16th Sunday Ordinary Time (C) 
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Martha and Mary appear in the Gospels on several occasions.  We don’t know how or when a friendship develops between the two women and Jesus but it is evident that one does.  They might very well have been part of the group of women who provide for Jesus and the disciples out of their own resources.  We can glean from the Gospels, however, that Jesus would visit with them whenever he is near the City of Jerusalem.


Bethany is thought to have been about a mile and a half outside of the city near the Mount of Olives.  It is to the Mount, you might recall, that Jesus would also often frequent, and it is to the Mount – we are told – that he and the disciples go on the night that he is arrested.  Apparently, the site is where Jesus would retire with his disciples when he wants to get away from the crowd.

The house of Mary and Martha, then, is probably a safe haven for him.  He can enjoy their company, be refreshed and eat with friends.  Here he can enjoy the company of a small group of people with whom he is at ease and comfortable.


The tension that develops in today’s Gospel story from Luke, then, is both unexpected and happens from time to time with friends.  I recall traveling with friends, for example, on one occasion to Florida in an RV.  There were six of us in rather tight quarters and eventually we began to irritate on each other.  It happens.  A couple of hours apart, however, were enough for us to enjoy each other’s company again.

Jesus responds to the tension in a gentle way.  He acknowledges the anger.  He also acknowledges that the irritation that Martha expresses is a part of life together.  Both acknowledgements defuse the situation rather than enflaming it.  Jesus says to Martha – essentially – this sometimes happens between friends.  It isn’t anything all that dramatic or even important.


Unfortunately, we sometimes make things more dramatic and important than they really are.  When we do, the irritation can develop into resentment, hatred and violence.  We then – like Martha in our Gospel story – call for justice… by which we mean retribution rather than restoration.  Enflamed emotions, the need for drama and enhanced fear takes on a life of its own and too often leads to extreme thoughts and actions.


When we over-dramatize an injustice, we tend to forget people and focus primarily (possibly, only) on our thoughts, concepts and ideologies.  We become impersonal.  It is important, then, that we acknowledge injustice, and the anger that it evokes in us.  It is equally important that we acknowledge our connection with each other, and the compassion that flows out from us to the other.  We are created by God to be in relationship with each other rather than in isolation from each other.  One leads to community.  The other leads to violence.
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