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Luke 10: 38-42 
38Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a 

woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. 39She had a sister 
named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. 
40But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and 
asked, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by 
myself? Tell her then to help me.” 41But the Lord answered her,  “Martha, 
Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; 42there is need of 
only one thing, Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken 
away from her.” 
  

She was a little steamed. Actually, she was a lot furious … and who 

could blame her?! Sure, she had been the one who had invited the company 

over, but it wasn’t just her home. I mean, her sister could do a little bit to 

help out! Instead, she just sat there, staring up at their guest as if it were the 

first time she’d ever seen the man in her life!   

 The truth was that they had practically grown up together! And so, she 

walked a little louder … actually, it was pretty close to stomping. And she 

banged the pots a little more than necessary … well, really, a lot more than 

necessary. And, she sighed a lot. Not just little sighs either. These were full 

blown asthmatic sighs that were not to be missed.   

 And yet, they were missed. Their guest continued to talk and her sister 

sat mesmerized, hanging on his every word. And Martha was a little 

steamed. Actually, she was a lot furious…and who could blame her?!   

 We heard today’s lectionary story and in it we find Mary and Martha, 

the sisters of Jesus’ good friend, Lazarus, whom Jesus later raises from the 

dead. It would seem, from the different stories we have about the family, that 

Jesus spent a fair amount of time at their home. On this specific occasion 

Jesus was traveling past on one of his journeys and Martha invited him to 



 

come and stay with the family. When Jesus arrived, he sat down and began 

to talk. We don’t know what he was saying. Perhaps he was teaching or 

telling a story about one of his latest adventures or maybe just catching up on 

the latest news. Whatever it was, Mary was intently focused on their guest.   

 But, the story isn’t really about Mary, right?! It’s about her sister, 

Martha. It had been Martha who had invited Jesus into their home and she 

was bound and determined to make everything perfect for their friend. So, 

she began to fuss around the house, cleaning up and getting dinner ready. At 

first, it wasn’t bad, but the longer she worked, the more she began to resent 

the fact that her sister was just sitting there listening to Jesus.   

 Finally, when she couldn’t stand it any longer, she blurted out, “Excuse 

me, doesn’t anybody think this is unfair, me playing Cinderella while her 

highness sits around doing nothing?!” Or, something like that.   

 But Martha doesn’t get the response she really wants. Instead Jesus 

says, “Martha, don’t sweat the small stuff. Right now Mary has discovered 

what’s really important and I’m not putting a damper on it.” We don’t know 

what Martha’s response to Jesus was, but I do wonder about it. Somehow, I 

don’t think she said, “Oh, I’m sorry Lord, I didn’t realize.” I imagine 

something a little less apologetic!   

 Regardless of her response, she was just doing what made Martha, 

Martha. We are all given gifts and talents to be used for the building up of 

God’s kingdom here on earth. All of us gathered have gifts and talents – 

maybe it’s praying or teaching or leading or offering healing through 

knowledge and experience in medicine. Maybe it’s singing or comforting those 

who are grieving or befriending people who are lonely or not giving Uncle 

Victor a piece of your mind when he says something completely ridiculous at 

the family reunion. We all have gifts. Martha’s was hospitality.   



 

 Martha knew where her giftedness was and she was willing to put it to 

good use. She was one of those people whose home was always open. I 

imagine her to be like my friends Connie and Gary. When I was in seminary I 

was going to school in Evanston, Illinois but was serving a church 90 minutes 

away in East Troy, Wisconsin. Connie and Gary were members of the church 

who offered to let me stay in one of their spare bedrooms on Saturday nights 

so that I didn’t have three hours of travel time between the end of service on 

Saturday night and worship on Sunday morning. It was common, when I was 

there for one of the teens that had stayed with them in the past, or friends of 

theirs to stop by in times of need. Their house was always open and everyone 

knew that they could stop in and stay if ever they needed someone to talk to, 

food to eat, or a bed to sleep in.  I often wondered just how “secret” their 

hidden house key really was because Connie and Gary had the gift of 

hospitality and they were willing to put it into action; just like Martha.   

 But, have you ever tried to do something that you just aren’t talented 

at? It can be one of the most frustrating things in the world! In my case: 

singing. I can, physically, sing … but I couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, even 

if it was a really nice bucket. Maybe, with a lot of hard work and coaching, I 

could improve my skill level and it would be a valid skill, but it’s clearly not 

one of my gifts. So, for me to fill in as a song leader – not good for building up 

the kingdom of God! But when we find our gifts and exercise those gifts for 

the right purpose; we find what Jesus says is the “better thing.”   

 I think Martha knew her spiritual gift was hospitality, but what she 

didn’t realize in the moment of this story is that even though these gifts are 

very good things, they can be used with the wrong focus.   

 The story doesn’t tell us why she invited Jesus to the house. Was it 

really just to sit in a clean house and eat some good food or had she invited 

him to come and stay so she could enjoy his company and hear what this 



 

friend had to say? I’d suspect it was the latter. If she had just wanted to 

provide him with a meal, she could have given him 5 denarii and sent him to 

McDavid’s for some chicken nuggets!   

 In an attempt to be the best hostess she could be, she forgets the very 

reason she’s doing all of the cleaning and cooking and straightening up.  

Martha got so caught up in doing that she didn’t take time to know Jesus.  

And it doesn’t just happen when we’re busy in the kitchen. We can take 

course after course, read book after book, listen to sermon after sermon and 

never really take time to sit down with Jesus and build a relationship with 

Him. We can serve meal after meal, prepare cot after cot, sing song after 

song, teach child after child, make quilt after quilt and still never spend time 

talking and listening to the One who gave us the opportunity and ability to 

do those things in the first place.   

 The truth of the matter is; Jesus probably would have preferred a tuna 

fish sandwich and Martha’s company to the fancy meal she was so busy 

preparing. In trying to do more and more with her gift of hospitality, she got 

too busy and distracted and she could no longer focus on the One she most 

wanted the relationship with in the first place. It reminds me of a story I 

heard when I was growing up.    

 Long ago, there was a traveler who was making his way through the 

wilderness. He was on a long journey and he had hired some locals of the 

area to help him carry his load. The first day they marched rapidly and went 

very far considering the thick woods they were walking through. The traveler 

went to bed that night with high hopes of a very speedy journey.   

 But the second morning these locals did not move. For some strange 

reason, they simply sat and talked and rested by the fire. Now, the traveler, 

who was ready to journey again, waited thinking that soon these locals would 

surely begin to move again. But they didn’t. They just sat and talked and 



 

rested. The traveler waited some more but he was becoming impatient for 

now the sun was high above the camp and already half a day had been lost.  

So, finally, he asked the reason for their strange behavior. The leader of the 

group was the first to speak, “We went much too fast yesterday. And now, we 

must wait for our souls to catch up with our bodies.”   

 There are times when our lives move so fast and frantically that we 

need to slow down and let our souls catch up with our bodies. In this culture 

where busyness seems to be a badge of honor and where we are often told 

that we need to do, or be, or have something more in order for us to have and 

be enough, it can be a challenge to remember the “better thing.” So often we 

are like Martha, doing all the things, and we seem to get along pretty well 

because doing more is rewarded in our society. But when we allow ourselves 

to get so busy that we forget why we are good at what we are good at and why 

we are doing what we are doing, we also lose the most important thing; our 

relationship with the One who was sent to the world so that we would know 

just how much we are loved by God. That love, and the knowledge of that 

abundance, is offered to us freely, if we are willing to slow down, just a bit, so 

that our souls can catch up with our bodies. It’s only when we do that that we 

are able to truly spend time with Jesus, to know of God’s abundance and 

provision for us, and to serve God faithfully with our gifts.   

 Today, the story of Mary and Martha begs the question – what is it that 

distracts you from getting to know Jesus better? And, do you need to stop for 

a time, to let your soul catch up with your body? I pray that in the coming 

days, we will all ponder those questions and do, or not do, whatever it is that 

would allow us to hear Jesus say, “You have chosen what is better and it will 

not be taken from you.” May it be so. Amen.   


