
Sermon 15th Sunday After Trinity.  

Isaiah 50:5-9, James 2.14-18, Mark 8:27-35 

 

Vote for Jesus and for true self. 

 

I’m going to do an unusual thing today.  I’m going to publicly declare one of 

the things going on in the background of my life this last few months.  The 

reason I will do so is that it specifically revolves around the gospel of today 

which is the fulcrum of the Gospel of Mark – It is difficult to overstate how 

key todays Gospel is.  

 

Jesus asked Peter the great identity question: “But you, who do you say 
that I am?” It is an eternal question for each of us. It prompts change. 

Peter changes much after his answer. Unlike God, we change as 

individuals and communities, adding and discovering multiple and layered 

identities.  It is often said we are in an age of identity crisis, identity politics 

identity confusion.  There is a way through the quagmire and nonsense to 

what matters.  It is offered by Jesus as the only identity question that 

ultimately matters.  “but you he asks – who do you say that I am”   
 

So my declaration: I was asked if I would stand for general synod – it is the 

legislating and governing body of the Church of England. I have agreed 

though I will probably not be elected, nevertheless my election address to 

electors centres on Jesus’s question for in answering it, or trying to, we find 

our truer identity.  I have been reflecting on it not least because the Church 

itself seems to having an identity crisis.  She is not alone. Much of the 

commentary on the 20th Anniversary of the horrific AL Quaeda terrorist 

atrocities in the US and the recent less than edifying spectacle of the 

withdrawal from Aghanistan has included questioning of the role an identity 

of the US Nato and democracy in the 21st century.  

 

For you as much as for me our individual identities, our parish identity and 

our church’s identity are all bound up with this question Jesus asks.  We 
are made in the image of God and God makes himself known to us fully in 

Christ.   

 



The question challenges individual identities even the trivial: human, 

Christian, Anglican, priest, English, Scottish, British, European, military, 

civilian, accountant, educator, writer, friend, gardener, musician, 

sportsman, sailor, real ale enthusiast, travel lover and foodie etc. You and I 

are identified by dislikes too, not least for me overly long books and 

shopping! 

 

I delight when the Church truly values and includes all identities and yet 

lives with them as not mattering.  I was blessed that my own ordained 

ministry began in central London with all continents and races (except 

Antarctica), amply represented in church and parish. Married, single, 

straight, gay, rich, poor, young, old, aristocrats, young offenders, nuns, 

gospel singers and murderers were all in the mix. Unsurprisingly, Leigh is 

not quite the same but that is only surface stuff. Wherever we are, 

thanksgiving for who is there, and restlessness for who is not and why, 

mark our calling and identity.  

My church and military travels have shown me how core identity always 

cuts through surface difference whilst keeping colour and taste and 

resisting drift to beige blancmange.  In my election address I identify three 

strands of our Church identity I’d like to help might contribute to.   

 
1. Local church identity in worship and mission.  Our identity, personal 
and collective, is found and deepened in prayer, worship, and service of the 
communities in which we live. Today folk may face time with others on 
another continent but not engage with those different on their own street. 
The Church has a role and duty to be real, local, welcoming, and 
challenging. The scriptural and sacramental faith of the first Christians,  
spoke of the present and eternal presence of God’s love in Christ showing 
the difference He makes not just to self but to the local community and 
world.  
 
Reflecting on 18 years in military chaplaincy and ten years in the parish 
provides different insights.  Chaplaincy required friendship and cooperation 
across identities of tradition, denomination and even faith. Management of 
large teams never required hiding or weakening my own identity. To serve 
effectively in small close-knit communities one must be true to oneself and 
unashamed.  Few of our young folk identified with religion but the vast 



majority when asked of faith and spirituality would express interest and 
even identity. I have prepared many dozens of late teens and twenties for 
baptism and confirmation with that starting point.  
 
There is no chance of being at that “start point” if we are not 
physically present and alongside. I believe that the parish system, 
complemented by chaplaincies and sectoral ministries, is vital to our 
whole community mission, lest we retreat into a virtual, segregated, 
and distanced congregationalism. Some of you will be better able to 
be at some of the start points – where local folk are than me – that’s 
the point we do it together.  
 

2.Resources and identity  This chimes with our stewardship campaign – 

jesus says where your heart is there will be your treasure!  How we give 

and spend expresses our identity. The mission of the Church of England if 

it is to be alongside everywhere, requires resources of time talent and 

money. Formation of sufficient ordained and lay ministers is key to leading 

all the baptised in this task. Time is short to inspire hearts to serve and 

give. We know the strain of the pandemic on finances but that is not the 

root cause.  Over reliance on legacies of the past faithful has neither 

honoured them nor God’s beneficence. Greater generosity and wiser 
stewardship are vital and would offer such honour.  We are trying to 

do our bit – the wider church must do its too. 

Generous giving: The parish share system is opaque, inconsistent and 

unfair. It can undermine generosity and set dioceses, archdeaconries, 

deaneries and parishes against each other rather than offering mutual 

support. Root and branch reform should produce a transparent and fair 

system.  I would advocate a set income tax system, based on audited 

accounts. Parishes with larger incomes would automatically support those 

with lower incomes.  Our Welfare state society understands such fairness 

and we can learn from it.  

Wiser stewardship: We must be more accountable for what we spend as 

a national church. Diocesan expenditure should primarily support frontline 

ministry.  We must be open to supporting functions such as training, 

safeguarding and educational support being more shared equitably and 

efficiently across dioceses.  

 



3. Authority and identity    

Lastly, how we express and exercise authority is core to our identity. 

Anglicanism is rightly distinguished by dispersed authority between bishops 

clergy and laity, based on scripture, tradition, and reason. As in Jesus’s 
time the secular world, provides both warning and hope to us, Brexit 

debates, nationalism and the rise and fall of modern economic and political 

empires show human identity thrives when balancing mutual dependency 

with not feeling “done to” by over centralised authority and bureaucracy.  
As a national and local church, we must enhance dispersed authority 

as key strand to our identity as example to community and nation.  

 

Conclusion  

Now let’s be clear when Peter answers Jesus’s question and says “you are 
the messiah” he is not say that he is divine – that understanding underpins 

Marks Gospel and will become Peters understanding too – but not yet.  He 

is saying he is the one to lead Israel as true king and heir to the prophets 

and Kings – it is a politically and theologically dangerous view – it’s a 
blessed start but it isn’t quite there.  

When Jesus explains what must happen to him – that he must suffer and 

die Peter says NO this must not happen, and goes from hero to zero. How 

hard Jesus can be with those closest to him?! .  But Peter will get it.  He will 

give Jesus his full vote and find his true identity after our Lords passion 

death and resurrection.  For only then does Peter find his true identity by 

seeing and knowing the full human and divine identity of who Jesus was 

and is. It doesn’t matter if no-one votes for me on synod as long as you 

vote for our Lord as Peter did – doing that will reveal your identity and that 

of our parish and church.   


