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The word “humility” is often wrongly associated with humiliation. That’s not what it means. 
Literally it means “of the earth,” down to earth; it means we’re grounded, we’re being real; it’s 
self-acceptance. So we can be humble AND ambitious, because God wants us to improve 
ourselves, and to improve our world with our love. That’s why Jesus doesn’t scold his apostles’ 
for their ambition in today’s Gospel; instead, he instructs them on what true greatness is, by 
distinguishing between selfish worldly ambition, and healthy ambition in God’s Kingdom. 
 
When I think of worldly ambition, I’m reminded of a story I heard from a TV screenplay writer 
when I still lived in California. She had written a script for what she thought would make a great 
TV show. She went around lunchtime to try to meet a Director, but no one was in the office. 
Then she noticed on his desk there was another script, with a note on it from his boss, the 
Producer. It said “You must read this.” She picked up that note and put it on her script, and left. 
Guess whose script made the TV screen? 
 
We almost instinctively want to commend her for her chutzpah, her audacity, her nerve. That’s 
our fallen nature’s response. But it was grave sin. She stepped over someone and she was 
deceitful. She showed worldly ambition, ambition at any price, blind ambition oblivious to ethics 
or hurting other people. We often see this kind of ambition on TV shows, movies and 
advertising, where God is irrelevant. The message is: be self-centered; it’s all about me; use 
people, do whatever it takes to feel fulfilled. … Spending time with people in need and helping 
them is not promoted as a way to be successful.  
 
But that’s the kind of ambition that Jesus validates. He teaches us what ambition in God’s 
Kingdom looks like by taking a child into his arms. Jesus says if you want to be the greatest, help 
people like this child. A child is helpless, has no power, no money, no influence; a child can’t 
pay you back for anything. And that’s Jesus’s point: look beyond yourself and help people in 
need who can’t pay you back. That’s the kind of ambition that counts in God’s kingdom, that 
counts as success. So good parenting is a model for good discipleship: that’s where you give of 
your time, talent and treasure. Christ says continue doing that outside of the 4 walls of our 
homes, giving of ourselves to those who can’t repay us, reaching out to those who are weak and 
in need, like our children. 
 
For Jesus, our success isn’t measured by our connections, by how many Facebook friends or 
Twitter followers we have, or by what we own. He’s saying we won’t find true happiness or 
fulfillment until we discover love, and love is helping others first instead of our selves. Many of 
us have had the experience when we’ve helped someone out, done something good for them, 
gratuitously, without expecting anything back. Didn’t we feel good when we did that? 
 
Christ teaches us to do it more and more. Let’s have that kind of ambition, knowing it’s a 
lifelong process to detach our selves from those things that interfere with our reaching out to 
others.  
Robert Frost wrote, “By faithfully working eight hours a day, you may eventually get to be boss 
– and work twelve hours a day.” That’s the reward program of Christian ambition, ambition gone 
right, that grows on you. Greatness is found in humility. Reaching out to help or serve others, 
especially to the least, makes us greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven. Nice guys may finish last, 
but Jesus says the last shall be first.  
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