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As Jesus and his disciples went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named
Martha welcomed him into her home’ (Luke 10.38). The story of Mary and Martha is part of a number
of Luke’s teaching stories about how we may welcome God into our homes – into our lives – and so
become his followers. At the beginning of our chapter, we see Jesus send out seventy of his
followers. They are sent into a plentiful harvest; are sent to gather in the fruits of God’s kingdom. Like
a sower Jesus, had broadcast the good news of God’s kingdom: handful by handful, freely and
liberally (Luke 8.5-9). Regardless of their reception, Jesus and his disciples together share in planting
the seeds of hopefulness, of healing and of goodness (Luke 9.1-6). And now those seeds have born
fruit, the harvest is ripe.
A plentiful crop awaits the labourers sent to gather the fruits of the kingdom. So large is this harvest of
people’s lives touched by Jesus’ words of life, that he tells his followers to pray that God would send
them fellow labourers to share in the work of bringing in this abundant harvest. As Jesus had foretold
when he spoke of their task as that of a sower planting good seeds: the seed that had fallen on good
soil will produce a harvest that was hundredfold (Luke 8.8). This harvest overflows abundantly. The
seeds of the kingdom that Jesus had spread through preaching and teaching, healing and welcoming
in others, have fallen on rich soil. They have grown a harvest of encouragement and empowerment:
even those who have not yet encountered Jesus in person are enabled to share in the fruits of his
power by calling on his name, the disciples report when they return from their mission (9.49). And so,
simply by sharing his word, Jesus brings close even those who are yet far off.
The labourers of the harvest cannot harvest the fruits of the seeds of the growing kingdom, unless
they have first have themselves ‘heard the word, held fast to it in an honest and true heart, and borne
fruit with patient endurance’, Jesus tells them in the story of the Sower (Luke 8.15). In order to be sent
into the harvest, they are first of all to listen. Which is why Jesus charges them: ‘pay attention to how
you listen; for to those who have, more will be given; and from those who do not have, even what they
seem to have will be taken away’ (8.18). Those who listen to his words and nurture the seeds of
God’s kingdom in their hearts, will both bring forth fruit themselves, and will bring in others into the
harvest of his kingdom.
As the gatherers of God’s harvest are sent out, Jesus instructs them to rely on the generosity of
others on their way. They are to find homes of welcome, places of hospitality, and they are to remain
there (Luke 10.7). They are to share God’s peace with their hosts, and those who welcome them will
find their peace in their offering. And once they have found such a place of welcome they are to
remain there, and ‘cure the sick who are there, and say to them, “The kingdom of God has come near
to you”.’ (Luke 10.9). In receiving the labourers of the harvest, the places of hospitality become places
where God’s presence dwells, become places of peace, because, as Jesus tells his disciples,
‘whoever listens to you, listens to me ... and the One who sent me’ (Luke 10.16).
+
In a certain village, Jesus himself enters one such home, we hear in today’s Gospel reading. Later on
Jesus will be numbered among the closest friends of those who live there. He will mourn and weep
with them. He will reap the fruits of lives restored he sowed among them, will himself give new life to
them. Now he comes as a stranger: as a Sower of the seeds of life in search of a welcoming home.
Martha welcomed him. And Jesus remained with her household, and told those gathered in her home
what he instructed his disciples to proclaim: ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you’ (Luke 10.9).
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And, as he spread the good news of the kingdom like a Sower broadcasting seed, some words fell on
rich soil, some on the wayside, and some among thorns. Some might have listened to his words with
hearts as hard as the compacted soil of a well-trodden footpath, some intently. Martha listened
distractedly. Her sister Mary listened with an open heart, and so received the seed of Jesus’
message, where it bore immediate fruit.
When Jesus first explained to his disciples about how God would sow the harvest of his kingdom, he
told them that most people would at least listen to the good news, though not all would be bearers of
God’s harvest (Luke 8.11). And so it is in the house of Martha: all listened to Jesus in this home of
hospitality. One bore instant and abundant fruit; another bore some fruit that would need space to
mature. There may well have been others that listened yet who bore no fruit at all. Those who do
listen with care, those in whom the fruits of the kingdom take root, will produce a plentiful harvest
Jesus had told his disciples when he explained to them his story of the Sower (Luke 8.15). The fruit
that they bear will never be taken from them.
That fruit, he told Martha, was the ‘better part’, chosen by her sister Mary (Luke 10.42). Indeed, when
Mary heard Jesus’ word of life, she was like the person who produced a hundredfold return: the
person who ‘heard the word, held it fast in an honest and good heart, and bore fruit with patient
endurance’ (Luke 8.15). Mary certainly did bear abundant fruit of love and endurance. She would
prepare Jesus for burial by anointing his feet with costly ointment, we read in John’s gospel (John
12.3, 7), and later would join her sister with the other women in Jerusalem in observing the terror of
the threshing-floor of the harvest of the cross. She patiently stood by, as Jesus’ body was broken to
yield the first fruits of new life, and was among those who saw him rise again, a witness of Christ’s
rich harvest of righteousness for all who receive the seeds of his resurrection life.
+
If Mary has chosen the better part, what then of Martha? Martha, the master of the house – for that is
what her name means – asked Jesus to adjudicate between the two sisters: ‘Tell Mary to help me’,
she demanded of her guest. But as Jesus will tell another who asks him to pronounce judgment, now
is not the time for judging discipleship or commitment (Luke 12.14). Judgement is deferred to the final
point of his harvest, that threshing-floor of the cross, when the ‘wheat is gathered to the granary; and
the chaff burnt with unquenchable fire’ (Luke 3.17). At this point of his journey, Jesus still sows and
plants, tends the seeds of healing, peace and life. And so he tells Martha that her many tasks, her
leadership of home and estate, were like the thorns that choked the seeds of the kingdom. ‘The cares
... of life’ that did not allow the fruits of the kingdom to mature (Luke 8.14). Jesus encounters Martha
with care, helps her remove the tangles of thorns that choke, and enables her to recognise the ‘need
of only one thing’ (Luke 10.42). He tells her that Mary had received into her heart something that may
never be taken away from her – his word which will grow and bear fruits of eternal life.
And in hearing Jesus’ compassionate response to her request that Mary might help her that wish itself
is also granted. For Mary does help Martha choose the better part. Martha will not abandon her
leadership, nor will she curtail her hospitality. But she is enabled to recognise the guest among them
as the Sower of the good news of the kingdom of life. When we next encounter Martha in the gospels,
the seeds of Jesus’ words have taken firm root in her. Then Martha will proclaim Jesus as the Lord of
the harvest of life and death: ‘Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the One
coming into the world’, she will confess even before Jesus recalls her brother Lazarus from death to
the land of the living (John 11.27).
+
Like the disciples, like Jesus’ friends Martha and Mary, we too are called to be people in whom the
seeds of the kingdom of life may bear rich fruit. There will be times when, like Mary, we soak up the
word of God and it bears rich fruit in us – spontaneously, readily – in an act of sheer grace. We need
to cherish those times of grace, and hold on to them in times when the soil of our hearts may seem
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arid or compacted. There will always be times when, like Martha, the soil of our hearts may be
entangled by the valid and vital cares of life, the thorny concerns that preoccupy us. At times like
these, we need to cling on to the hope that Christ may help us choose the better part, just as he
helped Martha remove the thorns that entangle; that he may help us let our cares be suffused by his
abundant love.
Jesus’ harvest is generous and plentiful. The seeds of new life winnowed on the threshing-floor of the
cross have borne rich fruit. Those seeds will grow more abundantly than any of the thorns and cares
of our lives ever will. In calling us to follow him, Jesus invites us to abandon our cares to his care. He
asks us to choose him as the better – the best – part of our lives. And to find in his presence in our
lives his pledge of the first fruits of that life that will be forever, the seed of that life that will never be
taken from us (Luke 10.42).
Let us pray:
Author of life and salvation, whose Son Jesus Christ plants the seeds of new life in the hearts of
those who listen to his word: give us the will to love you, to open our hearts to you, and so to
grow to be witnesses of your kingdom and labourers in your bountiful harvest of souls, for you
are alive and give life, now and forever. Amen.
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