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 The story of Mary and Martha is one of those which is probably 
well known outside the boundaries of the church. Like last week’s story 
of the Good Samaritan, some stories simply transcend religious 
boundaries and become part of our cultural fabric. “Stop being such a 
Martha” carries with it a message which probably doesn’t need to be 
explained. People probably know, without explanation, that it means, 
“Stop being such a busy body” or “Stop being so anxious, relax.” In other 
words, “Be more like Mary.” 

 All it takes though is to read a commentary to realize that possibly 
the most common interpretation isn’t the most true to the text. Lest I 
make the mistake of ploughing on while never actually revealing the 
elephant in the room: Mary and Martha represent contemplation and 
action respectively. Hence, the most common interpretation is that they 
represent the tension in trying to balance the two: either generally in life 
or specifically in the life of being a disciple of Jesus. 

 And that seems to be a good lesson in both spheres. It is generally 
recognized that balance is good in everyday life: eat a balanced diet, 
enjoy responsibly (ie. balance consumption with prudence). The same 
goes for the religious life: have a healthy balance of action and 
contemplation. But, the real issue with the story is this: Jesus, in this case, 
doesn’t support a balance. Instead, the servant, the deacon, Martha, is 
reprimanded. Now, this is out of character. 

 It is out of character because it is out of balance with what Jesus 
says elsewhere. For example, Luke records Jesus as saying the following: 
“I will show you what someone is like who comes to me, hears my words, 
and acts on them.” And then follows the story about the person who 
builds their home on a solid foundation—the hearer and doer—compared 
to the one who builds on shaky foundation and loses everything—the one 
who hears and doesn’t act. 
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 Then of course we have the parable of the sower which tells us 
about the person who tosses seed on the path, the rocky ground, etc. 
When Jesus explains the parable, the one to be commended is the one 
about whom he says, “But as for that [seed] in the good soil, these are 
the ones who, when they hear the word, hold it fast in an honest and 
good heart, and bear fruit with patient endurance.” Once again, Jesus 
commends a holistic response to hearing his message: being a good 
hearer and doer. 

 But this isn’t all: we also can refer to how Jesus defines his true 
mother and brother’s in relation to a healthy balance. He defies the 
normal familial bounds when he says, “My mother and brothers are those 
who hear the word of God and do it.” And so, if we take the story of 
Martha and Mary at a base level reading, what we have is the following: 
in reprimanding Martha, Jesus destroys the balance he typically advocates 
by commending patient, silent listening and rejecting a response of busy 
and devoted action. This just won’t do, will it? A complete antithesis of 
everything else he says? 

Well, it is probably fair enough for Jesus to be delighted with 
Mary’s devotion and annoyed with Martha’s pestering and anxiety. Indeed, 
we may be well reminded of an idiom which we could come across in 
Dickens’s Great Expectations, where he writes: “Mrs Joe was a very clean 
housekeeper, but had an exquisite art of making her cleanliness more 
uncomfortable and unacceptable than dirt itself. Cleanliness is next to 
Godliness, and some people do the same by their religion.” It may very 
well be that Jesus is on the side of Pip in our story about Mary and Martha. 

But such an interpretation, while it has its merit, does little to 
commend Luke’s inclusion of the story in his gospel.  That is of course, 
unless he wanted to convince us that even Jesus, being truly a human 
being, was inclined to inconsistencies and being annoyed. While there is 
something somewhat appealing in that thought, it probably doesn’t hold 
much weight in exhaustive and honest New Testament studies. 
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And so, what do we have in this story which can mean anything 
for us today? Well, first things first. One of the interpretations proposed 
is that this story isn’t a strict telling of an event in Jesus’ life but instead 
written to speak about ministerial roles of women in Luke’s community. 
One of the clues that could support such a reading is the use of the title 
kyrios, “Lord,” a title which is thought to reflect a post-resurrection 
confession about Jesus. 

Hence, the interpretation runs that this is a story revolving around 
the diakonia, the ministerial service performed by women Christians in 
Luke’s ecclesiastical context. It seems quite clear from a number of New 
Testament texts that women were performing a wide variety of ministries 
at the time, including apostolic work, public proclamation of God’s Word, 
and leadership of either assemblies of worshippers or worshipping 
communities. 

But it is also clear that the early church was not of one mind with 
regard to the propriety of such ministries being exercised by women. 
Hence, one thought is that in the story of Martha and Mary we have, 
dramatically staged, the conflict about women’s ministerial roles acted 
out. Martha’s complaint to Jesus is not about having too much work to 
do but instead that she is being denied her role in ministerial service. Add 
to this that Mary has clearly been convinced that silent listening is the 
proper role for women disciples and the dispute grows more evident.1 

Well, I daresay, if this interpretation is accurate, such difficulties 
have not been completely resolved today. I was told, not long after 
coming to Highgate, about a priest in the area (not from Highgate) who 
would travel to Hampstead daily, sit outside one of the cafes and read, 
for hours. The story goes that the Bishop of Edmonton, who lives in 
Hampstead, would regularly walk by to find this non-Hampsteadian priest 

                                            
1 Lectionary Commentary, 374-75 
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perched outside a Hampstead cafe. You can only imagine the impression 
given—this guy was clearly in the mould of Mary; he had no Martha in him. 

Before heaping scorn on others, I should add that I have found 
myself, at times, in a similar situation. I will be in a café to do some 
reading, normally in preparation for a sermon or book group, but not 
always. And I will inevitably get the question asked of me, “Not working 
today? Enjoying your day off?” To which, depending on my mood, I 
confidently or sheepishly respond, “No. I am working.” I guess the 
assumption, and not a wholly inappropriate assumption, is that I should 
be out doing something, not sitting around reading. 

Well, such a balance isn’t unique to priests or deacons or 
ministers. As we can see in the New Testament at least, it is a tough 
balance to achieve for any of those who choose to follow Jesus. 

Where should we be at any given time? What should we be doing 
at any given time? A slightly silly and dramatic way of putting it is: would 
you rather Jesus found you reading your Bible or feeding the poor? I think 
it clear that you can’t be doing both at the same time, at least without 
giving lack of attention to both. I suppose it may be the apostle James 
who speaks most strongly and clearly to the ideal balance, echoing Jesus’ 
teaching: 

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you 
have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? 
If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and 
one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm 
and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their 
bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by 
itself, if it has no works, is dead. 
 

In other words, the unique instance which may have occasioned the story 
of Martha and Mary—the dispute over women’s ministerial roles in Luke’s 
community—can only really help us in understanding such an historical 
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phenomenon. It doesn’t hugely help us in our daily walk with Jesus. And 
it doesn’t help that it jars so shockingly with the rest of Jesus’ teaching 
about achieving a balance. 

 And so, it seems fair to utilize the figures of Martha and Mary to 
stress the gospel teaching about achieving and maintaining a balance 
between knowing or believing and doing. In other words, times will call 
for us to be a Mary—to sit silently and listen to what God has to say to us, 
to try our best to understand his will, to have the courage to respond with 
questions and doubts but ultimately, hopefully, with faith. But times will 
definitely also call for us to be a Martha—so many times silently sitting by 
will not accomplish God’s will. It will actually be to oppose God’s will.  

We must be people of action, action in love. We must always be 
willing and able to assess a situation and know when we need to take 
the time, to listen instead of speak, to learn instead of teach. And we 
must always be willing to simply get on with the work of God’s kingdom—
feeding the poor, clothing the naked, binding up the broken hearted. But 
hopefully we can do so inspired by Jesus’ life and God’s love. In other 
words, we need to have a little Martha and Mary in us. Amen. 


