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The Presbyterian Church once was known as “people of the book.”  And we do like to read.  The first book is the Bible.  The Bible is always first.  The second book is the book of confessions which expresses what we believe.  I want to concentrate on that book of confessions today. I’ll get back to it in a minute.  The third book is the book of order which defines how we do things in an orderly way.  Notice the how we do things comes after and is based on the Bible and the faith statements.  How we do things grows out of the Bible and the faith.  

Back to the book of confessions.  It has 11 statements that Presbyterians have agreed are helpful in talking about what we believe.  The oldest and the shortest is the Apostles Creed which we share most Sundays in worship in the first service.  The most recent statement in the book of confessions was approved in 1987.  Several of these statements are pages and pages long.  Several of them have very out of date language and even out of date concepts.  Many were not written in English.  Some are very poetic.  All of them share a little glimpse of what certain people believe at a certain time and place.  None of them are perfect statements.  None of them contain everything we believe about God and faith.  But collectively they offer a window into what shapes us as people of faith, how we believe God has spoken and how we have responded faithfully.  These are public corporate statements of faith.  

At the same time, we are encouraged to write or compose or express or consider, your own personal statement of faith.  This can be in words or art, music or movement, poetry or story or any number of other ways.  The point is - Confess.  Express what you believe about God.  We understand that faith changes as we grow, so we might revise our statements often during our lifetimes.  In confirmation class, we usually have every person write or create a personal statement of faith.  I think we should do that for every one at least every five years or so.  When a pastor moves to a new church we write a statement of faith.  That gets examined by committees to make sure we are a good fit with the new church.  My statement from 1987 when I was ordained is very different from my statement in 2015 when I moved here.  However some of the core elements are the same.  I bet you who know me can guess at least one thing that was in both statements – and in fact every statement I have ever written.  It is central to my faith and always has been.  Any guesses?  God loves you.  Absolutely, you have heard me say it a million times because I absolutely fundamentally know and have always known the love of God in Christ Jesus our Savior.  God is love.  That is a 3 word faith statement of faith - in and of itself.  

Here’s the question for today.  What is your faith statement?  Your own personal understanding of who God is, how God works, where God calls, when you experience God.  How do you know God?  And how do you share what you know about God?  All of you have some beliefs.  It is not often that we are challenged to express it.  Even though as the verse from Acts for today says – our primary calling as Christians is to share what we believe, to witness to our faith in Jesus Christ as Savior, to tell people what we have seen and what we know to be true. For me - God loves you.  God calls you to love.  There’s more than that if you give me time.  But at the center of my faith – it is all about God’s love.  It may be something entirely different for you – at the center of your faith.  Maybe it’s about trust or obedience or peace or purpose.  What is at the center of your faith?

It is fun for me when we actually talk about faith, when we push each other about what we believe, when we stop and think, when we share.  We don’t do it often.  But these are the moments filled with grace and inspiration.  I’m going to push you today.  I’m going to ask you to spend some time thinking and feeling what you believe.  I’m going to invite you to put it in words, or colors, or actions.  Write it down or draw it or sew it or show it.  Reminds me of the Johnson County Fair theme for this year - Show it, Sew it, Grow it.  I’m going to borrow that and keep it going for our own personal faith statements.  Know it.  Show it.  Grow it.  Find a way to share what you believe.  

When I was getting my doctorate, one professor offered an exercise to help us identify our core values.  She said, imagine you are going on a journey – a journey of faith.  You have a back pack to carry your essentials.  What must go in your faith back pack?  It’s a good image for this first week of school.  What goes in your faith back pack?  In my doctoral program as the class members shared around the room I understood the diversity of our Christian faith.  One said a Bible.  Another said a cross.  Perhaps a prayer book, a hymn book.  Someone involved in mission might need a hammer, or from Joy Closet a clothes hanger.  I thought about putting in the manger for incarnation, the empty tomb of resurrection.  In my class long ago, the last person was a Unitarian minister – and maybe you know they are rather free thinking and independent people.  She thought for a moment and said, “I don’t think I need anything.  I’m walking with God.  That’s everything I need.”  What is absolutely core to your walk with God. I invite you to think about it in the days ahead.  What goes in your back pack on your journey of faith?  What is absolutely essential to your faith?  

As another way to help you think about your core beliefs, there is a hand out with your bulletin.  I have used this with confirmation classes and new member classes.  It is intended not to limit your thinking but to get you started.  To stir your imagination.  It has some ideas like “I call God …” and then a blank where you can fill in names of God.  Another line says - “the most important thing Jesus taught is…”  Then you fill in the blank.  Then let the Spirit inspire you and go wherever God’s inspiration takes you.  Create your own faith statement.  If you like what you create, bring it back and we will gather a collection.    If you want to keep it private, that’s ok too.  But even if you don’t share your faith statement, I encourage you to share your faith.  Witness to what you believe.  Find a way to tell someone else about God’s love, about Jesus Christ, about the work of the Holy Spirit in your life and in our world.  Share what you believe.  Show it.  Grow it.  Let others know it.  

In today’s scripture from Matthew, Jesus asks the disciples “who do you say that I am?” Our personal faith statements try to answer that question.  We are telling Jesus what we think and believe.  We are sharing with others what we experience about God.  “Who do you say that I am?”  Who do you say God is?  Jesus just keeps asking.  What struck me this time as I read the scripture was the last few verses – after the questioning.  Jesus blesses Peter and says, “on this rock I will build my church.”  Much has been made of that phrase – on this rock.  What rock is Jesus talking about?  The rock of Simon Peter the person?  The Catholic church says Peter was the first Pope and the church is built on that leadership tradition.  Others have said, it is the phrase Peter shared that is the rock.  “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  The foundation of our faith is that Jesus is Christ, son of God.  Jesus is the rock on which we build.  As I was preparing for this sermon, I began to wonder if the rock of the church is the very idea of making a personal faith statement – of saying what we believe.  Our church is built on confessing faith, sharing faith, saying what you believe.  Is that the rock on which the church is built? Is the entire church, the worldwide community of Christians, built on the idea of expressing faith? The idea that every single person must discover and must declare their faith?  I wonder.  

What you believe – the core of your faith – is what your life is built on.  The rock, the foundation of your life.  I know that is true for me.  My entire life is built on the truth that God loves me, loves you, and calls me to love others.  Everything I do, everything I am, everything I think, everything I offer grows out of that core belief in God’s love as revealed through Jesus.  Or at least it should.  Of course, I slip and fail sometimes as a human.  But when I am living up to God’s call for me, it is all because I know God loves me.  Love.  That is core for me.  What is core for you?  And how does everything you do and say flow out of that core understanding of God in your life?  Who do you say that Jesus is?  How do you build your life upon that rock?  

I know I’ve given you a lot to think about today.  It’s a little overwhelming.  I hope you will keep thinking about what you believe beyond this hour.  Maybe talk about it in the fellowship time after worship.  Or when you go home or tomorrow when you have a minute to share with a friend.  As the commission from Acts says, you are Christ’s witnesses wherever you go whatever you do.  Share the love of God as you have received it through Jesus Christ our Savior and Lord.  Amen.  
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Matthew 16:13-19
[bookmark: _Hlk169862323]Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” And they said, “Some say John the Baptist but others Elijah and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”  He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?”  Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you but my Father in heaven.  And 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, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”

Romans 10:9-13
because if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.  For one believes with the heart, leading to righteousness, and one confesses with the mouth, leading to salvation.  The scripture says, “No one who believes in him will be put to shame.”  For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who call on him.  For “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.”

Acts 1:8
Jesus said, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”

The Word of the Lord
Thanks be to God.
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