
 

 

Sunday,  September 4, 2022 

  Sermon                                “On the Rocks”                   Pastor Rhonda 

Scripture:  Isaiah 51:1-6; Matthew 16:13-20  
 

My inner geologist is all tingly this morning because I can honestly 

report to you that the Bible is full of rocks! Many of these Biblical rock 

references are metaphors for God, as in the blessing I recited a moment 

ago from Psalm 19, which referred to God as our “rock and 

redeemer.” (Psalm 19:14)  Psalm 18 makes a similar claim of safety and 

healing: 
 

The Lord is my rock, my fortress, and my deliverer, my God, my 

rock in whom I take refuge, my shield, and the horn of my 

salvation, my stronghold. (Psalm 18:2) 

 

While Psalm 61 offers a pathway to rescue us from our limited selves: 
 

From the end of the earth I call to you, when my heart is faint. 

Lead me to the rock that is higher than I; (Psalm 61:2) 

 

And then there’s Psalm 137 which we leave to live in its historical 

context because we have no modern justification for the sentiment: 
 

Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them 

against the rock! (Psalm 137:9) 

 



 

 

The rock can be our refuge from the things that might harm us. The 

rock can also offer shelter from those things we are not able to 

comprehend, such as the glory of God that Moses was only able to 

view from behind in Exodus 33: 
 

and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, 

and I will cover you with my hand until I have passed by; 

(Exodus 33:22) 

 

The rock is the source of blessing, miraculously shedding water for a 

thirsty and wandering people:  
 

I will be standing there in front of you on the rock at Horeb. 

Strike the rock, and water will come out of it, so that the people 

may drink.” Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. 

(Exodus 17:6) 

 

For millennia people have searched among the rocks for rare gems of 

great value, as in this wisdom lesson from Job 28: 
 

“They put their hand to the flinty rock, and overturn mountains 

by the roots. They cut out channels in the rocks, and their eyes 

see every precious thing. (Job 28:9-10) 

 

The rock is the firm foundation on which lasting efforts are constructed 

in Jesus’ lesson from the Gospels: 
 

That one is like a man building a house, who dug deeply and laid 

the foundation on rock; when a flood arose, the river burst 

against that house but could not shake it, because it had been well 

built.  (Luke 6:48) 

 

The rock shapes the tomb for the broken body of God’s beloved:  
 

So Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen cloth and 

laid it in his own new tomb, which he had hewn in the rock. He 

then rolled a great stone to the door of the tomb and went away. 

(Matthew 27:59-60) 

 

Peter is probably the best known of Jesus’ disciples because of the 

frequency with which the Gospels mention his actions and his words, 
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compared to Jesus’ other followers. Peter often seems to be the 

spokesperson for the entire group. Sometimes the Gospel writers refer 

to him by the double name, Simon Peter to help us follow his story 

because he wasn’t named “Peter” when Jesus first called him. His 

name was Simon until Jesus named him “rock,” as we heard in today’s 

lesson from Matthew: 
 

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. 

(Matthew 16.18) 

 

The bestowing of a name was significant in most ancient cultures. 

Naming continues to be significant today as we are asked by what 

name a child will be called at his baptism. And in some church 

traditions, an older child selects a special name when she is confirmed 

to inspire her commitment to her faith. The new name represents a 

charge, an invitation to live into the identity that the name suggests. 

 

“Peter” is the anglicized version of Petros, which means rock in 

Greek, in the language of the written Gospel. We probably all know 

someone named Peter today. But I wonder how common a name it 

was in Biblical time? Common or not, the name was rich with 

meaning.  

 

Simon received his new name from Jesus following a conversation in 

which Jesus asked all of the disciples two questions: “Who do people 

say that I am?”  In other words, What are the rumors? What’s the 

buzz? What have you heard? In answering, more than one of his 

followers repeated the people’s speculations: John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets. Next, Jesus asked them, “Who do 

you say that I am?” Only Simon ventured a response.   

 

The name we know as “Simon” is derived from the Hebrew name 

Shim’on, which means, “he has heard.”  In response to Jesus’ question 

Simon was no longer repeating what he had heard, he was confessing 

what he knew, “You are the [anointed one], the son of the living 

God” (Matt 16:16).  Jesus affirmed that his confession was not based 

on hearsay or even deduction, but came instead from being blessed by 

God. The name, Shim’on, no longer suited this outspoken disciple. 
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From that moment on he became known as Cephas (in 

Aramaic), translated to the Greek word for “rock” when the 

Gospel story was preserved in writing.  

 

Peter is probably the best known of Jesus’ disciples. But this 

rock of a disciple was a guy who seemed at times to struggle 

with his faith, and most of us can probably empathize since we 

too, struggle at times with our faith. So what kind of a rock are 

we to understand that Christ’s faith community is built upon? 

 

There are lots of ways in which rocks are referenced in the 

Bible as I mentioned at the start of our exploration of today’s 

scripture lesson. While I think our human tendency is to believe 

that rocks are solid and permanent, this isn’t actually the case. 

What makes earthquakes so unnerving is that our assumptions 

about the solid and stable ground are upended leaving us shaken 

to our core. Some of the many rocky verses describe craggy 

rocks, and flinty rocks, and rocks that are overturned and 

channeled in search of precious gems. And our lesson from 

Isaiah reminds us that “the heavens will vanish like smoke and 

the earth will wear out like a garment” (Isaiah 51:6), suggesting 

that what may seem permanent in a human lifetime is not as 

lasting as we think. 

 

There are many kinds of rocks. Some are more durable than 

others. None of them are permanent, but all are being 

transformed. So here’s the part of my message where I could 

digress into a geologic discussion of the three rock types 

(igneous, sedimentary and metamorphic) and how they are 

constantly evolving from one into the other through the natural 

processes of the rock cycle which is so dear to my heart. But I’ll 

spare you. Instead I invite you to consider building your faith 

on the kinds of Biblical rocks we’ve already been considering 

this morning.   

 

If we are each to build our faith upon a rock, we could start with 

advice from Isaiah:  
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Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek 

the Lord. Look to the rock from which you were hewn, 

and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1) 

 

As a starting point on your journey of faith you may want to 

ask, “From what kind of rock was I hewn?” 

 

 Were you hewn from the rock of refuge - does your faith 

call you to be a sanctuary, safe haven, shelter, for the 

homeless, the stranger, the lost? 
 

 Were you hewn from the rock of strength - does your faith 

call you to stand up for those who feel helpless, powerless, 

voiceless? 
 

 Were you hewn from the rock of salvation - does your faith 

call you to rescue lives by responding to disaster or by 

becoming a peace keeper, or a peace maker? 
 

 Were you hewn from the rock of resource - does your faith 

call you to share water and food, education and health care; 

to live as a compassionate steward of an abundant creation? 
 

 Were you hewn from the rock of ignorance - could your 

faith, even unintentionally, be the hardened surface against 

which the innocent are dashed and left to die? If so you 

would do well to break that rock open and take a closer look 

inside; if you can’t find the message of compassion at the 

heart of true religion, seek to become a different kind of 

rock.  
 

 Were you hewn from the rock that yields gemstones - does 

your faith hold the precious jewels that could enrich the 

lives of those who seek life’s deepest meaning? 
 

 Were you hewn from solid bedrock - does your faith offer 

firm footing in a chaotic world?  
 

 Were you hewn from the same rock as the empty tomb - 

does your faith hold the mystery of blessed reunion of 

Creator and creation? 
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The variety of rocks in this world reflects the variety of 

processes that formed them. But they are all made out of the 

same stuff, the basic elements that make up the substance of 

everything on earth. In the same way our faith will be as unique 

as each individual’s experience of life and the Divine presence 

(or absence) in our lives. 

 

In building a life of faith, the rock from which we were hewn is 

a good starting point. On the journey we may discover that ours 

is not a perfect faith, just as the rock we call Peter did not 

exhibit perfection in his attempts to be faithful. Not to worry. 

The Good News of the Gospel is that God forgives these 

shortcomings when we recognize and own them, and earnestly 

seek to change. How do you change a rock? Not to worry. The 

good news of the rock cycle is that every rock is always 

changing. 

 

Jesus asked his disciples two questions. As today’s disciples we 

need to continue asking the same questions:  

 

 Who do people say that Jesus was; how does today’s world 

view our Christian faith?   
 

 Who do we say that Jesus was; what confession do we make 

about the Christian faith today? What do we confess with 

our mouths? What do we confess with our actions?  

 

My prayer is that we all learn to claim the true rock of our 

foundation; that we recognize with compassion the substance 

all children of God share; and that our rocky faith journeys 

continue to shape us into the likeness of Christ. Amen. 

 

Pastor Rhonda 
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Emeritus 

An Open and Affirming Congregation 
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                        Follow us on Twitter@GraceChurchVT   
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No tickets required! See you on the 18th. 
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