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Year A Sunday closest to August 24 Proper 16 Romans 12:1-8 and Matthew 16:13-20 

Preached by Rev. Chris Cole at Trinity Tulsa on 8/23/20 – one service (10 AM livestream) 

 

 Good morning, Trinity!  If you were here in person, I could ask for a show of hands of 

those who would call themselves “bible nerds.”  Maybe you can just do something on FaceBook 

Live showing if you are.  At my diaconal ordination, Pastor Kristi accused me in her sermon of 

being a “bible nerd.”  While I’m not embarrassed by the designation, it also worries me a bit.  

There are probably hundreds of thorny questions that will stump me or cause me to struggle in our 

scriptures.  At my field ed parish in seminary, one of the staff members suggested a Q&A entitled, 

“Stump the Seminarian” that would take place at coffee hour.  I said, “No Way.”  We renamed it, 

“Get to Know Your Seminarian” and that was much less spooky.  And naturally if some 

particularly thorny or difficult question is going to get thrown my way, it’s likely going to come 

from one of you.  Parishioners have a special gift, I might even call it a super power, that allows 

them to think up questions that just don’t have easy answers.  But despite the discomfort that sticky 

questions sometimes cause me, it really is a good thing when it happens.  It means we’ve got a 

chance to fruitfully engage the scriptures and hopefully to grow in knowledge and understanding 

of God’s word.  And it means that we are having a conversation, developing a rapport and learning 

to trust each other as we explore the scriptures together.  And this process also helps me live into 

my ordination vows.  Deacons are asked by the bishop at ordination, “Will you be faithful in 

prayer, and in the reading and study of the Holy Scriptures?”  Priests are asked, “Will you be 

diligent in the reading and study of the Holy Scriptures, and in seeking the knowledge of such 

things as may make you a stronger and more able minister of Christ?”  It’s an enormous help to 

have you all assisting me in the effort.   

 So it’s no mystery why I love to facilitate bible studies, and, as I have come to expect, those 

studies sometimes come up with tough questions.  We currently have two groups working through 
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the gospel of Mark.  They both meet on Wednesday, one group at noon and one at 6:30.  Last 

Wednesday someone in the evening group was concerned about a verse in Chapter 3 of Mark 

which seemed to say there are certain sins which fall outside redemption.  The verse read, “But 

whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal 

sin.”  The bible study student who brought this up was understandably disturbed by it, having a 

very different personal view of grace and redemption and I happened to completely agree with this 

student’s views.  If grace means that redemption is always possible, what do we do with something 

like that troubling verse we were studying in Mark?     

 And today’s gospel reading contains a similar tension for me.  In verses that are, 

interestingly enough, missing from the same story in Mark, Jesus declares, “I tell you, you are 

Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.  I 

will give you the keys of the kingdom of Heaven.”   So Matthew makes Peter a bigger deal than 

Mark did, and Matthew is not alone in doing so.  According to scholars, it is no accident that Peter 

appears first in all the New Testament lists of the apostles.  And by giving Peter the keys of the 

kingdom of heaven, we have the origin of the image of St. Peter, guarding the Pearly Gates, 

presumably determining who gets in and who stays out.  And the same kind of tension I felt in the 

Bible study I feel around this verse:  is there some behavior so heinous that it places us permanently 

outside the bounds of heaven, that will cause St. Peter lock the gates, and announce even if we 

repent, “You shall not pass?” 

 Well, I don’t believe this is the case.  And in today’s gospel lesson, there are positive, 

affirming ways to think about Peter the Gatekeeper.  We can see him as inviting us in, rather than 

keeping us out, walking with us across the boundary that separates death from life and into that 

promised space of renewal and resurrection.  That is, we can read today’s gospel in part as an 
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Easter invitation.  It could even be the case that by including this verse about Peter as gatekeeper 

(remember, this verse is missing from Mark’s account), Matthew may be reminding the Jewish 

Christians of his time that Peter, and ultimately, Jesus has the right to welcome whomever he 

wants, Gentiles included, into the Kingdom. 

 But it’s certainly true that it’s easy to see the other side of gatekeeping and focus on a 

negative interpretation.  Obviously, gates also are made to close, to lock, to exclude and 

gatekeepers are the ones that do it.  There are probably people who have heard today’s scripture 

interpreted along those lines.  Some of us may have heard a parent or pastor or priest point to Peter 

at the gate while demanding compliance to their brand of dogma.  It’s trauma caused by the 

irresponsible interpretation and application of scripture.  And it could be that for some of us, 

wrestling with difficult passages of scripture is more painful than productive.  But even then, if 

and when the time is right, perhaps we can come together and find ways to detoxify those passages 

that have hurt folks in the past, to bring them into a new light and like the Easter message, renew 

their power for giving life.   

My experiences suggest that Trinity provides the kind of community where challenging, 

difficult, even painful passages of scripture can, when we are ready, be an invitation not unlike  

Peter at the gate, inviting us into something new.  When we take scripture seriously enough to 

struggle with it, we gain an opportunity to learn more about who we are as spiritual people, and in 

doing so, to deepen our knowledge and understanding of ourselves.  When we responsibly engage 

with the scriptures, and with each other, we have the opportunity to take the witness that others 

have given us of God’s work, a witness preserved over the centuries, so that we might be helped 

today, in the here and now, to find revelation in our own lives.  And that in turn leads us to continue 

to preserve those scriptures and to proclaim them into the future. 
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 So for all these reasons, to say nothing of the requirements imposed by my ordination 

vows, I remain a bible nerd and wrestling with scripture is for me a fundamental spiritual practice.  

I certainly don’t have all the answers to the discomfort that scripture sometimes causes and I know 

we have to work hard to redeem those parts of scripture that have been used to hurt others in the 

past.  It’s vital that we learn to be responsible, respectful interpreters, knowing that there will 

always be explanations for some parts that modern people will find especially difficult.  The 

cultural divide between us and our Christian forebearers is sometimes a chasm.  But if we are 

willing to take on the challenge, growth in our own spirituality can most definitely occur.  Thinking 

back to the bible study from a few days ago, I was forced to consider and take seriously the 

possibility that for Mark, there was, indeed, a kind of unforgivable sin.  I didn’t like that and I 

found myself being pushed to learn more.  According to one bible scholar, the context was very 

limited, triggered by a belief that some critics had, accepting that Jesus possessed supernatural 

attributes, but claiming that those abilities came from an evil or impure source.  For the life of me, 

I’ve never heard anyone actually make that particular claim in out time.  It may have been an 

accusation that Mark found particularly vile at the time his community was preaching the gospel 

story and he wanted to shut it down forever.  But this passage was never intended to deny to gift 

of grace, and in making that discovery, I found myself comforted in the reinforced knowledge that 

nothing we can do will ever irredeemably place us outside of God’s love.  And I have a challenging 

passage of scripture, and my bible study group’s questions, to thank for that.  Today perhaps you 

might think of Peter as a Gatekeeper that invites you into a spiritual practice of study and reflection, 

of conversation and wrestling.  Then again, you may think, “I have a very busy life.  Who has time 

for that?” Or maybe it’s just that you have different interests and different gifts and Peter’s 

invitation for you would be through a different kind of equally beneficial spiritual practice.  So 
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even if it’s not bible study, all of us can benefit from some kind of practice that opens us up to new 

perspectives, that challenges us to discover who God is and what God’s like, what God asks of us 

and what God wants for us, and in the process each of us can potentially discover a set of keys that 

opens up the gate to the kingdom of heaven. 


