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Well, I've noticed that the story of Mary and Martha has gotten a lot of play over recent years at 
various women's retreats. Sometimes they will focus on the question: “Are you a Mary or a 
Martha?” And maybe they'll finally end up affirming in some fashion that both are needed. You 
know, we need to stop and be still and listen to Jesus, but at the same time we need to serve 
him. Someone's got to do the work! But, I think all of that more or less misses the point. The 
story really isn't about Mary's listening to Jesus versus Martha's doing the tasks of hospitality in 
the kitchen. It's not about being versus doing. 
 
The problem isn't Martha's activity; it's her worry and distraction! And then those, in turn, lead 
to her resentment of Mary. Worry, you know the word for it in Latin refers to a turbulent force 
in a person. It's the heart and mind in turmoil. And the Greeks understood it to be something 
that tears a person in two, dragging them in opposite directions. And get this, the actual English 
word, “worry” comes from a term meaning to choke or strangle. So, worry chokes the joy of 
living right out of its victim. 
 
That's what we're talking about in this story. Jesus says to Martha, “you're worried and 
distracted by many things...” And, I think he would release her from that, because, that's 
causing problems. The worry is causing problems in Martha, herself and also between Martha 
and her sister. I mean she finally ends up resenting Mary's freedom and peace and lack of 
worry! She thinks Mary ought to be as distracted and worried and frazzled as she is. She 
probably wouldn't put it that way. She'd probably say something reasonable like “if we were 
both working, we could get a really nice meal prepared and neither one of us would have to feel 
worried or distracted.” Sounds reasonable doesn't it? 
 
But, it begs the question as to what is really the source of the worry. I mean, from all 
indications, Jesus wasn't a particularly demanding person when it same to food and shelter. You 
remember, “Foxes have holes, birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to 
lay his head.” He was just stating the fact. He wasn't really worried about it. And he'd sit out on 
some hillside teaching all day long and have to be reminded that the people might be getting 
hungry! So, the demand for a really nice meal didn't come from Jesus, it came from inside 
Martha, or perhaps from the cultural expectations in which she lived. And let's be clear, she did 
experience it as a demand, otherwise she would not have been torn in two directions! She 
would not have been experiencing the joy of the moment being choked out of her. She would 
not have been overtaken by resentment of her sister who was enjoying that moment. 
 
If it had been something she really wanted to do to enhance the occasion and deepen the 
enjoyment of the moment, she would have been free to either throw herself completely into it, 
or to set it down momentarily to go listen to Jesus. See, it's the demand in herself that she can't 
back away from that is splitting her in two, and causing her to resent her sister. She'd rather 
have her sister as worried and distracted as she is, rather than let go of that inner demand.  
That's the way it is, isn't it? Too often anyway, that's the way it is. In the things we do for 
others, in the things we do for the church, in the things we do for Christ, how often have we 
wondered if what we're going to get out of it is going to be worth what we're giving up? 
 
When doing Bible study on some text that says that all our good works, all our righteousness 
and toeing of the line doesn't gain us any additional favor with God, how often have I heard the 
sentiment, “well, why should I worry about this stuff, then?” “I'll just go out and do what 
everybody else does.” You see, the resentment of the perceived freedom of someone else is 
already there, because we've experienced ourselves as not free at all, but under some demand to 
be or to act a certain way. We become distracted and torn in different directions, the joy of 



living choked out of us when we serve for the sake of rewards or anticipated approval, rather 
than serving simply because life is a gift to be enjoyed, rather than our serving being an 
expression of knowing that we are already loved and approved, so that we are free to share life 
together in whatever ways we choose!  
 
How can we serve Christ with joy is the question, because if we're not experiencing joy in our 
service, we aren't serving Christ! We're serving some demanding god we've dreamed up, or our 
culture has dreamed up. Christ isn't demanding, Christ is freeing! The gospel sets you free for 
love and service and self-sacrifice at a higher level than ever before, but it comes out of 
freedom, not out of demands! Said Paul, “Where the spirit is there is freedom!” That's what this 
story is about. Jesus would free Martha! From her inner and cultural demands and consequently 
from the resentment that might otherwise swallow her up. “Martha, Martha”, says Jesus, “you 
are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing.” 
 
Some have interpreted that “one thing” to mean listening to the word, some have interpreted it 
to mean, just one simple dish to eat, no elaborate dinner. But, I tend to think the “one thing” is 
more like the beatitude of Jesus about “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.” 
Because the actual words in the Greek for that beatitude say: “Blessed are those whose eye is 
single, for they will see God.” Blessed are those who can focus on the gift and the grace of God 
at hand in the present moment, they'll see God. I think that's the “one thing”:  the gift of life, the 
grace of God at hand. 
 
You've probably experienced a scene like this yourself sometime. Say you're on some business 
trip and you're staying in a Holiday Inn. Like all those places, on Monday night it fills up 
quickly with businessmen who are traveling and earning their way. They come with their 
suitcases and their laptop computer and their Blackberry. And they're all frowning and 
scowling and pushing and shoving and gathering at night down at the bar, drinking and 
worrying about the state of things, trying to make it, trying to get ahead. And then you walk 
down the hall to your room, and there are three cleaning women out in the hall having a 
wonderful time. And you say, “what's wrong with you women? Why aren't you working?” I 
mean, cause they are just laughing and having fun. And they are having so much fun. And you 
know what they get paid? Minimum wage. 
 
But, you look at their faces, and look at the faces of the guys down at the bar, ..... “We're gonna 
make it.” And you wonder, which group is more likely to resent the other group? And, I think 
we know from the truth of this story in Luke, it's going to be those guys at the bar resenting the 
fun the cleaning women are having. Our Lord loved all the way to the cross in freedom, with no 
resentment. There is need of only one thing: to see the gift that is life, to see the grace of God at 
hand. Then you can serve like Martha or you can sit and listen like Mary and either way is a 
good and joyful thing. 
 
Amen. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


