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 Jesus has been teaching his disciples: The Son of 
Man is to be betrayed …and they will kill him, and three 
days after being killed, he will rise again. The disciples do 
not understand but we are told they are “afraid” to 
ask Jesus more questions. They are perhaps 
embarrassed to admit they don’t understand.  
 
 Sometimes, however, the only foolish question 
is the one that doesn’t get asked. What might the 
disciples have heard if they had asked Jesus: what kind 
of Messiah are you? What does that mean for us who 
follow you? 
 
 Instead as can happen when we don’t ask for 
clarification, the disciples start to fill in the blanks 
using the categories they know. Jesus is the Messiah 
and he will be killed and rise again – this we don’t 
understand. What we can discuss is: “Who is the 
greatest?” The disciples’ own egos battle it out all the 
way to Capernaum. Who gets to stand closest to Jesus 
when all these things play out? Who is the greatest? 
What the disciples are arguing about is not life-giving, 
but something that gives death. It points to a 
worldview where self and self-consciousness are the 
compass. They are ashamed to tell Jesus what they 
have been discussing. How on earth do the disciples 
go from You are the Messiah  (Jesus is the greatest) to 
“It’s all about me”? They are human, that’s how!  
 



 I have been thinking about the disciples’ debate 
this week. Not so much Who is the greatest? Rather  
what is greatness? What is greatness to you? This is an 
essential question to ponder, because how we think 
about greatness is often tied to our hopes and dreams 
at every stage of life.   
 
 Who decides what greatness is? Others? How 
am I doing on social media? What am I missing out 
on? What do people say about me? How is my brand 
doing? Career? How many followers do I have? How 
much influence do I have? Am I presenting a view of 
myself that is effortlessly chill, successful, together? 
The amplification of self-consciousness by social 
media is exhausting, and stifling to freedom in the 
Spirit.  
 
 But it doesn’t have to be that way. Jesus 
obliquely enters the disciples’ discussion about 
greatness and gently adjusts the framework. Jesus’ 
intention I think is not to shame the disciples for 
their “worldly” thinking but rather to offer them 
something more. Jesus draws a child into their group 
and says: Let your posture before God be as open, 
vulnerable, transparent, curious and trusting as a 
child. The major work of childhood is asking, 
learning, growing, becoming equipped for adulthood 
and life’s work. To grow fully into themselves, 
children must wonder and experiment. Above all, 



children must keep asking the big questions. What do 
I want to be when I grow up? What is my life about? 
Who is God and what is God like? How can I 
contribute? How do I fit into God’s dreams for 
humanity?  
 
 What Jesus means by greatness is revealed here 
by contrast to the disciples’ competition. Service. Not 
first, last; seeking out and welcoming the vulnerable, 
gathering them in. All in the name of Jesus, our 
compass in all we do. I don’t believe Jesus himself 
spent one minute thinking about whether he was 
“great” or what such human assessments even mean. 
Jesus seems to think the usual human understanding 
of greatness is demeaning – a form of oppressive 
competition in which we keep ourselves captive. Jesus 
wants more abundant life for us than that. Jesus 
offers this alternative vision. How could we raise up 
our common life if all that energy we spend on 
egoistic evaluation and competition was spent instead 
on seeking out and serving the vulnerable? 
  
 In his Rule for his monasteries, Benedict thinks 
very carefully about how to nurture healthy humility 
in his ordering of their life together. Benedict says 
even monks who were born into noble families must 
share in the menial work that only servants did in 
that society. In the monastery, all the monks must 
share in the work of serving the other monks, 



regardless of background. More, Benedict writes that 
all monks should serve without grumbling or 
complaining either outwardly or inwardly. That is so 
hard! Benedict knows that like the disciples, our 
human sense of entitlements can trip us up; we can 
think deserve this or that more (or less) than others. 
Comparison is often a big part of the human 
understanding of greatness. Greater than, more than.  
 
 What is greatness to you? A follow up question: 
how are we growing into that greatness in our life? 
We can choose to keep that question at arm’s length. 
We can say: St. Benedict was great; Martin Luther 
King Jr. was great; Mahatma Gandhi was great; 
Mother Theresa was great. Greatness is not a relevant 
category for my life. I believe that Jesus thinks 
otherwise. Martin Luther King Jr., famously said: 
Everybody can be great because everybody can serve…."  
King added in his sermon: You only need a heart full of 
grace. The grace of God inspires us to offer our lives 
in service. Real greatness is for everyone. Greatness in 
a person is a quality of being.  

 
 One of the privileges of my work is 
accompanying people through many stages of life. As 
older people look back over decades of life, for many 
the most important times are those when they have 
been able to help others. “I think I have done some 
good”, they might say. “I was so glad when I could 



help so and so”. Or “That was such a wonderful time 
when we accomplished that project”.  
 
 My own working definition of greatness has 
become very simple. Greatness is doing good. There 
are a million ways we can each do good with the 
various gifts God has given us. Everyone can be great 
because everyone can do good.  
 
AMEN 
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