
 1 

MARY vs MARTHA 
 

The Rev. Katharin K. Foster 
9th Pentecost:July21’13pr11C 

 
It’s summer time and the livin’ is easy in Athens—and 
predictable.  We know it will be hot and humid; that streets 
will be closed in some mysterious sequence; and that there 
will be relaxing concerts Under the Elms.  To be honest, we 
like this summer predictability because it’s, well, 
predictable.  We know that things will change come 
September. 
 
Chances are, Jesus enjoyed the predictable parts of his life, 
too--like annual trips to the Temple or teaching in the local 
synagogue or preaching as he traveled around the 
countryside.  When Jesus visited the home of Mary and 
Martha every so often, he knew things would be 
predictable.  Martha would be tearing around being a 
hostess and Mary would be seated at his feet quietly 
listening to him teach.  
 
But, according to Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’ behavior during this 
visit to Mary and Martha was not predictable.  It was 
completely different.  Jesus brings Martha’s frantic 
hostessing to a screeching halt by gently saying to Martha: 
“Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many 
things.”   An aside: I wonder what Martha thought when 
she heard this? 
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Anyway, what we think when we hear this is that, 
somehow, Mary is the “good” disciple and Martha is the 
“bad” one. Martha races around the house doing--cooking 
and readying the guest room, while Mary just sits there, 
being in Jesus’ presence.  Martha must be the “bad 
disciple” because she is so caught up in “doing.”  So 
obviously, Mary in her being is the “good disciple” in our 
and Jesus’ eyes. 
 
Another way of looking at the Mary-Martha story, however, 
is with the idea of balance in mind.  In fact, a commentary 
on this passage from Luke titles its discussion of Mary and 
Martha “Balanced Discipleship.”  The commentary sees our 
discipleship as Jesus’ followers as our being both “be-ers” 
(like Mary) and “do-ers” (like Martha). 
 
This is how the commentary describes the aspects “being” 
and “doing” discipleship; 

  “We encounter this rather puzzling story of Jesus with 
Mary and Martha, and Jesus’ statement, ‘Mary has 
chosen the better part.’ Before one assumes that Jesus 
was opposed to industriousness, it should be 
remembered that Jesus himself traveled, taught, 
cured, fed, raised from the dead, and sent seventy to 
do likewise.  Work was, in fact, ordained and 
commanded by God: ‘Six days shall you do your work.’ 
We should also remember that Jesus himself drew 
apart for times of quiet inactivity.  
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  Perhaps what is revealed in this Gospel is the conflict 
each person experiences between doing and being, 
between “productive” work and quiet listening.  Each 
person’s tasks is to discern the time best suited for 
each, to discover the time for being, for hurrying, the 
time for listening.  Jesus knows there is a time for work 
and a time to rest. Discerning the best time for each 
will be worked out in the stillness of our hearts.” 
 

That’s the tricky part for many of us—really hearing what is 
going in our own heart.  Short of locking ourselves in an 
empty room and then telling our interior busy-ness to just 
go away (neither of which will work, of course), we can 
always turn to prayer.  For example, today’s Collect is a fine 
place to begin our quieting down and discerning.  In the 
Collect we just prayed: 

“Almighty God, the fountain of all wisdom, you know 
our necessities before we ask and our ignorance in 
asking:  Have compassion on our weakness, and 
mercifully give us those things which for our 
unworthiness we dare not, and for our blindness we 
cannot ask . . . “ 
 

At first, the word “necessities” might strike us as having to 
do with the basics like: food, water and shelter.  However, 
we have spiritual necessities, as well.  We need God’s word 
to feed us; God’s presence to refresh us; and God’s love to 
shelter us.  Our loving God wants to provide us with all of 
these spiritual necessities, hence this Collect. 
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In regard to our own personal Mary-Martha situation, we 
may be so immersed in our daily “doing” that all we can 
think to ask God for is the strength to continue to do and 
go on and on and on, until we’re so worn out that we’re no 
good to anyone.  Hearing a prayer like this, God may 
respond by admonishing us with a still, small voice (or even 
something louder) that it’s time for us to slow down. 
 
Or, conversely, God may give us a healthy shove out into 
the world if we spend too much time alone, lost in silent, 
comfy contemplation. Either way, God will take care of our 
spiritual necessities, equipping us to “do” or to “be” as God 
would have us “or” or “be” at a specific moment in our 
spiritual journey. 
 
Jesus and Mary and Martha remind us that God calls us to 
live a balanced spiritual life.  We know from experience 
that balancing anything isn’t easy, but, in this case, with 
God’s help, we can do it.  The question for each of us is:  
How would God have us balance our doing and our being 
today and in the days to come? AMEN. 


