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August 06, 2016 

Since it’s now August and nobody wants to work too hard—including me—I thought I’d do some shameless 
borrowing of another person’s wisdom for today’s homily.  It comes from a funeral that I attended on Friday at 
my former parish for a marvelous man who served as one of the church trustees during my first years there.  
When it came time for the words of remembrance, this man got up to the microphone and I thought, “I’ve seen 
this guy before—often,” but I couldn’t quite place him.  I knew he wasn’t a parishioner and I knew he wasn’t 
family.  The context was all wrong.   

He introduced himself as Mike Olsterholm, and I immediately connected the dots.  He has been the Minnesota 
State Epidemiologist for as long as I can remember, and he’s a figure of international renown in the field of 
infectious diseases.  He’s on TV all the time, speaking about things like Ebola, Zika, and Swine Flu.  What I could 
not have known was that he also came to learn his expertise from the man who died.  He’d been his teacher at 
the University of Minnesota decades ago, and from the way he spoke it was clear that Dr. Osterholm cherished 
the care and guidance of his mentor all his life, and is still striving to do his work with the same compassion for 
people and dedication to public health.  His words were deeply moving.  

I hadn’t known any of this, because the deceased person—Dr. Singer—would never have spoken about it.  He 
was retired by the time I met him, and I didn’t even know he was a PhD.  He’s the last person who would have 
found it useful to tell you how wise and important he was.  But what I particularly recall from that eulogoy was 
that Dr. Osterholm quoted the lyrics from a pop-rock song that was recorded 35 years ago by the singer Dan 
Fogelberg.  It was a Number One hit that those of us of a certain age remember quite well from the radio, titled, 
“The Leader of the Band.” I’ve always known most of the lyrics, but I’d had no idea what they meant.   

As Dr. Osterholm explained, Fogelberg wrote the song as a tribute to his father, who was actually a band teacher 
and who happened to pass away within months of its release.  And as he said so poetically at the funeral, 
although he can never be his teacher or his father, he can accept the treasured legacy that he has had the honor 
to inherit.  The refrain of that song goes like this: 

“The leader of the band is tired, and his eyes are growing old 
But his blood runs through my instrument, and his song is in my soul. 
My life has been a poor attempt to imitate the man. 
I’m just a living legacy to the leader of the band, 
I am the living legacy to the leader of the band.” 

Fogelberg wanted to be sure that his father’s legacy lived on in and through him.  Osterholm wants to be sure 
that his professor’s legacy lived on in and through him.  And that’s the same task for Christians when it comes to 
honoring Jesus, our Master.  When Jesus left this earth to return to his Father, he did not entirely leave us, just 
as no human saint ever dies.  But it did become harder to see, and feel, and hear, and touch him after that in a 
truly concrete and convincing way…not only for us, but for people who never met him.   

It’s no longer possible for us Christians to do many of the things with Jesus of Nazareth that his first followers 
did, like get into boats with him, or engage him in conversation, or walk with him through a town, or watch him 
lay healing hands on sick and dead people or pass him a piece of bread at the dinner table.  But with the  
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empowerment of the Holy Spirit—which is ours through baptism—we can be the living legacies to all of that, 
and we must be.  That’s what it is all for. 

“His blood runs through my instrument, and his song is in my soul.” 

That’s what our gospel today is trying to get at.  That so-called “faithful and wise servant” is really nothing other 
than a living legacy to the leader of our band.  He’s the one who has dedicated himself/herself to doing the very 
same things—in tangible, visible ways—that the teacher once did, and to do so out of love and honor for that 
teacher. 

It is one thing to behave well in this world out of a certain fear of what might happen to you if you don’t.  It is 
something very different to strive to behave well because of a memory of gratitude and a dedication to love for 
those who did it well before we ever came along.   

Our second reading today, from the Letter to the Hebrews, says it beautifully: 

“Faith is the realization of what’s hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” 

But faith cannot possibly be based on nothing.  It simply cannot last where there is an utter absence of things 
that can be seen.  And that is the profound responsibility of us Christians.  Especially us Catholics. Where there is 
no living legacy to the teacher, there is simply no reason for belief.  We are the legacy.  If our faith and good 
works cannot be seen—even imperfectly—then we fail.   

That faithful servant of today’s gospel is the one who is praised for being busy with the tasks of making sure that 
the household is fed with what they need, not because the Master is watching and threatening to judge, but 
precisely because the Master isn’t doing that.  Our dedication to the daily work of compassion, mercy and 
charity are meant to be rooted in gratitude, and conviction and legacy, not in some superficial pious show, or in 
some strategic guessing about when the boss may appear at the door to evaluate us.   

Baptism invites us into the privilege and responsibility of becoming living legacies of the healing, saving works of 
Jesus Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit.  That is a mission that must be visible and credible here and now, 
even if not as perfect as Jesus was.  And there will be others yet to come who, if we are faithful and diligent 
about it, will one day delight in announcing to their own generation, how they came to know Christ through us. 


