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Father Abraham 

Like women of many other countries and cultures, Southern women in the United States are 
great Marthas and proud of it.  These women, who have traditional Southern hospitality refined 
to an art, never sit. They hover. Plates are never allowed to go empty. Guests are continually 
asked if they need anything. In fact, many times the hostess will continue to cook all through the 
meal. When does the hostess eat? This is one of the South’s mysteries. The hostess keeps 
working, huffing around the table. She misses all dinner conversation, all sharing of feelings and 
information, and gives herself totally to serving. A second type of Southern woman is Mary-
Martha. Unflustered, she greets the guests at the door. The table is already set and the kitchen 
is spotless. This hostess sits, talks, laughs and eats the appetizers with her guests. She 
excuses herself, goes to the kitchen, and returns with food that is prepared and ready to eat. At 
dinner, she remains with those gathered around the table, getting to know the guests, asking 
about their lives, sharing her own thoughts and feelings. In today’s Gospel, Jesus expresses his 
preference for Mary-Marthas over Southern Marthas.  

The central themes of today’s readings are the importance of hospitality in Christian life and the 
necessity of listening to God before acting. Today’s first reading describes how Abraham and 
Sarah’s hospitality to strangers was rewarded by God. Three visitors appeared unexpectedly 
before Abraham’s tent. Abraham was wealthy enough to play the very generous host with the 
best of his contemporaries, and he was spiritually keen, sensing that his visitors were disguised 
angels. He and his wife, Sarah promptly started making preparations for a lavish meal with 
which to refresh their guests. Their generous hospitality was even more generously rewarded. 
God, speaking through the guests, promised that the aged couple would have a son within a 
year! The birth announcement was a sign of the fulfillment of God’s promises of progeny, 
prosperity, and property, a homeland for Abraham. If we open our hearts and our homes to 
God, the impossible can happen – God’s presence can overturn things. In the second reading, 
Paul invites believers to open their hearts and minds to welcome the mystery of Christ. Those 
who consent, by Faith, to become “hosts” of the mystery are thereby challenged to cultivate that 
quality of hospitality that welcomes all others in Christ. 

Today’s Gospel episode is intended to teach us how we should set our priorities. Traditionally, 
today’s Gospel story has been interpreted to mean that the quiet life of contemplation and 
prayer led by monks and nuns and personified in Mary, is superior to a busy life of activity and 
action, personified in Martha. Jesus did not intend to belittle Martha and her activity, but rather 
to show that hearing the word of God is the foundation of all action, and that the word of God 
must permeate all other concerns. The highest priority must be given to listening to the word. 
Prayer and actions must be continuous, complementary and mutually dependent. Prayer 
without action is sterile, and action without prayer is empty. We are expected to be 
“contemplatives in action” because only those who listen carefully to the Word of God know how 
to behave in the way that God wants, when they show deep concern for the well-being of other 
people. That is why Jesus reminds Martha that proper service for him is attention to his 
instruction, not just an elaborate provision for his physical needs. 

 Mary shows her love for the Lord by listening to him. Jesus in fact, needed Mary and Martha to 
keep him company and to listen to him because he was preparing to face the cross. By this 
episode, Jesus teaches his disciples that those who minister among God’s people must be 



actively listening to his words thus becoming hospitable hosts and hostesses, welcoming into 
their hearts and attending to the good news of salvation.  

At every Mass, we are offered the very hospitality of Jesus at the table of the Eucharist to 
become both Mary and Martha. Both Mary and Martha are teaching would-be disciples that their 
following of Jesus and their service in his name will require frequent spiritual refueling by prayer, 
silence and communion with God. Otherwise, service can become a crushing responsibility, a 
burden rather than a vocation, or a loving response to the invitation of God. 

In his Gospel, Luke frequently shows women in places of honor. Here, Mary is presented as 
sitting at Jesus’ feet to receive his teaching, the posture of a disciple, a man’s role in that time 
and place. Mary’s presumptuous posture and the attention she was receiving may have 
embarrassed Martha. Martha may have suspected, as many cast in her mold do, that Jesus 
loved her ‘spiritual’ sister better than herself, and that Jesus had little regard for the mundane 
work she was doing in the kitchen. Hence, it is no wonder that Martha was distracted! Her 
hands were busy, but her resentments were busier. How are we to understand the 
complementarities of Martha’s hospitality in meeting Jesus’ need for food, and Mary’s longing 
for personal communion with him? Our love of God must become incarnate in whatever we do 
to meet the needs of others. Thus, our good work – whether cooking a meal or voting for a bill in 
Congress – becomes a sacrament or an effective sign of our self-giving love. The 
proper service of Jesus is attention to his instruction not an elaborate provision for his physical 
needs. 

It is a well-known fact that those who are in the caring professions, like doctors, nurses, pastors, 
social workers and even parents, often suffer from burnout and terminal exhaustion as Martha 
did. People suffering from burnout often end up angry, anxious, and worried. Hence, 
occasionally we need to put aside the work we do for the Lord in serving others and just spend 
some time being with Him, talking to Him and listening to Him, fully aware of His holy presence 
in our souls. We may do the recharging of our spiritual energy also by our personal and family 
prayers, by the meditative reading of the Bible and by participating in the celebration of the Holy 
Mass. Christian husbands and wives should develop “couple spirituality” and seek more 
opportunities to pray together. The Martha and Mary episode teaches us the need for balance 
between service and prayer and the need for spending time with the Lord, learning from Him 
through the power of the Holy Spirit. 


