
 

29th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
 

Year B 

 

“Christ, The Suffering Servant of God” 
 

Today we celebrate the Christ who gave meaning to all human suffering.  

By taking on himself the role of servant and redeeming us by his sufferings,  

he has turned all our human values upside down.  

It is the weak who have become strong. 
   

(Isaiah 53: 10-11; Hebrews 4: 14-16; Mark 10: 35-45) 

 

 

When the Apostles James and John asked Jesus if they could sit, one on his right and the other on 

his left, in his kingdom, they couldn’t have known what they were really asking for, as those 

particular positions of privilege had long since been allocated.  

 

I think it’s a safe bet that, when they eventually entered heaven, they would have had very red 

faces indeed – red because as they looked to Jesus’ throne of glory, they would have seen God the 

Father on his left hand and his mother on his right! 

 

It goes without saying that these two brothers were ambitious. They wanted to be important and 

successful, which is only natural. God, himself, gives each one of us particular gifts and talents. 

And he wants us to use them to the best of our ability. However, where the brothers went wrong 

was in their failure to understand that the kingdom of heaven is not like this world. To add to 

their misunderstanding, they had a fundamentally different notion of success from that of 

Jesus.Blinded by their worldly notion of success they thought they could use their friendship with 

Jesus to obtain positions of prestige and power. 

 

I have to say, James and John are not alone in this. If you look up the word ‘success’ in any 

modern dictionary you will find a definition that goes something like this, ‘The gaining of wealth, 

position or advantage.’ And most people would agree with that definition, but in doing so they – 

we – make a mistake.  

 

The truly successful people throughout history were not the rich and powerful, or those of 

advantageous positions, but those who served others. For example, suppose I was to say that the 

greatest man of the first century was Caesar Augustus, ruler of the mighty Roman Empire. Being 

the good Christians you all are, you’d most likely disagree with, me and remind me, that the great 

man of that era (and indeed, all other eras) was Jesus of Nazareth, a simple carpenter who died on 

a cross.  

 

Or again, say I claimed that the greatest of all Frenchmen was Napoleon Bonaparte, the military 

genius who came so close to conquering the whole of Europe? Chances are you would, likewise, 

disagree, telling me that the greatest man of that nation was Louis Pasteur, the father of modern 

medicine. And suppose I argued that the great man of modern Germany was Adolf Hitler, who 

terrorised the world with his insatiable hunger for power? You would, rightly, dismiss my claim, 

and in his place, suggest a man like the self-sacrificing Franciscan St. Maximillian Kolbe, who 

gave his life so that another man might be spared execution. 

 



Those who succeed in God’s kingdom are those who have served their fellow human beings. It is 

in that understanding that Jesus wants us to succeed. He did not scold James and John for their 

ambition. On the contrary, Jesus applauded it, and he applauded it because he was largely 

responsible for it.  

 

In our reading of Scripture, we see how Jesus spent a great deal of his time teaching ordinary 

people they were truly important. He told them that the very hairs on their head were numbered. 

That was his way of saying that we are so important in God’s eyes that he knows every detail 

about us. In encouraging his followers, he wanted them to shed worldly notions of success, and 

strive to be ambitious for spiritual success. This kind of ambition requires a different approach. 

 

It is not the ruthless, self-seeking, power-hungry people who will succeed in the kingdom of 

heaven, but those who are humble, and willing to serve others. That is why Jesus said, ‘Unless 

your holiness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter the kingdom of 

God.’ Jesus didn’t want his followers to be like the scribes and the Pharisees, those who always 

wanted the first place of honour, and privilege, and power, in this world. 

 

Jesus is the quintessential example of how to be successful in the Kingdom of heaven. – Born, a 

social outcast, in a stable, he grew up in a small village and worked in a carpenter’s shop. He 

never possessed worldly position or power. Instead, reviled by his own people, and hated by the 

establishment, he was condemned to die on a cross. And yet, as Charles Lamb wrote, ‘If 

Shakespeare were to walk in a room, we would all stand. But if Christ was to enter, we would all 

kneel.’ 

 

So, why should that be? How could one, who started so low rise so high? The answer is found in 

the last sentence of our reading, ‘The Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve, and to 

give his life as a ransom for many.’ 

 

We can’t all be great in the worldly sense. We can’t all be President of the US, or Prime Minister 

of our country (though I can’t imagine why anyone would actually want either job). We cannot 

all win fame gyrating across the ballroom floor of ‘Strictly Come Dancing’. Or wow the nation 

on ‘The X Factor’ or ‘Britain’s Got Talent’. Nor can we all have the leading role on ‘EastEnders’. 

We can’t all win a vast fortune on the Lottery, or be the next Renaldo, or F1’s Lewis Hamilton.  

 

There are so many things we cannot all become. But we can all be great in the Kingdom of 

heaven, by being of service to others. As Jesus, himself, says, “Anyone who wants to become 

great among you must be your servant, and anyone who wants to be first among you must be 

slave of all.” 

 

If it wasn’t beneath the dignity of the Son of God to serve us, his creatures, then surely, we 

cannot do other than to follow his example, and serve each other. – For when we do, then, just as 

James and John eventually did, we too, will find our own important place… in the kingdom of 

heaven. 


