The Sixteenth Sunday of Ordinary Time

(Year ©)
First Reading Genesis 18:1-10A
Response He who does justice will live in the presence of the Lord.
Psalm Psalm 15:2-3,3-4,5
Second Reading Colossians 1:24-28

Gospel Acclamation Blessed are they who have kept the word with a generous
heart and yield a harvest through perseverance.
Gospel Luke 10:38-42

The 16th Sunday in Ordinary Time brings us to one of the passages in the Gospel of
Luke that is a favorite for many people. It’s the famous story of Jesus in the house
of Martha and Mary. This is one of those gospel passages that’s unique to Luke.
We only have it in the Gospel of Luke. If we didn’t have Luke, we wouldn’t know
about the famous story of Martha serving and Mary sitting at the feet of Jesus. So
we’re going to read this gospel, it’s in Luke 10:38-42, we’ll try to unpack it and
look at how it relates to the earlier passages from the Old Testament and the psalm
for today’s readings. So without any further ado, in Luke 10:38 we read these
words:

Now as they went on their way, he entered a village; and a woman named
Martha received him into her house. And she had a sister called Mary, who
sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching. But Martha was distract-
ed with much serving; and she went to him and said, “Lord, do you not
care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her then to help

me.” But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and
troubled about many things; one thing is needful. Mary has chosen the
good portion, which shall not be taken away from her.”!

End of the gospel there. Ok, there are a lot of things going on in this particular text.
First of all, the characters of Martha and Mary, although this particular story only
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appears in the Gospel of Luke, the figures of Martha and Mary (these 2 sisters) also
appear in the Gospel of John in the famous story of the resurrection of Lazarus,
where we see, once again, Jesus going into the home of Lazarus his friend — it
says that he loved them, they were close — he was the brother of Martha and
Mary. So these 2 sisters appear in the Gospel of John as well. So this isn’t the only
time Jesus dines in their home and takes refreshment in their home. And so the first
thing I would just say about this is, it gives us an interesting window into the figure
of these various female followers of Jesus. They aren’t members of the Twelve.
They’re not members of the Twelve Apostles, obviously. They are not even mem-
bers of the chosen seventy disciples that we see earlier in the Gospel of Luke, and
yet they are obviously very close to Jesus. They travel around with him. Luke tells
us in chapter 8 about how some of his female followers provided for him out of
their means, and Martha and Mary appear to be in this kind of close circle of disci-
ples of Jesus, friends of Jesus, in who’s home he would dine on occasion. So in this
case, he’s being received into Martha’s home.

Another element here that is worth pointing out is that (just by way of corrective)
sometimes people will say that in the 15t Century AD there could be no interaction
between men and women within ancient Jewish culture. There are reasons people
will say that based on some later traditions from the 5t, 6th and 7th Century in the
Jewish Talmud, but the fact of the matter is if we look at the gospels, Jesus inter-
acts with women (especially with his female followers and female friends) on a
pretty regular basis without anyone expressing any concern or surprise at how
unique this is. But one example where there is a case of surprise is when Jesus in-
teracts with the Samaritan woman in John 4. So that’s a little bit of a unique situa-
tion because it is a Jew and a Samaritan interacting there. Here we see Jesus, a Jew,
interacting with Martha and Mary, who are Jewish women, and there doesn’t seem
to be any surprise or occasion for scandal or questions about it. So I just throw that
out just as an important corrective. It’s helpful to keep in mind that, sometimes,
some of the rules of separation in men and women that people assume were en-
forced in the 1st Century A.D., don’t appear to be enforced in the actual gospel text.
So in this case, what we have is Martha, who appears to be the householder, be-
cause it’s called “her house”, is receiving Jesus into her home, and in ancient Jew-
ish society, in 15t Century Jewish society as well as in Contemporary Mediter-
ranean society and in many different cultures, the virtue of hospitality to a visitor
or a stranger, much less a family or friend who’s coming over to stay in your home,
is extremely important, it’s very highly valued.



So in this case, Jesus enters the village in which Martha’s home is, and so she re-
ceives him into her house. She’s practicing hospitality and, in the 1st Century as to-
day, one of the important things about hospitality is that when you have a guest
coming over to stay, you will serve them, usually in the form of a dinner, food or
drink, or whatnot. So you can see that when Martha received Jesus into her house,
she begins focusing on serving him, and the Greek word there for service is diako-
nia. We actually get the word diakonos from that, or deacon. It’s just a word for
ministry or service. And just like in the book of Acts, where Peter and the Apostles
talk about how they are too busy to focus on “serving at table”; in other words,
providing food for members of the community that need some assistance, some
charitable assistance, so too here, Martha seems to be primarily engaged in provid-
ing food for Jesus. In other words, serving up a dinner for her guests. So while
she’s busy doing that, her sister Mary, by contrast, is not helping her prepare the
meal. Instead, what is she doing? It says she’s “sitting at the feet of Jesus and lis-
tening to his teaching”. So this leads to Jesus giving Martha a kind of gentle re-
buke and also one of his most famous teachings. Martha comes to Jesus and says
“Lord, don’t you care that my sister isn’t helping me, that she’s left me to serve
alone? Tell her to help me!” Jesus responds by saying “Martha, you’re anxious
about many things and there’s only thing necessary, and that Mary has chosen the
better portion, or the good portion, and it’s not going to be taken from her.”

Now what is going on exactly in this story? Most people, I think, and most homi-
lies I’ve heard on this, will focus on Martha and Mary as kind of symbols for two
aspects of the spiritual life. Activity, who would be represented by Martha, who’s
serving, who’s doing something; and then contemplation, which is symbolized by
Mary, who’s simply sitting and receiving and listening to the Lord. And as we will
see in a minute when we get to the living tradition, that’s a very, very ancient inter-
pretation. It goes all the way back to the 3rd Century A.D. with the writings of Ori-
gen of Alexandria, who is the most prolific Bible commentator among the early
Church Fathers in the 31 Century A.D., before the time of Saint Jerome. So it’s a
very ancient interpretation and I don’t want to deny that interpretation. However,
it’s important that we be precise here about exactly what’s going on because some-
times people will say, “Well Jesus rebukes Martha for being too active and he ap-
proves Mary for being contemplative”, but there’s a little bit more going on there if
you look exactly what he says here.

So notice, if you read the verse carefully here, it says “Martha was distracted with
much serving” and when he responds to Martha’s demand that he get Mary to help



her, notice what Jesus says: “You are anxious and troubled about many things.” So
if you look at the text carefully, you’ll notice that both Luke’s description and Je-
sus’ response actually put the emphasis not just on Martha’s serving, but on the fact
that she’s distracted by her serving. So if you look at the Greek word there, Luke
says she was “distracted by much service.” The Greek word is perispao, it literally
means “pulled away”. So if you’ve ever been distracted you know what that does.
Maybe you have an iPhone, or you’ve seen a young person on the phone and you
say “they’re being distracted”, why? Well because they are in a particular situation
but the phone is pulling them away from the present and distracting them with
something else. That’s actually what the Greek word perispaé means, something is
pulling you away from something else, it’s distracting you. So twice Mary is de-
scribed as being distracted and the second word that the text emphasizes is that she
1s “anxious.” Jesus says, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious about many things.”
The Greek word there, merimnao, is from the word “to remember”, so she has a lot
on her mind. So she’s distracted, and she’s anxious, or worried, or fretful about
many different things. But Jesus says to her, “There’s only one thing that’s actually
necessary or one thing that’s needed, and Mary has chosen it”. So whenever you
look at this terminology here, it should actually call to mind Jesus’ teaching else-
where in the gospel when he tells Martha not to be anxious. He uses the same word
that occurs in Luke 12:22 when he says to the disciples:

And he said to his disciples, “Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about
your life, what you shall eat, nor about your body, what you shall put on.

Then he goes again to give his famous examples of “consider the lilies of the field,
they don’t toil or spin but they’re clothed more gloriously than Solomon”, or “con-
sider the birds of the air, they don’t work but your father feeds them”. So he’s say-
ing don’t be anxious and don’t be of an anxious mind, but seek first the kingdom of
Heaven. That’s from Luke 12:22-31.

So the focus of Jesus’ response to Martha’s demand that Mary help her is actually
to correct her for two things: First, she’s distracted with her service. It’s not just
that she’s serving, it’s that the service is pulling her away from something else.
And second, that she’s anxious about earthly things, like preparing a meal for Je-
sus. So in this case here, it’s the service that Martha’s providing that is leading her
to two problems: namely to be distracted and to be worried or to be anxious, and
that’s what Jesus (so-to-speak) rebukes her for. So that’s Martha on the one hand.
She’s anxious and distracted by her service, by her activity. What about Mary?



Well, if we look at Mary, we learn a few other things. Unlike Martha, Mary is not
described as being the owner of the house. Notice it says that Jesus was received
into Martha’s house. So Martha owns the home, but Mary her sister apparently
lives with her, and in this case Mary is simply described with one phrase: “She sat
at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching.” So what’s going on here? Well this
is one of those times where a 15t Century Jewish background really helps us, be-
cause sitting at someone’s feet is a Jewish way of describing the posture or the po-
sition of a disciple to their master. The best example of this is from Acts 22. If you
look at Acts 22:3, St. Paul is describing his previous history, his previous life be-
fore his conversion, and he says this:

“I am a Jew, born at Tarsus in Cili'cia, but brought up in this city at the feet
of Gama'li-el, educated according to the strict manner of the law of our fa-
thers”

Now what does that mean? It doesn’t literally mean that when St. Paul was born he
was put at Gama'li-el’s feet and that Gama'li-el was his dad and he raised him. No,
he is describing the fact that he was a student of rabbi Gama'li-el, who was one of
the most famous rabbis of the 1st Century A.D. He’s actually mentioned in the later
collection of Jewish traditions (that I’ve got right here) called the Mishnah. This
was compiled about 200 A.D., but it has traditions that go back all the way to the
Ist Century A.D. And one of the famous rabbis repeatedly mentioned in the Mish-
nah is rabbi Gama'li-el. So in Acts 22, Paul is saying, when he says “I was raised at
the feet of Gama'li-el”, what he means is “I was a student of Gama'li-el, I was a
disciple and he was the master.” So when Mary sits at the feet of Jesus listening to
his teaching, she’s taking a posture of a disciple and Jesus is the master. That’s the
imagery there. And if you have any doubts about this, there’s actually a treatise in
the Mishnah called Aboth. This is like the saying of various fathers (Aboth literally
means the fathers of these different rabbis). Ok, so in this treatise Aboth 1:4 it actu-
ally says this, using the same image about the importance of learning from a rabbi
and it says:

Let thy house be a meeting-house for the Sages and sit amid the dust of
their feet and drink in their words with thirst.2

So there you go. What did the rabbi say? One of their pieces of wisdom was that
your house should be a place that’s frequented by wise men, by sages. And when

2 Mishnah, Aboth 1:4; trans. H. Danby



they come into your house, what are you supposed to do? Sit in the dust of their
feet in order to drink in their teachings. That’ almost a precise parallel with what
we see being described here in the Gospel of Luke. Just as the later rabbis encour-
aged young disciples to sit at the feet of rabbis when they would come into their
home, so too Mary here is taking the position of a disciple and sitting at Jesus’ feet
in Martha’s house and listening to his teaching. So whereas Martha represents ser-
vice, activity, Mary represents discipleship and listening to the teaching of Jesus.
That would have been, in a 15t Century Jewish context...the virtues that they em-
blemize, if you have to kind of boil it down, it is that Martha represents hospitality,
and Mary represents discipleship. See the difference there, it’s an important dis-
tinction. And so in that context, Jesus respond’s to Martha’s demand that Mary as-
sist her by saying “Martha, Martha, you’re anxious about many things”, in other
words, you’re anxious about showing me hospitality in an earthly way, providing
me food and drink and refreshment, but Mary has chosen the good portion, which
is to take the posture of a disciple, to listen to my teachings. And that’s exactly
what the Greek says, Jesus says, “there’s one thing needful or one thing necessary
and Mary has chosen the good portion.”

The Greek is tén agathén merida. I think the New American Bible translates that as
“the better portion” or “the better part”. Some translations will translate it that way,
but the Greek literally just says the “good portion”, but the connotation of it is the
“better or the best portion.” For example, like when we cut a pie and my kids say
“I want the good piece or I want the big piece.” They want a portion of the pie, but
they want the biggest chunk, they want the best slice, so to speak. The same thing’s
true here. The good portion refers to the better part. What is the better part? Well,
hospitality is good, but discipleship is better. Hospitality is a good in itself, service
is good. Jesus isn’t denigrating that, but to sit at his feet and be his disciple is the
better portion, it’s the better part, and Mary has chosen that better portion and
that’s not going to be taken away from her. That’s the basic thrust and the meaning
of the passage in it’s 15t Century Jewish context.

So, with those two things in mind: hospitality and discipleship, now let’s go back
to the Old Testament reading and see if we can figure out why it was chosen for to-
day and what the implications are for this reading. So in this case, the lectionary
takes us back to Genesis 18. It is a very famous story of Abraham and the three
mysterious men who show up at his tent (this 1s Genesis 18:1-10). I’'m just going to
read the passage and then we’ll unpack it:



And the Lord appeared to him by the oaks of Mamre, as he sat at the door
of his tent in the heat of the day. He lifted up his eyes and looked, and be-
hold, three men stood in front of him. When he saw them, he ran from the
tent door to meet them, and bowed himself to the earth, and said, “My
lord, if I have found favor in your sight, do not pass by your servant. Let a
little water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the
tree, while I fetch a morsel of bread, that you may refresh yourselves, and
after that you may pass on—since you have come to your servant.” So they
said, “Do as you have said.” And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah,
and said, “Make ready quickly three measures of fine meal, knead it, and
make cakes.” And Abraham ran to the herd, and took a calf, tender and
good, and gave it to the servant, who hastened to prepare it. Then he took
curds, and milk, and the calf which he had prepared, and set it before them
and he stood by them under the tree while they ate.They said to him,
“Where is Sarah your wife?” And he said, “She is in the tent.” The Lord
said, “I will surely return to you in the spring, and Sarah your wife shall
have a son.”

That’s the end of the passage in the lectionary. Now if you know the story, it keeps
going and Sarah laughs and there’s a whole exchange there, but we have here the
promise of the birth of Isaac. Alright, so what do we make of this story? There are
a couple of things to highlight. First, this is one of the most famous theophanies in
the Old Testament. I’ve probably mentioned this before but a theophany is a con-
temporary term that just means “an appearance of God”. Theos is the word for
God, phaino means “to appear”. So a “theophany” is when “God appears.” And in
this case, it’s one of those interesting times in the Old Testament where it’s a little
mysterious, it’s a little ambiguous about exactly who is appearing. So on the one
hand, it says that “the Lord” appeared to Abraham — and the Hebrew word there
for the Lord is YHWH, it’s the sacred name of God. The tetragrammaton is what
it’s called, the sacred four letters. But on the other hand, the text also says that
there were three men that appeared to Abraham. And so in ancient times, this set
the minds of interpreters running to try to figure out exactly who is appearing here.
Is it just God with two men? Is it God with two angels? Is it three angels and one
of them speaks as the Lord? There’s a kind of mystery associated with this theo-
phany. In the later Christian tradition it came to be associated with one of the first
types of the Trinity, these three men who appeared to Abraham. So if you ask,
“Well, does God appear?” The answer is yes. Well how many persons appear? Well
it’s three. You can see why ancient Christians interpreters would see that as a kind



of foreshadowing or a hint of the mystery of the Trinity: One God in three persons.
You’ll even see there are a number of icons that will be Trinitarian in context
which will have three angels or three persons dining with Abraham near the oaks
of Mamre, near Abraham’s tent. So it’s kind of a famous episode.

In this case though, what the lectionary is focusing on, I think in terms of its choice
of this passage, is Abraham and Sarah’s act of hospitality to their mysterious
guests. So just as Martha in the gospel was busy preparing a meal to serve Jesus,
her guest, so too now, you’ll notice Abraham says, “my lord, do not pass by your
servant.” Abraham also offers service to his guests. He offers hospitality and he
goes and tells Sarah, “You prepare the bread (take some meal and prepare the
bread). I'm going to go and prepare the meat, I'll get a lamb ready and we’re going
to give a feast. We’re going to give a meal to our three guests.” Well you can pick
up on the fact that in some way, Abraham recognizes that these mysterious guests
are worthy of his honor because he calls him “my lord” there. So Abraham and
Sarah provide food and shelter and refreshment to their guests and in response,
what does the Lord do? He speaks a word to Abraham. He gives a revelation to
Abraham that in the spring, Sarah is going to finally bear a child. Now this is a re-
ally important revelation given the fact that Abraham has been in the Promised
Land for a long time, for years in fact, over a decade, and the Lord had told him
one day he would have a son, but they still haven’t had a child. In this case, God
gives a specific timeline: in the Spring you’re going to have a son. That son is go-
ing to be Isaac and he’s going to carry on the blessing that was promised to Abra-
ham when God called him out of Ur of Chaldea to come to the Promised Land. So
here we have...near the oaks of Mamre by the way, which is kind of a sacred site
in Abraham’s life. In other passages in Genesis he built an altar there near the oak
tree at Mamre, and then also when Sarah eventually dies she’ll be buried in a cave
near the oaks of Mamre. So this is a sacred place, it’s a holy place, and in this holy
place near this sacred oak tree, God comes to Abraham near his tent, reveals to him
that he is going to have Isaac as a son.

So we see the parallels there. Just as Abraham gives hospitality to the Lord God
and receives this revelation about the birth of Isaac, so in the New Testament
Martha gives hospitality to Jesus. So notice the parallel between Jesus and the Lord
in the Old Testament, and then Jesus responds here not so much with a prophecy
about the future, but with a revelation in the sense that he’s revealing to her that
Mary has chosen the better portion by taking the role of a disciple. So hospitality is
good, just like Abraham showed, but there’s something even greater and that’s dis-



cipleship to Jesus Christ, being a disciple of the Lord. Which by the way, that just
made me realize, isn’t it interesting that in Luke’s gospel when he narrates Jesus’
response to Martha, he says “the Lord said to her”, which would be kurios in Greek
(this is just occurring to me), and then if you go back to the Greek Old Testament,
the translation of the Tetragrammaton is kurios. And Luke doesn’t always call Je-
sus the Lord, he frequently just calls him Jesus (“Jesus, Jesus, Jesus™). So in this
case, you have to wonder if he maybe uses the language of the Lord even as an
echo of these Old Testament theophanies (in this case, perhaps, the Old Testament
theophany to Abraham). It’s just a suggestion, but it’s interesting given the parallel
between the two texts and the lectionary.

So with that Old Testament and New Testament background in mind, if you look at
the psalm for today, it’s kind of a general psalm, it’s a bridge between the Old and
New Testament. It’s Psalm 15. It’s a very brief psalm that emphasizes the impor-
tance of living according to the law of God, of following the Lord’s command-
ments. So in Psalm 15:1 it says:

O Lord, who shall sojourn in thy tent?
Who shall dwell on thy holy hill?

He who walks blamelessly, and does what is right,
and speaks truth from his heart;

who does not slander with his tongue,
and does no evil to his friend,
nor takes up a reproach against his neighbor;

in whose eyes a reprobate is despised,
but who honors those who fear the Lord;
who swears to his own hurt and does not change;

who does not put out his money at interest,
and does not take a bribe against the innocent.

He who does these things shall never be moved.

Now you notice there, I included the opening verse for the psalm because in this
case, it’s inverting the image of hospitality. So in the Old Testament reading, the
Lord comes to dwell in Abraham’s tent or in the New Testament, the Lord Jesus
comes to dwell in Martha’s house. But now, the psalm says, “Who’s going to dwell



in your tent?” In other words, “How am I going to get to dwell in the tent of the
Lord? How will I get to receive the hospitality of God (so to speak) by being wel-
comed into his tent?” Which by the way, in the Jewish mindset, would be the
Tabernacle. Where is God’s house? Where is his tent? It’s the Tabernacle. Where is
his house? It’s the Temple. So how can I be welcomed into the Lord’s house? How
can I receive hospitality from him? Well, by walking blamelessly and by doing
what is right. So living a life of righteousness and justice will enable me to enter
into the Lord’s house for him to show hospitality to me. So that’s the bridge here
between the Old Testament and the New Testament, because ultimately salvation is
going to be depicted like eternal hospitality on God’s part, where God will wel-
come us into his house forever and ever and ever; think here of the Gospel of John:

In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, would I have told
you that I go to prepare a place for you?

That’s in John 14:1-3. So this theme of hospitality and being received into one’s
home is very, very much the message of today. It’s kind of the central theme that
runs through the Old Testament, the psalm and New Testament like a golden
thread.

Ok, so with all that in mind then, what does the living tradition have to show us?
How has the gospel text for today been interpreted in the tradition? And here I am
going to quote from two main figures. The first I’ve already mentioned. Origen of
Alexandria is the earliest of the Church Fathers in the 34 Century to give us what
approximates a commentary on the Gospel of Luke. So we’re working through
Luke this year. In the 31 Century Origen has some homilies on Luke. We don’t
have all of the homilies, but they’re an excellent example of how the gospel was
being interpreted in Egypt in the 31 Century A.D. by one of the leading Church Fa-
thers of his day. And although he’s not considered a saint in the tradition, he’s fre-
quently quoted in the Catechism as an example of the ancient Christian tradition.
And this is what Origen has to say about Martha and Mary.

“You might reasonably take Martha to stand for action and Mary for con-
templation. For, the mystery of love is lost to the active life unless one di-
rects his teaching, and his exhortation to action, toward contemplation.
For, there is no action without contemplation, or contemplation without ac-
tion.”

3 Origen, Fragments on the Gospel of Luke 171; trans. Joseph T. Lienhard
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So here, what Origen’s basically talking about is two dimensions of the spiritual
life. He sees Martha and Mary as symbolic. This is the kind of allegorical exegesis
of the passage, which in Ancient Egypt (and especially in Alexandria), allegorical
exegesis or allegorical interpretations are very popular, to take what you see in the
story and ask, “What does it symbolize? What virtues does it symbolize?”” And In
this case, Origen’s saying that Martha symbolizes the active life. The fact that
every Christian is called to engage in service, in love of neighbor, in doing things
for God and for others. So that’s why it says “the mystery of love” here is a part of
the active life. On the other hand, Mary represents contemplation. So, contempla-
tion is more focused on God and on pondering the mysteries of the truths of God.
So we have activity ordered toward love of neighbor, contemplation, in a sense,
ordered toward love of God, toward listening to God, toward pondering the truths
of the faith, and what Origen is saying is that both of these aspects of the spiritual
life are essential. You can’t have actual Christian action, in other words, that’s ani-
mated by the love of God if you don’t live a life of contemplation. And, on the oth-
er hand, all contemplation (love of God) should ultimately be ordered toward love
of neighbor. It should lead us not to just love the Lord and not love our neighbor,
but to love our neighbor through what we learned from how God loves us. So it’s
just two dimensions of the spiritual life: contemplation and action.

And this is frequently played out in the history of tradition with the various
charisms of different religious orders. So if you look at certain religious orders,
like the Carmelite tradition (St. Teresa of Avila, St. John of the Cross), they’ll be
described often as a contemplative order because their emphasis is going to be fo-
cused. The time that they spend is going to be put primarily into prayer, into con-
templation. Same thing, there will be other orders, like the Jesuits or the Domini-
cans, which are missionary orders and orders of preaching that will be described as
active orders, that are going to be out in the world proclaiming the gospel, whether
from the pulpit or evangelizing peoples who have not yet heard the gospel. Now in
both those cases, obviously, the contemplative and the active orders are supposed
to be engaged in both. So you don’t have true Christian action and missionary ac-
tivity without contemplation, without prayer. And also, obviously, contemplative
orders should also engage in the love of neighbor, whether the love of one another
within their community, also the love of the poor, almsgiving, and care and con-
cern for those around them. So you’ll see that manifested in authentic expressions.
There could be an emphasis of either one of these aspects of the spiritual life.
Some religious orders look more like Martha, some look more like Mary, but they
all have to have both. That’s what Origen is saying here: that the mystery of love
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(love of God, love of neighbor) involves both action and contemplation. And |
think that this is a really important lesson, not just for consecrated religious orders,
but for all of us.

So every Christian (and if you’ve heard homilies on this passage), most people will
tend to identify with either Martha or Mary (just because we all have different
temperaments). Some people might be more inclined to contemplation and other
people might be more inclined to action. It’s frequently the case that you’ll some-
times here people (I’ve noticed this) be a little, shall we say, put off by the fact that
Jesus rebukes Martha. Because let’s say you are a person who is more inclined to
action. Maybe you’re a choleric and you like to get things done and you recognize
that service is important and people have to eat and houses have to get cleaned.
You can sometimes be a little put off by the fact that Jesus rebukes Martha, but he
doesn’t rebuke Mary who’s sitting at his feet and listening. And this why I think it’s
helpful to recognize that, although Origen’s right about the symbolic application of
active and contemplative, there’s a dimension to Mary’s action that Jesus is focus-
ing on, and namely this: that her activity is animated and driven by anxiety and dis-
traction. That’s where the problem is. It’s not in the service, it’s in the way she’s
serving. She’s filled with anxiety and she’s distracted. Now what is she distracted
from? If the Greek word means to be pulled away from, what is her service pulling
her away from? Well it’s pulling her away from Jesus. She’s not focused on him.
She’s distracted from him, and in stark contrast to Mary who has her eyes set total-
ly on Jesus. So, at least for me, I think it’s been helpful to recognize that Jesus here
isn’t critiquing the active life per se (much less is he critiquing hospitality per se).
We’ve seen that hospitality is a very fundamental virtue, it’s a way of expressing
love of neighbor that’s important in cultures to this day. However, let’s be honest
with ourselves. Activity and service, taking care of daily and earthly duties, easily
pulls us away from God. It can easily become an excuse for not engaging in con-
templation. That’s just a fact.

Maybe you’re engaged in ministry at your church (I don’t know what it might be),
or maybe just in your own life, maybe you’re a parent and you have lots of kids
and you’re a mother or father, you have young children or older children, maybe
you have teenagers, whatever it might be; it’s very easy (and I’ve heard this over
and over again), “Well I'd love to pray, but I just don’t have the time. I’m too
busy.” Right? “I’m too distracted with many things.” Or, “when I try to pray, all I
can think about is everything I have to do. All I can think about is the bills I have
to pay, or what I have to do at work, or what’s going on at the office, or what’s go-
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ing on at the school, or what’s going on in my kid’s lives.” In other words, the le-
gitimate concerns of earthly things become a distraction away from contemplation.

And so what Origen is telling us here, based on (of course) what Jesus said, is that
the thing that’s necessary to live the mystery of love, to live the life of love, is con-
templation. Because if you’re engaging in action and you’re not focused on Christ,
then that action is not going to be animated by the love of Christ, it’s not going to
be animated by the love of Jesus. So the one thing that’s absolutely necessary is
prayer (in other words), prayer and discipleship, following the Lord. And when that
happens, all of the action will be ordered toward Christ, and also by the way, or-
dered toward contemplation, so that the prayer and the contemplation becomes the
source of the strength that is necessary for engaging in the service (and the many
services) that our duties or our state in life call us to. So I think St. Francis de Sales
was the one who said this, I might be wrong about that, but I think he said some-
thing to the effect that, “At the bare minimum, pray 30 minutes. You need 30 min-
utes of contemplation and meditation each day, unless you’re busy, then you need
an hour.” In other words, busyness doesn’t mean you can pull back in prayer. It ac-
tually means you need to intensify it, you need to lengthen it, because you need
those activities to be animated by a spirit of prayer. Otherwise, you’re going to en-
gage in them in a way that is anxious, not trusting in God, and filled with worry
and anxiety. And Jesus tells us that’s not how Christians are supposed to live.
“Don’t be anxious; seek first the kingdom and all these things will be given to you
as well.” That’s what he says in Luke 12.

And so I’m going to give you one more quote here, this is from another church Fa-
ther, this is St. Cyril of Alexandria. This is a book on St. Cyril, who was a 5t Cen-
tury Church Father. He was a major figure in the Council of Ephesus. And, he was
the first to write a full commentary on the Gospel of Luke. I have a two volume
commentary here from St. Cyril on the Gospel of Luke, and this is what he said
about the story of Martha and Mary:

Mary... sat at the Saviour’s feet, and filled her heart with the doctrines He
taught, feeling as if she could never have enough of what so profited her.
For the Saviour lodged with the holy women, but Mary, it says, listened to
Him as He taught; while the other, Martha, was distracted with much ser-
vice... One of these women was steadfast in her love of learning: but
Martha was distracted with much service. Does any one then blame her for
being occupied with careful service? By no means. For neither does the
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Saviour chide her for having proposed to herself the discharge of this duty;
but rather He blamed her, as one who was laboring in vain, by wishing to
procure more than was necessary. And He did this for our benefit, that He
might fix a limit to hospitality. For far better is that other part, of earnestly
desiring the divine doctrine.”*

So notice what Cyril was saying here, Jesus is not rebuking Martha for serving and
fulfilling her duties. We have to fulfill our duties. It is part of God’s will for our
life. What he is rebuking her for is trying to do too much, and in doing too much,
giving into anxiety. Now, I don’t about you, but that’s a real challenge for me. And
I think, as Americans in general, our culture is one of over-activism. We tend to do,
to bite off more than we can chew, to try to do more than is actually possible or
more than is actually necessary. And the end result is living in a constant state of
anxiety and activity, and not just anxiety and activity, but over-activity. And we
justify that over-activity by saying “well, I’'m serving others, I’'m doing my duties.”
And so what St. Cyril is saying here is that Jesus’ words put a limit on the good of
hospitality. In other words, we need to carry out our duties but we don’t need to
overdo it and over commit in such a way that would lead us to neglect, what?
Learning doctrine, learning the faith. Now I don’t know about you, but in my expe-
rience I can think of lots of cultures and families that put hospitality at a high prior-
ity. Showing hospitality to neighbors and friends and family is very, very impor-
tant, whether at Christmas dinner, or Thanksgiving dinner, or having people over to
visit, or whatever it might be. But how many of those same families think it’s even
more important to learn the faith, to listen to the teachings of Jesus, to pay attention
to the words of Christ, to go to mass every Sunday and hear the sacred doctrine of
the gospels? Jesus said that one of those two things was essential and it wasn’t the
service and it wasn’t the hospitality; it was learning from him. It was taking the
posture of a disciple.

So how much time do you spend reading gospels? How much time do you spend
meditating and praying, in other words, listening to the gospels? How much time
do you spend talking about the faith with your family and with your friends? How
much time do you time do spend teaching the faith to your children? That’s sup-
posed to be priority number one. Everything else is good, all the other things are
good, but this is the one thing necessary. And the same thing for those who are en-
gaged in ministry as well. In particular, I know priests have extraordinary numbers

4 Cyril of Alexandria, Sermons on the Gospel of Luke 69; trans. R. Payne Smith
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of duties, especially diocesan priests at the parish level, thousands of families un-
derneath their care; it is a very easy temptation to say I just don’t have time to pray
the liturgy of the hours, to do my daily meditation, to do a daily holy hour, whatev-
er it might be. This gospel is the antidote to that kind of activism, that easy tempta-
tion to giving in to engaging in service and neglecting contemplation, or engaging
in hospitality and neglecting study of sacred doctrine, the study of the faith. And
we need to all (I think) be encouraged to be more like Mary, who had a...how did
St. Cyril say it?...who felt as if “she could never have enough, and filled her heart
with the doctrines he taught”. And if you’re watching The Mass Readings Ex-
plained you’re probably already trying to do that. You’re trying to learn more. But
in this case, it’s a corrective that we can all hear over and over again, that we al-
ways need to be reminded of, that there is one thing necessary, and that one thing
necessary is to listen to Jesus and to sit at his feet, for him to be the master, for us
to be the student and to let his words animate everything we do. Not just our
prayer, not just our contemplation, but also our action and our service to others.
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