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Now as they went on their way, (Jesus) entered a certain village, where a 

woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. She had a sister named 

Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. But 

Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and asked, 

“Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? 

Tell her then to help me.” But the Lord answered her, “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.” 

 

 

Gary: My name is Gary, but you can call me Martha. For, like Martha, I get so caught up in 

things. I have places to go, things to do, people to see. I remember the time my laptop 

was knocked off my desk and, for a time, I lost all the information stored on it. I had to 

use a program called PC Fix to recover my data, and it took forever. Talk about being 

“worried and distracted by many things”! I lost contacts, sermons, worship bulletins 

and resources, my calendar and emails. I felt lost. I realized how much I was driven by 

my calendar and readily accessible information. I wish I could say this happened only 

once! 

 

Laurie: Let me introduce myself: I am Mary. I felt ashamed of my sister when she lit into 

Jesus at the very dinner we were hosting for him. As you know, we were very different 

people, but we got along fine most of the time. Using your modern ways of seeing 

things, though, I guess you could say that I was a “Perceiver” – I wanted to take my 

time and ponder things, think things through. Martha was much more the “Judger,” the 

“J” personality. She saw things in black and white and made quick judgments that 

weren’t always accurate. So when Jesus honored us by coming to our house, I saw that 

as a time to relish his presence and enjoy his company and his teaching. Poor Martha. 

Poor Martha. She became so anxious. So harried. She wanted everything to be perfect. 

And it didn’t need to be. The rest of us only wanted to sit at his feet while he was yet 

with us and drink in as much of him as we could.  
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Gary: Yes, call me Martha. There are times when I’m overwhelmed I have so much to do. 

There are over 80 separate things listed in our United Methodist Book of Discipline 

that a pastor is supposed to do. I feel a lot of pressure to do them well, but there’s no 

way I can get one tenth of it done. There are people I don’t get to visit, hospital calls I 

miss, books I don’t get to read, sermons I’m unhappy with because I didn’t have 

enough time to think. And there are times I feel like I’m lost in a sea of need. At times 

I’m tempted to get on old Route 66 and just keep going! 

 

Laurie: Do you know that each time you read about me, Mary, in the Gospels, I am in the 

same place: at the feet of Jesus. No other Jewish rabbi would take a woman for a 

student. Jesus was different. He seemed to welcome me. Somehow, sitting at the feet 

of Jesus never appealed to Martha. She wanted to provide hospitality. But she didn’t 

need to be so preoccupied with the meal that she became all wrapped up in her own 

concerns. Martha was “anxious and troubled” as she tried to serve the Lord. Yet she 

was missing the greatest opportunity of all. I hesitate to say it, but I was occupied with 

receiving what Jesus had to give; Martha was simply preoccupied. That can be the 

difference between spiritual growth and physical illness.  

 

Gary: I know people say “Ministry happens in the interruptions!” For many years I wouldn’t 

have felt that way. Interruptions just seemed to get in the way of ministry. Years ago I 

heard the story of a well-known preacher who overwhelmed by his schedule. He was 

barking at his wife and children, wolfing down his food, and acting indignant toward 

those who interrupted him. “Things around our home started reflecting the pattern of 

my hurry-up style,” he said. “It was becoming unbearable. I remember after supper 

one evening the words of our younger daughter, Colleen. She wanted to tell me about 

something important that had happened to her at school that day. She hurriedly began, 

‘Daddy, I-wanna-tell-you-something-and-I’ll-tell-you-really-fast.’ Suddenly realizing 

her frustration, I answered, ‘Honey, you can tell me and you don’t have to tell me 

really fast. Say it slowly.’ I’ll never forget her answer. She told me ‘Then, Daddy, 

listen slowly.’” At times like that, we pastors are tempted to say “Do as I say, not as I 

do!” 

 

Laurie: Martha and I lived with our brother, Lazarus, in Bethany, a suburb of Jerusalem. You 

know us best from the story of Lazarus’ death and resuscitation in the Gospel of John. 

In the story you heard from Luke today, you’ll notice that Lazarus isn’t even 

mentioned. Why not? Naturally he’s sitting with the men, listening to Jesus, while as 

women, Martha and I were supposed to provide all the essential services of hospitality. 

That’s a whole other sermon. What interests Luke is that I am not doing my customary 

duty. Instead of helping with all the necessary tasks, I’m sitting with Jesus, too, which 

leaves a double duty for my hard-working sister, Martha. Because of this, I’ve been 

called a radical feminist, but I simply did what was right. Actually, Jesus was so 

captivating no one really seems to notice me and no one is upset with me. But Martha 

notices I’m not helping her and she notices that Jesus doesn’t notice. So she drops the 

pans in the kitchen loudly. She coughs up a fit as she sets the table. She gives me some 

scorching looks. I ignore her, but not even Jesus seems to notice.  
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Gary: Call me Martha. People call me on the phone or stop me at church needing to talk right 

then and there. And they ask, “Are you busy?” I’m probably rushing off to a meeting, 

or to pray with someone before surgery, or to some other obligation. I often think how 

wise Jesus was to take his disciples away “to a quiet place” away from the crowds so 

they would have time for prayer. I fear people think me preoccupied, “worried and 

distracted by many things.” I am busy. But I’m really not that busy that I don’t have 

time to talk. The last person I want to be is that pastor of a prominent Baptist church 

down in Texas. One of his congregation called him up one August needing to talk. He 

finally reached the guy’s secretary and tried to schedule an appointment. But the 

soonest his pastor could see him was the next March – seven months later. Call me 

“Martha,” but I’m not that busy. I just don’t want to be one of those people with that 

“Can’t you see I’m busy” aura, always irritable with interruptions. But I know 

sometimes I get that way. Do you? 

 

Laurie: The scene really is ghastly. Jesus is teaching and he’s telling this most interesting 

story. Just when he’s wrapping it all into an insightful conclusion, Martha finally 

blows. Gracious God. She storms in from the kitchen and lashes into, not brother 

Lazarus or me, but Jesus, her friend and honored guest. “Lord, don’t you care that my 

sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her to help me.” Now, in Martha’s 

defense, how many times have you ever asked that very question or prayed that 

prayer? “Lord, don’t you care? Don’t you care about what we are trying to do here? 

Don’t you see how hard I’m working? Can I get a little help here?” Poor Martha. She’s 

so anxious that she starts to wallow in self-pity. She lets herself become angry. She 

blames Jesus and spits her venom at him. And worse, she’s upset with me but she 

blames Jesus. She tries to manipulate him against me!  

 

Gary: I confess that sometimes I get so anxious about what I need to do that I do lose track of 

what’s most important. So call me “Martha.” I get caught up in my to-do lists and in 

all my trivial pursuits, and what I need to do to make sure everything goes perfectly. 

After all, if things go badly, I’m the one who’ll take the blame, right? And that’s 

where I lose myself. You’d think that I’d be able to listen to Jesus about what was 

most important. I remember reading some years ago in the Wall Street Journal about 

how the London Transit Authority was receiving a lot of complaints. It seems that 

their buses were driving right past customers who were standing at the bus stops. They 

got so many complaints that the Transit Authority put an explanation in the paper that 

astounded people. The explanation read, “It simply is impossible for us to maintain our 

schedule if we are always having to stop and pick up passengers.” Clearly, that 

company had lost track of the main thing they were to do. So I confess it. There are 

times I simply lose my way – and I lose myself. All of my self-worth becomes tied 

into a knot of doing things right, pleasing others, and worrying about how others see 

me. I can’t even make time for Jesus when he is right there in front of me. I hope that 

doesn’t happen to you.  
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Laurie:  When Martha blew her stack, I didn’t know how Jesus would react. I tell you, I 

wouldn’t have been at all surprised if Jesus took Martha’s side. I mean, would you 

have been surprised if Jesus had turned to me and said, “Mary, you know she’s 

absolutely right. She thought only four of us were going to be here, but all the 

disciples and hangers on came too. She’s overwhelmed. Lazarus, Mary, get off that 

sofa and give her a hand.” And we would have done it. I wouldn’t have been shocked 

if he’d said, “Martha, forgive us. How dull can we be? We’ll all pitch in and help bake 

some flat bread and that tasty lamb stew of yours, and then you can come in and join 

us.” But Jesus doesn’t say any of that. He says, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and 

distracted by many things; only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen the better part, 

which I will not take away from her.” But pay attention. Instead of giving her help, 

Jesus tells Martha to let it be.  

 

Gary: The evangelist Luke, who put this narrative about Jesus down in writing, really has a 

wise word for “Marthas” like me. Did you notice in reading this passage? He places 

this story about Mary and Martha right after the parable of the Good Samaritan. And 

what is Jesus telling us in that parable? He’s telling us we are to be busy in doing 

good. That’s what we “Marthas” want to do. Jesus wants to encourage us to be active 

helpers, doing good to our neighbors in need, who are our neighbors by virtue of the 

fact that they are in need. But here’s the point: this Samaritan ministry we are given is 

frustrating and thankless. It’s easy to get burned out, and like Martha, to start asking, 

“What about me? Isn’t anyone going to help me? Am I all alone in doing this?” And if 

we aren’t careful, our well-intentioned well-doing may make us bitter and critical, 

exhausted and cynical. I may be busy, and I may be distracted, but I’m not totally 

blind. I don’t want to be that kind of Martha.  

 

Laurie:  Oh Martha, Martha. All you hard-working, perfectionist Marthas have a hard time 

stopping for anything, especially meditation, reflection or active listening. It feels like 

wasted time, doesn’t it? I’m so glad I’m not like that. So many people just work 

harder, try to multi-task until they collapse or become so bitter they quit altogether. 

Jesus does see Martha and what Martha needs. Martha needs to stop and spend some 

time on her most important relationship. All you Marthas do.  

 

Gary: I haven’t meant to whine this morning. What I’ve said about being busy is really 

hyperbole – an exaggeration in order to make a point. So please don’t hesitate to call 

me. Actually, I love what I do, I love being a pastor. But sometimes, you see, I am 

Martha – and so are you. We all fear burning out and we’re “worried and distracted by 

many things.” Our lives are too complicated for our own good. And if you whine like I 

did today, that’s a sure sign you’re losing your way. But what about you? What is the 

one thing that is needful for you to remain connected with God today, tomorrow and 

forever?  

 

Laurie: Is it spending more time at home and less time at work?  

 

Gary: Is it doing more things with those dear to you rather than being preoccupied with 

keeping everything neat and clean?  
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Laurie: Is it finding time to deepen your own relationship with your Lord and Savior?  

 

Gary: Is it carving out quiet time every day for devotional reading and prayer?  

 

Laurie: Is it the determination to not conform to the world’s mold but to have your mind 

transformed by the Holy Spirit? 

 

Gary: What are the things that distract you and get in the way of your relationship with God? 

Remember that you are invited to be wholly present to God. So set your priorities so 

you can sit at Jesus’ feet and love him and let the other stuff go. Find small places in 

your busy lives to give attention to God. And may God grant all of us the grace and 

wisdom to receive the “one thing needful” Christ has to offer. 

  


