
Ordinary Time 16 - C - 2 
Gn 18:1-10a; Col 1:24-28; Lk 10:38-42 

 When I was a seminarian, I took a trip to New York City with the Vocation Director and 

four other seminarians.  One day we attended morning Mass with the Daughters of Charity in the 

Bronx.   This is the order founded by St. Mother Theresa.  The sisters do a lot of work - daily 

going out to care for the needs of the poor and sick, doing all the housework for the convent, 

taking care of guests like us.  But they also accentuate the contemplative life.  They never fail to 

go to Mass each day, make a holy hour, and pray the Liturgy of the Hours amid their busy days.  

Mother Theresa was a tireless worker, but also accentuated this prayerful activity, and mandated 

that each convent have a garden area for the sisters to have quiet moments of reflection.  In the 

Gospel today we see both of these aspects of the Christian life at play - and we can reflect on 

what Jesus has to say about how they should be part of our life. 

 Let’s first look at Jesus’ life.  Was He more active or contemplative?  You couldn’t say 

that He was lazy.  All those trips to all those places, days of preaching for hours, feeding a few 

thousand, curing the sick, taking time out of his busy schedule to make house calls, calming a 

few storms, tipping over a few tables, and then doing it all over again the next day.  Not a slouch 

by any means!  I have said before that Christianity is not a spectator sport - you have to actually 

get your hands into it, engage in the activities of religion and minister to the needs of others - 

Jesus shows this to be true.  On the other hand, He did not neglect prayer.  He went off for days 

alone to pray, and after the last supper He prays for so long that those who came with him fell 

asleep.  This was an active worker and an avid believer in prayer, one who maintained a 

connection to His Father through prayer, one who contemplated things deeply and always made 

time for prayer.   But is one of these two ways more important than the other? 

 In the story today, it seems so.  Remember Martha is doing all the service, making the 

food, doing the dishes, topping off the drinks.  She is taking care of the guests.  Mary is sitting at 

Jesus’ feet listening to Him.  When Martha complained that Mary was’t helping her, Jesus says: 

Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken from her.  But notice it was maybe the 

better part, but wasn’t the only part - he had no problem with Martha serving, He doesn’t tell her 

to stop serving, so what exactly was He trying to say here, and how can it tell us something about 

how we approach our daily lives? 



 The key can be found in what Jesus says before the line quoted above: Martha, Martha, 

you are anxious and worried about many things.  He doesn’t say “Martha, Martha, put that stuff 

down, don’t worry about that, just come and sit here with us.”  If He wasn’t saying that it was a 

problem she was focused on taking care of everyone, then what was she worried about that was 

the problem?  Maybe it is the many things He mentions.  She is likely so focused on unnecessary 

details - so anxious about the prices she payed to the grocer, worried for the exact presentation of 

the lamb chops, stressed out about the lumps in the gravy.  Maybe she was so worried about 

these things that she couldn’t even just bend her ear to listen to Jesus while she stirred the broth.  

In Bible Study someone suggested maybe people would have been happy with some figs and 

wine, and she was going overboard with the food- maybe to impress.   Martha, Martha, you are 

anxious and worried about many things.  “Yes serve, but don’t forget why you are doing it.  Yes 

put your best into it, but don’t be worried about how people will regard you for having done it.  

Yes, take care of all these needs, but while the pot is simmering, take a minute to listen to Me.” 

 Like Martha we can be so caught up in our own activity that we forget what Jesus says is 

the “better part” - the taking time to grow closer to Him.  Sometimes all the effort we put in is 

not even for the good of others, but is serving our own needs - and that really doesn’t build up 

anything deeply worthwhile.   Yet even when we are focused on others, we cannot forget to also 

focus on God.  Jesus never forgets to do what he does out of love for others, and always prays 

amid his busy day.  This is why the Daughters of Charity focus on their efforts on those who 

others fail to love - and they never miss Mass, a Holy Hour, and daily prayers amid their very 

busy lives.  Jesus doesn’t tell Martha to stop service, and He doesn’t tell Mary to get up and help 

with the house work.  He says: There is need of only one thing - and it is a thing that we can find 

in both loving service and prayer.  We should be eager to serve like Martha, and eager to listen to 

the Lord like Mary.   

 The Christian life involves serving others, and while doing so also ministering to Christ 

in them.  It reaches its peak when service leads us to building a deeper relationship with Jesus - 

and then lead others to that same relationship.  But we can only lead them when we have 

experienced the relationship with Jesus ourselves, and we can only experience that relationship 

when we can stop being so focused on the human details of action and focus on the better part - 

the presence of Jesus available in the Eucharist and found in contemplative prayer - a presence, 

by the way, that is also present in the ones we serve.


