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A few weeks ago, Connie and I went to see the current movie, “Dunkirk.”  We went for several 

reasons: we’ve previously liked several movies directed by Christopher Nolan, including 

“Memento,” “The Prestige,” “The Dark Knight” trilogy, and “Inception;” we were intrigued by 

the trailer; and, as a boy, I was captivated by the stories I heard of the Battle of Dunkirk from 

neighbors in England.  We were not disappointed and the critics have been positive, although 

I’ve also heard from a couple of friends who deeply disliked the film.  I confess that I was 

thrilled by the derring-do of the pilots of the iconic Spitfires, horrified anew by the brutality of 

war, chilled by the cinematic representations of men and women drowning (one of my most 

primal fears), and moved to tears by the recreation of Winston Churchill’s speech in the wake of 

the battle, on June 4, 1940: “We shall go on to the end. We shall fight in France, we shall fight 

on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, 

we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be. We shall fight on the beaches, we shall 

fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the 

hills; we shall never surrender…” 

 

As I read the passages from Jeremiah and Matthew in the Revised Common Lectionary for 

today, it seemed to me that Churchill had caught something of the spirit of perseverance to which 

God was urging Jeremiah and Jesus was urging his disciples.  In fact, I actually thought of 

another of Churchill’s speeches, given just days before the one I just quoted.  On May 13, 1940, 

after having been asked by King George VI to form a government, the new Prime Minister 

sought the support of his colleagues in the House of Commons: “I would say to the House as I 

said to those who have joined this government: I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and 

sweat. We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have before us many, many 

long months of struggle and of suffering.”  Churchill’s straight talk appealed to his countrymen 

and they kept him as their leader throughout the long hard years of World War II. 

 

I’ll come back to Sir Winston and his remarkable oratory in a few minutes but now that I’ve 

given you the context of his memorable words, let us turn to the context of our Scriptures for this 

morning, beginning with Jeremiah.  If we do a quick scan of the Book of Jeremiah up to chapter 

15, we can begin to see why the prophet is feeling so embattled.  He has been called to deliver 

the uncomfortable, chastising Word of the Lord since he was just a boy, too early, in the 

prophet’s own opinion.  The stern calls for repentance have fallen on deaf ears as both the nobles 

and the people of Judah have continued to misbehave, indulging in sexual and financial 

immorality and refusing to follow the teachings of God.  The little nation has been surrounded by 

enemies during Jeremiah’s life, saved from following the Northern Kingdom of Israel into exile 

by the Assyrians only through a mysterious plague and finally conquered, late in the prophet’s 

life, by the Babylonians, which Jeremiah foretold.  Jeremiah’s life has been threatened and he 

has even been denied, by the command of Yahweh, from having the normal human consolation 

of spouse and children.  Drought has lingered in the land for years.  It’s easy to see why he 

sounds a little touchy in this passage. 

 

But as Jeremiah remembers it, in the face of his fear and his rage, God offers words of comfort 

and courage.  God is not offended by Jeremiah’s petulance.  Rather, God reacts as a loving but 

no-nonsense parent with a handkerchief to give a tantrum-throwing child: “Here, dry your eyes 

and blow your nose.  Stop blubbing, please, and stop saying silly things.  Tell the truth and I’ll 
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back you up.  Be brave and you’ll prevail.  Don’t let other people make you forget who you are 

and what you’re about.  There are more tough times ahead but everything’s going to be ok.” 

 

Jeremiah’s context and his own response to it as well as the divine Word of response to his 

distress are quite similar to what we find in the story of Jesus and Peter and the rest of the 

disciples in Matthew.  Once again, there is a sense of present and future danger.  Once again, 

there is the record of faith followed by a complaint against the ways of God.  Once again, there is 

mild rebuke and timeless promise.  Connie and I were reminded of the context of our Gospel 

passage on Friday night in a sermon by Rev. Dr. Johnny Ray Youngblood, a veteran leader of 

Black Baptist churches in New York and father of the newly-installed pastor of Martin Luther 

King Jr. Memorial Baptist Church, Rev. Johnny Jernell Youngblood.  As Jesus and his disciples 

travelled the country, healing, feeding, and proclaiming the Good News of God’s love, they 

came to the primarily Gentile city of Caesarea Philippi.  The city, previously known as Paneas, 

had been renamed Caesarea by Herod the Great who had also built a temple to Augustus Caesar 

there.  Herod’s son, Phillip the Tetrarch, had expanded the city and added his own name to it.  

The very existence of the city, not to mention its temples to Caesar and pagan gods, would have 

been a continual reminder of the imperial authority of Rome in the area, a threat as potent in its 

time as the encircling Assyrian or Babylonian armies to Jeremiah in his.  It’s possible that our 

passage and the one just prior in which Peter declares Jesus to be “the Messiah, the son of the 

living God,” take place within sight of the mysterious cave and spring which were the source of 

the River Jordan.  The cave was deep beyond measure and the mineral spring hissed and bubbled 

with heat.  The place had been declared sacred to the Greek god Pan in former times, the god 

who gives us our word “panic,” but to those with even longer memories, it was sometimes 

known as “the Gates of Hades,” which may shed some light on Jesus’ words to Peter that not 

even the gates of Hell could prevail against his church. 

 

The foreboding atmosphere of such a place also helps explain why Peter, praised by Jesus for 

relaying the truth of God just a few verses before, rebukes Jesus for speaking about his own 

death.  When one is already nervous about one’s surroundings, it’s hard to hear what sounds like 

bad news.  It’s really easy to get snappish with somebody when you think they are adding to 

your load when you are having trouble dealing with what you’ve already got.  Peter goes very 

quickly from heeding the wisdom of God to getting caught up in his very human fears.  Unless 

we’re sure we could do better, we’d probably better extend some charity to the old fisherman.  

Indeed, just as his Father had done with Jeremiah, Jesus first corrects Peter (“Get thee behind 

me, Satan!”) and then offers words of strange hope to the gathered apostles. 

 

It is important to see that in neither case is the divine word of hope one of joy unalloyed with 

tears.  To Jeremiah, the Lord promises ultimate victory but only after more battle.  “And I will 

make you to this people a fortified wall of bronze; they will fight against you, but they shall not 

prevail over you, for I am with you to save you and deliver you, says the Lord.  I will deliver you 

out of the hand of the wicked, and redeem you from the grasp of the ruthless.”  To the disciples, 

Jesus promises victory that looks like defeat.  “If any want to become my followers, let them 

deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will 

lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit them if they 

gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life?”  The 

promise of God to the prophet and the promise of Jesus to the disciples sound a good deal like 
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the promise of the wartime Prime Minister to the British nation: “I have nothing to offer but 

blood, toil, tears and sweat. We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have 

before us many, many long months of struggle and of suffering.” 

 

Daunting words in every case but I find them enormously hopeful because we know in every 

case what happened.  Jeremiah continued to be a thorn in the flesh to those in power who would 

not hearken to the truth of God.  Tradition tells us that he eventually paid the ultimate price – 

stoned to death by his countrymen in exile in Egypt.  But regardless of what ended his life, his 

physical life would have ended in any case.  By his faithfulness, he continues to live in the book 

that bears his name, having given solace and courage to generations of Jews and Christians for 

over two thousand years.  His life was lost but he lives in us every time we struggle and ask God 

“why?”  For Peter, we again rely on tradition that tells us he was crucified upside down in Rome 

by the tyrant emperor Nero.  Like Jeremiah, he died for continuing to preach what he understood 

of the Word of God and is still revered today by Christians around the world for his part in 

carrying the words and faith of Jesus to the heart of the Empire and for giving us a powerful 

exemplar of how God can take ordinary, even confused human beings and make greatness.  The 

forces of democracy prevailed in World War II and Winston Churchill’s brave words inspired his 

countrymen when things were at their darkest. 

 

I don’t have to work very hard this morning to draw the parallel to our own time.  Once again, it 

seems, we are surrounded by evil on all sides.  Once again, Nazis march in the streets, only this 

time it is in the streets of America and they are joined by the Ku Klux Klan and the “alt-right” 

and those who preach hate for anyone who is not just like them.  Once again, there is one like 

Nero in power, intent only on his own agenda and comfort.  Nero, they say, fiddled while Rome 

burned.  Now, we have a leader who preens while cities drown.  In many American cities, those 

entrusted with our safety instead behave like an occupying cohort, harassing and even killing 

innocent travelers, bullying and beating medical personnel who dare to stand between them and 

their intended prey. 

 

It is all too easy to get caught up in a litany of injustice and cruelty but as followers of Jesus it is 

up to us to remember and to remind the world that God’s love will prevail.  Remember those 

famous words of Dr. King: “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”  

Remember the words of the psalmist as we spoke them in our Call to Worship this morning: 

“Scrutinize me, God, put me to the test.  Smelt like metal my emotions and mind.”  Remember 

the words of the old hymn that come in seeming response from God: “When through fiery trials 

thy pathway shall lie, my grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply.  The flame shall not hurt thee; 

I only design thy dross to consume and thy gold to refine.” 

 

So, how do we do it?  How do we fight back against the forces of hate without losing our souls?  

How do we stand as God’s “fortified wall of bronze” against those who would tear down all we 

hold dear?  There is, as always, a fourth passage in the lectionary for today, one I have not yet 

read to you.  It comes from the Apostle Paul and his great letter to the Romans.  You will find it 

in chapter twelve of that book, verses 9-21: “Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to 

what is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do 

not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, 

persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. Bless 
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those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with 

those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the 

lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought 

for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably 

with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 

“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” No, “if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if 

they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on 

their heads.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” 

 

Those, my sisters and my brothers, are our instructions.  Just as Yahweh told Jeremiah to turn 

back to God and to utter what is precious, just as Jesus told the disciples to take up their crosses 

and follow him, just as Churchill told his people to fight on, these are our instructions.  We must 

love all persons, we must shun evil, we must do what we can when we can, we must forgive.  

The power to do these things comes not from within us but springs from our relationship with the 

living God through Christ, from the power of the Holy Spirit within us, from the communion we 

have with our Triune God and with each other and with all those who seek God.  Even when it 

seems we are surrounded by evil, we find that we are truly surrounded by the host of the Eternal 

One, both seen and unseen. 

 

Before we enter into our monthly time of remembrance of that communion, I want to give you 

one more quote from Sir Winston Churchill, this one from the same speech in which he promised 

blood, toil, tears, and sweat.  I am going to change one word, however, because while the Prime 

Minister called his countrymen to war, we are called by the Prince of Peace to love.  Listen 

carefully and see if you can spot my edits: “You ask, what is our policy? I will say: It is to wage 

(love), by sea, land and air, with all our might and with all the strength that God can give us; to 

wage (love) against a monstrous tyranny, never surpassed in the dark and lamentable catalogue 

of human crime. That is our policy. You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: 

Victory. Victory at all costs—Victory in spite of all terror—Victory, however long and hard the 

road may be, for without victory there is no survival.” 

 

For the victory of God in Christ against all forces of greed, terror, and evil, thanks be to God! 


