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Jesus’ visit to Mary and Martha’s home  
Has stirred up fiery conversations… for generations… 
I mean, there’s already an argument going on… 
one that’s spawned countless more arguments about the story. 
 
Jesus, on his way to Jerusalem,  
stopped in a village where two sisters lived… Mary and Martha.  
 
Martha took the initiative.  
She welcomed Jesus… and his disciples… into her home… 
She began preparing a splendid meal. 
Nothing unusual… welcoming guests… feeding them well…  
These were important virtues, and Martha was doing her best. 
 
But while she was busily working away in the kitchen, 
Her sister Mary did something very unusual.  
The women normally shared responsibility for preparing a meal 
but Mary chose not to help out. 
Instead she sat quietly at Jesus’ feet 
like a student… a disciple… 
and listened intently to Jesus. 
 
And when Martha was sick and tired of doing all the work  
while Mary just sat there… 
She stormed into the room and blasted… not Mary… but Jesus!  
You tell Mary to Get to work! Lord, don’t you care? 
Did you even notice my sister left me… to do all the work… by myself?  
Tell her to help me! 
 
Remember those WWJD rubber band bracelets?  
you snapped them against your wrist and asked What Would Jesus Do?  
But in this case… What SHOULD Jesus do?  
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Mary was sitting at Jesus’ feet… listening to him… 
while an irritated Martha, up to her elbows in wet bread dough 
and got right up in his face… 
if you have any sense of right and wrong… 
you need to ORDER Mary to get busy preparing the lamb and the rice.  
 
So what should Jesus do?  
Should he defend himself?  
Should he reassure Martha that he actually does care? 
Should he agree with Martha? Tell her… You make a good point? 
Should he jump up and start cooking himself…  
Should he be the peacemaker? 
Martha... Mary… just keep cool… we can work this out… 
 
What should Jesus do?  
Because what he actually did… has fueled off all kinds of arguments. 
Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things… 
but there is need of only one thing. 
 
Mary has chosen it. Mary has chosen the better part. 
 
So why does Jesus praise Mary over hardworking, worn-out Martha? 
Why does he say…  
Mary, who sat and listened… chose better, than hard-working Martha? 
 

Some say Luke had a hidden agenda.  
That he was opposed to women in leadership 
Criticizing Martha… active and in charge… 
Praising Mary… passive and silent… 
Tucking women back into quiet obedience. 
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But that doesn’t square with Jesus’ view of women… 
and it doesn’t square with the rest of Luke’s Gospel. 
 
Luke’s women are not passive and silent 
They are prominent, powerful, worthy, articulate, and celebrated.  
 
It was Luke… who told the parable about a poor widow 
who was so vigorous in her demand for justice 
that a powerful and haughty male judge to caved in to her demands. 
 
This is not a story about resisting women’s leadership.  
Mary sits at Jesus’ feet… in the posture of a disciple… 
A  role normally reserved exclusively for men. 
 
So why, did Jesus praise Mary and defend her against Martha?  
 
Some argue that Jesus criticized her busy work. They say… 
Martha was so preoccupied with her trivial chores 
that she missed the deeper spiritual point.  
 
Like church workers who spend time baking pies… committee meetings  
Outreach… busy… busy… busy…  
Stop being so busy and start being more spiritual, like Mary. 
That may think Jesus said say it… But he didn’t! 
 
Our faith in God is never a disembodied purely spiritual thing. 
It’s always revealed by what we do in God’s love. 
 
God didn’t manifest himself in dreamy sentiments in the clouds… 
Hello world. I love you.  
 
 
 



 4 

No, God’s love came in the human form of Jesus… 
who lived among us… 
with all the messiness of daily life 
who taught and healed and ate and died and rose in human form. 
The incarnation… when Almighty God became earthly human… 
means we find the Lord in earthly details… not otherworldly thoughts. 
 
Martha was not being hospitable in the abstract  
and her cooking that day was not trivial 
hospitality is measuring and chopping and baking.  
It’s loving and serving. 
 
When parents love children… It’s way more than emotional sentiments. 
It’s teaching how to tie sneakers…  
Gently wiping dried blood from the hurt place 
Holding them when they have nightmares 
Driving them to soccer practice 
Grilling their hot dogs… not too burned 
Helping them with homework.  
 
Think about the Altar and Flower Guilds  
Here on Saturday mornings polishing silver and arranging flowers. 
Think about the people who spend hours in the kitchen 
preparing breakfasts and lunches and dinners. 
The people who pull weeds and cut grass and water plants. 
Busy work? I don’t think so. 
It’s the form that love and faith take. 
 
Delivering food to the homeless or visiting the nursing homes 
You will never hear Jesus say 
You’re preoccupied with busy work. 
Leave them, the needy, the sick, the lonely.  
Come sit and meditate for a while. This is the better part. 
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So what is the right answer? 
Is it Martha? Or is it Mary? 
The fact is. We need to be both. Both Martha and Mary.  
We cannot separate the two: 
over here is the love of neighbor; over there is the love of God. 
 
Our lives in faith are intertwined… mixed together 
you can barely tell where one ends and the other begins. 
 
We show our love of God by loving our neighbor,  
and the true love of neighbor grows out of our love of God.  
They’re two sides of the same coin.  
 
There was nothing wrong with Martha’s fixing the food.  
Martha was doing a good thing… a necessary thing… an act of service. 
But if we try to do it… apart from the vision that comes only from God 
It will distract us… wear us out… and finally break us. 
 
If we don’t know God… 
We’re worried, distracted, angry, exhausted, and beaten. 
But if we go with God… we can have it all. 
 
What did Mary hear at Jesus’ feet? 
 
Blessed are you who are poor, 
for yours is the kingdom of God. 
Blessed are you who are hungry now, 
for you will be filled. 
Blessed are you who weep now, 
for you will laugh. 
Peace be with you. 
Do not be afraid. 
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The way to real life… 
is to love God with all our heart… and to love our neighbor as ourselves.  
 
But we’re often overwhelmed by swirling demands on our lives 
And in those moments… we can’t do either one. 
No real love of God… no real love of neighbor… 
 
But if… in God’s mercy… we seek Jesus… 
God will visit us… where we are…  
and guide us… in the midst of life. 
 
So be like Mary… and sit at the feet of Jesus… and listen to him. 
 
Then… like Martha… get up to serve others… in Jesus name. 
 
Not 
Mary or Martha…  
Mary and Martha… 
 
Amen. 
 
 


