21stSunday in Ordinary Time + 23 August 2026 + Isa 22:19-23 + Mt 16:13-20

Does it really matter for a follower of Christ to be in a Church? Does it really matter which
Church you belong to? Our readings today help us to answer these important questions.

First, a little background. After hundreds of years of infighting between Catholics, the
Orthodox and protestants (which were no little influenced by non-religious politicians
seeking their own gain), the 2nd Vatican Council sought a new course (at least from the
Catholic perspective). Jesus, on the night before He was crucified, prayed that His followers
would be one, just as He and the Father are one, so that the world may know that He was
sent by the Father (Jn 17:20-21). We haven’t always done a great job fulfilling His dying
desire. So the modern “ecumenical” movement tried to change Christian hearts and
relationships, and to live more like Christ desires for us. This was a very good thing.

But on the flip side, there has also been a great challenge flowing from the ecumenical
movement. And that is, while the lines between Christian “denominations” have been
blurred, denominations have still not disappeared. So it is no wonder that many people
today believe it doesn’t matter which Church you attend, or even if you go to church, so
long as you have some belief. So while it is a good thing we are now more Christ-like to
each other, we're still not united. And the confusion about the existence of 10s of
thousands of different Christian denominations still confounds those who are not yet
Christian. Who is right? Is anyone right? And how do we know? Those who are given to
deeper questions can be sadly and easily led to give up on faith in such a situation.

So our Gospel today really helps us to cut through this fog. The question Jesus asks His
disciples really is the question; the most important question of all time: who is He? Who do
people say that the Son of Man is? Because the world wants to know. People have a lot of
ideas: some say John the Baptist, others Elijah, still other Jeremiah or one of the prophets.
Today, we would add: “some say a really nice guy, a really crazy guy, a revolutionary,” and
so on. Who is to say who is right? Well, Simon Peter. And that is no small detail: Peter
answers on behalf of the disciples—the ones who should know—you are the Christ, the Son
of the living God. Bingo! At the end of the day, no human opinion regarding the identity of
Jesus matters. The only answer that matters is who Jesus says He is. And Jesus affirms that
Peter has gotten it right: Blessed are you, Simon, son of Jonah! The mystery is solved!

Well, sort of. There are really two definitions here that we still have to sort out. That He is
the Christ, and the Son of God. Christ: Christos (Greek), Messiah (Hebrew), the anointed one
(English). My Catholic dictionary takes 8 pages to define this term, so I hope you brought
your dinner! But in a nutshell, the Christ is the one chosen, “anointed” by God, who was
foretold by the Prophets, to someday come and deliver God’s people from sin, exile, and all
of their enemies—even death—and restore the Kingdom. We know from the life of Jesus
that He perfectly fulfills this role, but in a new and unexpected way.



Son of God. Jesus was truly a man, but He was also fully God; a unique “person”, yet one in
being, equal with God the Father, and the Holy Spirit. These two definitions, over all others,
most clearly define the identity of Jesus of Nazareth. And we didn’t make this up, nor did
Simon Peter. Jesus says to Simon that he is blessed, because flesh and blood has not
revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father. Meaning, our Christian faith is a revealed
religion. This makes it unique among all other major world religions. Christianity is not
“man’s search for God.” No, itis God’s self-revelation to man. We didn’t make this up. And
we can believe it or disbelieve it, but our human response does not change who God is!

But our Gospel doesn’t end there. Jesus makes a shocking pronouncement over Simon: /
say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church. Because Peter has
spoken rightly of Christ, he is chosen to be the rock, the foundation, of Christ’s Church. The
grammar of this pronouncement is critical. Simon didn’t name or give an identity to Jesus;
the Father has done that. But Christ names Simon: Peter—Petros—Cephas—Rock. And
upon this rock I will build my Church. Christ willed to build a Church. And it is His Church,
not ours. The Church is also not something we made up; it is the fruit of the will of God, just
like creation itself. And this Church cannot be separated from the Rock, from Peter. And
just as the Church most endure through history, so the “rock” must endure also—must
have successors. We call the successors (English) “popes,” who are assisted by the Bishops.

Like Eliakim, the “prime minister” in the OT court of King Hezekiah our 1st reading today,
Peter is given the “keys to the Kingdom”; that is, authority to make binding decisions in the
name of the King. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you
loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. In other words, the decisions you make on earth,
Peter, God Himself will ratify! If you really think about that, this is an amazing degree of
authority that God has bestowed on a mere man. But God has willed it to be so.

And we know from history that some successors of St. Peter have not lived up to their call.
And bad popes and other clergymen fueled many of the divisions of the Church. While it’s
understandable, dividing Christ’s Church on account of the clergy is not God’s will. Jesus
promised us His divine protection of His Church: the gates of the netherworld shall not
prevail against it. He doesn’t say “Popes will always be good” nor “your faith will never be
sorely tested”, but only that hell shall never prevail. And this calls for a lot of faith on our
part: faith in Christ, not faith in a man. This doesn’t let bad clergymen off the hook; after all,
sins against God’s children calls for the highest punishments in the Scriptures (cf. Lk 17:2).

So to answer to our opening questions: yes, the Catholic Church does matter. Not because
we are better people than everyone else, but because the world needs to know: to know
where to find the truth, to find out Who Christ really is, and where we can meet Him in
Word, Sacrament, and in charity. Christ willed only One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic
Church, built on Peter, with Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone, in Whom the whole
structure, being joined together, grows into a holy Temple in the Lord (cf. Eph 2:20).



