
Gospel: Luke 10: 38-42 

Martha and Mary 

 

This passage comes straight after last week’s story of the Good Samaritan 
and in some ways can be seen as a continuation of Jesus' answer to the 
original question 'What must I do to inherit eternal life?’  It is typical of 
Luke’s narrative to ensure a gender balance in his stories, one involving a 
man, the next dealing with women. 
Jesus came to a village 
The story, which only occurs in Luke’s gospel, is part of Luke’s long narrative 
of Jesus' journey to Jerusalem.  He does not name the village.  In an episode 
involving these 2 sisters in John’s gospel the village is named as Bethany, 
only 2 miles or so from Jerusalem (John 11). 
Martha welcomed him into her house 
Hospitality is one of the main themes in Luke’s gospel.  Many of the stories 
he relates take place at a banquet (Luke 14:7) or at meal times: Zacchaeus 
and Emmaus (Luke 19: 1-10 and Luke 24: 30-32).  Jesus is often depicted in 
people’s houses.  Early Christians would have found this normal as they also 
met in each other’s houses for worship. 
Mary sat down at the Lord’s feet 
This is the posture of a disciple being taught by a Rabbi.  What is very 
unusual here is that she is a woman.  At the time, only men were taught the 
Law and Scripture.  This was a very countercultural action. 
However, if the point of the story is to look at different attitudes rather than 
different roles in society, the gender of the person loses its significance. 
Martha who was distracted by the serving 
Much has been written about this episode reflecting the conflict between 
contemplation (Mary) and action (Martha).  
However, many commentators also point out that what Jesus comments on 
is not that Martha is actively involved with the food but that she frets about 
it.  In fact there are three different verbs used in this respect: she is 
'distracted', 'worried', 'fretting'. 
The story may also echo the concern of the Early Church to keep a good 
balance between listening to the Word of God and helping people in need: 
'It would not be right to neglect the word of God so as to give out food' (Acts 6: 3) 
The better part 
This may be an allusion to the tribe of Levi, who on arriving in the promised 
land were not given any portion of land but their 'part' was to serve the 
Lord in the Temple.  Thus the Levites are priests. 

 BACKGROUND NOTES   

16TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 
 

1st Reading: Genesis 18: 1-10 
 

Mamre is a settlement situated 5km north of Hebron.  Abraham lived a 
nomadic life, travelling with his grazing herd, living in tents.  Visitors 
provided companionship and often helped.  They also offered an 
opportunity for trading.  There was therefore a strong tradition of 
hospitality, and Abraham’s bowing, calling them Lord and offering food 
all reflect this practice. 
 
Throughout the passage, there is a contrast between Abraham’s frantic 
activity (He ran from the entrance of the tent, he hastened to the tent, 
'Hurry' he tells Sarah, he runs to the cattle) and the men’s silent 
acquiescence except for the words 'Do as you say'. 
 
There is a noticeable difference between what he originally offers 
(water for washing and a little bread) and what he gives the men: 
roasted calf, bread made with the finest flour (the Hebrew word used     
'solet' is the same as the finest flour used for a wealthy Solomon in 1 
King 5: 2), cream and milk.  All are used in the Old Testament as a 
symbol of God’s abundant provision for mankind (Deuteronomy 32: 14) 
As the story develops, there is a shift between 'they' and 'I' when the 
narrator tells us what happens and what the 
visitors say, thus sending the reader back to the 
first verse of this passage 'The Lord appeared to 
Abraham.’   
This has led some commentators to see a hint of 
the Trinity in these three men.  Indeed the 
famous Rublev Icon of the Trinity is sometimes 
also called 'The hospitality of Abraham'. 

 


