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At our worship planning session this week, as we considered the text for today, someone said, “Uh oh, here comes Mary and Martha again.”

 

Yes, folks, they’re back, right in the middle of summer.  Many of you know that the lectionary directs our Sunday-by-Sunday texts.  The lectionary keeps any preacher from going to our favorite texts over and over; we have to deal with the variety of texts that the lectionary puts before us.  This series of texts runs in a 3-year cycle, so the Mary-Martha story will come around at least every three years.   This gives us a chance to reflect on this familiar and rather jarring story.

 

Not long ago I heard the about a church that went on a major planning retreat.  One of the tasks the leader gave them was to come up with one biblical story that captures the theme and spirit, faith and outlook, of their church.  After meeting in small groups and discussing various Scriptures, the people came to a consensus.  The main biblical story of their church, they said, is the Mary-Martha story.  It could be our church’s story too.

Here are three characters:   Mary, sitting at Jesus’ feet; Martha fretting in the kitchen; and Jesus, taking sides with Mary and rebuking Martha.

 

Every time I hear this passage read aloud, I remember an 8-year old, many years ago, reading this passage in worship, and I still hear her little voice reading along, and then with great emphasis, she said, “Mar-tha, Mar-tha…”  

 

With than same inflection Jesus surely said, “Mar-tha, Mar-tha.”  He seems to be scolding Martha, and that offends us.  Why?  Because we church people like to eat, and that means there’s got to be a Martha in the kitchen.  There’s not a church anywhere that could survive without Martha (or Marty, to be gender inclusive).  If we need a meal for some church gathering, call Martha. If we need someone to organize the youth fund raiser, call Martha.  If we need someone to take care of the children’s Easter egg hunt, call Martha.  She (or he) is indispensable.  She is the backbone of any church.   After all, if everybody is off praying, who’s going to get supper on the table?  

We’ve got to have some practical Marthas among us.

 

And then there’s Sister Mary, dreamy and calm, sitting at the feet of Jesus, listening, pondering, taking it all in.  

 

Mary and Martha are sisters, and they are so much like you and me.  We may hear this story and ask, “Which am I?  Am I a Mary or a Martha?”  I want to suggest that in a church we need both.  There are times when I want very much to be Mary—to sit quietly at the feet of Jesus.  To listen to him--- to savor his words, absorb them, let them sink into my being.  But there are other times when I want to get busy and active, help things happen--- organize the event, the rally, the class, the mission group. 

 

Both roles are important---details and listening.  But Jesus troubles the water here by taking sides.  He tells Martha to stop fretting and fussing about the kitchen work.  “Mar-tha! Mar-tha!  You are anxious and distracted by many things,” he says.  And he praises Mary for doing “the one thing needed… the better part.”

 

Why would Jesus speak so harshly to Martha?   He seems irritated, impatient, judgmental.   Why?

 

There is a place for being task-oriented.  Surely Jesus liked to eat too.  Many of the stories in the Gospels focus on Jesus’ sitting down for a meal with someone.  So why scold the cook?   Why, Jesus, would you “slap the hand that feeds you”?

 

Maybe it was because he saw that Martha was just too anxious.  Maybe she was “on edge” that day, uptight, too intense, revved up.  It can happen to us too.  There are days when we have too many things to do--- multi-tasking gone rampant, days when we too are “distracted by many things,” too many choices and too little time. 

 

In response to Martha, maybe Jesus was going back to his basic teaching from the Sermon on the Mount:  “Do not be anxious about what you will eat or wear.  Seek first the Kingdom of God.”

 

He may have been pointing to priorities--- our need to focus on a single item:  God’s rule, ahead of everything else (including preparing the chicken and potato salad).   Maybe Martha was so obsessed with all the details of getting the food ready that she was missing the one truly important matter ---- God’s presence right in her living room.  Maybe that’s what Jesus was saying to her.

 

Or maybe Jesus was saying that Martha’s timing was off.  After all, there is a time when kitchen work takes priority.  But there are other times when the food is secondary and the guest is primary.  It may be that Jesus was saying, “You will always have kitchen work with you, but you won’t always have me with you.”

 

This view may take us closer to the truth.   Did you notice how the story begins?   “As they went on their way…”  Where were they going?  In the previous chapters we can see that the “they” is Jesus and his disciples, and where they are going is to Jerusalem and the cross.  This visit with Mary and Martha then is not a routine Sunday afternoon drop-in visit. This is not another “business as usual” stopping-by-to-say-hello to Mary and Martha.  

 

It may have been that Mary caught the significance of this visit.  Maybe she sensed the urgency of this moment, and she didn’t want to miss it.   Maybe she intuited that these minutes with Jesus were precious, and she wanted to savor them.   Maybe she had a sense of the moment, a sense of where she was.  (See Peter Gomes, Sermons:  Biblical Wisdom for Daily Living, p. 151) 

 

Hospitality was a sacred custom in biblical times, and we can imagine that Mary and Martha regularly welcomed visitors to their home. And Mary probably routinely worked with Martha in the kitchen.  But here Mary is breaking that routine.   Martha doesn’t like it, and she doesn’t understand it.   But Mary has a “sense of the occasion,” as we say.  She focuses all her attention on the words and the being of Jesus.

 

Mary can represent the prayerful, contemplative side of our faith.  Left to our own devices, most of us become task-oriented, meal-oriented, planning, organizing, double-checking details--- multi-tasking.  There’s nothing wrong with that.   But there comes a time when we need to stop planning the next project, put aside the details, and simply sit in the presence of the Holy One.

 

There is a time to be still and know…that the Holy One is seated before us, and we want to bask in the presence of this one who embodies love and compassion, who is love and compassion.  And we want that love to rub off on us.

 

It’s a matter of timing, sensing what role is needed at the time.   Every church needs our Marthas, and every church needs our Marys.  It’s not either- or; it’s both-and.   Martha is the doer, the provider, the giver.  We need the nurture that comes from nutritious food and warm hospitality.  We need do-ers, givers--- Marthas.

 

But we also need our Marys, for Mary leads us to see that our essential need is to receive, to simply be, to sit in silence, to savor the words that come from our leader, our Lord.

 

If we are only a doing Martha, a giving Martha, we may find it hard to be receivers.   But if we can shift and be Mary, we can see our own need to sit still and receive the grace that comes from “sitting at Jesus’ feet,” resting in God’s presence.  

 

We need the balance—between the active and the contemplative life, between doing and being, giving and receiving.

 

In the story Mary and Martha are sisters.  But I wonder if they might also be two aspects of one person.  Maybe her name, in good Southern fashion, might be “Mary Martha.”   And she is in all of us.

 

When Jesus shows up among us, we have to decide about priorities.   There is a time for all the details--- scurrying around the kitchen to prepare the meal.  The Martha side of us.  But there is also a time when the platter of chicken and bowl of potato salad --- and all the many tasks---may need to take second place to our need to stop and listen to the one who sustains us with his peaceful presence.

 

So may it be for us.  Amen.
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