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A Sermon for Southern Union Missionary Baptist Church 
In honor of their 93 Anniversary 

By Chris Fillingham 
“The Haunting Question” 

Matthew 16:15-16 
August 27, 2017 

	
	 It’s	good	to	be	with	you	today.	I	was	sorry	I	missed	worshiping	with	you	back	in	July	
when	the	rest	of	Dayspring	was	here.	So	I’m	especially	glad	to	be	with	you	again	on	this	
day…	your	93rd	anniversary	of	“being	the	church.”		
	
	 But	I	have	to	be	honest	with	you.	It	is	also	very	hard	for	me	to	stand	in	this	pulpit	
…	after	the	painful	month	we’ve	had.	When	I	heard	about	the	events	in	Charlottesville	
two	weeks	ago,	my	heart	broke	again.		
	
	 When	I	heard	about	more	white	supremacist	marches	this	week…	I	felt	
disoriented…	I	had	to	check	the	date…What	year	is	this	anyway?	
	
	 When	I	heard	that	a	racist	sheriff	was	receiving	a	pardon	from	our	president…	as	
if	there	is	a	blank	check	for	racist	law	enforcement	in	our	country…	I	was	angry.	

*****	
	 But	I	am	a	white	man	in	America.	And	so	I	know	that	I	cannot	imagine	what	it	must	
be	like	for	you.	1		
	
	 I	don’t	know.	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	wonder	if	a	prayer	meeting	at	our	church	might	just	
end	up	in	murder.	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	be	the	mother	or	father	of	a	teenage	son	who	is	afraid	
because	his	son's	skin	is	the	same	color	as	the	skin	of	Trayvon	Martin,	Michael	Brown,	Eric	
Garner,	Jamar	Clark,	and	Tamir	Rice…	and	the	list	goes	on.	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	be	an	African	American	in	a	country	whose	
President’s	rhetoric	continues	to	embolden	white	supremacists	and	the	KKK.	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	be	an	African	American	and	know	that	our	Attorney	
General,	the	one	who	should	be	looking	out	for	all	our	rights,	suggested	that	a	white	civil	

																																																								
1	This	litany	of	acknowledgement	is	adapted	from	Brett	Younger’s	blog	post,	“The	Many	Things	I	Do	Not	Know	
About	Racism”	Jan.	26,	2017.	http://day1.org/7699-
brett_younger_the_many_things_i_do_not_know_about_racism	
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rights	attorney	was	a	traitor	to	his	race	for	taking	a	voting	rights	case.	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	be	complimented	on	how	articulate	I	am	and	wonder	
if	that	is	a	compliment	I	only	received	because	of	the	color	of	my	skin.	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	live	in	a	state	that	has	a	travel	advisory	for	people	
who	look	like	me…	because	the	laws	of	this	state	are	stacked	against	me.		
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	see	a	police	officer	and	be	afraid	for	my	life.	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	be	looked	at	with	suspicion	by	store	clerks	
because	of	the	color	of	my	skin.	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	know	that	some	people	who	have	never	met	me	do	
not	want	me	living	next	door	because	of	the	color	of	my	skin.	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	hear	the	shameful	silence	of	white	Christians.	 	
	
	 I	do	not	know	what	it	is	like	to	“be	the	church”,	in	a	society	where	so	much	of	the	
“church”	did	not	welcome	my	grandparents.		
	

*****	
	 And	so…	for	the	last	two	weeks	I’ve	been	wrestling	with	the	same	question	that	
keeps	haunting	me.	How	can	I	preach	to	my	friends	at	Southern	Union?	What	can	a	white	
man	in	America	possibly	say	in	this	pulpit?		
	
	 Preaching	here	to	you…	this	year	in	particular,	seems…almost	impossible	for	me.	
	
And	so	I’m	profoundly	honored	to	be	asked	again.		
I’m	humbled	to	be	here.	
	 But	it	is	hard	for	me	to	stand	here	today	with	integrity…	and	preach	to	you	on	the	
theme	for	this	day,	“being	the	church.”	
	
	 When	the	truth	of	the	matter	is,	you	have	a	whole	lot	more	to	teach	me	about	being	
the	church,		
	 and	following	Jesus,		
	 	 than	I	can	teach	you.		
	
	 You	know	more	about	what	it	is	like	to	follow	the	Crucified	One,	than	I	do.			
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	 You	know	more	about	what	it	is	like	to	be	the	church	in	Acts,	persecuted	by	its	
Government	officials…	than	I	do.	
	
	 You	know	more	what	it	was	like	for	the	early	church	to	pray	for	their	loved	ones	
(Paul	and	Silas)…		who	were	unjustly	put	in	prison,	than	I	do.	
	
	 Yes,	Southern	Union,	there	is	much	you	could	teach	me	about	being	the	church	these	
days.		
	 There	is	much	you	could	teach	me	about	faith	in	God	these	days.	
	 There	is	much	I	need	to	learn.	

*****	
	 So	the	best	I	can	do…	this	day...	is	to	take	a	cue	from	you…	from	the	passage	you	
chose…	to	honor	this	day.		
	
	 The	passage	out	of	Matthew	16…	where	Jesus	decides	it’s	time	to	have	a	heart	to	
heart	with	his	disciples.	They’ve	been	following	Jesus	for	some	time	now.		
	 They’ve	heard	the	Sermon	on	the	Mount.		
	 They’ve	seen	him	cast	out	demons.		
	 They’ve	heard	more	parables	than	they	can	keep	track	of.		
	 They’ve	seen	Jesus	feed	the	5,000,	
	 	 and	heal	a	man	with	a	withered	hand,	
	 	 	and	still	the	storm,		
	 	 and	cleanse	a	leper,		
	 	 and	even…	heal	a	Roman	centurion’s	servant.	
	
	 They’ve	been	following	Jesus	for	some	time…	and	now	it’s	time	for	a	heart	to	heart.	
It’s	time	for	the	mid-term	exam…	to	see	what	they	are	learning.	
	
	 Jesus	starts	gently	with	them.	“So…	what	are	people	saying	about	me?”	he	asks.	
“What’s	the	word	on	the	street?”	
	
	 “Well…	some	say	you’re	John	the	Baptist,	come	back	to	life.”	they	tell	him.	
	 “Other	say	that	you’re	Elijah	back	among	us…	and	others,	Jeremiah…	or	one	of	the	
great	prophets.”	
	
	 Do	you	ever	wonder	what	Jesus	thought	as	he	heard	all	that?		
	 	 Flattered	maybe?	
	 	 	 	They’re	adding	his	name	to	the	hall	of	fame.		
	 	 Frustrated…		because	he	was	really	hoping	to	be	compared	to	Samson?		
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	 I	don’t	know…	maybe	a	mix	of	both.	Either	way,	what	Jesus	is	really	after…	is	
something	more.	He’s	not	all	that	interested	really,	in	what	the	crowds	are	thinking…	in	
what	the	latest	reporters	are	saying.		
	
	 He	wants	to	know	what	the	disciples	are	thinking.		
	 He	wants	to	know	what	you	are	thinking.		
	 And	so	he	asks,	point	blank,	“What	about	you?	Who	do	you	say	that	I	am?”	

*****	
	 I	have	a	hunch	that	how	we	answer	that	question…	will	end	up	defining	what	it	
means	for	us	to	“be	the	church.”	
	
	 I	mean,	have	you	ever	noticed	how	so	many	people	claim	to	be	following	the	same	
Jesus	you’re	following…	but	have	a	fundamentally	different	idea	about	what	direction	he’s	
going.	
	
	 This	is	a	danger	we	all	have…	a	temptation,	I	think,	to	remake	Jesus	into	our	image.	
We	emphasize	the	parts	of	Jesus	we	like,	and	ignore	the	others…	coming	up	with	our	own	
brand	of	Jesus.	
	
	 In	fact,	Jesus	is	probably	the	biggest	victim	of	identity	theft	in	the	history	of	the	
world.	People	say	and	do	all	kinds	of	things	“in	Jesus’	name”	that	Jesus	would	never	do.2	We	
remake	him	in	our	own	image.	

	
*****	

	 There’s	this	scene	from	Will	Ferrell’s	2006	movie	“Talladega	Nights.”	Maybe	you’ve	
seen	it.				
	 Racing	legend	Ricky	Bobby	gathers	his	family—plus	his	father-in-law,	and	his	best	
friend	Carl—around	the	table	and	says	grace	for	the	food.	“Dear	Lord	Baby	Jesus,”	he	begins,	
“Or	as	our	brothers	to	the	south	call	you,	Hey-Zeus,	we	thank	you	so	much	for	the	bountiful	
harvest	of	Domino’s,	KFC,	and	the	always	delicious	Taco	Bell.”		
	
	 He	keeps	praying	to	“Dear	Lord	Baby	Jesus”	and	“Dear	Tiny	Infant	Jesus”	thanking	
him	for	“my	family,	my	beautiful	two	sons,	Walker	and	Texas	Ranger…	and	of	course	my	red-
hot,	smokin’	wife.”		
	

																																																								
	 2	The	section	of	my	sermon,	including	the	Talladega	Nights	quote	and	the	many	kinds	of	Jesus’s	we	
worship	are	adapted	from	Brian	McLaren,	“12:	Who	Is	Jesus	and	Why	Is	He	Important”	in	A	New	Kind	of	
Christianity:	Ten	Questions	That	Are	Transforming	the	Faith,	119-123.		
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	 Ricky	Bobby	goes	on	and	on…	asking	the	Lord	to	use	his	“baby	Jesus	power”	to	heal	
his	father-in-law.	Until	finally	his	wife	interrupts:	‘You	know,	Sweetie,	Jesus	did	grow	up.	
You	don’t	always	have	to	call	him	baby.	It’s	a	bit	odd	and	off-puttin’	to	pray	to	a	baby.”	
	
	 Ricky	Bobby	shoots	right	back:	“Well	look,	I	like	the	Christmas	Jesus	best.	When	you	
say	grace,	you	can	say	it	to	grown-up	Jesus,	or	teenage	Jesus,	or	bearded	Jesus,	or	whoever	you	
want.”		
	
	 Then	his	friend	Carl	pipes	in	with	his	preferences:	“I	like	to	picture	Jesus	in	a	tuxedo	
T-shirt,	‘cause	it	says	like,	‘I	want	to	be	formal,	but	I’m	here	to	party	too.’	‘Cause	I	like	to	party,	
so	I	like	my	Jesus	to	party.”		
	
	 Then	one	of	the	boys	says	he	likes	to	think	of	Jesus	as	“a	ninja	fighting	off	evil	
samurai,”		
	 and	Carl	adds,	“I	like	to	picture	Jesus	with	angel	wings.	And	he’s	singing	lead	vocals	for	
Lynyrd	Skynyrd,	and	I’m	in	the	front	row	hammered	drunk.”		
	
	 At	this	point	Ricky	Bobby	returns	to	his	prayer	with	a	little	extra	emphasis:	“Dear	
eight-pound,	six-ounce	newborn	infant	Jesus,	you	don’t	even	know	a	word	yet,	just	a	little	
infant	and	so	cuddly—but	still	omnipotent.	We	just	thank	you	for	all	the	races	I’ve	won	and	
the	$21	million—Woo!	Love	that	money!—that	I’ve	accrued	over	the	past	season.”	
	

******	
	 As	tasteless	and	hilarious	as	this	scene	is…	it	might	be	one	of	the	most	insightful	
pieces	of	religious	commentary	I’ve	watched	on	the	big	screen.		
	
	 It’s	an	honest	commentary	on	the	life	of	the	church:	We	remake	Jesus	into	just	about	
anything	we	like.	
	 Anne	LaMotte	nails	it	on	the	head	when	she	says	we	like	a	Jesus	who	hates	the	
people	we	hate,	and	likes	whatever	we	like.		
	
	 And	once	we	set	up	our	version	of	Jesus,	our	ideas	about	being	the	church	will	
follow.	That’s	what	we’ve	seen	happen	again	and	again	in	the	last	2,000	years	of	church	
history…		
	
	 And	what	has	been	on	display	for	us	this	month…	and	this	last	year.		
	
	 Without	even	realizing	it…	we	may	just	be	a	church	worshiping	a	white	supremacist	
Jesus,	
	 or	the	Eurocentric	Jesus,	
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	 or	the	Republican	Jesus	or	the	Democrat	Jesus,	
	 the	capitalist	or	communist	Jesus,	
	 the	slave-owning	Jesus,	
	 the	nuclear	bomb-dropping,	America-first	Jesus,	
	 the	organ-music,	stained	glass,	nostalgic-sentimental	Jesus,	
	 the	anti-science	know-nothing	simpleton	Jesus,	
	 the	prosperity-gospel,	get-rich-quick	Jesus,	
	 the	institutional	white-shirt-and-tie	Jesus,	
	 the	male-chauvinist	Jesus,	
	 the	anti-Semitic	Nazi	Jesus,	
	 the	anti-Muslim	crusader	Jesus.	
	
And	I	could	go	on.		
	
So	you	see,	it	matters…	how	we	answer	Jesus’	question.	“Who	do	you	say	that	I	am?”	
Because	how	we	answer	that	question…	will	fundamentally	define	the	church	we	become…		
	 and	maybe	even	more	importantly….		
	 it	will	define	the	kind	of	people	we	become.		

*****	
	 So	maybe	being	the	Church	in	today’s	world	needs	to	start	with	a	lot	of	humility	on	
our	part.		
	 Maybe	it	needs	to	start	by	recognizing	that	we	have	a	lot	of	learning	to	do…	even	as	
much	learning	to	do	as	those	disciples.	
	
	 Yes,	Peter	gives	a	good	answer,	“You	are	the	Christ.	The	son	of	the	living	God!”	he	
says.	And	Jesus	tells	him	that	this	will	be	the	rock.	The	foundation	for	the	church.		
	 But	there’s	an	awful	lot	that	Peter	doesn’t	understand	about	what	he’s	just	said.		
	
	 Remember	it’s	this	same	scene,	just	a	few	verses	later,	where	Peter	will	try	to	
rebuke	Jesus.	
	 	Jesus	starts	to	tell	them	about	the	cross	that	he	will	have	to	bear…	and	Peter	says,	
“This	will	never	happen	to	you!	God	won’t	let	it!”	
	
	 And	Jesus	responds	with	those	words	he’s	probably	been	repeating	to	the	church	
for	the	last	2,000	years…	that	famous	rebuke	to	Peter:	“Get	behind	me	Satan.”	
	
	 And	it’s	the	same	Peter,	who	a	few	months	later,	will	deny	Jesus	three	times	when	it	
matters	most.	
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	 Peter’s	got	a	long	way	to	go.	He	may	have	the	right	words.	But	he	doesn’t	have	a	clue	
what	they	mean.	

*****	
	 And	it’s	time	we’re	honest	enough	to	say…		
	 	 we’ve	got	a	long	way	to	go	too.		
	 Because	being	the	church	has	to	mean	more	than		
	 	 knowing	the	right	“words.”		
	
	 It	means	following	this	Jesus	who	
	 	 	keeps	surprising	us	again	and	again.		
	 It	means	following	this	Jesus	to	hell,	and	heaven,	and	back.	
	 It	means	following	this	Jesus	who	will	not	be	nailed	down,	
	 	 because	every	time	we	think	we’ve	nailed	him	down…	he	surprises	us	with	
resurrection.		
	
	 And	when	he	does	keep	calling	us	to	follow	him…	
	 	 “Come	and	follow	Me!”	
	 	 “I	am	the	Way.	I	am	the	Truth.	I	am	the	Life.”…	he	says.	
	 	 	 	
	 We’ve	got	a	long	way	to	go.	And,	yes,	we’re	going	to	get	it	wrong	a	lot	of	the	time…	
and	hopefully	right	some	of	the	time…		 	
	
	 But	being	the	church	means	we	keep	at	this	messy	work…	of	following,	listening,	
repenting,	and	hoping…	and	following…	and	allowing	ourselves	to	be	changed…	and	to	be	
surprised…	and	to	repent…	and	to	be	humble…	and	to	be	committed	to	keep	following	this	
Jesus…	wherever	he	will	take	us.		
	
	 Being	the	church	means	we	live	into	Jesus’	question:	“Who	do	you	say	that	I	am?”		
	 Because	how	our	mouths	answer	that	question	isn’t	nearly	as	important	as	how	our	
lives	answer	that	question.		
	
	 “Being	the	church”	means	we	let	go	of	the	idols	we’ve	made,	“in	Jesus’	name”	and	
keep	asking	Jesus	to	show	us	where	we’ve	gone	wrong.	

*****	
	 And	I	don’t	know	about	you.		
	
	 But	I	have	a	hunch…	he’ll	start	by	telling	me,	that	if	I	want	to	learn	more	about	who	
he	is,	I	should	go	ask	my	friends	at	Southern	Union	Missionary	Baptist	Church.		
	
	 They’ve	been	at	it	for	93	years,	you	know.		
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	 And	there’s	a	lot	this	white	pastor	can	learn	from	you…	about	this	Jesus	we’re	
following.	
	
I’m	learning	the	unstoppable	optimism	and	joy	you	show.		
I’m	learning	what	the	scripture	means	when	it	says,	“The	joy	of	the	Lord	is	my	strength.”	
I’m	learning	the	gracious	hospitality	of	Jesus.	
	
I’m	learning	faithfulness	from	you.	–	93	years	in	one	place,	even	as	your	neighborhood	has	
changed.		
I’m	learning	courage.	
I’m	learning	Paul’s	three	great	virtues;	faith,	and	hope,	and	love.	
	 From	you.	
	 Yes,	there	is	a	lot	this	white	pastor	can	learn	from	you.			
	
	 So	on	this	93rd	anniversary…	let	me	just	remind	you:		Your	church	matters	in	this	
world.		
	 Yes,	I	need	you.	
	 	Dayspring	needs	you.	
	 And	even	more	than	that,	this	world…	all	around	us	needs	you.	
	
	 So	keep	living	into	the	question:	“Who	do	you	say	that	Jesus	is?”	
	 	
And	know	that	he’ll	keep	showing	you	mercy	new	every	day,	even	when	we	get	it	wrong.		
He	won’t	give	up	on	us!	
	
Amen.	
	
Pray:	
O	Lord,	help	us!	
Help	us	to	be	humble	enough	to	see	our	blindness.	
Help	us	to	be	courageous	enough	to	keep	following.	
Help	us	to	be	gracious	enough	to	love	those	that	are	hard	for	us	to	love.	
	
Form	us	into	the	church	you’d	have	us	be.	
Not	our	will	be	done,	but	your	will	be	done.	
	
Through	Christ	we	pray,	
Amen.		


