
TURN AROUND WHEN POSSIBLE 
Matthew 16:21-28 

Modern life offers some great innovations.  As my daughter set off to drive to Cornwall, I was 
comforted to know that her journey would be guided by space satellites communicating with her 
mobile phone rather than the questionable sense of direction that she has - obviously - inherited 
from her mother.  Gone are the days of rifling through a map book to find the continuation of your 
road as you reach the edge of the page.  Gone are the many arguments between driver and 
navigator that resulted in a sharp turn into a ploughed field and a frosty atmosphere for the next 
thirty miles. 

But even technology has it’s drawbacks. In the case of satellite navigation, it’s the stress I 
experience when my car tells me to ‘turnaround when possible’.  In other words, I have moved 
away from the route that I thought I was following and must - in an action hated by many male 
drivers - admit that I have got it wrong, retrace my steps and try again.   

In our Gospel reading today, Peter is being told the same thing.  You may recall that, in last week’s 
reading, Peter was definitely on the right road.  He had correctly identified Jesus as the Messiah - 
God’s chosen Saviour - and was told that he was the rock that the Church would be built upon and 
that he would be given the keys to the Kingdom of heaven. 

It had all seemed to go wrong when Jesus talked about his death and resurrection.  Peter, driven 
by his loyalty and love for Jesus, said it must never happen and received a strong response.  
Instead of being a rock, he’s told that he has become a stumbling block.  Instead of being given 
the keys to heaven, he’s liken to Satan.   

Perhaps this account reminds you of a time when you have experienced the temperature in the 
room seeming to drop by 20 degrees and you’ve been left wondering what you’ve said.  Our 
natural response is to take these situations as a personal rebuke - a judgement like the one cast 
on my driving by the SatNav in my car (Not that I’m bitter) 

But Jesus’ words are not a rebuke.  Instead, Jesus is offering a valuable insight into what blocks 
Peter’s - and our - discipleship.  Jesus is showing us that if we want to emulate his example and 
fulfil God’s vision for humankind then it won’t be easy.  Whilst in the wilderness at the beginning 
of His ministry, Jesus was offered the kingdoms of the world if he would only worship Satan.  But 
Jesus wasn’t driven by adulation, his central guiding principle was clear: “Worship the Lord your 
God, and serve only him.”  Peter’s viewpoint was rejected because it blocked that objective and 
his earthly, human point of view caused him to stumble and miss God’s perspective. 

It is a message that continues throughout the passage:  Jesus emphasises that ‘If any want to 
become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.’  These 
iconic words call each of us who considers ourselves to be followers of Jesus to examine just how 
far we are prepared to go in order to emulate Jesus’ commitment to God’s vision.  My guess is 
that your decision to participate in this act of worship, demonstrates that you believe living a faith-
inspired life is important. But to what extent are you prepared for your faith to impact other 
aspects of your life? For example, are you ready for your faith to affect your friendships? Or your 
job? Or your wealth? Or your family? Or where you live? Or what you do? 

The uncomfortable truth is that many of us  - myself included - will sometimes find personal 
boundaries that we are unwilling to cross in the pursuance of our faith. It’s almost as if we focus on 
the bits we’re good at, the things we like and the bible verses that match our view of the world 
and conveniently forget the rest.  We do that even though today’s passage makes it clear that 



‘Those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it’. 
We each take the choice periodically to trust ourselves to make sure a situation is perfected for 
our own benefit rather than trusting that God will make that situation His form of perfection.   

Additionally, it is equally disconcerting to recognise that there are other times when we make 
decisions without considering whether there is a faith dimension that will guide our choices.  For 
example, we can get caught up in the everyday life of family and home, work and holidays 
without thinking how these activities offer opportunities to be an effective disciple.  We may be 
familiar with the abbreviation WWJD - what would Jesus do - as a trigger to consider the effects 
of discipleship on the challenges we face, but how often do we use it?  Instead, we risk going our 
own way and taking an easy path rather than the one that Jesus would take to worship and serve 
God. 

When Christian people come together and all try to live out WWJD for the same cause, the results 
are both breathtaking and beautiful.  Locally, the way care has been - and continues to be - 
offered to the vulnerable in our community in this pandemic is a real example of this. Yet 
throughout Christian history, there have been times when individual perspectives have been so 
bitterly argued that, from outside, the Church appears - and can become - fragmented and 
broken. 

I have two visual analogies that contrasts these examples.  Both involve flying.  At times when 
individuals are focused on tightly-held viewpoints, the Church becomes like the Shackleton aircraft 
that was infamously described as"10,000 loose rivets flying in close formation”. But when 
Christians simultaneously reflect and jointly act upon what Jesus would do - that is, when they 
truly follow Him - the result is like the murmurations of starlings that you can often see on winter 
evenings.  Birds come together in vast numbers, flying together to make beautiful, sweeping and 
ever-changing shapes in the sky that shows the shared purpose and close interaction of the 
community. 

However - before I get too carried away with this analogy - I must admit that a murmuration is not 
thousands of birds following one leader, in the way we want to follow Jesus.  Instead, scientists 
reveal that starlings seek to match the direction and speed of the nearest seven or so neighbours.  
But even that fact has relevance to how I - and you - can become a more effective and committed 
follower of Jesus.  The starlings’ behaviour highlights that I tend to make discipleship decisions 
alone - after all, they’re personal and intimate decisions. Where are the seven or so wise, old birds 
that I use to direct my flight as I follow Jesus? 

More specifically, the question is: when was the last time I discussed a life dilemma with a 
Christian who would challenge me? You see, I talk things through with lots of Christian friends 
frequently, but their love and empathy for me means that they tend to affirm my view of the 
world.  If you and I are to develop our discipleship we each need to select some wise, old birds 
who’s eyes are firmly on Jesus: their act of love is not to empathise with how tough life is, but to 
help deepen and strengthen our determination to walk with Jesus.  

In fact, I can remember the last time I sought out a Christian who would challenge me as I thought 
through a dilemma: it was in March and I shudder to think of the number of dilemmas I have faced 
alone since then.  That particular dilemma was that I was finding it difficult to trust God’s Plan for 
my daughter’s A-levels and career. Instead I was being a fiercely protective Dad and praying for a 
particular outcome.  I remember that discussion with a relative stranger for three reasons:  

• firstly, I remember how difficult it was to admit how I was feeling to someone else;  



• secondly, I remember the relief I felt as I was guided to be totally honest with God in prayer by 
expressing my fears, how difficult I found trusting Him and asking that God would remain with 
me;  

• and finally, I remember just how helpful that discussion has been as her application was rejected, 
her college closed, her exams were cancelled.  And now, after the trauma of the results 
algorithm, her professionally calculated grades are known and we’re looking to the future - and 
whatever that brings.  

That conversation helped me - and continues to help me - to weather these times feeling peace 
and a sense of God at my side, rather than flying off in the wrong direction by myself.   

I thoroughly recommend that you ensure you talk to a wise old bird - one who will challenge you 
regularly.  Incidentally, if you are not sure of who could be your wise old bird, just talk to any of the 
ministry team who will point you towards the right person for you. 

But, I guess, I shouldn’t be surprised that conversation was so fruitful: there are many parallels 
with the conversation between Peter and Jesus in our Gospel reading today.  That conversation 
helped Peter re-orientate his perspective and, guided by the Holy Spirit, become the rock on 
which the Church was built.  Just like Peter, I accepted the advice to change my outlook - or in the 
words of my car’s SatNav to turn around when possible.  That way I can follow the true leader. 

Amen


