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 Luke 10:38-42, Colossians 1:15-28


The story of Mary and Martha—how many of you are familiar with this story?  Like the Good Samaritan, this story has more or less become a fable, which is to say, a story told to illustrate a clear moral lesson.  What is the lesson of this story?  Don’t be like Martha, right?


Do any of you know what it’s like to be Martha?  Martha is “distracted by her many tasks”.  Sound familiar?  Who here knows what its like to tune out in the middle of a conversation because you’re worrying about something else?  Who here knows what its like to get so caught up with the work of having a dinner party or a house guest for the weekend that you find yourself unable to really enjoy the company?  And who has heard Martha’s complaint come out of our own mouths:  “Doesn’t anyone care that I’ve been stuck with all the work?”  The whining martyr is not a side of ourselves that we’re particular proud of, so we’re not surprised to hear that Jesus doesn’t approve of it either.

Mary, on the other hand, is willing to stop what she is doing and just listen to Jesus.  She was bold enough to step out of traditional women’s work in the kitchen and to claim the place of the disciple, at the foot of the master.  You might say she valued learning more than housework.  Or you might say that she valued the “being self” more than the “doing self”.  However we describe it, the point of the story is clear:  Martha’s priorities are messed up and Mary’s priorities are in the right place.

But here’s my problem with this way of reading the story:  it sounds suspiciously like an article in Women’s Day or some other magazine that I read at the check-out line at the food store.  You know those magazines, right?  You read them too?  Well, those magazines usually feature at least one article per issue about how women can better manage their time and by better managing their schedules, their children, their check book, their sock drawer, you name it.  When I am feeling “distracted by many things” I am drawn to these articles in these magazines like a bee to honey.  I really want to believe that there is some trick, some technique, some day planner or book or file cabinet that I could buy that would allow me to manage all the competing demands of my life and allow me to give my complete and undivided attention to my spiritual life, at least for 10 quality minutes at the start of the day, right before my 30 minutes of aerobic exercise and my 15 minutes of chopping and zip locking fresh organic veggies for my children’s after school snacks.

Just to state the obvious, these articles are not true.  In our hearts, we know this, and so one of my exegetical tools, one key I have to reading scripture is that if it sounds like advice your could get from Women’s Day, it probably isn’t advice from Jesus.  Jesus does not call us to become better managers of our time or our priorities.  He doesn’t give us tips on having a more balanced life.  We read the story that way because we keep our attention on Martha and Mary, projecting ourselves into their position, trying to solve their problems.  But this story isn’t really about Mary and Martha.  This story is about Jesus, and when we shift our attention to him, the whole idea of managing priorities starts to fall apart.

Responding to Martha’s demand that he reprimand Mary, Jesus says, “Martha, Martha you are worried and distracted by many things.  There is need of only one thing.”  Forget about getting priorities in order—for Jesus, there is only one priority.  Remember?  When Jesus called his disciples he told them to drop their nets and follow him.  He told the rich young ruler to sell everything he had and to give the money to the poor.  He told others that they could not return home even to wish their family goodbye—following him required total commitment.   “The Kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field,” he told them.  He continued, “The kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls; on finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought it.”

The problem with Jesus’ call to total commitment is that really, none of us wants to hear it.  This is the part of Jesus’ message that just sounds too extreme.  It might have worked back in his day when he recruited a small group of people to follow him around for a year or two, but it isn’t advice that fits in very well in this day and age.  Nowadays, these kinds of overwhelming demands makes Jesus sound jealous, overly exclusive.  Doesn’t he understand that there are other things going on in our lives besides our discipleship to him?

But what if we made a little space between Jesus’ teaching and our objection and listened for just a moment?  What if we allowed him to address us as he addresses Martha?  “Heather, Heather, you are worried and distracted by many things.  There is need of only one thing.”  Can you hear him?  What is he talking about?  What is that ONE THING that we have need of, that thing that Mary has chosen but which Martha has ignored?  What is that ONE THING?  Do you know?  Turn to someone next to you and tell them what you think Jesus is talking about when he says, “There is need of only one thing.”  What did you come up with?  Okay, now why is that ONE THING important?  Turn to your neighbor and explain that, best as your can.

[COMMUNITY RESPONSE]

Now we’re pushing past the surface level of this scripture, a reading that comes from our identification with Martha and/or Mary.  Now that we’ve turned our eyes to Jesus, we see that he isn’t about helping us to become more competent, more efficient, more organized managers of our lives as they are.  Jesus isn’t about managing our old lives better—he comes to offer NEW life, a life so abundant that it overflows the containers we’ve created to manage our life as we now know it.  Mary has tapped into a deeper well, a deeper source of life and meaning.  She has brought herself fully into the presence of Christ—she has not only given him her ear but also given him her heart.  When we start seeing and hearing what Jesus is inviting us into, those crazy, cosmic words in Colossians start to make sense:  “he is first place in everything”, “he himself is before all things and in him all things hold together.”  

There’s only one catch to Jesus’ invitation into this new life.  We need to be willing to fire ourselves from the job of Master of Our Destiny and Supreme Organizer of the Universe.  Of course, we never really had the powers associated with these titles, but we loved the titles nonetheless!  We hold on so tightly to things that just don’t matter—we’re like the hoarders you hear about, people who fill their house with old newspapers and magazines and will fight tooth and nail with anyone who comes in and tries to clear their house out.  But once we—like Mary—really show up to what Jesus is saying to us, where he is leading us, we see that so much of what consumes our attention just isn’t that important after all.  That life that Jesus invites us into is a life so alive that all the things not connected to that life become dead to us, drained of their enchantment and their appeal. 

In the end, we are both Martha and Mary—and we should be.  There is work to be done, each day, every day.  Hospitality is important.  Eating and drinking at a table together is important.  But our work is not what gives us value and justifies us before God.  There is a much deeper well that we can tap.  The life that flows from that place doesn’t have the anxious quality that comes when we are preoccupied with tasks.  And every day, we have a choice of whether we will scurry off into a life of fixing, solving and managing or will we, instead, choose to be present to God, alive in the world, alive in each other, alive in ourselves. 
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