HOMILY FOR THE SIXTEENTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR C

FEEDING ON THE WORD AND SERVICE


Today’s gospel is about the story of two sisters, Mary and Martha who welcomed Jesus to their home.  Martha the elder sister saw Jesus and felt that as an itinerant preacher, Jesus was exhausted and needed food, but Mary saw Jesus and felt that as a prophet, Jesus had a message and needed attention.  From human point of view, each one of them thought rightly.  But for Jesus, Mary had a better idea of what he needed.  He needed someone to speak to, someone to listen to his concerns.  As it were, Jesus commended her saying “Mary has chosen the better part, and it will not be taken from her” (Luke 10:42).  This commendation by Jesus did not nullify the great thought and service of Martha.  She was very traditional; she did what tradition of the Jews demanded for visitors; she did exactly what Abraham and Sarah did to their own guests in the first reading.  This story is very relevant to be meditated on for a better relationship with God.

Our Catechism teaches us that one of the purposes God made us is to serve Him in this world.  In this perspective Martha deserves our praise.  What disqualifies her was her lack of job satisfaction.  This was manifest in her complaint about doing everything alone.  Lack of job satisfaction can do a lot of harm; it goes with complaining, prejudice and suspicion.  This happens when a person lacks the grace of service.  Look at any man or woman who spends much time at work without rest or recollection: any little provocation he yells, shouts, complains and fights.  This is the picture Martha presented to us in the gospel.  What this means is that work can drive one crazy if no provision is made for rest and recollection.  But when you invite God into it through recollection you receive the grace to work with satisfaction.  

So, the problem with Martha is not necessarily what she did but how she did it, the way she used her gift of hospitality and service.  She was so preoccupied by what she was doing that she lost sight of the mission of Jesus Christ.  She was seeing reality only from her own point of view.  As such she did not see anything good in what Mary was doing.  This picture of being blind to the needs of others because of what we feel about what we are doing can be found in anyone of us, and that is what we should try to stop or avoid about Martha’s action.    


On the other hand, Mary, who was satisfied with keeping company with Jesus and listening to his concerns, was satisfied with what she was doing.  She did not complain, and even when her sister complained, she did not respond with disgust.  Mark 3:14 tells us that one of the reasons why Jesus chose the disciples is to have some people to be with him and keep him company, and that is exactly what Mary did.  Against this back drop, today everybody seems to be in a rush; parents have very little time for each other, and for their children.  It is not enough to spend money on the needs of the family or send an aged mother to hospital, presence and attention is important for the well being of persons in the family.  You can imagine the joy of Elizabeth when Mary visited her and spend some months with her (Luke 1:39-41).  

The church is calling us today to take a look at the place of personal attention in relationship as demonstrated by Mary.  Jesus continues to desire our company, and we can do this through visits to the Blessed Sacrament, reading and meditating on the Scriptures, having holy hour with the Lord or quite time in which we can pray and meditate on his work.  He does not want us to be doing Christians only but praying Christians. 

All said and done, the story of the two sisters does not say that Martha lost out.  It does not say that sitting at the feet of Jesus listening to him is the only way to relate to God.  Infact, the point of the story of Martha and Mary is to challenge our priorities to see that being close to God in personal relationship and hearing his word should always precede the work we do for Him.  The word of God provokes a good relationship that helps us to render our services with satisfaction and joy.  Like Mary we should endeavor to allow the Good News to be heard and feed on it.  Everything will pass away Jesus says, but my word will not pass away.   It takes listening and internalizing the word of God to do what the Good Samaritan did last Sunday.  So, listening here involves action.  It means listening and then getting up to do what the Good News demands.  This way the story invites all of us to first establish a personal relationship with God that feeds on his Word and then allowing the word to permeate and provoke us to use our God given talents to serve God and humanity.  
