Sixteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time

July 22, 2007

Today’s Gospel gives the impression of an ongoing sibling rivalry between Martha and Mary, with the honors going to Mary in this round. It seems that Jesus takes her side.  But what is going on beneath this story?  Why would Luke include a family squabble in his Gospel?  What does it reveal about Jesus and his message? What is its message for us today?

This Gospel passage has had many interpretations. It has been used to denigrate “women’s work” and to validate the discipleship of women and their theological education. It seems to contradict Jesus’ call to service as the mark of a true disciple. “The better part” has been used to extol contemplation, religious life, and Christianity with an unsaid condemnation of the other part.  It seems to set up a competition between hearing and doing the Word.  It might reveal the tension in the early Church about women in servant-leadership roles.  Why does Jesus seem uninterested in Martha’s very real problems and whole hearted in his affirmation of her sister Mary?

Where is this Gospel leading us today?  Perhaps the clue is in the first two readings of this Sunday.

In the ancient Middle East where the weather could be deadly and traveling could be dangerous, hospitality was more than common courtesy.  It could be the difference between life and death.  Strangers were welcomed, given food and drink, and made to feel at home. This safe sheltering was done in the name of “our father Abraham” who had journeyed to a strange land from Ur of the Chaldeans. Hospitality became a touchstone of their faith and their culture.

Today we read in Genesis a prime example of this hospitality. Abraham welcomes three strangers not with just the obligatory water and seat in the cool shade, but with a feast prepared by his command and served with his own hand.  He sits and visits with them. “Entertaining angels unaware” gives Abraham and Sarah reason to laugh.  They are blessed by the Lord with the promise of a son.

Paul makes a remarkable claim in his letter to the Colossians: “I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in the afflictions of Christ on behalf of his body, which is the church.”  We know that Paul’s conversion experience profoundly influenced his awareness of the body of Christ.  As a traveling missionary he was often on the road, looking for openness in strange lands, persecuted for his beliefs and teachings about Jesus.  Thrown out of towns, beaten and left for dead, he knew what it was to suffer for the Gospel and he knew the power of hospitality.  He realized that the women and Gentiles, the lost and shunned, those who could be sensitive to his plight were also most receptive to the message of Jesus.  For you see, Jesus’ arms extended on the cross became not only proof of God’s infinite love for us but sign of welcome for all.

So let us focus again on this story of Martha and Mary.  Notice that the house belongs to Martha, a woman. It is her home.  This was highly unusual in Bible times.  It is Martha who fulfills the rites of hospitality for her guest.  She welcomes Jesus herself.  She provides water to wash his feet and refreshment to quench his thirst.  Jesus is a friend of the family, welcomed into the inner sanctum, not just a room but their inner workings and feelings.  Jesus returns this hospitality with a level of comfort and familiarity that we rarely see.  He trusts Martha’s invitation and hospitality despite what the neighbors might say.  It is then that Martha seems to lose her focus on her guest and becomes distracted by the burdens of entertaining, losing sight of the person of Jesus.  Jesus seems to know her well enough to call her by name, twice, not just the more formal ‘woman’ with which he addresses women in public.  His hospitality to Martha then frees her from duty so that she can really hear her friend.  Jesus’ hospitality to her sister Mary welcomed her to sit at his feet, the posture of the disciple, because Mary’s hospitality welcomed Jesus not just into the house but into her heart.  Mutual hospitality lets the host and the guest welcome each other.

So, are we willing to offer Jesus the hospitality of our house, where we live? What would we have to do to prepare?  We might think we need to do a little extra cleaning; perhaps he might want to look into some of our messy cupboards. Would we be a little worried about the rest of our family, not just their behavior but their reaction to him?  Don’t worry.  Jesus is comfortable with everybody.  We wouldn’t have to worry about entertainment.  He’s a good storyteller and listens really well.  How long do you think he might stay?  He might move in forever!

Jesus is knocking at your door, wondering if you will show him true hospitality.  He has already told us that his house is our house.  Can we return the favor?
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