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After leaving the mountain, Jesus and his disciples made 
their way through Galilee; and he did not want anyone to 
know, because he was instructing his disciples; he was telling 
them, ‘The Son of Man will be delivered into the hands of 
men; they will put him to death; and three days after he 
has been put to death he will rise again.’ But they did not 
understand what he said and were afraid to ask him.

They came to Capernaum, and when he was in the house 
he asked them, ‘What were you arguing about on the road?’ 
They said nothing because they had been arguing which of 
them was the greatest. So he sat down, called the Twelve 
to him and said, ‘If anyone wants to be first, he must make 
himself last of all and servant of all.’ He then took a little child, 
set him in front of them, put his arms round him, and said 
to them, ‘Anyone who welcomes one of these little children 
in my name, welcomes me; and anyone who welcomes me 
welcomes not me but the one who sent me.’

(Mark 9:30–37)

DID YOU KNOW?
Points of interest and Catholic lore

•	 Capernaum was a town on the northern shore of the Sea 
of Galilee. It was the home town of Peter and some of 
the other apostles. Jesus used Capernaum as his ‘home 
base’ during his ministry in the region of Galilee. The 
‘house’ referred to in this text may well have been the 
house of Simon Peter, where we know Jesus spent time 
(Mark 1:29).

•	 ‘The Son of Man’ is a title Jesus often uses of himself in 
Mark’s Gospel.

•	 In sitting down to instruct the disciples about being of 
service to others, Jesus is reinforcing his words about 
being the least. At that time, a teacher had greater status 
than his students. The normal practice was for students 
to sit at the feet of the teacher, not the other way around.

•	 In the ancient world, children had no status at all, but 
Jesus puts a child before them and embraces him in 
welcome. This is another gesture of reversal.

EXPLORING THE WORD

In earlier texts in Mark, Jesus had already introduced the 
disciples to the fact that he must suffer and die but that he 
would rise after three days. They do not understand this talk. 
Even after the extraordinary events of the transfiguration, 
just preceding this text, they do not understand. This text 
reconfirms the disciples’ confusion. For Jesus, the die is 
cast. He is fully aware of his ultimate fate and he is at pains 
to ensure that his followers understand why it is necessary 
for him to die. He takes them aside, away from the crowd 
for private instruction, but still they do not understand. 
Perhaps they do not want to! The disciples wanted Jesus 
to be a messiah in the line of David—a liberator who will 
restore Israel to greatness—but Jesus makes it clear that 
this is not the plan. They do not want to question him further. 
They are afraid of the truth that the messiahship of Jesus 
is the messiahship of service rather than of great pomp or 
celebrity. It is not about being first but about being least. The 
great kingdom that the disciples want is not the kingdom of 
Jesus. In drawing the child to himself in an embrace, Jesus 
is telling the disciples that they must be open, trusting and 
receptive, as children are, rather than devising their own 
version of what the kingdom of God is like and expecting 
God to conform to that.

•	 Are there times when we expect God to conform to what 
we want?

•	 What would we have God do for us?

•	 Is this different from what God would have us do for him?

•	 How can you become more ‘child-like’—that is, open and 
trusting—in your faith?

MAKING CONNECTIONS
Opportunties for group discussion and personal prayer

•	 ‘They did not understand what he said and were afraid to 
ask.’ Are there questions you would like to ask or things 
you would like to have clarified? Don’t be afraid to ask!

•	 How have you welcomed Jesus into your life so far?

•	 Have there been times in your life when you were afraid 
to find out the truth? Have there been things you had 
rather not known about? Why was that? What happened 
when you found out?

•	 Do you find it difficult to ‘make yourself last’? Share your 
reflections together.

•	 Try to empty yourself this week of the desire to be in 
control. Look for ways of being of service to others. 
Perhaps spend time with and learn from a child. What 
can we learn of faith from the example of children?

•	 This week’s psalm makes a suitable prayer:

O God, save me by your name; 
by your power uphold my cause. 
O God, hear my prayer; 
listen to the words of my mouth. 
The Lord upholds my life.
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SHARING THE TRADITION
A closer look at the Scripture of the day, to see how it makes more 

explicit God's word to us through the teachings of Jesus Christ

Some of the greatest people of the Church are those who 
are remembered for their service to others. 

•	 You could tell the story of St John of God, Fr Damien 
of Molokai, St Mary of the Cross (MacKillop), Catherine 
McAuley, Frédéric Ozanam or numerous others who were 
responsible for beginning ministries of service that still 
exist today.

One of the great contributions of Pope John Paul II was 
the deep theological grounding he gave to the principle 
of solidarity: 

Solidarity is not a feeling of vague compassion or shallow 
distress at the misfortunes of so many people, both near and 
far. On the contrary, it is a firm and persevering determination 
to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say, to the 
good of all and of each individual, because we are all really 
responsible for all.

(Sollicitudo Rei socialis, §38)

•	 Discuss the richness of meaning in this quote.

•	 How are we called to stand in solidarity with all our 
brothers and sisters in the world today?

•	 How has Pope Francis continued this call to solidarity 
and given witness to a leadership of service?

•	 What are the most urgent issues requiring a response 
of solidarity in our own nation at this time? How are we 
called to act in relation to these?

SYMBOLS AND IMAGES

Jesus’ use of a child in this text does not mean that in 
embracing the Gospel, we must become ‘childish’. Children 
have complete trust in their parents, and we should try 
to develop complete trust in our heavenly Father. A child 
is a symbol of letting go of our desire to be in control of 
life. A child is a further symbol of one who is ‘the least’. 
In welcoming and embracing those who are ‘least’, we 
welcome Christ and the one who sent him. This epitomises 
the discipleship of service.

LIVING THE WORD
Practical ideas for group leaders to employ in connecting 

Scripture and daily life, with suggestions for music and 
environment

•	 What ministries of welcome or service function in 
your community? What opportunities are there for 
catechumens to become involved in these? 

•	 Open the prayer by telling the story of the washing of 
the feet. You could use a bowl of water and a towel as 
a focus for prayer. Pray for all those involved in service 
to others. Pray for each other. A suitable song could be 
‘The Servant Song’ (GA 487). Conclude with the prayer 
of exorcism in the RCIA at §94E.

NOTES


