
September 23, 2018 
25th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Mark 9:30-37 
 
 They [Jesus and his disciples] left from there and began a journey through Galilee, but he did not wish anyone 
to know about it.  He was teaching his disciples and telling them, "The Son of Man is to be handed over to men 
and they will kill him, and three days after his death he will rise."  But they did not understand the saying, and 
they were afraid to question him.  
 
 They came to Capernaum and, once inside the house, he began to ask them, "What were you arguing about on 
the way?"  But they remained silent. They had been discussing among themselves on the way who was the 
greatest.  Then he sat down, called the Twelve, and said to them, "If anyone wishes to be first, he shall be the 
last of all and the servant of all."  Taking a child he placed it in their midst, and putting his arms around it he 
said to them, “Whoever receives one child such as this in my name, receives me; and whoever receives me, 
receives not me but the one who sent me." 
 
Background: 
The text for last Sunday’s gospel ended with Jesus telling the crowd “Whoever wishes to come after me must 
deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it.” (Mark 8:34-35) 
While the text for this Sunday flows nicely from last week’s gospel, a whole chapter separates this Sunday’s 
text from last week’s. Within that chapter, two significant events are recorded by Mark; the Transfiguration 
(Mark 9:2-8), and Jesus curing a boy possessed by a demon. (Mark 9:14-27) After each of these events, the 
disciples question Jesus and he instructs them privately.  
 
In verse 31 of the gospel text for this week, Mark uses the phrase “handed over,” which was a familiar 
expression for the people of the day. The prophets were “handed over;” John the Baptist was “handed over;” the 
early Christian martyrs were also “handed over.” Here Mark uses that same common expression as Jesus speaks 
of his approaching death. The text also states that the disciples did not understand Jesus’ teaching, but they were 
afraid to inquire about its meaning. Two verses later, Mark reveals how much the disciples did not understand 
about Jesus being handed over, when he tells us that on the journey they had been arguing about which of them 
was the greatest.  
 
Jesus’ question to the disciples about what they were arguing about would be understood by Mark’s community 
as rhetorical. Nothing is private in this culture. Also, the disciples’ arguing as they walked the hillsides would 
have been a conversation that everyone presumes Jesus overheard. In response, Jesus instructs them that if they 
wish to be great, they must become like the least, and servant to all. He places a small child before them, and 
while embracing the child, tells them that they should offer hospitality and welcome to such little ones who 
have no ability to repay the gesture of hospitality. But in doing so they would be offering hospitality to him.  
 
To realize how shocking this instruction would have been for the disciples, one needs to suspend the western 
attitudes toward children, where they are given preferential treatment and their needs are taken care of first. 
Parents make sacrifices so that children can have opportunities that they would have not thought possible 
growing up. In a crisis the children are tended to first. But in the culture of Jesus’ day, children were not valued 
until they reached maturity. The life of a child was very fragile. As many as 30 percent of infants died before 
they were born, and 60 percent died before they were sixteen years of age. In a world where people lived from 
day to day, resources like food were not wasted on those who might not survive, even in the best of conditions. 
This does not mean that children were not loved or appreciated. However, it does mean that they were treated 
very differently from what many westerners might presume.  
 
What Jesus did with the child for the disciples would have been insulting to them, as men of his day, and as 
disciples. For any of them to treat a child as Jesus was suggesting would have made them the joke of the day 
among their neighbors. They had left their way of life to become his disciples.  They already were being 



ridiculed by religious authorities, and probably by their families as well. To be told that they should become like 
a child who is not dependable, or that they should waste their resources to offer hospitality to a child, would 
have bordered on absurd. 
 
Reflection Questions: 
1. How are children treated in your family? 
2. How would you feel if someone you respected told you that you were childlike or even childish? 
3. Imagine you are one of the disciples walking between villages, and Jesus for the second time says that he 

will be rejected and killed, but rise on the third day. The thoughts running through you… 
4. After some silence during which no one asks Jesus about what he meant by his last teaching, you overhear a 

couple of the disciples arguing about who of you is the most important of the disciples. Then a couple more 
join in the conversation. Jesus himself says nothing. You begin to wonder… 

5. Finally, when you all arrive in Capernaum, Jesus asks what you all were arguing about on the road and 
you…  

6. As you experience Jesus holding the child and teaching that the greatest must be servant of all, and to 
welcome everyone as the child he is holding, you… 

7. Can you take some time to talk to God about what you experienced as you reflected on this gospel text, or 
about the plight of children in our world today, or about some other thoughts that arise within you from this 
text? 
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Excerpts from the readings for September 23, 2018, the Twenty-fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time 
 
 
The wicked say: Let us beset the just one, because he is obnoxious to us; he sets himself against  
our doings, reproaches us for transgressions of the law and charges us with violations of our training. 
Let us see whether his words be true; let us find out what will happen to him. 
For if the just one be the son of God, God will defend him and deliver him from the hand of his foes. 
With revilement and torture let us put the just one to the test that we may have proof of his gentleness 
and try his patience. 
Let us condemn him to a shameful death; for according to his own words, God will take care of him. 
 
 
The Lord upholds my life. 
O God, by your name save me, and by your might defend my cause. 
O God, hear my prayer; hearken to the words of my mouth. 
For the haughty men have risen up against me, the ruthless seek my life; 
they set not God before their eyes. Behold, God is my helper; the Lord sustains my life. 
Freely will I offer you sacrifice; I will praise your name, O Lord, for its goodness. 
 



 
Beloved:  Where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every foul practice.  
But the wisdom from above is first of all pure, then peaceable, gentle, compliant, 
full of mercy and good fruits, without inconstancy or insincerity.  
And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace for those who cultivate peace. 
Where do the wars and where do the conflicts among you come from?  
Is it not from your passions that make war within your members?  
You covet but do not possess. You kill and envy but you cannot obtain; you fight and wage war.  
You do not possess because you do not ask.  
You ask but do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. 
 
 
Jesus and his disciples left from there and began a journey through Galilee, 
but he did not wish anyone to know about it. He was teaching his disciples and telling them, 
“The Son of Man is to be handed over to men and they will kill him, 
and three days after his death the Son of Man will rise.”  
But they did not understand the saying, and they were afraid to question him. 
They came to Capernaum and, once inside the house, he began to ask them, 
“What were you arguing about on the way?” But they remained silent. 
They had been discussing among themselves on the way who was the greatest.  
Then he sat down, called the Twelve, and said to them, 
“If anyone wishes to be first, he shall be the last of all and the servant of all.”  
Taking a child, he placed it in their midst, and putting his arms around it, he said to them, 
“Whoever receives one child such as this in my name, receives me; 
and whoever receives me, receives not me but the One who sent me.” 
 
 
Excerpts from Wisdom 2:12, 17-20; Psalm 54:3-8; James 3:16—4:3; and Mark 9:30-37 


