
16th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

 

After they’d brought their first baby home from the hospital, a 

young wife suggested to her husband that he try his hand at 

changing diapers. “I’m busy,” he said. “I’ll do the next one.”  The 

next time the baby was wet, the wife asked if he was now ready 

to learn how to change diapers. Dad looked puzzled. “Oh,” he 

replied finally. “I didn’t mean the next diaper. I meant the next 

baby!” 

 

Busy, busy, busy!  We live in a busy world today.  There are 

people in this congregation who are busier than a one-armed 

paper hanger.  I know most people think I only work two days a 

week, but there are some weeks that it’s really busy, busy, busy.  

Look at mothers of infants, for instance!  Talk about a 24-hour-a-

day, seven-day-a-week job! 

 

And then they get to be toddlers.  How many things can you 

juggle at the same time?  My sister had twins and what one didn’t 

think of, the other did.  Constant Chaos! 

 

And then there are the people who go to work at oh-dark-thirty in 

the morning and get home from work at oh-dark-thirty at night.  

Busy, busy, busy!!! 

 

But what are our options?  Quit our job?  Put our kids out on the 

street?  Leave the dishes piled in the sink?   

 

The irony never ceases to puzzle me.  We no longer have to comb 

the forest for firewood to cook dinner –– and we spend an 

amazing amount of money eating in restaurants –– and everyone 

has a dishwasher –– but we're busier than ever.  Busy, busy, 

busy!!!  Will it ever end? 



In our Gospel today, Jesus visited two sisters –– Martha and Mary 

–– in their home.  Martha and Mary didn't know it, but Jesus was 

on His way to Jerusalem –– where he was going to die.  He had 

twice told his disciples that he would soon die. 

 

They hadn't understood, of course –– and Martha and Mary had 

no inkling that their beloved friend would soon be dead. 

 

Jesus was almost at the end of his journey.  Bethany was a 

Jerusalem suburb –– only a couple of miles from the Holy City.  

It is important that we understand where Jesus was in his journey, 

because that helps us to understand what comes next. 

 

What comes next is this:  Martha welcomed Jesus into her house.  

That's the way that Luke puts it.  He doesn't say that Martha and 

Mary welcomed Jesus into THEIR house.  He says that Martha 

welcomed Jesus into HER house.  Martha is clearly the one in 

charge. 

 

Then Mary sat down at Jesus' feet to listen to what he had to say 

while Martha got busy fixing dinner.  Luke doesn't actually tell us 

that Martha was fixing dinner, but he says that she "was distracted 

by her many tasks." 

 

Then, noticing that Mary was just sitting around listening to Jesus, 

Martha became angry.  If she hadn't been angry, she would 

politely have asked Mary to help –– but instead, in her anger, she 

addressed sharp words to Jesus.  She said: 

 

Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work 

by myself?  Tell her then to help me. 

But Jesus answered her this way.  He said: 

 



Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; 

there is need of only one thing.  Mary has chosen the better part, 

which will not be taken away from her. 

 

That response has always troubled me, because I am a Martha.  I 

am always busy doing things.  If I had been fixing dinner while 

Mary just sat around listening to Jesus, I would have been upset 

too.   

 

But Jesus knew that in a few days he would be dead.  He knew 

that Mary was fully present with Him in this last bit of time that 

they would ever share together –– and Martha was somewhere 

else. 

 

He knew that Mary would forever remember these moments with 

Him –– and he knew that Martha, in her busyness, was "missing 

out."  And so he said: 

 

Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away 

from her.  "You are worried and distracted by many things." 

 

The late Fr. Henri Nouwen said this about our busyness.  He was 

talking about the busyness of Christmas, but he could have been 

talking about the Fourth of July or Labor Day – or nearly any 

ordinary day.  He said: 

 

I often think:  "A life is like a day; it goes by so fast.  If I am so 

careless with my days, how can I be careful with my life?" 

 

He also said, “In many ways we are like the busy person who 

walks up to a precious flower and says:  "What for God's sake are 

you doing here?  Can't you get busy someway?" and then finds 

himself unable to understand the flower's response:  "I am sorry 

sir, but I am just here to be beautiful."    



Fr. Nouwen asks:  How can we also come to this wisdom of the 

flower that being is more important than doing? 

 

This story of Martha and Mary comes around every three years in 

the life of the church.  That isn't nearly often enough, because we 

need to be reminded to get in touch with what is really important 

in the particular day that we are living.  We need to be reminded 

to look at the really special people in our lives –– to really SEE 

them –– to appreciate them –– to love them. 

 

Yes, we have to attend to chores.  Yes, we have to earn a living.  

Yes, we have to fix dinner and wash the dishes.  Yes, there are a 

thousand things that demand our attention.  Yes, those things are 

important –– but they aren't ALL-important.   

 

Let me close by asking you to reflect on something.  Five or ten 

years from now, you will look back at today:   

 

–– What will you wish you had done with your children?   

–– What will you wish you had done about just enjoying the 

moment –– finding pleasure in the little things that are so easy to 

miss? 

–– What will you wish you had done about your education or your 

work? 

 

Reflect on that this week –– and then try to live so that, in five or 

ten years, you can look back with pleasure on what you did with 

your life today. 

 

And remember Jesus' words to Martha.  Mary has chosen the 

better part, which will not be taken away from her. AMEN. 
 


