
I’ve never cared much for this story of Mary and Martha, 
mainly because it was interpreted in such an either/or 
fashion in the churches of my growing-up years. How many 
times did some preacher ask us, “Are you a Martha, or are you 
a Mary?” Was I a person who stayed too busy with the things 
of this world to pay attention to Jesus, or was I a person who 
prayed and listened to him attentively and obediently? 
Another, much earlier, interpretation was this: Martha 
represented the woman who was active and vocal in the 
community, whereas Mary was the more holy woman 
because she did not act or speak but obediently listened to 
the Lord. I care for that message even less. 

But, this is a sacred story of the Christian tradition. For 
centuries it was handed down, first by word of mouth, from 
one person, one faith community to another. I’m sure it went 
through some revision with each retelling and translation. 
And then it was written down, and so it was translated, 
adjusted, edited, passed along, read aloud, passed along 
again. Possibly it was thrown out but eventually put back into 
the collection of stories preserved by the faith community. 
Because of its power to speak to people, this story of Mary 
and Martha was sacred long before a group of clerics decided 
to include it in the official canon we call the New Testament. 
And so, here we have it, to translate for our lives here and 
now. 

Mary and Martha appear also in the Gospel of John, with 
their brother, Lazarus. Jesus calls Lazarus his friend; it seems 
he is close to this family and probably visits them regularly. 
The Luke story tells us that Martha welcomed Jesus into her 
home; she has some authority in this household. I believe 
she was Jesus’ friend because she was free enough to talk to 
him like this: “Lord, don’t you care that I’m doing all this by 
myself? Make Mary help me!”  

The Greek word used here, for Martha’s service, is the same 
word from which we get “deacon.” Later, in the book of Acts, 
the apostles will appoint the first deacons to attend to 

practical tasks in the newborn church, such as making sure 
food is distributed to the widows. However, anyone 
appointed to be a deacon must be a believer in good 
standing. A deacon was a disciple in every sense of the word. 

I believe that Mary and Martha were disciples of Jesus. 
Martha may have been the more mature one. In the John 
passage, Jesus comes to their home too late to heal Lazarus 
of his illness; Lazarus has been dead four days. Mary comes 
to Jesus and says, “If you’d been here, he wouldn’t have 
died.” It sounds rather accusatory, doesn’t it? “We’re your 
friends, and you weren’t here for us.” Martha says, also, “If 
you’d been here, he wouldn’t have died.” But she goes on to 
say, “But even now I know that God will give you whatever 
you ask of him.” Her exchange with Jesus goes on for several 
lines, and she identifies him as the Messiah and voices her 
belief in the resurrection. Then Jesus raises Lazarus from the 
dead. Martha may have been in charge of feeding everybody, 
but she absorbed and lived Jesus’ teachings. She was a 
knowledgeable and faithful disciple. 

In fact, I imagine that Martha’s home was a center of activity 
among those who followed Jesus and wanted to be taught by 
him. It was a safe and welcoming place. We know what this 
is, don’t we? When you’re a kid, it’s that house where all the 
kids congregate. The parents in this home don’t care if you 
leave the place in disarray or make a lot of noise or eat up all 
the groceries. They may correct you, but they don’t yell at you 
or shame you. Maybe you went away to college, and you 
found a safe and welcoming place there. It was the home of a 
classmate, whose parents drew you in and offered a meal or 
company. It might have been a professor who recognized 
that you needed a place where you knew someone would 
listen to you and accept you. I know you understand what I’m 
talking about, because many of you have created that kind of 
place for others. In your own homes or right here at SPR. 

Well, I think Martha’s home was that kind of place. What 
about the leper Jesus healed but who cut ties with family and 
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friends years ago and has not yet found a way back into that 
community? She knows she can land at Martha’s place. Or 
the sinner with the really bad reputation, now restored to life. 
Jesus forgave him, but his family hasn’t. Where does he go? 
What about the people who have heard Jesus and dare to 
hope but still hunger to understand, to hear more? I imagine 
Martha’s home as a place where someone is always hanging 
around, being fed, being listened to, being nurtured in live 
and in faith. 

Although Mary was the one sitting at Jesus’ feet, in the 
posture of a disciple, Martha seems naturally to have fallen 
into a role of ministry. See, I don’t think this Mary and Martha 
story is about Mary at all. The interaction is between Jesus 
and Martha. He says her name, twice. He says it with great 
love, but then he pushes her a bit, dares to correct her. 
“Martha, Martha, you have so much going on here, but you 
need to sit still and be with me. If you don’t, you’ll burn out. I 
will nourish you for everything you must do. And I’m not 
going to tear Mary away from listening and learning just 
because you’re spinning off in this place where you must be 
everything to everybody.” 

Both Scripture stories today—about Martha, and about 
Abraham—begin with hospitality. Martha welcomes Jesus 
and his disciples into her home. Abraham welcomes the 
strangers. He doesn’t know they’re God’s messengers until 
well into the visit. Abraham follows the code of hospitality 
practiced in those regions where, if a stranger is not offered 
food and shelter, he likely will not survive his journey. I 
remember from my time of teaching in Jordan years ago, 
what would happen when we made a simple visit to say hello 
to a student’s family. First the hosts would bring out bowls of 
roasted pumpkin and sunflower seeds, then proceed with 
small glasses of hot, sweet tea. This was followed by plates of 
whatever fruits and vegetables were in season: watermelon, 
cucumbers, oranges, figs—large servings. Then, finally, at least 
two hours in, the thick Turkish coffee, along with a cookie or 
candy, would signal that it was now polite to leave. To a task-

oriented American, these visits sometimes felt more like 
captivity than hospitality. But the tradition was grounded in 
centuries of practice. Abraham was simply doing the decent 
thing by welcoming these strangers. And you notice that his 
offer of bread and water turned into a feast. He addressed the 
strangers as “my Lord,” using a term of respect, not 
addressing God of the universe. But then things turned. 

The stranger tells him that he will return to visit Abraham and 
Sarah in due time and that they will have a son. Now it’s 
getting personal, and Abraham recognizes that eerie feeling 
he’s had before when Almighty God showed up and spoke to 
him. What began as hospitality has become God’s request 
that this elderly couple embrace outlandish faith. Now 
something is expected of them. I wonder if Abraham half 
wishes he’d let the strangers walk on by and find their 
hospitality elsewhere. 

So, when I look at the story of Abraham and the story of 
Martha, I have to say that, once God gets the divine toe in the 
door—watch out. Because, when we invite God in, sooner or 
later, God makes it personal. He’s saying to a good, faithful 
woman, “Martha—Martha! You need to listen to me. There’s a 
better way to do this.” Or he’s saying to Abraham, “Are you 
really trying to un-believe the promise I made to you?” 

Are you feeling brave this morning? If you are, then close 
your eyes and take a deep breath or two. Imagine now that 
Jesus is right there beside you, and he takes your face in his 
hands so that you’re looking at him looking at you. And he 
says your name, twice. And his voice is gentle and full of 
respect and happiness, yet it is an insistent voice. Jesus, the 
teacher, healer, savior, redeemer, friend, brother—Jesus says 
your name twice, tenderly, and now, what does he say? What 
comes next? 

Amen. 
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