25th Sunday, Ordinary Time, Cycle. B. 2021.

 From the earliest moments of our lives, there is something ingrained in us that is convinced that first is best. We spend hours of waiting time in order to be first in line. This means, we are caught in a culture that makes being first the highest priority. Against this backdrop, we hear from Jesus from the Gospel today, “If any one wishes to be first, he shall be the last of all and the servant of all.”

At the screening of the Movie “Mother Teresa” during the celebration of the 40th anniversary of the United Nations in 1983, the then UNO Secretary General (Javier Perez de Cuellar) introduced Mother Teresa to an august gathering of the representatives of all member countries of the UN within just one sentence: “I present to you the most powerful woman in the world”. On March 3, 1976, conferring on Mother Teresa, the highest honor of the country- Padmavibhusan-, the then Prime Minister of India, Indira Gandhi said, “ I feel myself dwarfed when I stand before this holy and mighty woman who heroically showed the world how to practice Christian love in sacrificial and humble service”. She was the living proof of Jesus’ words in Today’s Gospel that real greatness lies in serving others.

 The First Reading from the Book of Wisdom shows us the envy and jealousy of the wicked people against a good man, in a kind of Old Testament preview of Christ’s passion. It tells us how the world often ill-treats those who strive to live justly and do God’s will and we are reminded to choose the path of righteousness in spite of painful consequences by seeking always the wisdom from above as Jesus did. In the Second reading, St. James is explaining, how envy and jealousy are corroding the fellowship of a Christian community. James warns us that selfish ambitions destroy peace and cause conflicts and disputes in the country, local communities, Churches and families. Hence he says, “Servanthood orients our relationship with others, when our desires are out of order, our relationship become disoriented”. When we bring our manifold human gifts to the service of others, true greatness emerges with every act of love and every word of compassion.

Once in a nice family, the house wife - the mother has just lost her job and the parents are trying to explain to the children the implications this has for the family. With less income there will be fewer times to eat out, less cash for extras, and no new or expensive items for the family. This is serious. Things are tight. Meanwhile the children are excited about the latest video game and are asking if they can go to the store and buy it. Frustrated, the parents have a sense they are not getting through. The kids don’t get it.

In Today’s Gospel, the disciples don’t get it either. Jesus is talking about his forthcoming suffering and death and the cost of discipleship. But the disciples don’t get it- they are “discussing among themselves…..who is the greatest”. We can only imagine how tried Jesus’ patience was. He takes a child and places it before his disciples and demonstrates for his them what their vision must be. The Greek word paidon means a “child”. The same word is used for a “servant”. It means in our context that a disciple is a servant.

Jesus in today’s Gospel gives us a glimpse of the character of the path proposed by the first and second readings- namely embracing and serving the vulnerable in our midst- the defenseless children, the despairing poor, the terrified, the mentally ill, the marginalized, the disabled and the refugees of the war. True greatness consists in our ability to see and respond to the needs of others with compassion and sympathy. 
Greatness in Jesus’ view is found in our willingness to accept, welcome and serve those who are considered unacceptable and undeserving by reason of class, color, religion, wealth and culture.. Jesus teaches the apostles and us that child-like humility and selfless service make one great in the eyes of God.  In his kingdom, egolessness, dying to oneself, and serving as he served, are the only ways through which one can hope to enter his kingdom. Jesus presents to his apostles a spiritual world in which true greatness is measured not by boundless ambition but by servanthood. 

Jesus came as a poor child and identified himself with the marginalized in the society. He opened God’s kingdom at the immense cost of his life; we can enter it only at the cost of our own. Jesus calls us to be servants today, the servants of all. Jesus makes no compromise in his teaching,. He is convinced that the only way to live life, fully and completely, is through serving rather than being served. In his view of life, the only way to be first is to be last. The only way to be master is by being servant. To master this one needs humility; and spiritual humility is not the manifestation of a lack of self-esteem or feeling that we are unloved or unlovable but the acknowledgement that we are dependent on God and others even for the genuine gifts we have received in our life.

Greatness in the kingdom overturns the usual perceptions we have of greatness and honor. It is almost normal to consider the first as first and the last as last. The challenge is to learn to think as God thinks, which runs counter to well-established behavior patterns. Hence the Readings today is a call to each one of us to dare to see that there is another way: the way of being no one so that one can indeed be No.1.

Our spiritual life weakens when we forget that we each have a unique vocation from the Lord, are given unique graces, and have a unique role in the history of redemption. The measures of power and status in our society are not the measures of spiritual success in the kingdom of God. The greatest in the Kingdom of God are those who follow the Lord, not others. The true leaders in the kingdom of God are those who seek to bring others closer to Christ and His Church rather than to themselves.

