A - Trinity 12 (Proper 16)
Matthew 16: 13-20 ; Exodus 1: 8-2:10 ; (Romans 12: 1-8)

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable to you, our Saviour
and Redeemer. Amen

| have only been in one physical fight in my life.
When | was 14, | was out with friends in Tunbridge Wells when a girl, in amongst a gang, suddenly
and without warning, punched me.

We, seven girls from the local Grammar school, were heading home after a trip to the cinema and
what had been a thoroughly wholesome evening out. The gang of girls we met, with a much less
than wholesome agenda, were clearly out looking for trouble.

Rather geeky looking, we probably looked like easy prey.

What that gang of girls did not know was that we were all County, or better, Hockey players and, as
it turns out, four of our group were absolutely not going to stand by and let this injustice hold.
Strong and tall, these mild mannered friends of mine set about making an example of the girl that
had punched me.

Still rather bemused by the sudden violent situation | had found myself in, | watched as my friends
defiantly stood up to the bullies.

| remember that event clearly, not just because of the shock of being assaulted, but rather because
of the bravery of my friends and their defiance in the face of aggression.

Our Old Testament reading set for today is the beginning of a story that is probably familiar to most
of us - Moses in the bulrushes.

Having first oppressed Israel by setting them to forced labour, the new king of Egypt, in his ongoing
desire to destroy the Israelites, decides that every baby boy is to be murdered.

He says to the midwives, ‘When you act as midwives to the Hebrew women, and see them on the
birthstool, if it is a boy, kill him’.

Midwives had a very specific role in ancient Egypt. Often older women, respected and trusted, their
role was not just medical but also involved social and spiritual responsibilities. As such they had
authority in society, and so by asking them to commit murder, Pharaoh was seeking to turn the
power of their position against the Hebrews. These women had chosen to dedicate their lives to the



safety and well-being of mothers and their children and were now being ordered by the King to
murder any newborn that was male. How must it have felt to be faced with this instruction.

There must have been significant anxiety over what would happen to them if they did not obey and
yet, we are told in the passage, that ‘the midwives feared God and they did not do as the King of
Egypt commanded them, but they let the boys live’.

Now, the word fear, in its original form in this sentence, does not mean what we would commonly
associate it with today. It does not mean terror, rather it means reverence, awe and deep respect
for someone or something considered holy.

In a society dominated by the rule of one man, the Pharaoh, these women defiantly say no. The
reverence and deep respect they have for their God enables the midwives to show extraordinary
courage and defiance in the face of human cruelty and dominion.

In our New Testament reading we find Jesus and his disciples in Caesarea Philippi. A city of
considerable significance at the time, it was the centre of Pagan and Imperialist worship. The city
was originally known as Paneas, after the Greek god Pan and was considered sacred, in part,
because of a large cave and spring at the base of Mount Hermon which was believed to be the
entrance to the underworld, the actual Gates of Hades.

And it is here that we hear Jesus ask his disciples who people say he is. In a city full of myth, legend,
cults, and history that has long been dominated by Greek and Pagan gods, we hear Peter, in all his
wonderful outspokenness, declare that Jesus is the Messiah.

[Jesus] said to them, ‘But who do you say that | am?’ Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah,
the Son of the living God.’

In the very centre of all the Pagan beliefs of that time. In the very midst of all the worship of the
Imperialist rule that dictated every part of life, Peter says no to the culture of the day. He says no,
this Jesus is something different, HE is the Son of the living God.

What a brave and defiant statement to make.

What follows next is a wonderful challenge and reassurance. | wonder how Simon feels after his
outburst. He has been given a new name, Peter, and a new job - to be the rock that the church will
be built upon.

Confused? Daunted?

And | tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock | will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not
prevail against it.



Surrounded by Imperial rule, foreign gods and quite literally at the gates of Hades, he is told that
the powers of the day will not prevail.

With a defiance that mirrors that of the midwives, Peter is given a promise that carries from the
days of the Old Testament, through the early church, down through the centuries to today.
That is, that the powers of the day will not prevail.

For us today, we can hear these words as both comfort and challenge. As those women in Egypt
defiantly said no to genocide, Christians through the ages have demonstated extraordinary courage
in the face of evil. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther King Jr and many more besides have, with the
same spirit, defied the powers of the day and have chosen to follow God.

And while, thankfully, most of us will not be put in a position where we are called to lay down our
life for what is right, we are presented with a thousand choices every day. Whether that is to speak
to the person that we are told by the media is bad, an outsider, the cause of society's problems, or
whether that is to choose not to join in harmful conversations, we are given opportunities to decide
whether we will choose holy defiance.

We have the reassurance that the powers of Hades will not prevail and we are given an opportunity
to be part of this resistance.

God doesn’t need us to be involved, rather he invites us to join with Him in this holy defiance.

And as it was with Peter, we can find blessing and joy in that participation.

| don’t know whether | would have had the courage to do what my friends did for me when we
were 14. | do not, and never will, think that violence is the answer, but | do hope that with God’s
help, | can show courage by standing up to the injustices of our time.

In our readings for today, we see the hope and the power of standing up for justice. We are given
reassurance that we do not do this on our own or in our own strength.

It was Christ’s promise to Peter and it remains Christ's promise to His church and therefore to us.
The Gates of Hades will not prevail. We may be fearful of what is happening to the world both on a
local scale and internationally. But we are told that these forces will not prevail. We can take
strength and reassurance from this and maybe confidence too.

So my prayer is that maybe this week we can find the courage to stand up for love, for justice, for
inclusion, in whatever way is manageable.

Amen.



