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The World is Wide Enough 

 

Three clergy - a Lutheran, a Catholic and an Episcopalian ended up at the Pearly 

Gates on the same day. It was St. Peter's day off, so Jesus was administering the 

entrance exam that day. "The question is simple," he said. "Who do you say that I 

am?" The Lutheran stepped forward and began, "The Bible says. . . " but Jesus 

interrupted and said, "I don't care what the Bible says: who do you say that I 

am?" The Lutheran said, "I don't know," and fell through the trap door to that 

other place. The Catholic stepped forward next and began, "The Pope says. . . " 

but Jesus interrupted him and said, "I don't care what the Pope says: who do you 

say that I am?" "I'm not sure," said the Catholic and promptly fell through the 

trap door to that other place. Finally, Jesus turned to the Episcopalian and asked, 

"Who do you say that I am?" The Episcopalian replied, "You are the Christ, the 

Son of the Living God!" Then Jesus smiled and gestured to the Pearly Gates to be 

opened, the Episcopalian continued, "but on the other hand. . . " 

 

Joking aside, our Gospel passage this morning begins with this question. Have 

his disciples been listening and learning he wonders? Many of them give the 

same kind of response the clergy did in the joke. They look to other sources of 

authority for the correct answer. Their response seems to depend on what 

particular group they are a part of-whether they are partial to John the Baptist, 

Elijah, Jeremiah or some other prophet. But who do YOU say that I am?" Jesus 

emphasizes. "You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God,” Peter says. Yes, that 

is right. Impetuous, clueless Peter has a flash of insight.  And in response to his 

insight Jesus gives him a new name and an incredible blessing. And then almost 

immediately Jesus sternly orders Peter and the others not to tell anyone about 

this. 

 

What an anti-climactic way to end such a moment for Peter and the rest of the 

disciples! Often throughout the Gospels he tells his friends to keep quiet. Why 

keep quiet? I know that if I was Peter I would want to shout it from the mountain 

tops. He’s the One! He’s the Messiah! He’s going to save us! As I reflect on this 

particular story I can’t help but think that Jesus knows that’s there’s so much 

more to learn about him and what it means to follow his way. In the very next 

encounter, Jesus rebukes Peter. His flashes of insight seem so momentary.  It 



takes Peter encounter after encounter to finally come to know his Rabbi and what 

are the implications of this relationship with him. It’s as if at the end of this 

encounter, Jesus is saying to Peter, “Now, hold on, Pete. Don’t get ahead of 

yourself. There’s so much more to experience on this journey together.”   

 

The tendency for us human beings is to project onto one another our own 

particular cultural, political or religious assumptions. We are so much like Peter. 

One moment we can have a flash of insight and in the very next stumble back 

into the darkness, completely clueless and unaware of what we’re saying or 

doing. We make snap judgments all the time about others based on what we’ve 

been taught or what we believe to be is true. It’s human nature to create 

categories and labels in order to make sense of the world we live in and those 

who live with us.  But sometimes these categories and labels become confining 

and end up creating barriers which keep us from really getting to know the other 

human being standing right before us. We may think we know them, but we 

only know a piece of their truth.  

 

On our trip to China, the Chinese people were fascinated by us Americans, 

always wanting to take selfies with us to show their friends they met a blond hair 

blue eyed woman or a 6 foot 3 tall white man, both of which were so exotic for 

short, olive skinned, dark haired Asians.  I, in particular, was fascinating. Unlike 

Americans and even Europeans, who once eye contact is made with them, 

quickly look away, the Chinese people had no compulsion to do so. On several 

occasions, I’d have a whole group of Chinese surrounding me, looking at me and 

talking to each with great enthusiasm. They felt no embarrassment about 

showing their curiosity. Since I couldn’t talk with them, which I’m sure you all 

can imagine was very tough for me, I’d end up waving and smiling, trying 

anything to connect with them in some way.  Over the course of our trip I 

learned from our local guides that most people with disabilities were kept 

hidden, and in parts of the country even shunned from society.  For many of 

those people who encountered me on the streets of Shanghai and Beijing I was an 

interesting novelty. On the last evening of our trip, our tour group leader 

apologized to me for her own pre-conceived ideas of how difficult the journey 

was going to be because I was in a wheelchair. “I was wrong,” Danling said.  “I 

was wrong to think some things were going to be impossible for you and as a 

result more difficult for us as a group. Because of this experience together I will 

always think differently of people with disabilities and I will no longer be 

worried or afraid to travel throughout China with anyone in a wheelchair. Thank 

you.” 



Who do YOU say that I am, Jesus asks of his closest friends. Not who do the 

political leaders say that I am. Not who does your family say that I am. Not who 

do the theologians or preachers say that I am. But, who do YOU say that I am? In 

feeding the five thousand, healing the sick, sitting and eating with the lost and 

outcast, speaking truth to the powers of this world, this question resounds in the 

hearts and minds of those who kept journeying with Jesus. Frederick Buechner 

writes, “No matter how fancy or metaphysical a doctrine sounds, it was a human 

experience first. The place it began was not on the word processor of some 

fourth-century Greek theologian but the experience of basically untheological 

people who had known Jesus of Nazareth and found something happening to 

their lives which had never happened before.” Something powerful happened to 

Peter and Philip and the others as they continued to encounter this Jesus. With 

each proceeding step on the journey they came to know more deeply this Rabbi 

from Nazareth and how Peter’s confession that he was the Son of the living God 

would change their lives forever.  

Jesus continues to be our guide and teacher, inviting us to know him more 

deeply, inviting us out of our safely constructed worlds where we think we 

know there is everything to know about one another. And where we can just go 

on FaceBook or Twitter or Fox News or MSNBC and have our truths and our 

opinions justified. But to follow Jesus we must step out of these places we’ve 

constructed, maybe we need to even tear them down completely in order to 

confront our pre-conceived ideas and assumptions and come to learn not just a 

piece of the truth, but the entire story. 

After much eager anticipation, this Wednesday I saw the musical Hamilton. And 

it is well deserving of all the attention it has gained. It is fantastic. In this very 

beloved art form Hamilton has confronted and even torn down many of the 

carefully maintained assumptions we have about our country’s founding, the 

men and women who helped to shape it, about our complicated history 

regarding issues of race and immigration and the ideals of American freedom. It 

delves into all of this through the story of Alexander Hamilton. Of course, 

through history books he’s most well-known for the infamous duel between him 

and Aaron Burr which ended his life. The musical chronicles Hamilton’s rise to 

glory alongside of his long-time friend and foe Aaron Burr. In one of the last 

scenes, Burr contemplates having just killed Hamilton. In these poignant lyrics 

he sings,  

I was too young and blind to see 

I should’ve known 

I should’ve known the world was wide enough for both Hamilton and me. 



 

The world is wide enough, friends. It is wide enough for both you and me. It is 

wide enough to embrace your story and my story and the stories of those who 

have been silenced and the stories we’ve not wanted to learn and even the stories 

of those we consider to be our enemies. The friends I made in China hold as 

much of the truth as I do. And by encountering one another, even for that brief 

moment in time, I pray we have a more beautiful story to tell. Jesus lived among 

us and taught among us and died among us as one of us so that we could 

participate in this radical, expansive vision of God. Step by step with Jesus we 

too can come to know that the world is wide enough for us all. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

  


