21ST SUNDAY in ORDINARY TIME, CYCLE A

Isaiah 22: 19-23+ Psalm 138 + Romans 11: 33-36 + Matthew 16: 13-20

August 24, 2008
The keys are what identify Peter.
Whenever we see a religious work of art like a statue or a painting 

and a figure is depicted holding keys, we know we are looking at Peter.

He holds the keys in the group of 3 wooden statues in our church. 
As the divinely appointed leader of Jesus’ first followers, 
Peter is given the keys to the kingdom of heaven, a sign of his authority.

Peter is given the authority to ensure the valid transmission 
of the teaching of Jesus.

To decide what is in keeping with the life and teaching of Jesus (unlock & loose), and to decide what is of no value (to lock away, to bind up).

But Peter first has to learn what is central to Jesus’ life and teaching before he can be fully vested in this authority as leader of the Church, as keeper of the keys.

That’s why this Gospel passage cannot be separated from next Sunday’s Gospel passage where Jesus teaches Peter and the other disciples what it means for him 
to be the Christ, the Son of the Living God:  suffering and death on the cross.

Peter does not understand the centrality of the cross 
in shaping Jesus’ identity as Son of God until after the resurrection—
then and only then can he effectively use the power of the keys, 
after he has professed his love for the Risen Lord 
and been instructed by the Risen Lord to care for the Lord’s sheep.

The cross is the key to unlocking the identity of Jesus 
as the Christ and Son of God.

In the early church, Peter, who experiences so intimately the scandal of the cross, 
will be the one who will unlock the treasures of God’s love hidden in the cross.

Peter is able to do so because the heavenly Father, through his Son’s saving death reveals this truth to Peter:   only those who lose their life in self-giving love 
are able to ultimately save it.

Non-violent, self-giving love can transform even violence and evil, 
can save the world. 

Peter completely grasps this truth when he is crucified upside down in Rome.
There have been others in this long line of Church leaders 
who have been open to the revelation of God, as Peter was, 
especially concerning the central aspect of Christ’s identity—the cross.

Pope St. Eugene I stands firm against the Arians by defending the divinity of Jesus, courageously teaching that Jesus is the Son of God.  
Elected at an old age for the papal office, 
and thus thought to be easily controlled by the powers of the day, 
in three short years (654-657) Eugene locked away the Arian heresy and opened up more and more doors into encounters with Jesus as divine, as God’s Son.
Those who held to the Arian heresy stated that Jesus is not God’s Son, 
but only a holy man, because the Arians could not believe 

that God could suffer like Jesus did on the cross.
Pope St. Eugene taught that God is not removed from our suffering,
but suffers with us in Christ.
The Roman emperor, a professed Arian, sat in the front row of the church 
where Pope St. Eugene preached, yet the Pope would courageously preach 
the truth about Jesus’ divine identity, risking exile and even death.
Pope St. Eugene would unlock the mystery of the cross not only in his teaching 
but also in his actions, as he generously reached out to provide for the poor.  

That’s why his wooden statue in our church shows him emptying out 
his hand of gold coins, not clutching them, but giving them away.

The heart of the cross—self-giving love, pouring oneself out for others, 
suffering with those who suffer—shines forth Eugene’s life.

Our most recently elected Pope bears some similarities to our parish’s patron saint, because Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger was elected to the See of Peter 
at an advanced age in life (78 years old).

As Pope Benedict XVI, he has also spent his papacy preaching about the central mystery of our faith, the mystery of the cross, and unlocking its treasures for us.

The dominating image in Pope Benedict’s very first papal encyclical, 
“Deus Caritas Est” (God is love), is the cross.
The Pope instructs us to gaze upon the pierced body of Jesus on the cross 
if we want to understand the nature of love.

Gaze upon the exposed heart of God, pierced for us, broken for us—

this is what love looks like.

Pope St. Eugene I and Pope Benedict have followed in the footsteps 
of the first appointed leader of the Church, Peter, by being open to the revelation of our Heavenly Father concerning the identity of Jesus and the meaning of the cross.

They have used their authority to open up even more treasures 
from the wood of the cross.

The other saint in the group of three on our wall, St. Paul, 

writes in an eloquent manner about how the cross reveals 
the wisdom and the power of God

St. Paul notes that the world sees the wisdom of the cross as foolishness, 

and the power of the cross as weakness, but for those of us who believe 

it is the wisdom and power of God.

The mystery and the riches of the cross can only be understood from the standpoint of faith, for it is not something that we can rationally figure out.

As Paul states, who can know the mind of the Lord—
how inscrutable his judgments, how unsearchable his ways.
Only comes about by God revealing it to us through the gift of the Spirit. 

The mystery of the rejection, suffering, passion, death and raising up of Jesus 

is the interpretative key for what history means and where it is all going.
If God is somehow participating in human suffering, 

instead of just passively tolerating it, that changes everything---

at least for those who are willing to stop and truly gaze upon the cross.
The Son of God is known as Savior of the world by transforming evil into good on the cross.

It’s as if he says, “I am going to take the worst thing and turn it into the best thing, so you will never be victimized, destroyed or helpless again!

I am giving YOU the victory over all suffering and death!”

Jesus communicates God’s very self throughout his life, 

but most graphically and dramatically on the cross itself.

There we see and learn to trust the free offer of God’s love 

in a brutal yet utterly compelling image.

It’s one that has the power to break through a closed mind and closed heart, 

and transform a person from inside out.

The Self-giving love of the Son of God calls forth love in return.

At every celebration of the Eucharist we proclaim the death of the Lord 
until he comes again in glory.

The mysteries of the kingdom of heaven are opened to us here 
as God gives God’s self to us and for us in this holy meal.

Take and eat, this is my body.

Take and drink, this is my blood.

This self-giving love transforms us and transforms the world.

Then we can profess that Jesus is the Son of the Living God, 
as he lives in and through us.

