
Sermon for 7.21.19 “Mary AND Martha” Faith Lutheran Church 

 Okay, meaning no disrespect, I know this guy—and I love him dearly—but he’s kind of a 

Martha... We went to visit him and his wife recently and they planned a luncheon one day when 

his family would all get together with us at their new house and this guy just genuinely wanted 

everyone to feel totally welcomed and at peace and relaxed in their new home.  So he went all 

out preparing: we’re talking buying these tiny vases to place by each place setting at the table 

with the flowers in each little vase having to be “just so”, and they prepared like 19 gourmet 

dishes, and the linen napkins had to be rolled up in the perfect little napkin rings, and dozens of 

other things that demanded fine-tuned attention to create the perfect look—like something on the 

cover of a magazine—but the process of getting there caused so much stress that the house was 

on the verge of an emotional explosion before the first guest arrived. 

 Being a Martha has never been my problem.  Due to my propensity toward laziness—I 

wish it was a nobler inclination—I think I’m more of a Mary.  As far as being a Martha, I’m like: 

“Company’s coming?  I’ll grab an extra bag of Doritos.” That’s my idea of elegant hospitality.  

But I have to say: I get where this guy was coming from, and I get where Martha was coming 

from in our story today.  She and her sister, Mary, had invited Jesus and his entourage for dinner; 

and preparing the home and the meal would have been no small matter in terms of importance to 

show the proper hospitality, but also just in terms of the amount of physical work that needs to 

be done.  And we don’t know exactly who did what before Jesus and his friends arrived, but we 

do know that once he arrived, Mary sat down at Jesus’s feet—just like one of the disciples—and 

just listened to him... Which left Martha to finish toasting the croutons and mashing the potatoes 

and dusting off the good china and refilling the bowls of chips and dips and such. 

 And who can blame Martha for feeling a bit peevish as she scurries around and sees her 

sister just sitting there with the men listening to Jesus’ stories... and leaving her with all that 

work.  And I almost expect Jesus to buy into Martha’s complaint and tell Mary—in a totally 

condescending kind of patriarchal voice—"okay Mary, now you’ve had your little fun, best 

scamper off to the kitchen and help your sister finish up the meal.” 

 But of course Jesus rarely does what I’d expect him to do.  What he does—in fact—do is 

to chide Martha for being so anxious about all her preparations.  It’s like he’s saying, “Calm 

down Martha, we don’t need the good china—and Lord knows Peter doesn’t need any more of 

that French Onion Dip—we’d be just as happy with tater tots and fish fingers and it would be a 

lot less fuss... In fact I could just whip something up... you remember when I fed thousands with 

five loaves and two fish?  Or if it were to come right down to it: I once fasted for forty days and 

nights... I think we could make it through an afternoon without a feast.” 

 And that’s the truth.  So often we set a standard that is far beyond what’s necessary—and 

it’s kind, and it’s generous, and it’s stunning... but it’s also time and energy and money-draining 

and it’s distracting from the more important stuff... the most important stuff...  And I think that’s 

where Jesus is going here.  I think he’s kind of re-centering us.   

 Keep this story in perspective: Luke tells this story in combination with the story of the 

Good Samaritan.  Luke lays out these two stories as Jesus’ reply to the lawyer who summarized 

the law as: Love the Lord your God with all of your heart and soul and strength and mind, and 

your neighbor as yourself.  And the story of the Good Samaritan illustrates what loving our 

neighbor looks like: it looks like serving others with honest compassion no matter who they are 

and where they come from.  And now he’s talking about that other bit... the loving our God bit.   

 And that looks like attending to God with a grateful—a joyful—heart... being aware of 

God’s goodness and power and compassion... Being fully present with God even as God is fully 
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present with us.  AND being transformed by that into people who reflect God’s love for others 

through our choices and actions. 

 In a way, Jesus takes this real event and he turns it into a living parable to remind us that 

it’s not just: love God or love your neighbor; and it’s certainly not that we are to love our 

neighbor as if that’s the same as loving God (because that would be idolatry); it truly is that we 

are to love God and love our neighbor... it’s that we’re to love our neighbor because we love 

God; it’s that we’re to love our neighbor just as God loves us and our neighbors.   

 And because we tend to be humans—with only limited abilities to multitask without 

losing our essential focus—we’re reminded how important it is to do both, to do each... And I 

know some folks can worship God even as they serve their neighbors, but for most of us we need 

a moment, we need a break, we need a time when we pause from the busy-ness of serving others 

in order to  remember why we’re doing this.  We need to take that moment to just confess our 

struggles, to confess our selfishness and our arrogance, to receive the assurance of our 

forgiveness, to hear God speaking to us through scripture, to join in the songs of praise, and to 

receive once again the life-giving body and blood of our savior that nurtures and strengthens us 

to go back out into that world again as the body of Christ serving our neighbors. 

 And that’s what happens at the end of our worship: we’re sent back out into the world... 

to do the stuff we’re called to do: to love our families, and lift our neighbors in prayer, and make 

enough money to pay our bills—with maybe a little left over to share with those in need; to visit 

the sick, comfort the grieving, encourage the weak, challenge the forces of evil, stand up with the 

disenfranchised, and do all those other things that go into loving our neighbors.  And then we 

come back together again to worship our God and be reassured of God’s grace: be re-infused 

with God’s grace... and lather, rinse, and repeat ad infinitum.  

 That’s the flow.  So many people want to make this a text about whether it’s better to 

serve others or to practice those disciplines that enhance our own spirituality.  Puh-leeese!  If 

there ever was a false dichotomy that’s it.  That’s like saying “which is more important to inhale 

or to exhale?”  The truth is that if you stop doing either one for very long you’re in some very 

serious trouble my friend. 

 Our lives as Christians are about recognizing the grace of God that Christ Jesus revealed 

so clearly to us, and inhaling that grace and being filled with the richness of it, and being 

nourished with it’s life-giving essence; and then exhaling that love in acts of compassion for our 

neighbors... And no, it’s not a perfect analogy, because it’s also true that in serving our neighbors 

we’re very likely to find God nourishing us and filling us with grace... and sometimes it’s also 

true that that darned pastor can be so long-winded and irritating that it seems like it’s more work 

to worship than to just keep on serving others...  but the point is: these are the  ebb and flow of 

the same tide, these are the lyrics and tune to the same song It’s not that we should strive to be 

Mary and not Martha, or Martha but not Mary... we’re to be both Mary and Martha... In a very 

real way—at least in terms of how this story operates in the gospel—there is no Martha without 

Mary and there is no Mary without Martha. 

 God’s grace that captures us so freely and unexpectedly, lifts us to the point that we 

can—Lord willing—place our own wants and desires and pleasure-seeking on the back burner 

from time to time so that we can actually respond to God’s grace with gratitude as we worship 

and serve: like Mary we take it in, and like Martha we pour our gratitude outward again. 

 May we sense the life-giving unconditional, never-ending love of God—may we know it 

deep down in our souls—and may we go out to share it—empowered by the Spirit, in the name 

of our Lord—to the glory of our God.  Amen 


