesus sees OUR greatness and potential 

and calls US to be his disciples to boldly proclaim Jesus like Peter did. Jesus doesn’t wait 

for us to be perfect, but he promises to be with us and empower us to be great saints. 

#2. The gates of hell will not overcome the Church. I am sure it must have seemed like 

this many times in history – “Oh the Church is doomed, look at the imperfect priests, 

look at people barely coming to Church, obviously the Church is going to end soon.” 

Many times, through the persecution of Rome, to the French revolution, to the 

Communist Russia, the Church looked like it was going to fail. In our time, it can look like 

we are going to fail – less people coming to mass, financial problems, scandals, the 
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Church’s teaching seem outdated, many Catholics don’t believe even in God – it can 

seem we are in decline and the Church must be ending soon.  

However, all we need to know is that Jesus promised we will be okay. Even the gates of 

Hell can’t break us! Because we have something much more powerful, we have God – 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit on our side! No matter what kinds of rebukes, scandals, 

persecutions, anti-Christian laws or the culture just plan ignoring us, the GOSPEL WILL 

PREVAIL. We can bet our lives on this!! And we do! 

The Devil can not win. Let us not fear him.  

Let us rather be bold like Peter and stand up and declare our faith. “Jesus, You are the 

Son of the Living God!! I believe in you and I will follow you for the rest of my life!”  

How does the Church continue to live? – it is because of you and me! It is in families 

praying together and individuals making time to watch or come to mass. It is at baptism 

when parents promise to raise their children in Church. It is when young people 

courageously chose Christ over the values of the culture. It is when we say Yes to Jesus 

and make him King of our lives. It is every day when we wake up and are grateful for the 

gift of another day to love and serve the Lord.  

That is what keeps the Church alive! God supplies the grace, we respond. Jesus promises 

to be with us until the end of time. And therefore, no matter what, we, the Church, will 

always be Victorious! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


