
Breaking Open the Word The 
Catholic  

Way

Are You First?
Scripture Background
This information isn’t meant to be read aloud, but as background for the  
leader. If helpful, share some of it in conversation with the group.

Christians understand Jesus as “the just one” portrayed in the first reading 
from the Book of Wisdom. The reading could just as well describe interac-
tions between wicked people and the just ones they have tortured and killed 
throughout the ages—in violent regimes and in times of war and coloniza-
tion. The second reading is a continuation of the Letter of James, calling for 
intentional thought about our motivations and actions. We will return to 
focus on his letter in next week’s reflection. 

Opening Prayer
Pray the following aloud together, beginning with the Sign of the Cross:

+ In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Ever faithful God, help us to know your Son more fully so that we may fol-
low him more closely, and love him more deeply. 

We ask this in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Gospel Reading: Mark 9:30-37
Ask someone to read this passage aloud, then pause for a min-
ute of silence.

Ask: What struck you about this reading or the liturgy this 
week?

Allow for sharing. Move on to the next section once the shar-
ing has died down.

Reflections on the Reading
Invite each person in the circle to read one paragraph aloud:

At times, the 12 apostles displayed great faith; some left their jobs immedi-
ately to follow Jesus, and at other times they healed the sick, cast out de-
mons, and preached with the same power as Jesus. However, Mark’s Gospel 
reading today tells another story of just how imperfect the apostles were as 
Jesus caught them arguing about who was the greatest among them. 

We may think we are above that kind of squabbling, but how often do 
we make comparisons to others in our own lives? It may take the form of 
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thinking to ourselves or mentioning to a friend or co-worker “I’m a better, 
quicker, and more productive worker than him” or “I’m a better parent than 
her—I don’t lose my temper like she does” or even “My child is smarter, 
kinder, or more athletic than hers.” It is then that we need to remember Je-
sus’ counter-cultural lesson to the disciples. As usual, he turns social expec-
tations upside down, and not just by proclaiming that the first shall be last. 

In our society, children are honored, cherished, and valued for their own 
sake, but it wasn’t the same in Jesus’ time and culture. Children were seen as 
little more than slaves then. They were primarily valued because they were 
another set of hands to help on the farm, and sons ensured the continuation 
of the father’s family line. Unfortunately, children were also burdensome be-
cause they were an extra mouth to feed. So when Jesus tenderly put his arms 
around a child and instructed the apostles to welcome a child as if it was 
him, the observers would have been shocked. It would have been unheard of 
to put children first, even ahead of Jesus’ closest companions. No wonder the 
apostles were silenced.

Questions for Discussion
Read each question aloud, one at a time, followed by time for sharing. 

What is your response to hearing that the apostles argued about who 
was the greatest? How do you imagine the argument going?

What form does social comparison take in your personal and 
professional circles? Are there particular ways Jesus is inviting you to 

let go of concerns about your social or professional standing? How so?

Who in particular is Jesus asking you to receive with more respect and 
openness in your life now? How might you do that?

Closing Prayer
Pray the following aloud together:

Lord, thank you for our time together  
to listen and reflect on your life-giving words. 

May we go out from here inspired to be Christ for others. 

Amen.
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