
“Who do people say I am? On the face of it, it’s an interesting question. It could be argued 

that the question Jesus posed to the disciples in today’s Gospel is not about who he really is - 

but how people see him – how people relate to him.  When people looked at Jesus, when they 

experienced him, who or what did they see? 

 

But it’s not question that Jesus alone asked – or should have asked; I think it’s a question we 

should all be asking of ourselves, individually, corporately, nationally, universally. But we’ll 

come back to that. 

 

On Thursday night, Michael and I had our regular “home-haircut” night when our hairdresser 

visits us. It’s something we have done for over 20 years now so we have become very close 

to our hairdresser who is a wonderful lady, mother of three girls, and a good weekly church-

going Roman Catholic, who also teaches catechism to local public school students –all in all, 

a good catholic mother, a good Christian woman. 

 

As generally happens in any hairdresser’s chair, our conversation turned to current events, 

and the event this week was the plight of Syrians refuges. C. (as I shall call her) asked me 

what I thought about the Government's response to the current crisis. I told her that, even 

though I have a very low opinion of the current federal government, and its leader in 

particular, I thought the response was a reasonable one given the circumstances. Not perfect, 

but reasonable. 

 

C’s response to me was that, while she understood the plight of the refugees, her parents were 

actually refugees in Germany after World War II, she was concerned at the cost. $800 million 

was a lot of money and surely we had enough issues here that could use that money before 

we spent it on people from other countries? 

 

I must admit to being a little sad at what she had to say. How could it be that a well-educated 

Christian, of any ilk, could think like that? Yes, there are issues in Australia that could benefit 

greatly from $800 million; our health system, mental health in particular, poverty in general, 

domestic violence, drug usage, alcohol abuse, so many problems that could benefit from 

more money. 

 

It’s an argument that is used so often these days; “we need the money”, “they take our jobs”, 

“they want to impose Sharia law in Australia”, all sorts of scare tactics are used to try and 

persuade Australians, Christian and otherwise, not to accept refuges or help outside of our 

own borders. 

 

Australia is the 12
th
 richest nation on Earth, based on GDP. In terms of our individual 

purchasing power, we are ranked 5
th
 in the world. Of course those figures don’t cure our 

woes in respect of the health system, poverty, domestic violence or any other social issue, but 

they do show that, as a country, we are pretty well off. 

 

When it comes down to it, the $800 million dollars we have committed to spend by accepting 

12,000 Syrian refugees works out to a total of less than 38 cents a day per Australian, or 76 

cents a day if we only count those who are actually in the work force. 76 cents a day! I have 

to ask the question – what is it we are arguing about here? Why is there any discussion as to 

whether we can afford it as a country? 

 



Back to our gospel story today though. Some theologians will argue that the event we read of 

today is yet more proof that Jesus is literally, “the Son of God”, and therefore, is God. Some 

will say that the story is about revelation, particularly for Peter, and that the evangelists have 

purposely placed it in the lead-up to the Transfiguration, where the true nature of Jesus is 

revealed. Some will say this is not so, that it merely affirms that Jesus is accepted by Peter, at 

least, as the Messiah, The Christ, the anointed or chosen one, the Logos, but not necessarily 

as “God Incarnate”.  

 

I think in general that most people here have made up their mind about who or what Jesus is 

and it’s not my intention to try and change your perception or your belief. So why bother 

talking about the event, or more particularly, the question, at all? Because in my mind the 

question is more about perception, than it is reality. Jesus asks the question “Who do people 

say I am” and he gets a mixed response – people see him in various ways. Some say John the 

Baptist, some say Elijah still others say one of the prophets.  

 

The one thing all these answers had in common was the experiences they were based on. 

People of the time did not think in terms of a literal “Son of God”, or “God Incarnate” – it 

was, generally speaking, beyond their mind-set. They experienced people as healers, as 

teachers, as prophets, as Rabbi. And they knew these people by their works. The reputation of 

Jesus had spread, he was seen and experienced as all of these things – he healed the infirm, he 

raised the dead, he forgave the unforgiveable, he loved the unlovable, he embraced the 

outcast. He not only talked the talk but he walked the walk. These are the things that people 

saw – these are the things they experienced with him. 

 

For me, the question we should be asking ourselves today and every other day, as declared 

followers of Christ, is – who do people say we are? When people look at us, what do they 

see? Do they see healers? Do they see teachers or prophets? Do they see forgiveness and 

acceptance? Do they see us loving the unlovable, embracing the outcast? Do they see us 

sacrificing ourselves for others, as Jesus was to do ultimately? 

 

When we speak of refugees or issues outside of our own back yards, do we say “Go in peace, 

keep warm, and eat well”, or do we give people the necessities of the body, as St James 

exhorts us to do? The test of our true faith, the test of our true nature, our true selves is in 

what we do, not what we say or what we claim. Imagine if Jesus had made claims to being 

“The Son of God”, or anything similar, if he had not demonstrated it in some way? The 

Resurrection aside, which was an event experienced by only a few first-hand, Jesus was 

known by his works, as much as by his words. 

 

And so it must be for us; theologians may struggle at times with questions over the true 

nature of Christ, but generally speaking they all accept and acknowledge that Jesus was a 

man who lived the life he asks us to live. 

 

The question Jesus put today was a test for Peter and the other disciples and it remains a test 

for us. How do we perceive Jesus and, just as importantly, how do we live that perception 

out? John Newton, best known for the hymn Amazing Grace, wrote another hymn in which 

he says, 

“What think you of Christ? is the test, 

To try both your state and your scheme; 

You cannot be right in the rest, 

Unless you think rightly of him.” 



If asked what of Jesus I think, 

Though still my best thoughts are but poor, 

I say, He’s my meat and my drink, 

My life, and my strength, and my store.” 

 

If Jesus truly is our life, our strength and our store, how can we possibly turn our backs to the 

needs of the refugees or others outside of our own backyard? Jesus certainly did not and it 

beggars belief that anyone could think that our Christian experience, our Christian duty, is 

limited to that same backyard. It’s no easy thing being a Christian and what we believe does 

not always make sense and is probably very impracticable at times but if we say that we are 

his  followers and he is The Christ we have no option other than to demonstrate our faith 

from our works. How? 

 

The Lord God has given me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the 

weary with a word …The Lord God has opened my ear…The Lord God helps me; …Who will 

contend with me? Let us stand up together…It is the Lord God who helps me;…Isaiah 50:4-9 


