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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 

 

 

Luke 10:38-42 

 

The story of Mary and Martha – this is a familiar one for many of us. We’ve heard it since our 

earliest childhood Sunday School lessons, and the story goes something like this: Jesus and his 

disciples were traveling and showed up at the house of Mary and Martha, where they were 

welcomed. Martha is doing all the work of hospitality, preparing food and serving their hungry 

guests, while Mary is just sitting there at Jesus’ feet, listening to him and not helping her 

overworked sister. Martha understandably gets exasperated and complains to Jesus. Jesus 

admonishes Martha and commends Mary for choosing the more important thing to do. 

Essentially, Jesus is saying, “It’s OK to cut a few corners on the housekeeping front if it means 

you’ll devote a little more time to your relationship with me.” I suppose I can get behind that 

message, especially given the hours of my life I give to the daily vacuuming up of dog fur in my 

house. 

 

But if I’m going to be real with you, I have to say this is a story I’ve never liked. It doesn’t sit well 

with me. In fact, it kind of offends me. You see, this story is a story that pits sister against sister and 

suggests that somehow these two grown women couldn’t settle a disagreement themselves, so 

they had to put Jesus in the middle of their conflict. Plus, it creates this false either/or dichotomy 

of serving or listening, suggesting that we have to choose to do one or the other, and they’re 

not equally valid expressions of ministry. Not to mention it’s really unfair to Martha. I mean, 

hungry people need to be fed. Someone has to do the work, and she shouldn’t be patronizingly 

dismissed for choosing the wrong thing to focus on in that moment. And even worse, it paints this 

picture of a passive, docile Mary sitting at Jesus’ feet and quietly listening – like that’s who we all 

should strive to emulate, particularly us women and even more so those of who share the legacy 

of that name. I’m neither passive nor docile, so that really doesn’t work for me.  

 

But it’s in the Bible, so we have to wrestle with it. This is a sacred story about the importance of 

stopping to listen to Jesus, instead of getting all caught up with our busywork. Or is it? 

 

A few years back, I came across a paper presented at the Society for Biblical Literature’s annual 

meeting (sounds exciting, doesn’t it?). Theologian Mary Stromer Hanson shared her scholarship 

on Mary and Martha, and it turned my world upside-down. You see, Hanson suggests that we’ve 

got it all wrong, that we’re reading things into the text that aren’t there and ignoring what 

actually is there. Bear with me a moment, as I try to summarize her premise. 

 

First, our Sunday School coloring pages for this story always showed a full house – Jesus and 

twelve hungry disciples, Martha, and Mary. But if you read the text, there’s no evidence that 

anyone was there other than Jesus and Martha. It says, “[Jesus] entered a certain village, where 



 

 

a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home.” Jesus and Martha. Anyone else we’re 

adding into the picture is of our own speculation. As an aside, the phrase “into her home” isn’t in 

the original Greek either. So Jesus came to a village, and Martha welcomed him. That’s it. 

 

Then the scripture goes on to say, “[Martha] had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet 

and listened to what he was saying.” In her paper, Hanson argues that there’s a word missing 

here in our contemporary English-language Bibles, that a more accurate translation would read, 

“[Martha] had a sister named Mary, who also sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was 

saying.” Oh, that changes things. So if Mary and Martha sat at the Lord’s feet, who was doing all 

the work? Perhaps we’re reading the text too literally. You see, this “sitting at the feet” language 

appears elsewhere in the Bible, even in this same Gospel, and it’s always a figure of speech that 

refers to people who were following the way of Jesus, disciples and students of Jesus. And yet, 

somehow here we’ve taken the exact same phrase and decided it must mean she’s literally, 

physically sitting at Jesus’ feet.  So, if Mary’s not actually sitting at the feet of Jesus, and Martha is 

doing the same thing Mary’s doing – whatever that is – our picture needs to change again. 

Perhaps this is a story about two committed disciples of Jesus, named Mary and Martha. 

 

So then, what were Martha and Mary actually doing in this story? The next verse says, “Martha 

was distracted by her many tasks.” Sounds like she was busy at the moment doing all the things 

hostesses must do, right? But again, we may be reading things into this text. You see, without 

getting too far into the weeds, the original Greek text uses a verb tense here that suggests this 

was an ongoing busyness, not just something in that moment. And those many tasks? The word 

translated here is diakonia. That is another whole sermon right there, but suffice to say we can 

understand diakonia to be the ministry to which all of us are called. 

 

Let’s pause for a minute to check in on our newly drawn picture: Jesus comes to a town, and 

Martha welcomes him. Martha and her sister Mary are both disciples of Jesus. Martha is very 

busy and perhaps overwhelmed by the demands of ministry. 

 

And then there’s Martha’s complaint: “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all 

the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.” Hanson, the theologian I referenced earlier, 

suggests we’re missing some nuances in translation here too. Perhaps a better translation would 

read, “Lord, do you not care that my sister regularly goes quite a distance away and leaves me 

to do this ministry alone? Tell her then to help me.” If Mary, who we now know is a disciple of 

Jesus, has a habit of traveling away from their home and Jesus not only knows where she is but 

will see her and can deliver a message, it suggests that Mary may have been on the road with 

Jesus and the other disciples, engaged in ministry just like her sister, only hers is an itinerant one. 

 

OK, so the picture is becoming even clearer: Martha is upset and worried that her sister has left 

home to be a traveling disciple. She tells Jesus she needs Mary’s help with the ministry in that 

village and asks him to pass along the message. As I read it, it’s not clear if Martha actually 

needs the help, or if that’s just a pretense to get her sister home because she’s worried about 

her or misses her. 

 

Now we’re at the big moment: Jesus says, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by 

many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be 



 

 

taken away from her.” The better part. Some translators, including Hanson, say this is better 

understood as “a good thing” In other words, it’s not a comparison, but Mary has made a good 

choice; don’t take that away from her.  

 

I asked you to bear with me in that foray into Biblical translation and interpretation – thank you. 

Now we get to ask, what does any of that mean for us? I don’t know about you, but all my life 

I’ve heard this well-intentioned but oh-so-problematic question: “Are you a Martha or a Mary?” 

And I’ve never had a good answer! I mean, can’t I be both? Perhaps with this re-reading of the 

story, the answer is yes. Both Martha and Mary sat at the feet of Jesus, listening to his words. And 

both responded as followers, as disciples committed to living out his teachings in the community 

and beyond. Maybe the more appropriate question is, “Are you a follower of Jesus?” 

 

I imagine most of us would like to say, “Yes, I’m a follower of Jesus.” But what does that look like? 

Mary and Martha have something to teach us here. I’m intrigued by this phrase “sitting at the 

feet of Jesus” to describe first century disciples. Even if it’s a figure of speech, not to be taken too 

literally, it does suggest that discipleship begins with some attentive listening. I love this image of 

people gathering around Jesus, sitting on the dusty ground or underneath the shade of a tree 

(which would be a requirement if the heat was anything like it’s been here this weekend!). 

People getting comfortable, settling in for a while to listen. To do nothing more than hear what 

Jesus has to say. I don’t know about you, but I want to be there for that. 

 

These early followers of Jesus were known as those who listened to his words. But it didn’t stop 

there. You see, it wasn’t enough to just hear what Jesus had to say, agree with it all, and then 

proclaim oneself a disciple. Listening to Jesus always compelled a response. We see that with 

Martha and Mary. These two women listened to Jesus and everything changed – Martha 

became a minister in her village, putting the teachings of Jesus into practice right there and 

meeting the needs of those in her community. Mary hit the road, literally, to spread the Good 

News across Galilee. They couldn’t hear what Jesus was saying without doing what Jesus was 

calling them to do. We could learn something from these women. 

 

So how do we practice listening to Jesus today? Reading the Bible is certainly a place to start – 

Jesus said a lot, and much of it is recorded in our scriptures. These words aren’t merely a 

historical record. Rather, we call it the living word because we believe that the power of our 

sacred texts is that these words continue to speak and breathe new life into us even today. If we 

want to know what Jesus is saying to us today, in this moment, we must start with the Bible. If that 

sounds overwhelming to you – because, let’s be real, there are a lot of pages here with a lot of 

tiny words crammed onto each one – come and talk with me. I’d love to chat about how we 

can, realistically, make Bible-reading a part of our routine. 

 

Another way we practice listening to Jesus is through our prayer life. We often think of prayer as 

that time when we present our needs to God in the hopes that God will do something, but 

prayer is as much about listening as it is about talking. Did you all read the e-newsletter that 

went out this past week? I think you call it the “Meridian Street Weekly”. If you’re not on the 

email list, let me know that too – it’s chock full of good information about the life of this 

congregation, so you don’t want to miss it. I was told that the tradition is for the preaching pastor 

to write the opening article for the weekly email, so I did. Trusting that you all are faithful readers, 



 

 

I gave you a challenge for this weekend – to practice a little bit of silence. Did you do it? I’ll be 

the first to admit that’s not an easy task, but it’s a practice worth cultivating. That silence, as 

uncomfortable and awkward as it may be, is part of the practice of prayer. It’s one of the ways 

we make room to listen to what Jesus is saying to us today. 

 

And then there’s my favorite way to hear what Jesus is saying: listening to others. Whether or not 

you realize it, we all do this. When we’re trying to hear what God is saying to us, we tend to seek 

out the wisdom of others. We listen to the wise people in our lives. We listen to the great scholars 

and theologians, and insightful leaders. I like to think we listen to pastors. But I want to suggest to 

you that, if we really want to hear what Jesus is saying, we must actively seek out and listen to 

people on the margins. Throughout the scriptures, we are told that if you want to find Jesus, you 

must go to the margins – to the places and people that society ignores. Jesus is always there. Do 

you remember what Jesus said in Matthew 25? “For I was hungry and you gave me something 

to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 

I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and 

you came to visit me.” 

 

Friends, when Jesus entered this world, he landed firmly in the margins. And he’s still there. We 

get so caught up with listening to the voices of scholars and great leaders and even pastors – 

and don’t get me wrong, that’s important – but too often we miss out. We miss out on the 

prophetic brilliance that’s in our very midst, if we would just listen to what our neighbors have to 

say. Too often, our interactions with people on the margins of society are limited to transactional 

relationships. We feed the hungry, we care for the sick, we house the homeless. But do we stop 

and listen? Do we stop to sit at their feet and hear their stories? Do we ever stop and consider 

that maybe there’s something we can learn from them? If we want to find Jesus, if we want to 

hear Jesus today, that’s where we’ll do so. 

 

Listening. It doesn’t just happen. We must choose to listen, to make that a spiritual practice. But 

then know this: Listening will require us to respond.  

 

Are you a Mary? Or a Martha? I want to answer, “Yes.” 


