
MARY IN A MARTHA WORLD 
When There’s Too Much to-do 

Luke 10:38-42, John 12. 1-3 
 

In our contemporary society, with its emphasis on accomplishment and success, we 
often live as if being productive is the same as being fruitful.  Productivity gives us 
certain notoriety and helps take away our fear of being useless.  But if we want to live as 
followers of Jesus, we must come to know that products, successes, and results often 
belong more to the house of fear than to the house of love.       Henri Nouwen Life Signs. 
 
The story of Mary and Martha puts me in mind of a Martha we all know. Martha 
Stewart—an American icon.  She’s a Type A doer that symbolizes prodigious, perfected, 
polished productivity.  She can pull off a family reunion in thirty minutes, with a pound of 
hamburger, a bag of sugar, and a bag of ice.  The hamburger tastes like filet-mignon.  
The ice gets carved into sculptures to hold the sorbet.   
 
Martha Stewart makes setting the bar impossibly high look really easy.  But to be 
shamelessly candid I don’t need Martha to set the bar high.  If my identity is on the line, I 
can set the bar impossibly high all on own.  After all, I’m a product of a cultural 
conditioning that says: 
 

1. Worth is directly related to productivity:  meeting high, even unrealistically high, 
expectations is what makes you valuable.   

2. Limitations are nothing less than laziness and lack of vision.  A to-do list that 
keeps the candle burning at both ends is a badge of honor. 

3. If no one else steps up to the plate to-do it—you step up and show them your 
stuff.   

 
If you feel like king or queen of setting the bar too high, you may not only be flirting with 
grandiosity but have a lot in common with Jesus’ friend Martha.   
 
Luke records how Jesus with his entourage of 12 lands at Martha’s dirty, hungry, hot and 
tired.  She opens her home to them.  I can almost hear her saying, “Come on in; take 
your sandals off, make yourselves at home.  Just give me a minute; I’ll get someone to 
wash your feet.  Drinks and appetizers are on their way.  I’ll be back in a jiff.” But Martha 
doesn’t get back in a jiff.  Her anxiety and to-do list takes over and she becomes manic 
and bossy: clean rooms, make beds, find towels, arrange a center piece, set the table, 
quadruple the shopping list, and use Martha Stewart’s gourmet recipes.  Come hell or 
high water Martha will produce a five star experience so Jesus and his disciples never 
want to stay anywhere else. Martha will prove her capability as hostess, chef, and omni-
competent Proverbs 31 woman.  Jesus’ visit has put her identity on the line.   
 
Being a Proverbs 31 woman—a woman full of good deeds—was how Jewish women 
demonstrated their love for God. In contrast, men showed their devotion to God by 
wearing prayer shawls or phylacteries.  Men went to Torah school.  They sat down in 
synagogues, worshipped in the temple, followed a rabbi, and maybe even served in the 
Sanhedrin.  All this was out of bounds for women.  So Godly Proverbs 31 women 
expressed their devotion to God through being industrious wives, mothers, 
housekeepers, and hostesses.   
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They performed staggering lists of duties, responsibilities, and acts of mercy.  For 
instance, keeping Sabbath demanded a staggering to-do list beforehand: shop, prepare 
three kosher meals in advance, wash dishes, set tables, clean house, wash clothes, trim 
wicks, fill oil lamps, water jugs, and bath tubs. Bathe children, bathe self.  On feast days 
the to-do list was even longer.   And wouldn’t you know it Jesus’ visit to Martha’s home 
coincides with preparations for the Feast of Tabernacles.  Jesus’ visit just adds more to 
the to-do list.    
 
So to get everything under control and to show devotion and love to God Martha 
becomes possessed by her to-do list.  Have you ever noticed how a to-do list can suck 
you through the day—like a car at a car wash?   You engage the left front tire, put the 
car in neutral, take your hands off the wheel, your foot off the brake, and the machine 
sucks you through. The pressure of Martha’s to-do list sucked her through the day and 
being with her guests fell from the top to the bottom of the list.   
 
Have you ever been possessed by a to-do list?  You shower, eat breakfast, get the kids 
off to school, and move on to the next thing:  the desk, the doctor’s appointment, the 
shopping.  You don’t waste a minute.  You push, multi-task, strive, and tick off the tasks 
as the clock moves on towards five, six, and seven. You drive home, fix dinner, set the 
table, eat dinner, load the dishwasher, help with homework, sit at the computer, fold the 
laundry, put the kids to bed, check your email, and watch the news.  Finally you flop into 
bed knowing you have done it.  You’re not further behind than you were when you woke 
up.  But are you aware of what else has gone on?  Are you aware of when the to-do’s 
made you bossy, controlling, critical, and hyper-driven?  Are you aware of how a to-do 
list can make you feel useful and valuable?  Are you aware of acting more like a human 
doing than a human being?   
 
Martha’s to-do list sucked her through her day.  But was she aware of how her good 
intentions shifted.   Was she aware that instead of enjoying her guests she was resentful 
and hyper anxious?   
 
You can feel Martha’s compulsivity as she lashes out at Jesus,   Lord, don’t you care 
that my sister has left me to do the work by myself?  You can hear the anxiety and feel 
Martha’s anger with her slacker sister, Mary. Jesus—Tell her to help me.   
 
Anxious to belong and worried about what people think Martha loses her center and 
lashes out. Her unmet expectations and pain over being neglected leak out on both 
Jesus and Mary.  Martha can’t maintain a healthy self image when no one notices her 
productivity and excellence.  Her spirit of gratitude is gone—extinguished by the 
competitive urge to make Jesus’ experience in her home the MOST memorable one on 
record.    
 
Jesus invites Martha to look beyond the external A+ to-do list that makes her feel 
valuable.  He calls her to awareness of how her good deeds have turned into a major 
production as well as a testing ground for her self worth.   
 
 Martha, Martha, the Lord answered, you are worried and upset about many things.   
Martha you are distracted; you are fretful and anxious.    You are wondering:  “Is the 
food excellent?  Are the disciples impressed?  Is Mary doing what I assigned her?  Am I 
executing an A+ house party?”   
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I wonder if Martha actually found it easier to be distracted with all the preparations that 
had to be made than sit down with Jesus.  A to-do list can make any one of us feel 
needed and important.   No wonder Jesus invites Martha to become aware of what 
really matters.   
 
 “Martha, Martha” Jesus says : only one thing is needed.    In the midst of all the self-
justifying you are doing are you aware that only ONE thing is needed.  And you, Martha, 
have a choice about what that ONE thing will be.     
 
Martha can choose to continue to justify her existence by all she does—or she can do 
less.  She can choose to let good enough be good enough.  Martha can pour her energy 
into a grand house party or she can choose the one needed un-self-justifying thing.  She 
can let go of the list and sit down with Jesus.  Jesus does not let Martha become a 
victim; he calls her to make different choices.   And then rather than take her side 
against Mary—he defends Mary’s choice.      
 
Mary has chosen what is better and it will not be taken away from her.   
 Mary’s choice broke with the custom of proving devotion through doing.   
 
Mary risked leaving the tasks, the kitchen, and the Proverbs 31 duties.  She risked not 
living up to the Proverbs 31 ideal—she risked being less than perfect—so she could be 
with Jesus.  Mary’s actions put her in a vulnerable place.  But these actions reveal three 
things:  Mary was firstly aware that she didn’t have to earn her way into the presence of 
Jesus.  Secondly, Mary  chose to experiential knowing and direct contact with Jesus 
rather than impression management.  And thirdly, Mary risks that an outcome of good 
enough can be the better and more needful thing.   
 
Mary risks and trusts that being with Jesus matters more than justifying her existence 
through doing.  Trust is always a risk.  And it is the way we build relationships.   
 
Mary and Martha share the same reality of unexpected company and feast preparation. 
And it is in the middle of all the to-dos for preparation that Jesus invites choices.   Not 
later when the guests are gone, but now in the middle of being sucked through the day.  
  
Jesus also invites us to become aware of the anxiety in the middle of our life.  He urges 
us to see the distraction inherent in our self-important doing.   And out of awareness 
Jesus reminds us that we have choices.  We can adjust the to-do list.  We can let go of 
the self-justifying doing.  We can risk and trust that Jesus receives us when good 
enough is all we have in us.  But many of us are so addicted to doing that we cannot 
imagine centering our lives in something as impractical as what Mary chooses.  We 
would rather  do all we can do, travel everywhere we can go, see all we can see, and 
become part of a large number of other people’s experience so that we feel valuable and 
like we matter.   We like keeping all the hula hoops of our life circling around us.   
 
We all have our hula hoops.  I am a wife, daughter, mother, friend, writer, teacher, 
pastor, cook, spiritual director, housekeeper, artist, tailor, decorator, and on and on.  The 
craziness of keeping all the hula hoops moving is both nerve wracking and perversely 
satisfying.  Because the more hoops I keep going the more useful and productive I feel.   
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However, if you have ever kept six hoops swinging around you at once you know that 
you can’t add one more hoop and keep it going if you don’t establish a calm center, and 
“let everything move around that.”  Joanne Weaver (Having a Mary heart in a Martha 
World pg. 100)    suggests with a calm center your upper body is still, your arms 
outstretched and the hoops race around your waist in synchronized rhythm.   
 
Without a center in Jesus your to-do list will possess you.   

• IT will become your way of overcoming self-doubt.   
• It will be the way you prove your identity and value.   
• Each to-do will add more value to your self-justifying driveness 
• But know this—that list will also make you anxious and distracted and inattentive 

to relationships.  Because when doing is the main way you try to prove yourself 
you are in the words of Henri Nouwen, “extremely vulnerable to rejection and 
criticism and prone to inner anxiety and depression.”   

 
Are you aware that anxiety disorder impacts one in four persons today? (Dr Edward 
Hallowell)   There is a safe unchanging center that exists apart from impressing and self-
justifying doing.      A center that knows Jesus loves me—even when good enough is all 
I can turn out.   Martha, Martha, Adele, Adele, Mark, Mark, Nate, Nate, It’s ok to be 
unfinished and imperfect.  It’s ok not to win the prize of best hostess or employee of the 
year.  You are no better for someone’s praise and no worse for their blame.   
 
The movie, Chariots of Fire, is a piece of historical fiction about two real runners in the 
1924 Olympic games who did all they could to run fast.       
 
Harold Abrams ran the 100 yard dash.   
Eric Liddel ran the 400 meter race.   
 
Harold Abrams says of the race, “When the gun goes off I have 10 seconds to justify my 
existence.”  It was the doing that led to winning that drove Abrams life.  In contrast Eric 
Liddel says . “God made me fast.  When I run I feel God’s pleasure.”  There is a doing 
that does not spring from self-justifying compulsion.   IT comes from a rooted assurance 
that we matter—just as we are.    
 
Abrams ran to prove himself worthy. Liddel knew that running didn’t justify his existence 
or earn God’s pleasure.   Liddel chose to center his existence in the one needful thing. 
 
Awareness, choices, and risking one time in Jesus’ presence can change us.   
In John 12:1-3 Martha serves another dinner in Jesus’ honor.  She is still doing.  But we 
don’t see her frantic and anxious.  And Mary is still Mary risking her attention and 
perfume on Jesus.   The treasurer in Jesus’ group disapproves of Mary’s extravagance.  
Money from the perfume could have financed a large to-do list and justified a number of 
good deeds.  But once again Jesus takes up Mary’s defense.  He says, “You will not 
always have me.”   
 
Where is your center?   What is justifying your existence?  Is it the to-do list?  Lay your 
doing down.   Risk some limits.  Jesus risked the ultimate limit of death so you would 
never need to be possessed by a to-do list or prove who you are to anyone.  You are 
good enough for Jesus just as you are.  Sit down at his feet and find your center.   
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“When life is dominated by headaches, pressures, and concerns for making a living, 
running a household, meeting schedules, and measuring up to the demands of an 
achievement-oriented culture, there is a constant press to manipulate rather than just 
wonder at the world.”  Ronald Rolheiser (The Shattered Lantern)  
 


