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Thought we might not realize it, all of us to a certain degree have authority. Some 
people supervise others at work; some are parents; some are coaches or managers, 
and from many vocations as we age, inevitably we will have leadership roles to play. 
This includes also the authority God gives us from our baptism and confirmation. We 
are His disciples and followers. We are a priest, prophet and king. And we can use the 
authority God gives us either for His glory or our own. And when we use it for the right 
reasons, the result can be it leaves a lasting impact on a person, truly helping others 
and building up the kingdom of God. 
 
Some years ago, a woman by the name of Mary Jane West was working with her father 
who had a small business, employing about 15 people at any given time. They 
pasteurized and homogenized milk from farmers each morning, and put it into bottles for 
home use and for restaurants. They also put the milk into small containers for the 
school kids daily. They also made homemade ice cream.  
 
They sold all of these milk products, and many more, in the front of a dairy building, 
which had been fashioned into a small store with a large soda fountain. During the 
summer months, there were rows and rows of eager tourists lined up at the ice cream 
counter, waiting for their daily indulgence of her father’s most exquisite recipies of some 
27 flavors of homemade wonder.  
 
Being such an extremely busy little store meant that the employees had to work fast and 
furious for hours at a time, with little rest. The swarm of tourists never stopped and their 
“rush hour” lasted many hours on the hot days. 
 
Mary had worked for her father since she was young, as did all 7 kids in the family. So 
she had seen many new employees come and go due to the fast and frenetic pace. 
 
One day, in 1967, they had a new employee, Debbie, who wanted to work in the store 
for the summer. She had never done this type of work before, but planned to give it her 
all.  
 
On her first day, Debbie made just about every mistake in the book. She added the 
sales wrong on the cash register, she charged the wrong prices for items, she gave the 
wrong bag of food to the wrong customer, and she dropped and broke a half gallon of 
milk. The torture of watching her struggle was too much for Mary. She went into her 
father’s office and said “Please go out there and put her out of her misery.” She 
expected him to walk right into the store and fire her on the spot.  
 
Since her father’s office was situated within view of the sales counter, he had no doubt 
seen what Mary was talking about. He sat, thoughtful, for a moment. Then he got up 
from his desk and walked over to Debbie, who was standing behind the counter.  
 
“Debbie,” he said, as he put his hand gently on her shoulder. “I have been watching you 
all day, and I saw how you treated Mrs. Forbush.” 
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Debbie’s face began to flush and tears began to well in her eyes as she struggled to 
remember Mrs. Forbush from the many women she had given the wrong change to or 
spilled milk on.  
 
Mary’s father continued, “I’ve never seen Mrs. Forbush be so polite to any one of my 
employees before. You really knew how to handle her. I am sure that she is going to 
want you to wait on her every time she comes in. Keep up the good work.”  
 
In return for being a wise and compassionate employer, Mary’s father got a loyal, and 
hardworking employee for the next 16 years, along with a friend for life.  
 
It goes to show you what authority can do when used properly; it can unlock the 
potential within a person. And hopefully Mary’s dad didn’t just gain an employee, but 
through his actions, also helped a young woman to learn love and compassion, which in 
turn was passed on to others she met. Though she doesn’t specify the religious faith of 
the family, it’s clear that her father understand what it means to love one another as I 
have loved you, and to use authority in the right way. 
 
Shebna isn’t a name you hear to often at baptisms, but he is front and center in Isaiah 
22, the chapter from which our first reading is taken. Shebna is the master of the King’s 
palace. He likely had access to very large keys that would open the door. This was a big 
deal in the ancient world; it means that, as the one who held the keys, he could literally 
and metaphorically open doors. The doors that led to the king and so grant access to 
power. He literally holds the keys to the kingdom. 
 
However, he doesn’t use what he’s been given properly. Instead of advocating and 
supporting works of justice and holiness or showing humility, he enriches himself in an 
extravagant way. He even plans on having a tomb built with his name on it that is so 
elaborate he’ll be remembered forever. Isaiah criticizes him, and indeed that’s the only 
thing he’s really known for today for scripture scholars and those who know Bible trivia. 
No one remembers him for his actions. 
 
We can then meet Peter in the Gospel, who is given keys too, the keys to the kingdom 
of heaven. It’s the authority of Jesus given to Peter and his successors to build up the 
Body of Christ; to preach and teach and celebrate the sacraments. It’s an authority that 
has been handed down to this day, which is why bishops derive their authority from the 
pope and priests from their bishop. Some like Peter have used it wisely; others have 
certainly used it inapropriately. But the fact remains that the Church has remained, 
created by our Lord, and we are called to emulate our Lord as a servant leader, by 
using our authority wisely. How do we do that? 
 
I think as a starting point we have prayer and formation through the Church. In seminary 
we heard the term “formation” quite a bit - but it meant we learned things academically, 
but also were formed by learning how to grow as men, and grow in spirituality, 
something that continues throughout our lives. This is true for us all. When we pray, we 
get clarity about what we are to do and how to do it. We can find wisdom. When we 



 

  Page 3 of 4 

realize the Church is there to guide us, hence the term “Mother” to describe Her often, 
we are open to learning how to understand and articulate our faith and live it out. A 
person who knows the faith will have the wisdom about how to be a good parent, a 
better priest, how to do their work better and live their lives better. No matter how old we 
are, we are growing as people, and we need the Church both for the sacraments and to 
be with our Lord through the Eucharist, but also to facilitate our growth as people. 
 
Second, we need to be honest and say to ourselves how do we use the authority we are 
given? People are given power in a community, a place of work, or in a family. So what 
do we do with it? There are parents who are too rigid and can’t accept the fact that their 
children are growing or that one child is different from the others; and also parents who 
want to be a friend as opposed to mom and dad so have a hard time using tough love. 
The same is true with anything; power can be misused and we can become a petty 
tyrant or also a coward. Sometimes people also use power for their own glory, taking 
advantage of others so they will do things for them. As Bishop Robert Baron puts it, are 
you building a monument to yourself or are you breathing life into others? We want to 
use authority to ultimately make one another better. Think of Mary’s dad; the easy thing 
would have been to fire the new employee, but instead he was patient and loving, and 
helped her to find her talent. He breathed life into her. That’s what we need to do with 
one another. 
 
Lastly, we are open to learning on the job. Technically I have authority as a pastor. But I 
know there are many things others can do much better than me, and I also have 
learned as I continue to do that some things I handled well, others could have been 
handled better. They way we learn is by being introspective; by admitting our faults, and 
also surrounding ourselves with people who will give us the straight story and good 
advice, and challenge us to grow. 
 
As I’ve quoted it before, in one of my favorite movies Field of Dreams when Ray 
Kinsella, the farmer played by Kevin Kostner is fed up as things aren’t going to plan and 
he’s not sure when the meaning of the baseball field he built will become apparent, he 
vents at Shoeless Joe Jackson “I just want to know what’s in it for me” to which 
Shoeless Joe says to him, “Is that why you built it Ray, for you?” He’s left speechless, 
and eventually of course comes to see that the field he’s built is to restore his 
relationship with his father and also bring joy to people as they come to see the baseball 
legends play again and joy to the players. This isn’t done without suffering though on his 
part, but also growth as a person. Ray had the authority to build or destroy the field on 
his land; Ray could have done it his way. But instead he used what he was given to 
bring happiness, life and hope to others. The same is true for us. We can use our 
authority for ourselves, or for others. We can use it to build people up, or to destroy 
them. We can use the keys God has given us to unlock the doors to a deeper life in 
ourselves and in others. When I go the cemeteries for burials and have funeral Masses, 
I’ve seen some impressive headstones and crypts. But I’ve yet to meet someone’s 
children or grandchildren tell me “would you like to see the tombstone of my loved one.” 
Instead, I hear the stories of how a person’s loved one breathed life into them as a 
person of love, joy and service who lived out their faith, and used their relationship with 
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them to bring them closer to God. A person may have had authority as a parent or 
grandparent, but so often they used it for the right reason. So let’s not be like Shebna, 
but be like Peter, using the power God has given us not for our glory but for His, 
unlocking the locks of ego, sin, selfishness, self-doubt and despair through the power of 
God’s love to bring people to the Kingdom of Heaven.  


