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Mark 9:30-37 

Jesus and his disciples passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; for 
he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into 
human hands, and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise 
again.” But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 

Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, “What 
were you arguing about on the way?” But they were silent, for on the way they had 
argued with one another who was the greatest. He sat down, called the twelve, and said 
to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” Then he took 
a little child and put the child  among them; and taking the child  in his arms, he said to 
them, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever 
welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 

This passage from Mark's Gospel (which is also found in 
Matthew and Luke) is popular because it shows Jesus 
defending and valuing the “little children”. 

The story that precedes it, involving the disciples trying to 
decide which of them is the greatest, is less well known.

The scene presents this group of men showing a 
competitive spirit that seems really out of place. 

There is no Sermon on the Mount in Mark's Gospel, but 
we still see Jesus busy and even overwhelmed with the 
care of the poor and infirm. So, what are these disciples 
doing asking this idle question of who is the greatest 
among them? Jesus' answer to this inappropriate attitude 
of the disciples is to teach them that the greatest is the 
humblest and the one who serves all. This is where he 



gives the example of welcoming a little child as if they 
were receiving Jesus Christ himself.

In Christianity, this passage is often used to encourage 
Christians to welcome little children. In my church there is 
a large banner depicting Jesus surrounded by children 
holding hands with a quote from the Bible "let the little 
children come to me". In many people's minds this is seen 
as a positive call to welcome children to church on Sunday 
mornings and to the various activities of the parish. 

Of course, this is right, and this welcome is important.
But if we want to go further in the interpretation of this 
little gospel story, we will find a very powerful and 
inspiring ethic; this idea that the one who best integrates 
the teaching of Jesus becomes one who will serve the 
weakest with humility, in the name of Jesus Christ. 

This ethic is found in one of the earliest-written  texts of 
the Christian faith, in the confession of the epistle to the 
Philippians 2:6-11:

 “Jesus Christ ... emptied himself by making himself truly a 
slave ... he humbled himself ... to the point of death ... 
therefore, God highly exalted him.” 

This ethic is also wonderfully represented in the gesture 
of Jesus kneeling down to wash the feet of his disciples 
(John 13) or in the dramatic image of the Last 
Judgement (Matthew 25), in which Jesus teaches his 
disciples that he is represented in the weak person, who 
was thirsty, hungry, naked, sick or imprisoned, and whom 
the righteous one took care of.



This powerful ethic is to be applied to the theme that 
interests us during Creation Time.  Environment, their 
respect, protection and restoration. 

Human civilisations throughout history have been like this 
group of boys competing to see who will be the best. They 
have conquered territories, peoples and the natural 
resources of almost all the world's lands and seas. 

The human empire over nature has resulted in a 
considerable loss of forests, wilderness and all the 
biodiversity that used to inhabit them. It would be wrong 
to blame one civilisation more than another. Of course, 
the West is certainly to blame for the brutality of its 
colonialism and the terrible pollution caused by its 
industrialisation, but China, which is a very different 
civilisation, which does not have the same historical 
sources or the same philosophy as the West, is also a 
great polluter. 

We should rather think in terms of species. If there is a 
powerful species on Earth, it is the human species. The 
human species has enormous destructive power. The 
biblical writer made no mistake in Genesis 1:26 and 28, 
when they presented humans as endowed by God with 
‘greatness’ and responsibility over all animals.

If we now apply the ethic of humility and service taught by 
Jesus to the scale of our species and our planet, then we 
must conclude that the role of humans, if they truly are to 
be the greatest, is to serve the weakest living species. In 
reality, all animals are weaker than humans. 



Even the mighty polar bear or the ferocious white shark 
are no match for human power. We must therefore, in 
becoming followers of Jesus Christ, also become servants 
of animals and all living things, stop not only destroying 
habitats but restoring them, stop feeding on the flesh of 
living, weak and defenceless beings, or their offspring, or 
their bodies, but respect and promote life wherever it is 
found. 

At the moment, humanity thinks it has the right to use 
animals and their habitats, rather than serve them. 

And yet, habitats are given by God to wild creatures to be 
their  home.( cf Job 39:6) rather than exclusively to us.

Thus humanity sacrifices animals rather than sacrificing 
itself, which is the true meaning of Christian sacrifice.  And 
let's put it modestly: it is more and first about sacrificing 
some pleasures, leisure or privileges, than things that 
matter. 

There seems to be an urgent need to reconnect with the 
ethic of humility and service that Jesus Christ teaches, and 
shows by his very life to his disciples, with regard to our 
care of and partnership with  the environment.


