
21st Sunday in Ordinary Time -Year A 
 

The Power of Words 
 

Words can change things in an instant. The words "I love you," 

for example, can put a whole future into action or they can be 

the catalyst for a break-up. They can come as a revelation, even 

to the one speaking them, that needs to be unpacked and 

pondered, embraced and put into action, or they can be so 

frightening that they end up forming a precipice that a person 

feels like they can only back away from. 

 

Jesus asks his disciples for words in today's Gospel. He starts 

slow. He gives them the chance to relay what words they have 

heard, but his real goal is to get them to declare their own views. 

It will be a test of sorts, like sticking a knife into a baking cake 

to see if it is done. Who knows what Jesus anticipated the 

response to be? 

 

There, I Said It. What Was It I Said? 

 

Peter's words come out almost of their own accord. Did he really 

even know what he was saying? Jesus recognizes in them 

something that goes beyond the merely human. It may have 

been Simon bar Jonah who spoke them, but their origin came 

from somewhere much deeper. Peter speaks the word of God. 

It's not a calculated word, not a prepared word, but a prophetic 

word, a word imbued with truth. 

 

 



Where did that come from? And how was it possible that a mere 

mortal would have been the vehicle for its utterance? It must be 

that Peter has arrived. He gets it, or at least has begun to get it. 

He has been brought into the mystery of God's action in the 

world in the person of Jesus. And God's word can now flow 

through him. So far, so good. The pipeline is intact. 

 

The Word Has Been Spoken. Now What? 

 

But now the real journey begins. Peter has "gone live" as it 

were. He has spoken the truth that goes even beyond his 

comprehending. He has been brought into a reality that goes 

beyond his ability to take it all in. How to keep that aliveness 

going will be his life project. How to stay open to the Word of 

life even when you have to still ponder its meaning and grow 

into it more every day. 

 

From Word to Rock 

 

That reality, a relationship with the one whose word he has 

spoken but which also goes beyond him, is the rock upon which 

a whole church will be built-not one building, but one people, all 

"gone live" with the living relationship with God that Jesus 

embodies and testifies to, but which is designed to be the 

foundation for all believers and each believer. 

 

In one sense you could say the journey is finally beginning for 

Peter and the other disciples are let in on it. Now, care must be 

taken. This journey is fundamentally different from the one they 

have been on, even though it has included similar ideas and 

embodied similar hopes. 



 

The Messiah, the one everyone has been waiting for, is suddenly 

not merely the person of their imaginations, but a living 

breathing person they have shared meals with, shared the road 

with; someone they are constantly surprised by because he just 

doesn't fit their preconceptions. He is familiar and a mystery all 

at once. His reality can only be grasped by those who allow God 

to enliven them, to spark their imagination, and to engage them 

at a level that was previously unknown to them. 

 

Encountering the Mystery and Letting It Unfold 

 

Such an encounter needs time to unfold. It must be pondered. 

The dross has to be burned off so that the gold can shine. I can 

recall the days of my adult coming to the faith, when things 

started to click, and my faith became mine and not just the 

borrowed faith of my parents and upbringing. Lots of pondering. 

Lots of screw-ups when I thought I now had all the answers, 

only to discover that I had only just been introduced to the 

questions. 

 

No wonder Jesus tells the disciples to keep the revelation to 

themselves for the moment. The first step is to get used to the 

practice of being open to God and God's action. Once that 

territory becomes more familiar, he will let us know what we are 

to do. Whatever it is, it will only succeed if we are in contact 

with the divine energy that can only come from God. When we 

do that, we also will become rock-like, foundational. We also 

will carry the keys to help others get connected. 

 

 



From Rock to Key 

 

Later in Matthew's gospel (18:18) the image of the keys to the 

kingdom is used in connection with the Christian community. 

There it becomes clearer that having keys is not so much about 

being a gatekeeper as it is about being a facilitator, helping to 

open life up so that its full dimensions can be experienced for 

the salvation they contain. 

 

We do that in all humility, knowing that the power really comes 

from God and not from us. Our job is simply to stay open to 

what God wants to do through us and keep our egos out of the 

way. 

 


