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It was my turn to cook this Thursday. I am happy doing the washing up, and cleaning and all the other 
household duties, but I dread disappointing the hungry brethren. If you have any simple and delicious 
recipes, let me know. I have tried to justify not putting myself to cook down by thinking of Mary and 
Martha. Martha rushes all over the place preparing the meal, and getting everything ready, but Mary 
sits and listens. Jesus says that she has chosen the better part. Clearly I have a duty to chose the better 
part too!  
Sadly, that is not the point. It is good that Martha serves Jesus. We are told that we should all serve each 
other. But she cannot serve him well unless she listens to him first. Jesus says that only one thing is 
necessary, but unless she listens to him, then she will not discover what that is. If Mary really listened, 
then she might end up by serving Jesus better.  
The story is told of someone who went into a coffee shop and asked for a coffee without cream. And the 
waiter came back after a bit and said that they had not got any cream. Would he mind having it without 
milk? In the same cafe there was a notice which said, ‘If you think the staff are rude, then you see the 
manager.’  
So everything begins in listening. A French Dominican called Jean stayed for a few months at Blackfriars 
thirty years ago. He had been a worker priest in Renault car factory for many years. The time came for 
him to make a more radical option for poor, and so he came here to learn Bengali before going to live in 
Calcutta. I asked him what he was going to do for the poor, and he replied, ‘How can I know until they 
tell me what they want done?’  
We see the same point in the first reading. Three guests turn up at the tent of Abraham and Sarah. They 
rush around preparing food, baking bread and roasting veal. But more important is that they should 
hear what God says to them through the guests: ‘I will surely return to you in the spring and Sarah your 
wife shall have a son.’ But they are both extremely old and she is barren. And so Sarah laughs at the idea 
of having sex again. ‘After I have grown old and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure?’ What a hoot! 
They welcome the guests, but can they welcome their words?  
For many of us, this is a tough time to be a Catholic. The Church may seem like this old couple, Abraham 
and Sarah. It is largely ruled by old men, even older than me, who seem out of touch with the world. 
Every statement that comes from the Vatican seems to provoke more misunderstanding, more 
embarrassment, more frustration. My indignation with what the Vatican says is only exceeded by my 
indignation at its wilful misrepresentation by the press. To keep sane I keep repeating the words of, I 
think, Samuel Johnson: ‘Indignation is the last resort of the fool’.  
Something must be done, but we are unlikely to discover what it is, the one thing necessary, unless we 
listen to the Word of God. Otherwise we may be very busy, do all sorts of things, write letters and 
articles, plan demonstrations, and make a lot of noise. But we are unlikely to really change anything 
profoundly unless we have attended to God who comes to us like a guest in his Word.  
One of the transforming moments for young Joseph Ratzinger was when he learned that we must not 
listen to the Word of God as giving us information about God. It is not a series of propositions. It is the 
encounter with someone, with God in person who comes to us in his word. That was a turning point in 
his theology. 
If we do welcome the Word of God, and attend to it with all our heart and all our mind, then it will 
unlock our creativity, and the Church shall be renewed and become young and fertile again like Sarah. 
As Meister Ekhart liked to say: Christ will be born in us.  
The most important thing that you offer a guest is your time and your attention, ideally every day. This is 
hard. Some of you are very busy; you have full time jobs. There are endless tasks. Maybe we can only 



find a tiny moment each day, but that is a beginning. The busier we are the more we need that.  
And so this is a very appropriate day on which to commission new readers of the scriptures and 
ministers of the Eucharist. You are called not just to read out a text, but to mediate on it so that you can 
help that text come alive, so that it may nourish us.  
Three years ago or so I was given an orchid after I had preached at St Mary the Virgin here in Oxford. It 
flowered a couple of years running, and then it seemed to die. I was about to throw it out but I asked 
our brother Robert, who did a doctorate on photosynthesis and plant leaves before joining the Order. 
He suggested that I gave it some nourishment. So I bought a little bottle of orchid food, which gives is a 
drop or two every day. Within 24 hours it began to revive. The nourishment unlocked its own vitality. 
We need that nourishment of the Word of God. Then our barren old Church will have children. 

 


