
“If anyone wants to be first,  
he must make himself last of all and servant of all.”
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Illustration
The fourteenth century was a time of frequent wars and bloodshed in the city 
states of Italy. It was so bad that a nobleman, Bernardo Tolomei, withdrew to an 
isolated mountain, Monte Oliveto, together with other like-minded men, to found 
a monastery. There, the community spent its time in prayer and religious life, far 
removed from the violence and evils of the world. 

However, in 1348, the plague swept through the nearby city of Siena, and the 
community faced a choice of whether to stay in the security of their religious life 
or to come down from their mountain sanctuary. They decided they could not 
stand by, watching people suffer and die, without attempting in some way to 
alleviate their suffering. They came down from their monastery and, despite the 
risks to themselves, spent their time ministering to the sick and dying. More than 
eighty monks from the community were killed by the plague – a danger they had 
been only too aware of.

Gospel Teaching
There is always a cost involved in service. There is always a need for us to come 
down from our “spiritual mountain”. On the mountain that Jesus’ disciples had 
just left, some of them had seen Jesus transfigured – they had glimpsed his 
divinity as God’s Son. They had wanted to remain there on the mountain – to 
build three tents, three shrines to prolong that marvellous religious experience. 
But they had to come down – to leave that experience behind. Jesus wanted to 
explain to his disciples the nature of his mission, and that this would inevitably 
lead to him paying the cost of his life. 

But the disciples are slow to understand, even though Jesus specifically takes 
them away from the crowds to teach them. And they are afraid to ask what he 
means. Perhaps they dare not ask because of the last time Jesus spoke of his 
impending death: Peter had protested that this must not happen, and, for his 
pains, Jesus had called him “Satan”, accusing him of thinking as human beings 
think, not as God thinks. But perhaps the disciples simply prefer not to know 
what Jesus is talking about. He keeps referring to suffering and death, whereas 
they are obviously more interested in who is the greatest. They wonder which of 
them will get the important jobs, the key positions, in the kingdom, which they 
are sure Jesus, as the Messiah, is about to establish in Jerusalem. 


