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When I read this story of Mary and Martha, my mind can’t help but go to my own family 
growing up. I am one of 3 sisters. We have a brother but he doesn’t really figure into this 
because he is – well a boy. There were different things expected from him than of us girls 
and the issues of sharing work were more between the 3 of us. If one of us felt the other 
wasn’t pulling her weight whether it was ironing, vacuuming and dusting, helping prepare 
a meal or washing the dishes, it was vocalized! 
 
But, I also think of my mother. As I have said before, my dad was a Baptist minister. My 
parents frequently entertained visiting ministers, missionaries and church groups. My 
mother took the ministry of hospitality very seriously. That’s not all she did – she was a 
teacher and leader in the church and denomination as well, but for now we’ll focus on her 
gift of hospitality. She could manage to work on preparing a meal and go back and forth to 
the living room to participate in conversation.  
But, as the meal preparation reached that critical point she expected all hands on deck. The 
roast in oven, the beans simmering on the stove, potatoes in her 1944 pressure cooker, 
which she got as a wedding gift – it had one of those gages on the top that jiggled and 
steamed and we all would jump to the other side of the kitchen like it was going to explode. 
And, of course the crescent rolls needed to go in!  
If at that moment I had been relaxing in the front room with the company and Jesus 
himself had come in and said to my mother, “Carolyn, you are too preoccupied with this, 
Beth is doing the better thing”.  Well….what would your reaction have been?   
 
All that is to say that Mary and Martha are typical sisters and family dynamics have been 
around a long time. The faith tradition tells us that Mary and Martha of Bethany are dear 
to Jesus – involved in the support of his ministry, close friends if not chosen family.  
They’re familiar enough that Martha not only invites him to her home but she attempts to 
triangulate Jesus in her frustration with her sister.  
“Tell her to help me!”  
 
So, what is really going on in this brief account of Jesus interaction with the sisters?  As 
you read books and commentaries it’s actually the source of some debate. 
Some say Mary’s silence and passivity in the story is a message that women should keep 
silent in the church others say that  Jesus affirmation of Mary  listening  and learning at his 
feet is an indication that both women and men are called to ministry.   
Was Jesus being dismissive and condescending to Martha when he chides her for focusing 
on her work or was he calling her to a new way of looking at herself and her place in the 
world?  
I believe that the latter is true in both cases, but what Mary and Martha represent in this 
story goes much deeper.  
Mary is eager to be a disciple.  She is instinctually drawn to Jesus and what he has to say. 
She is drinking it up and feeding her spirit and learning all she can. She is drawn to his 



message of love, hope and inclusion. She is seeing herself in a new way. At that moment it’s 
her and Jesus. She is totally unaware of the work that needs to be done.  
 
Martha is fulfilling the role of providing hospitality. Hospitality too, is a cornerstone of the 
kingdom of God that Jesus calls us to fulfill. However, she is so involved in the work, in all 
that needs to be done that she is driven by anxiety and worry. She fails to feed her soul and 
she loses her focus on the underlying meaning of her work….to serve the Lord.   
 
When Jesus says “Martha, Martha you are worried and distracted about many things” I 
don’t think he invalidates the value of her work, but speaks out of love and concern for the 
stress and anxiety she has created for herself in her over identification with her traditional 
role. Anxiety is fraying her spirit and her relationships. He is calling her to let go of her 
anxiety and her ego and find a new way of understanding herself and the world through 
learning and contemplation. Something that as a woman in her time she may not have been 
used to hearing.  
 
Now as far back as Calvin, and probably further,  scholars have argued over whether this 
story means spiritual contemplation (Mary’s way) is superior to the way of deeds and 
service (Martha’s way).  I would agree with Calvin and those who say it does not. It is a 
matter of balance.  
Contemplation alone, especially done in isolation, can become self -indulgent and self - 
centered. If we are only concerned with our own souls and personal enlightenment we are 
missing the point entirely of the work of the kingdom of God that Jesus calls us to do.  
Faith without works is nothing.  
 
Conversely, if we are always at a frantic pace of work, like Martha, putting our own egos 
and need to achieve and do more, especially in the church, we lose focus of what and who 
we are serving. Are we bringing about our kingdom or God’s?  If faith and spiritual 
development are not at the center of all we do, what is the point?   
Being supplied spiritually through worship, music and prayer, being connected to our faith 
community and maintaining our relationships so they don’t become frayed is essential to 
do the work that Jesus calls us to do, because, it’s hard work.   
 
Bringing about God’s kingdom means working for justice, tolerance and inclusion, 
combating systems of racism, sexism and poverty which seem to permeate our society. It 
means practicing radical hospitality – to welcome those the society and even governments  
would cast off, to truly listen to and uphold their stories.  If we rely on ourselves alone in 
this endeavor we are at great risk of failure.   
 
I have seen many times over the years in the social justice movement where the egos of 
those leading drowned out the message of hope and change trying to be conveyed.  The 
result was a fractured message, fractured relationships and ultimate failure.  
 
This week at Chautauqua I had the privilege to hear Fr. Richard Rohr, Franciscan priest, 
spiritual theologian and founder of the Center for Action and Contemplation.   



He believes and teaches the important connection between personal spiritual nurture and 
then taking that strength and renewal to advocate for the marginalized and persecuted in 
our society.   
Within our discussions we talked about how important that is especially in today’s world 
where every day we see new levels of  bigotry and cruelty.  We need to stay connected to the 
God who loves us and the Christ we follow and feel the spirit that empowers us in order to 
do the challenging work of the church in the world.   
 
As our Celtic ancestors would say find your thin place. That place where you find renewal 
and come close to the divine. It could be somewhere in nature near the water or among the 
trees, (the Japanese call the practice of being rejuvenated by trees as Forest Bathing). It 
could be your time of quiet prayer and contemplation or maybe it’s worship and prayer 
with others.   It’s about getting in touch with the divine within and around you.   
Allow yourself to be called as Martha was called to put your ego aside, put your busyness 
aside to really be renewed to do the work of the kingdom of God. 
 
It’s about finding the balance – Mary, contemplation and Martha, action. These two sisters 
of the faith, followers of Jesus show us the way.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


