
16th Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle C 

 Gospel of St. Luke 10:38-42 

 Jesus Visits Martha and Mary 

 

(Prior to entering the seminary, I attended Mass at either St. Peter’s Church, where I was baptized or at 

then Sacred Heart Church where I was ordained a priest. Both parishes are now part of my assignment as 

pastor. The story below probably took place at St. Peter’s Church, an Italian ethnic parish. The exact details of 

the homily from forty years ago are frankly lost in my memory. But the embellished version below does indeed 

contain kernels of fact. How many kernels is anyone’s guess!) 

Before sharing some thoughts on this weekend’s Gospel passage, let me first share a story about how 

not to preach on the story of Martha and Mary. Probably forty years ago, sitting in the pews where you are 

seated now, I listened to the priest preach on this gospel passage. He first indicated this gospel was about a 

hierarchy of “work” in the faith life. When Jesus said, “Mary has chosen the better part”, he meant that Mary 

learning from Jesus was more important than the kitchen work Martha was doing. 

I looked around and noticed many women, several of whom were mothers of good friends of mine, 

looking somewhat agitated by that remark. These women were known for their culinary skills and had already 

been working hard for the Sunday meal that would feed multitudes in a few short hours.  

This priest continued almost mocking Martha for considering herself the big shot for cooking a meal 

when Mary knew the true importance of listening to Jesus and being quiet in his presence. It was then that it 

seemed like smoke rising from many places in the pews, often exactly where these mothers of friends of mine 

were sitting.  There was a palpable murmuring when the preacher finally noted that Martha would need to 

learn the value of keeping quiet as well. One woman sitting close to me speaking in a very clear whisper said 

to her husband, “The next time he visits, he can bring his own bag lunch!” 

The incident has stayed with me all these years. I don’t remember if I was discerning priesthood at the 

time, but if so, I knew that would never be the content of my preaching on this gospel passage. And this 

doesn’t need to be the content of anyone’s preaching, because the priest preaching over forty years ago 

clearly misunderstood what was really happening when Jesus visited Martha and Mary. 

Here is a better and deeper understanding from Biblical scholars who have studied this text. First of all 

this passage is about discipleship and what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. This would have been shocking to 

many in Jesus’ day because women were hardly ever recognized or welcomed to be disciples. That was 

preserved almost entirely to men. But St. Luke describing Mary as sitting “beside the Lord at his feet, listening 

to him speak” is the description of a disciple, and anyone reading the gospel in the early Church would have 

immediately known that. 

Additionally, the passage begins with Martha welcoming Jesus to her home. That would be yet another 

break from the widely accepted customs of that day. Men were the ones offering hospitality to guests and 

strangers. In the first reading from Genesis, Abraham welcomes the three strangers to find rest and 

nourishment under the shade of his tree. He then tells Sarah to do the cooking. Women may have done all the 

work providing for the dinner guests, but men got all the credit.  

As so often in St. Luke’s gospel, Jesus turns the social customs upside down and those considered 

unwelcomed are suddenly welcomed. Those not recognized as having value are recognized as most valued. 



Jesus, by accepting Martha’s invitation and recognizing her and Mary as disciples becomes a new moment in 

salvation history. Women have equal positions with men as Jesus’ disciples. 

Secondly, Catholicism’s genius is not “either or”, but rather “both and”. Our faith informs us that it is 

both “divine and human”, “word and sacrament”, “faith and works”, “faith and reason”, and “spiritual and 

material”. This gospel passage is a story of “Martha and Mary” not “Martha or Mary”. It is not about the 

superiority of religious type work over being a housewife or motherhood. 

 Martha’s difficulty is not what job she is performing. It is not her outside life at all. Her difficulty is her 

interior life. She is stressed out and unable to find a nurturing that keeps her balanced. Please understand that 

if the roles were reversed and Mary was cooking in the kitchen and Martha was seated at Jesus’ feet, the 

problem would still be Martha. She would be asking, “Lord are you not concerned that I am here learning 

while Mary is busy in the kitchen?” Martha lacks an inner security that Mary has discovered. That is the 

“better part” Mary has chosen and will not be taken from her. 

Interestingly, of the two sisters, only Martha has her own feast day in the calendar of the Roman 

Catholic Church. Her sister Mary, pointed out as choosing the better part, has no feast day in her honor. This 

“Mary” is a different person from both The Blessed Mother and St. Mary Magdalene. These sisters, along with 

their brother Lazarus, were friends that Jesus valued and loved dearly.  

 Our active daily life needs constant nurturing of prayer and meditation within our hearts. If the inside 

dries up, our outward activity can seem devoid of meaning or purpose. We can then become resentful, bitter, 

and burn out. I have seen this in priesthood many a time. Over the past thirty years, there have been those 

men constantly unhappy. Their best assignment is always the next one and perhaps the last one, but never the 

one they are currently serving. This pattern is probably true in other relationships as well; whether it be 

marriage, family or the workplace. 

All of us need active lives nurtured by a life of prayer and reflection. Our discipleship involves our 

entire daily life, and all our daily work is under the sovereignty of the Kingdom of God. Perhaps now people in 

the pews are thinking “Now Fr. Mike is insensitive to our daily lives. How am I going to find time to pray in the 

midst of all the confusion, stressful demands and madness of my life?”  

I can only respond by going back to those women sitting in the pews here forty years ago. Many of 

them raised large families and a significant number of them worked outside the home and took care of the 

family when they came home. Yet, almost all of them had active and nurturing prayer lives. They were women 

of deep prayer, especially with the rosary and the Eucharist. The Eucharist and the rosary sustained them, 

centered them, and nurtured them throughout their lives.  

I know this is true because in the past seven and a half years I have been blest to serve here, I have had 

many of their funerals. Their sons and daughters shared, “Father Mike, mom would get up at the crack of 

dawn and work until late in the evening. She never stopped, but she always found time to pray the rosary and 

even attend daily Mass from time to time.” 

But how did they do it? We need to ask them. And there aren’t that many of them left, so we had 

better not waste time.  

 


