
            

21st Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Cycle A, 8.23.20 

Isaiah 22:15, 19-23/Romans 11:33-36/ 
Matthew 16:13-20  

THE SOUND OF A SYMPHONY –                    
ALL OF US PLAYING TOGETHER 

Let me begin with a story from a 
Buddhist teacher:  An old man was visiting 
the city for the first time.  He had never 
been to school; in fact, he had never left the 
remote mountain village of his childhood.  
He worked hard his long life to provide for 
his family, and was now enjoying his first 
visit to his children's modern homes in the 
city. One day, while walking through the 
city, the old man heard a sound that stung 
his ears.  He never heard such an awful 
noise in his quiet mountain village.  He 
followed the grating sound to a little room 
in the back of a house. A small boy was 
practicing the violin - and badly.  The old 
man's son explained to him what a violin 
was. The old man decided he never wanted 
to hear such a horrible thing again. 

  The next day, the old man was 
exploring another part of the city when he 
heard a most enchanting melody.  He 
followed the sound to its source. He finally 
came to the small studio of a woman who 
was playing a sonata - on a violin.  The old 
man immediately realized his mistake.  The 
terrible sound he had heard the day before 
wasn’t the fault of the instrument – or that 
of the boy.  The boy still had much to learn 

in order to realize the possibilities of the 
instrument.  In the hands of a true maestro, 
a violin was a wondrous thing. 

The third day of walking through the 
city, the old man heard a sound that 
surpassed in its beauty the music he heard 
the day before.  It was a sound more 
beautiful than the cascade of the mountain 
streams in spring, the autumn wind in the 
mountain groves, the silence in the 
mountain hollows on a still winter's night.  
The old man's heart had never been so 
moved.  Again, he followed the music until 
he came to a large hall.  An orchestra was 
playing a symphony. Then, the wise old man 
understood.  Strife and conflict aren’t 
caused by religion or belief, he realized; 
such division is the result of the student 
who had not learned the lessons of faith 
well.  The true gift of God was, first, to learn 
to become a master of one's own 
instrument - and then to put those skills at 
the service of other players to create the 
most beautiful of sounds. 

 
 Today’s scripture – both the Old 
Testament and the Gospel -- invite us to 
consider the importance of authority and 
how it is exercised. The prophet Isaiah 
speaks for God to Shebna, a high court 
official to King Hezekiah. Shebna’s authority 
was vast, but his personal ambitions, his 
thirst for power and his attempts to build 
up his own reputation earned him the 
prophet’s wrath. An Ethiopian proverb says: 
The smaller the lizard, the greater its 
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ambition to become a crocodile. Shebna’s 
authority was taken away from him and the 
keys, which were a symbol of his authority, 
were given to another who would rule with 
integrity and honor. In the gospel Jesus 
takes a poll of his disciples: Who do people 
say that I am? They offer a variety of 
responses, but it’s only Peter who nails it: 
"You are the Messiah, the Son of the living 
God.” The word “Messiah” was a loaded 
word for the Jewish people. They believed 
that God would send an anointed king who 
would be the spearhead of the movement 
that would free Israel from oppression and 
bring justice and peace to the world at last. 
So, Peter got it right with an insight given 
him by God. And Jesus entrusted to him the 
keys to the Kingdom – symbols of authority 
and power.  

 
 But we know only too well from the 
testimony of the scriptures that power 
corrupts. Peter and the disciples will have 
many lessons to learn about the power 
entrusted to them. They’ll have arguments 
about who’s the greatest. They’ll try to 
outdo each other in rank and status. They’ll 
even abandon Jesus in his hour of need out 
of fear of earthly authorities. In many ways 
they’re like the little boy playing the violin 
badly. They just don’t know how yet to 
handle the instrument, how to wield 
authority in the manner of Jesus who came 
not to be served, but to serve, and to give 
his life as a ransom for the many. 

 And isn’t that struggle about power 
and authority playing itself out on the world 
stage today? What else is the refusal to 
wear a mask and follow the simple 
guidelines of safe-distancing and hand-
washing as the only way short of a vaccine 
to end this epidemic? Isn’t that struggle 
over legitimate authority evident in fellow 
citizens who refuse to adhere to medical 
advice because “you’re impinging on my 
freedom” and “you have no right to tell me 
what to do.” 

 
Surely, it’s a misguided sense of autonomy 
and individualism contradicting our motto –
“one nation under God.” The struggle is 
played out in the national tensions when 
political parties refuse to cooperate for the 
common good, when elected officials won’t 
share the power entrusted to them. And 
the Church herself has many scriptural 
lessons about authentic authority yet to 
learn, as Pope Francis calls for greater 
synodality – that process of fraternal 
collaboration and discernment, seeking the 
voice of the Holy Spirit manifested 
throughout the entire Body of Christ and all 
its members. 

Jesus establishes his church on the 
simple, heart-felt faith of each "player" and 
the individual player's generosity in coming 
together with others and putting the 
"mastery" of his or her own instrument at 
the service of all.  Christ calls each one of us 
to be the "rock" of his church: to bring his 
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love, justice and mercy to whatever place 
we can, one small act of kindness at a time.  
He entrusts to each one of us the "keys" to 
heaven: to unlock, through the faith we live 
and the work of our lives, the presence of 
God in our world.  Faith is God's invitation 
to "play" the music of his justice and mercy, 
of hope and compassion, for a despairing 
and broken world.  Our love and care for 
family and friends, our dedication to the 
cause of what is right and just, our taking 
the first step toward reconciliation and 
forgiveness, our simplest acts of kindness 
and generosity -- these are our confessions 
of faith in Jesus as the Messiah and 
Redeemer.  

 John Kasper, osfs 

 


