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“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” asks the lawyer and with that question begins the 
teaching of Jesus on this journey to Jerusalem.  Eternal life is thereby highlighted as the 
fundamental question facing all of us.  How we live in the present life so as to achieve life in 
the future is at the heart of our lives, above all as Christians.  
The tone of the question is hostile, the lawyer seeks to test Jesus.  Jesus neatly avoids this by 
returning the question to the lawyer.  Thus it is the lawyer himself who announces the great 
commandments is to love the Lord your God and to love your neighbour as yourself.   In so 
doing, he is quoting the Torah.  The love of God comes from the book of Deuteronomy, it is the 
great daily Jewish prayer “Hear O Israel…”  and the love of neighbour comes from the book of 
Leviticus.  Changing Matthew and Mark, Luke has amalgamated the two commandments into 
one.  Jesus accepts the lawyers answer as the way to life.  Jesus’ teaching is in continuity with 
the Jewish Law.
What this means now follows.  The lawyer is still in testing mode and seeks to justify himself 
so he asks Jesus who is his neighbour.  Perhaps he expected a good debate about the issue.  
Instead he got a story from Jesus, the famous parable of the Good Samaritan.  In the process, 
Jesus subtly shifts the question.  Often the parable is used and quoted without its setting;  this 
reduces it to a simple story of doing good.   Far more is at stake than that.
The parable of the Good Samaritan is among the most famous stories in the New Testament. We 
always need to try and read it with fresh eyes and ears, to appreciate details we were perhaps not 
aware of before and so to allow it to speak to us with new life.
At this point, it helps to look to the end and see that Jesus replies with a different question. Not 
"who is my neighbour?" but rather "who became a neighbour to the injured man?" Reading the 
story with that conclusion in mind, we can understand that the priest and Levite were both good and
respected people in the eyes of the Jews. They would have been seen as leaders in the community. 
Yet with their leadership there came in their eyes responsibility. They were probably busy people. If
they touched the injured man they would have become unclean, defiled, and  unable to take part in 
the Temple ceremonies. Yet this man was one of their own, a neighbour as in Leviticus.

Jesus as usual makes his point with an extreme example: a Samaritan, hated by the Jews, turns out 
to be the one who approaches and has compassion on the man..  The story then tells in some detail 
of the way the Samaritan cared for the man, taking time, trouble and expense to do so.  When Jesus 
asks who proved to be the neighbour, the lawyer can only answer “he who showed mercy”.  The 
lawyer’s testing of Jesus has thus led him to agree with Jesus.  Jesus’ response “Go and do likewise”
leaves the story open,  a challenge to us.
Thus Jesus breaks down barriers.  This opens up the way to service, which is explored next.  Jesus 
now enters a village to be welcomed by a woman called Martha.   The scene that follows is 
commonly known as the story of Martha and Mary.  In fact, this scene is the exchange between 
Jesus and Martha.  Mary just sits at Jesus’ feet. 
In Luke the vague introduction indicates that Jesus did not know the sisters.  In the Gospel of 
John it seems that he did and loved them.  The two sisters in the Gospel of John do give us a 
wider perspective on the scene in Luke but memories of the women in John must not 
influence our reading of Jesus’ visit to them in Luke with its different circumstances.
Martha therefore welcomes Jesus.  We may see this scene against the background of early 
Christian churches, based in houses which were often led by women such as Lydia in the Acts 
of the Apostles.  The early Church setting may be shown by Jesus being called the Lord, his 
title following the resurrection.



  We can see Martha's serving as part of the wider call to Christian service or ministry.  Phoebe
at the end of the letter to the Romans is called a deaconess though it is too early for that to 
imply an official position within the community as some would claim.
All we are told about Mary is that she sat at the Lord's feet and “heard his word”1.  This is the 
typical posture of discipleship.
As always Jesus in this scene is breaking boundaries: he is not supposed to be alone with 
women nor to be served by them nor indeed is he supposed to be teaching them. Martha's 
appeal to Jesus turns Jesus into the dominant figure in the scene, perhaps making him the true
host.
The double “Martha, Martha” from the Lord may be taken as chiding, a gentle correction 
rather than a sharp rebuke.   Taking a wider picture, service is all important in the Christian 
community and service of the community is often stressed by Luke.   We can though learn that 
to be a servant means becoming a listener first, the one thing needed.  We need to sit at the 
Lord's feet and then get up and serve. That's the lesson Martha had to learn from her sister's 
example.  “Better part” means that Mary has made the right choice.
That is why this episode develops the story of the Good Samaritan.  That the two episodes are 
placed back to back must be significant for our reading.  The links may not be strong, in the 
lawyer scene Jesus is Jesus while in the Martha scene he is “Lord”.  Yet in different ways both 
look at care of neighbour.   The care shown by the Good Samaritan being the neighbour is not 
just an end in itself.  The Lord’s words to Martha are a reminder that underpinning all 
Christian service is listening as a disciple to the Word.  My reading of this encounter therefore 
aims to be less polarised than the traditional contrast between the active and contemplative 
life in the Church.  Such would be the experience of Carmelites who celebrate the feasts of our 
Lady of Mount Carmel and the prophet Elijah at this time.  From meditating on the word of 
God on their mountain, they went out to serve the people in the cities.  Their experience of 
prayer has made Carmel a school of prayer for the Church.  
Important as well is that Luke as with the parable has left this story open ended.  Is Jesus 
telling the sisters to get on with it and sort themselves out?  Maybe he is saying the same to us.
It can also be said that reading the encounter this way brings out the commandment of the 
love of God, as the foundations of loving the neighbour.  That leads on to Luke’s next topic, 
prayer.

1 The usual translation “listened to him” misses the importance of the word.


