21st SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

A week ago I celebrated a Hispanic baptism in the afternoon.  Since others are in charge of the preparation of parents and godparents, I often don’t know until the moment who is presenting a child for Baptism.  I begin the ceremony by asking parents what name they give to their child, then what they are asking of the Church for their child, to which they respond, “Baptism”.  The rite continues, “You have asked to have your child baptized.  In doing so, you are accepting the responsibility of educating him in the practice of the faith so that, keeping the commandments, he will love God and neighbor as Christ taught us in the Gospel?  Do you clearly understand what you are undertaking?”  Parents must respond “yes”, so we can continue.  

I recognized the godparents, but since I had never seen these parents at Mass or anywhere else before in my life, I asked them how they planned to carry out their responsibility.  They answered well, and it was then that I discovered that the parents live in Utah and had come here for Baptism at the request of the godparents they had chosen.  So we had a nice little visit about living as a Catholic in Utah, which has such a strong Mormon presence.

There are also other questions we are asked which affect a change in our lives, depending upon our answer.  “Do you take this person?”  “Do you want this job?”  “Can you forgive me?”  And today Jesus’ question to Peter, “Who do you say that I am?”  We, too, must answer that question.  And our answer must lead to a commitment that is to be lived out each day of our lives.

In today’s Gospel, Jesus has been traveling and working with his apostles, preaching the Good News around Caesarea Philippi, causing quite a stir, getting lots of attention, and he decides to conduct a straw poll among the apostles: “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” They reply, “some say John the Baptist, other Elijah, still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.  People seem to think that maybe a previous man of God they have heard of had come back from the dead.  Then he says to the, “But who do YOU say that I am?”

Peter had spent quality time with Jesus, watching him, listening to him, noting the reaction of others to Jesus.  He reflected deeply upon who Jesus was.  Peter was finally open to the gift of faith and could respond, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”

Two weeks ago, I was at a meeting, listening to a presentation on parish-based retreats that the Archdiocese is promoting as part of our 175th anniversary.  When asked about the content of the retreat, we were told that they are basically reviews of the history of salvation, such as has been done in the past at Cursillos, Renew Groups, Christian Experience Weekends, Teens Encounter Christ Weekends, and religion classes and religious education programs for children and adults.  And each year at weekend Masses we relive the history of our salvation.  We begin with Advent, celebrate Christmas, move on to Lent and Easter, then Pentecost and Ordinary Time of the Life of the Risen Jesus and the Church.

We learn all of these basics beginning at an early age.  They we repeat them in various forms, gradually coming to know Jesus in a human way.  We read scriptures, we hear homilies, we observe other Christians, we ask questions, we deal with doubts, and we seek community support.  We might even receive recognition for our knowledge of Jesus and the Church at the end of a school year, or with a degree or diploma.  Like Peter, we are already hanging out with Jesus when the question is posed for us intimately and decisively, “Who do YOU say that I am?”

Receiving the Sacrament of Confirmation is the official celebration of our response.  We confirm that the faith in Jesus Christ that our parents gave to us by presenting us for baptism is alive and well within us, and now we promise the Archbishop or his delegate that we believe in Christ the Son of the living God, and will live our lives accordingly.

Unfortunately, many youth treat the Sacrament of Confirmation more as graduation from the Church than commitment to the Church to live a personal mature faith in Jesus as the Son of the Living God.  We do not automatically believe by being confirmed.

In the end, faith, by its nature, is a gift that we are given that we must receive and accept from God.  It cannot be bought; it cannot be earned; it can be confirmed, but only if it already exists within us.  It is entirely possible for us to live and practice the life of the Church without yet having taken the step of surrender to the gift of faith in Christ as the Son of the living God.  Until we can do as Peter did, our identity as a follower of Christ is incomplete.  We may have all the knowledge, but we lack the faith that takes over when our knowledge of Jesus and of Church is exhausted.

During this month, I have learned that one close priest friend and classmate has been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, and another close priest friend and classmate has been diagnosed with cancer of the pancreas.  Without faith in Christ as the Son of the Living God, they cannot handle well those diagnoses, and neither can I, because they imply real threats to life here upon earth.

With faith in Christ as the Son of the living God we can go on living each day with hope, enjoying Jesus’ presence here with us in His Word and in His Body and Blood in the Eucharist we celebrate and receive, and in the community of faith that surrounds us, confident of the promise of eternal life. We may often need to reflect upon our lives and ask ourselves if we truly have surrendered to faith in Jesus Christ as the Son of the Living God.  What we know is not sufficient; we must believe in order to enjoy what we can never understand.
