16th Sunday Ordinary Time, Cycle. C. 2019.
There is the story of a couple who once had only a little left over food for their dinner. While they just begin to eat, quite unexpectedly a poor man came as their guest that night. But the couple readily welcomed him and served him in the best possible manner. The next morning the poor man left their house thanking them. Though they were hungry all night, they were extremely happy that they had served their guest. This reminds us that the happiest moments of our life are the times we offer and enjoy hospitality.

In the First Reading today we find Abraham offering hospitality to visitors who were strangers to him. He runs out to meet them and in typical oriental fashion gives them a warm, respectable welcome. He asks his wife to prepare a meal for their unexpected visitors. His kindness and hospitality are abundantly rewarded.

There is a strong stubborn and selfish strain in everyone-in all of us. Overcoming that selfishness is one of the principal obligations of a Christian. We have failed miserably in this duty quite often. But we must keep on trying. There are occasions every day for practicing brotherly love, not only at our doorsteps, but within the walls of our own home as well. God sends us and gives us many opportunities to love. Unless we use them we shall live and die as selfish, self-centered individuals. And there is no place in heaven for the selfish.

The Lord comes to us in many ways every moment as a stranger, poor, rich friend etc. Like Abraham, Like Martha and Mary, let us welcome everyone who approaches us so that on judgment day when we stand in front of the Lord, He may say to us, “I was a stranger and you made Me welcome”. You must have seen in many families and institutions, behind the dinner table on the wall it will be written: “Christ is the in visible guest at every meal, the silent listener at every conversation”. But how much more meaningful they would be if they were written on the walls of our own hearts and practiced in our lives!
Hospitality is love in action. It is a concrete, practical and beautiful way of loving a Stranger, for no reward can be expected from a stranger. Besides, we have no legal obligation to help him. Hospitality shown to a stranger is pure, selfless love: an expression of the goodness of ones’ heart. Hospitality is also a practical recognition of our belief that we are only stewards of the good things we enjoy. In practicing hospitality we share with our brethren, especially the poor and the needy, what we have received from God our father. Hence no true hospitality is possible without religious conviction. To see Christ in the stranger and to welcome him, one needs a vision that is clearer and a conviction that is deeper than politics or philanthropy can provide. We need contemplation; contemplation of the mystery of God, of the mystery of man created in the image of God, of the mystery of the God-Man, Jesus Christ.
It is Christ who is knocking at the door of our hearts. How can we recognize Christ in others if we have not recognized Him dwelling within our hearts? This what Mary in today’s Gospel does? This is what enables us to recognize the mystery of Christ among us (Second Reading). From our contemplation and communion in the Eucharist, we learn to serve the Emmanuel (God-with-us) in others in compassionate action. Here Mary meets Martha.

Without doubt we need Marthas and their services. It would have been pitiable if Jesus and companions were sent away hungry. That would have been a real possibility if Martha had sat at Jesus’ feet. And it is difficult to default her and she was fully justified, humanly speaking, to be upset with both with her sister and the master. And yet Jesus rebukes Martha. And then he proceeds to do something revolutionary. First, he defends Mary in her insensitive attitude towards her sister and her total attentive attitude towards the master. Secondly, he accepts Mary as a full-time disciple at a time when women were considered unworthy even to be taught the Torah. It was said, “It was better to burn the Torah than to teach it to women”. Thirdly, Jesus categorically states what is the one thing necessary amid a multitude of mundane activities and pursuits one engages in. “Love the Lord with all your heart, mind and soul”.
Once a master asked his disciples which is more important, wisdom or action. The disciples were unanimous: Action, of course. The master said, of what use is wisdom that does not show itself in action; And of what use is action that proceeds from an unenlightened heart”. Thus Martha and Mary debate seems to continue even today: doing what is most important in the right moment. Both Martha and Marys’ talents are needed within us so that we can bring others to Christ. Let us hear with urgency God’s word spoken here today and let us act upon it. We can be both Martha and Mary at the same time.
