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17 July Pentecost 6: Martha and Mary  

Luke 10: 38-42, Ps 52, Col 1 15-29, Amos 8 1-12 

 “On their way to Jerusalem, Jesus and his followers passed through a 

certain village and accepted the invitation of a woman named 

Martha to share a meal in her home. Martha had a sister named 

Mary, who sat down on the floor the moment Jesus arrived and hung 

on every word he said. Martha, on the other hand, was trying to do 

everything and was getting more and more flustered about it. She 

came in and said to Jesus, “Lord, doesn’t it bother you that my sister 

has left all the work to me? Tell her to get off her butt and give me a 

hand.” 

But the Lord answered, “Martha, Martha, you are letting so many 

things stress you out. There is really only one thing that everyone 

needs. Mary has made the right choice and it is not going to be 

taken away from her.” – The Message  

 

John’s Gospel records more detail about these two sisters and their 

close friendship with the Lord, however, this brief but profound text 

from Luke is worthy of thoughtful attention. 

 

In passing, let’s remind ourselves of some of the significant features 

that point to how Luke paints Jesus as a friend of women and 

revolutionary for his time in his attitudes and behaviour, perhaps a 

feminist hero: Luke calls it Martha’s home, no mention of Lazarus, 

whom we know was brother to the sisters, Martha in Aramaic 

means ‘the lady’ or ‘mistress’, feminine form of ‘master’, pointing 

to her authoritative position. 

 

One of most common ways to interpret this text is to view the 

sisters, Martha and Mary in terms of binary opposites: Either/or, 

which Richard Rohr writes about a lot. In particular, people 

juxtapose the ideas of Action versus Contemplation, or Being 

versus Doing. Martha seen as the icon of Action and Doing, Mary 

symbolic of Contemplation or Being.  
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Binary opposition or dualism, the presentation of opposites; is one 

of the most powerful features of traditional myths from oral 

cultures, Hebrew Scriptures no exception.  

However, it is more than just a storytelling device, it’s a strategy we 

employ to understand the world and negotiate our way through 

it. Thinking and acting in terms of the polar opposites: good/bad; 

black/white; right/wrong; masculine/feminine etc. etc. makes it 

much easier to manoeuvre through a world that would be far 

more demanding and complex if we didn’t understand it in terms 

of either/or.   

 

So what happens if we try to read this text instead from a non-dual 

or integrated position of “BOTH/AND” rather than either or, one or 

the other?  

 

Each sister exercises a choice as the rabbi accepts the invitation 

to come into their home, Martha chooses to busy herself with the 

tasks associated with hospitality. Hospitality was a very important 

social value in that society, and it centred around the practice of 

graciously paying attention to the guest. Mary  chooses to sit 

down at Jesus’ feet and listen to his teaching.  

 

Mary commits social scandal by taking the place of a disciple at 

the feet of the rabbi, which, in that patriarchal society, was a 

position reserved for men. 
 

Then, Martha dares to break all the rules of hospitality by trying to 

embarrass her sister in front of her guest, and by asking her guest 

to intervene in a family dispute. She even goes so far as to accuse 

Jesus of not caring about her (Lord, do you not care…?).  

 

Jesus’ words to Martha may be seen as an invitation rather than a 

rebuke, repetition of her name as affectionate familiarity. Martha, 

Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is 

need of only one thing. Or in contemporary reading: “you are 

letting so many things stress you out. There is really only one thing 

that everyone needs..” 
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Some of us perhaps identify more readily with Martha, one of 

commentators I read identified himself as a driven, Type A 

personality, a doer, and as he rightly said: “The church needs 

doers.” Others perhaps feel drawn to the more contemplative- 

looking Mary, the idea of sitting down to listen to Jesus teach.  

 

What if we try and think about this text in terms of Both/And, rather 

than either/or… 

 

A non-dual approach perhaps requires us to recognise that all of 

us are called to be both Martha and Mary; to incorporate 

elements of both action and contemplation, being and doing,  

into ourselves and our practice. And the same goes for us as a 

corporate body, a church community. We may need to work 

harder at some aspects that don’t come as naturally as others, 

but we need them both.  

 

I want to suggest also, that perhaps there’s also a challenge in 

asking ourselves if what seems the most comfortable way for us to 

function may actually be an escape of sorts. By that I mean that 

perhaps Martha allowed herself to be “worried and distracted by 

many things”, in part, as a way to avoid Jesus’ uncomfortable 

teachings. Jesus has begun to tell his disciples that he has to go to 

Jerusalem and that he will die there. If Martha heard Jesus say 

these things, she may have fled to the kitchen as an escape and 

busied herself with meal preparation. The irony, of course, if we 

remember it is that Jesus so recently fed five thousand people with 

only five loaves and two fish (9:12-17).  

 

So where does that leave us in summing up? 

 

We have all undoubtedly encountered this text before and will do 

so again in future. Perhaps the idea to take away from our 

engagement with it today, is the importance of discernment. The 

need to set priorities carefully so that we seek the better thing, the 

one thing that is needed in a particular situation, whether the 

“one thing needful” at that specific moment is aligned with 

Martha or Mary. 
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Of course, it goes without saying that the overarching “one thing 

that everyone needs” is surely God – the centrality of God in our 

lives and our commitment to keep walking in the way of Jesus. 

With God as our priority, we trust to the empowering Spirit will offer 

discernment about when to act and when to be still, when to be 

and when to do.     
 

 

 

The text does not tell us how the interaction ends, what happens 

next, we are left hanging. Perhaps Martha took Jesus at his word, 

left off from preparing a meal and sat down to listen like Mary. 

Maybe Mary felt “guilted” into going into the kitchen to help 

Martha. We do not know. 

 

I wrote in my email accompanying the latest Parish News that 

tomorrow marks three years since I was commissioned to serve 

here. Back in 2019, we had no way of knowing where we would 

be now. Similarly, we do not know now, where God will lead in the 

next three years. 

 

I certainly look forward to the adventure confident in the 

knowledge that God is not only journeying with us but is already in 

the future waiting for us.     

 

Amen  
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