
 

1 

 

THE TWENTY-FIFTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year B 
Wis 2:12,17-20; Ps 54:3-4,5,6-8; Jas 3:16-4:3; Mk 9:30-37 

 

SERVANT LEADERSHIP 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Sunday, September 23, 2018, 8:30 a.m. Mass 

 

Jesus had twelve apostles, close friends, ministry partners, and he put them on the spot. 

  “You guys were having a pretty animated conversation over there. 

    You guys looked pretty hot and bothered. 

    What were you guys so steamed up about?”  (paraphrase, Mk 9:33b). 

 

The apostles were embarrassed (Mk 9:34a). 

  Their lips were hermetically sealed. 

  They didn’t was to “fess up.” 

  They didn’t want to get in trouble. 

 

They knew that they had been misbehaving. 

They had been arguing among each other about who was  

  the greatest (Mk 9:34b),  

  the most important, 

  the best. 

 

Those twelve apostles are not that much different than you and me. 

Sometimes we go on a mission to be the greatest, the best. 

In school, a student may want to be the greatest, 

  smarter, better grades, more popular, than everyone else. 

A teacher may want to be the greatest, 

  highly acclaimed, well respected, a cut above the other teachers. 

Someone in retail sales may aspire to be the greatest, 

  tops in sales at their store, or in their company. 

A gardener may want the greatest garden on the block. 

A home owner may want to have the greatest home in the neighborhood. 

A NFL player often aspires to greatness, to be a star, to be all-pro. 

A position coach may want to be the greatest at his specialty. 

A head coach wants to be greatest in the division, 

  or to be highly regarded by one’s peers. 

Even your priest would maybe like to be the greatest pastor of the archdiocese 

  or the greatest writer in the Catholic Spirit. 

My goodness, we are competitive. 

 

Jesus was upset because his guys were arguing about who was the greatest. 
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But, don’t forget, 

  Jesus wanted his apostles to be great, to be excellent. 

He told them to be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect (see Mt 5:48), 

He wanted them to yield a rich harvest, 

  thirty, sixty, or a hundredfold (see Mk 4:8,20). 

He wanted them to invest their God-given talents (see Mt 25:14-23), 

  and he was very upset with those who bury their talents (see Mt 25:24-30). 

 

Jesus wanted his disciples to be great, 

  yet he was upset because his disciples were arguing about who is the greatest. 

 

So what’s the problem? 

 

There are two schools of greatness: 

  the Jesus school of greatness, 

  and the world’s school of greatness. 

 

Jesus was upset because his apostles were following the world’s school of greatness 

  and not his. 

 

There is greatness world-style. 

  Look at me, admire me, I’m great. 

  Obey me, I’m in charge. 

  Serve me, I’m on top. 

  Fork over the money, I’m worth the most. 

  Step aside, I’m more important. 

  Listen to me, I’m the smartest. 

  Special privileges are due me, I’m a cut above. 

 

Greatness world-style is arrogant, conceited, and narcissistic. 

Greatness world-style is concerned about self and not about the other person. 

Greatness world-style is very competitive, 

  it is about me getting ahead without regard for others. 

 

Jesus was upset and disappointed with his apostles  

  because they were on an ego trip, a power trip, 

  and that simply is not the way that Jesus does business. 

 

Jesus has an alternative for you and me. 

Jesus has the high road to greatness and excellence. 

 

Jesus taught with paradoxes. 

  He turned the ways of the world upside down.  

 

Here’s what Jesus has to say to us: 

“If you want to be the first, you have to be the last of all” (paraphrase, Mk 9:35). 



 

3 

 

But this does not mean mediocre, or last place, or ineffective, or weak. 

“If you want to be first, you must be the servant of all” (paraphrase, Mk 9:35). 

 

There is greatness Jesus-style. 

  It is not about you admiring me, but about me respecting you. 

  It is not about you obeying me, but about us working together. 

  It is not about you serving me, but about me working on your behalf. 

  It is not about you stepping aside for me, but about me looking out for you and your welfare. 

  It is not about you only listening to me, but about me paying attention to you. 

  It is not about me getting special privileges,  

    but about me providing you the best opportunities to succeed. 

 

Jesus was upset about individualism. 

 

For Jesus, it was never about him. 

  it was always about the people he came to serve and save. 

The apostles were looking out for themselves, 

  at the expense of others. 

Jesus was building community, the Body of Christ,  

  and looking out for the common good. 

Jesus was at the service of each individual and the larger group. 

 

Jesus was speaking to one of the biggest spiritual problems of America: 

  individualism, it is all about me, 

    and not about the common good,  

    not about the greater good, 

  and when it is all about me,  

    the family breaks down, the school breaks down, the team breaks down, 

    the parish breaks down, and the society breaks down. 

 

When it is just about the wife, the husband, 

  the son, the daughter, the student, the athlete, 

  the worker, the homeowner, or the priest, 

  when it is all about me, and my importance, and my status, and my way, 

  the family, the school, the parish, the team, is harmed, and eventually falls apart. 

 

But when a priest humbly serves his parishioners, 

  or teachers humbly serve their students, 

  or homeowners look out for their neighbors, 

  or workers build a spirit of cooperation, 

  and when coaches humbly serve their athletes, 

  and when the players work together, 

  and while we try to do our best, to be great, 

    if we try to help others do their best, 

  and if we work for the common good, for the benefit of the whole group, 

  then we are on the road to greatness Jesus-style. 
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Jesus was “the last,” “the servant of all” (see Mk 9:35b), 

  but his lowliness and service were never about weakness. 

Actually, it took heroic strength for Jesus 

  to do what was right without focusing on himself. 

 

Let’s avoid the pitfalls of the apostles who were overly concerned about themselves. 

If we can get ourselves and our egos out of the way, 

  and if we can sacrifice for the benefit of others, 

  then we are on the path to greatness Jesus-style. 


