
A Homily by                             “Is Jesus a Caricature?”
The Reverend Jo Popham         Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost

September 16, 2012
Psalm 9:9-20

Proverbs 1:20-33
Psalm 19

James 3:1-12
Mark 8:27-38

 
 

Jesus and the disciples traveled from the Sea of Galilee to the villages in and 

around Caesarea Philippi – the prominent pagan town of Caesarea Philippi. And Jesus 

asked “Who do people say that I am?” – who does popular opinion say that I am? The 

disciples answered him saying that the people said that he was “John the Baptist; and 

others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.” 

In a non-Jewish region, indeed a pagan region, Jesus was not asking who the people 

say he was, but, rather, who they said God was. These were not practicing Jews that Jesus 

was speaking of. These were non-believers. These were pagans. 

We live in just such a non-religious world, my friends. So I ask myself, who do 

people say that Jesus is? Who do we say that Jesus is? Who is God? Is God the one who 

definitively acted in and through Jesus? Or not?

Have we made Jesus into a caricature of himself?1 I believe that is exactly what we 

have done. 

Jesus is:
our friend
a prophet
our helper
a revolutionary
a healer
a radical 
a miracle worker
a teacher
hope for the world
the lamb of God
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the son of man
the son of God
a rebel
a priest
Lord
the protector of the poor
God incarnate
a glutton for punishment
a rabble rouser
the ruler of the universe
King of the Jews
I could go on….. and Jesus was and is all these things. But is that what he was 

asking when he said “Who do people say that I am?”

Then Jesus asked the real question “But who do YOU say that I am?” In the original 

Greek the “you” here is plural. Jesus was asking all the disciples, he was asking all his 

followers, and he is asking us: “Who do you say that I am?” We could say that he was 

all those things that I recited and more. But all those other names for Jesus fall short of 

confessing Jesus to be the one – the one who reveals God to us – the one “in whom God 

acts decisively for human salvation.”2

And…Peter answered him, "You are the Messiah.” Let us look at Peter’s confession. 

Let’s really look at what we traditionally have revered as a sincere confession of faith 

in Jesus’s mission as the Messiah. In front of all the other disciples, Peter says – you 

are the anointed one. That is what Messiah, what Christ means – the anointed one of 

God. In Hebrew Jesus was the Messiah; in Greek he was the Christ; in English, the 

anointed – all meaning the same: Jesus was the one chosen by God. If we confess that 

Jesus is the Messiah then we are saying that Jesus is the definitive spokesperson for God 

(That would be a prophet, right?), Jesus would be the one who reconciles us to God and 

mediates forgiveness of sins (That would be a priest.), Jesus would be the one God chose 

to represent God’s rulership in the kingdom of God (and that would be a king!). If we 

confess that Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ, the anointed one, then we are also making a 

declaration, not just about Jesus, but about what we believe about God.
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Just last week a young teenager I know well, posted on facebook: “I couldn’t care 

less if people think I am weird because I believe in God.” She asked “why do we sleep in 

church but stay awake for a 3 hour movie? Why is it hard to pray, but easy to cuss? Why 

can people worship a celebrity, but not God?”  What a brave girl! I pray that she has not 

suffered from her declaration of faith.

Jesus went on teaching the disciples (and us) that he must “undergo great 

suffering…and be killed” but “after three days rise again.” Peter reacted with a rebuke. 

The Messiah was not expected to suffer. Peter didn’t want Jesus to suffer….we don’t 

either, do we?

Can we separate our Messiah from his suffering? Do we do that? There are some 

– even in our own Anglican tradition – even in Canada – who have come to believe 

that suffering need not be part of who Christ is. Some downplay the suffering Christ, 

the one who took on our sins to free us from those sins. Even during Holy Week there 

are some who tame down the Passion of Christ, who de-emphasize his suffering, who 

would have us go directly to Easter day without going to jail – without passing “Go” – 

without collecting our $200. They say we should embrace the resurrection without the 

crucifixion. How is that possible?

We may say that we cannot get to Easter without going through Good Friday, but are 

we being just as insincere as Peter? We don’t really want to see Christ suffer, do we? We 

surely don’t expect to suffer ourselves for believing that Jesus is the Messiah. That’s too 

much to ask, isn’t it? But I ask myself, how else could Jesus have been the Messiah, how 

else could he have saved all humankind, how else could he have revealed God to us?

In a recent article in the local paper, there was a critique of the trend in some churches 

here in Canada. The moderator of one church had recently declared that he did not 

believe in the resurrection or that Jesus was God. However, what he did profess to 

believe in were a number of international and national social issues. Have long held 

Christian beliefs have been sacrificed in the name of social justice. This journalist 
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had written earlier about our Anglican Church saying: “Once a church sacrifices its 

convictions and core beliefs, anything goes.” 3 My friends, I am not agreeing with what 

she has said, this writer also claimed that church membership has declined 50% over the 

past 50 years – that it will lose another 50% by 2025 and at that rate the church will hit 

zero by 2040. She concluded that: “Without faith, membership stats and financial issues 

will ultimately force the church to morph into a group of left-wing political activists….” 

Some others have painted Christians as right wing radicals who do anything BUT 

extend God’s love and saving grace to everyone. Have we abandoned our faith? Do we 

allow our caricatures of Jesus to dilute what we think and believe about God? Have we 

allowed being Christian to be synonymous with extremists from every side. If we were 

asked “Who do YOU say that Jesus is?” could we say Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ, 

the anointed one sent to reveal to us our God who empowers us to love one another as we 

have been loved?

It is my prayer that we reject the caricatures we have for Jesus, and that we learn how 

to confess Jesus as the Messiah, the Christ, the anointed one so that he can speak through 

us to reveal the true nature of God.

Lord, may it be so. Amen.
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