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If you had your druthers, whom would you rather live with: Mary or Martha? Consider 
the options … If you lived with Martha, the house would always be spotless and 
there would be three square meals on your table every day. Sounds pretty 
good, doesn’t it? 
 
Well, maybe you better think again. You’d have to put up with her constant fretting 
about this or that. And don’t you dare leave your towels and underwear on the floor! You 
would get a chewing-out that would make your ears burn! “Get your feet off the 
furniture!” “Don’t even think about leaving your shoes in the family room. You know 
where they belong.” 
 
No sirree, Martha runs a tight ship, and in Martha’s house you better toe the line. She 
isn’t going to put up with any of your foolishness. Not for a minute. 
 
Then, there’s Mary. If you lived with Mary, you would eat off paper plates … if you got 
that much. You know what a PB&J is? With Mary, that’s a gourmet meal. And before 
you sit down, be sure to wipe the dust off the chair because it’s at least an inch thick. 
Pray you’ve got enough money for Merry Maids because this Mary isn’t going to lift a 
finger to keep things tidy or make sure you’re well fed. She’s got things to do, and they 
don’t include a lot of doing. Know what I mean?  
 
So let’s ask again: If you had your druthers, who would you rather live with: Mary or 
Martha? 
 
It appears, from Luke’s story in today’s lesson, that Jesus has cast his vote. He’ll go 
with Mary. She “has chosen the better part,” Jesus says (Luke 25:42). Or, as Eugene 
Peterson puts it in his paraphrase The Message, using an obvious pun, “Mary has 
chosen the main course.”   
 
Jesus isn’t too big on eating lavish meals anyway. If you set a big dinner in front of him, 
he’d probably start looking around for a hungry person to give it to. And for someone 
who admittedly doesn’t even have a place to lay his head, a little dust isn’t going to 
matter, now, is it? No, it seems that Jesus takes Mary’s side of this argument.  
 
Anyway, Jesus visits Martha’s house. Hospitality was a big deal in biblical times. Five 
traditional acts of hospitality were required for a guest once that person crossed the 
threshold into the home:  
 

 offering a drink of water 



 washing the feet of the guest 

 greeting the guest with a kiss 

 anointing or washing the head 

 offering the guest something to eat 
 
“Martha welcomed him into her home,” as the Gospel reading states (Luke 25:38). That 
meant that Martha most likely did all five of those things. She was wealthier than most 
women at that time, probably owned the house, and was well known for some really 
serious entertaining. Martha and Mary and their brother Lazarus were some of Jesus’ 
closest friends. Welcoming Jesus meant feeding thirteen hungry men, and at least 
twelve of them were used to having women wait on them hand and foot. Martha was 
under a lot of pressure to excel as a hostess.  
 
And then we have Mary, who was vastly different from Martha. Mary did something 
unheard of at that time: She sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying—
and she wasn’t helping her sister.  
 
In biblical times, to sit at a rabbi’s feet meant that you were receiving formal training with 
him as his disciple. Mary was putting herself as an equal in a man’s world. Mary’s 
actions of going in and sitting at the feet of Jesus were really quite astonishing, 
outlandish, and against all the norms of the culture then. 
 
This was not what upset Martha. Martha was upset that Mary had left her to do all the 
work. This probably had happened before. You can almost hear Martha: “Mary, quit 
playing on your phone! Get in here!”  
 
Note that Martha didn’t talk with Mary, since it probably wouldn’t have done any good 
anyway. She just went straight to Jesus. It was a cry of frustration. It is the same cry of 
every responsible person who has to pull more of the load because there are others 
who will not do their fair share. It happens not only in homes but also in the workplace, 
in civic organizations … and it happens especially in the church. The Pareto Principle 
that states that 20% of the people do 80% of the work is alive and well. And, 
unfortunately, congregations experience this a lot—especially in financial giving. 
 
Jesus didn’t love Mary more than Martha. Jesus knew the world could not function 
without people like Martha. Our families can’t function without people like Martha. And I 
know for certain our churches couldn’t function without people like Martha. Thank God 
for them and for her.  
 
But this was an important time in Jesus’ ministry. He knew something Martha did not. 
He knew his time with them was short. There wouldn’t be many other times when they 
would be together. And so with love, Jesus says, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and 
distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing” (Luke 25:41). Jesus was not 
denying Martha’s role as the hostess of the house. If he had, he and his disciples would 
have gone hungry. He was simply saying that there is a time and a place for everything. 
Right now he needed to focus on his mission from his Father.  
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Jesus’ mission—and our mission—is in one way essentially the same: sharing Christ’s 
abundant love and helping to make disciples. That is not an easy thing to do, especially 
since it takes a lot of hospitality to encourage someone looking for relationships and 
friendship. 
 
There is a story of the pastor who felt that the church was bit stuffy and could use a bit 
of friendliness. So one Sunday the pastor announced that the following Sunday they 
were going to start the practice of greeting each other.  
 
At the close of the service, a man turned around to the lady behind him and said, “Good 
morning.”  
 
She looked at him with shock at his boldness and said, “I beg your pardon. That 
friendliness business doesn’t start until next Sunday.” 
 
Most of us go to church expecting our own needs to be met. We have the attitude and 
mindset of being guests, rather than hosts. We want to sit in our favorite seats, enjoy 
our favorite music, see our friends, and have fellowship with people we already know. 
 
But what if we shifted our attitudes and became the hosts that God wants us to be? 
That would mean greeting our guests at the door, offering to help them understand the 
worship folder, and introducing them to other people. That’s real hospitality that is an 
ancient but often overlooked Christian practice. And it’s a major shift in attitude that all 
of us are challenged to work on continually in our life. 
 
Hospitality is a willingness to share what God has given us that affects our family, 
home, finances, and food. It is an attitude of stewardship, where we understand we do 
not own anything because we are merely the caretakers for the real owner, who is God. 
God desires that we share God’s stuff and God’s love, and we are asked to respond out 
of reverence and gratitude to God. In relationships, it is honoring the boundaries of 
others and sharing all we have without strings attached. In the church, it is to be 
welcoming, period. 
 
In our world that seems to be addicted to violence and ugly and malicious talk and 
action from top to bottom, a little dose of hospitality would go a long way to create a 
kinder place.  
 
So, a few questions as we consider Martha’s hospitality and our own: 
 

1) How do we show hospitality in daily life? How do we treat our neighbors? How do 
we come across to people when we are at church, at school, at the store, in the 
neighborhood? Our actions and reactions tell others who we are and who we are 
representing. What side of us will our hospitality show?  

 
2) What can we do to develop better hospitality? It is not possible nor realistic for us 

to be best friends with everyone in our life, but what we can do is to be friendlier 
and show Christ's love to others so that they say, "Hey, St. Mark’s is great 



because the people treated me great!" When people leave a church, it is not 
always because of the pastor or issues but because of how they were treated 
and how they were connected or not connected with other people. It is a proven 
and true fact that if folks who join a congregation are not connected with other 
people in six months, they will be out the back door.  

 
3) What blocks hospitality from working? There are times when our daily lives are in 

chaos: from getting the kids ready for church, a fight with our spouse, problems 
at work, issues with our health, just to name a few. So when we bump into 
others, we bring with us all of our stuff in life: our feelings, anger, experiences, 
joys, fears, and expectations. Which means we need to have self-awareness. 
When we do this, we can treat others in the manner we would like to be treated, 
and, most importantly, how Christ would want! 

 
So why is all of this important? Because you are the front door of St. Mark’s! And you 
are also the backdoor! For someone who comes to worship at St. Mark’s to make it their 
church home, they need to make a connection, build a relationship, and feel welcomed. 
People need to feel that this church is their church. People have a deep need to feel 
validated, and they desire a sense of belonging.  
 
Every church needs a Martha. Change that. Every church needs a hundred Martha’s—
male and female. Because of the Martha’s, the church budget gets balanced, the 
church babies get bounced, and the church building gets built. You don’t appreciate 
Martha’s until a Martha is missing, and then all the Mary’s are scrambling around 
looking for the keys and the thermostats and the projectors. 
 
Martha’s are the energizer bunnies of the church. They keep going and going and 
going. They store strength like a camel stores water. Since they don’t seek the spotlight, 
they don’t live off the applause. That’s not to say they don’t need it; they just aren’t 
addicted to it. 
 
Mary’s have one foot in heaven and the other on a cloud. They are often precious souls 
with tender hearts. If you know a Mary, ask how you can get on their prayer list. Every 
church desperately needs Mary’s as well. We need them to pray for our children, 
encourage others to listen to the words of Jesus, and help us love God. 
 
The Mary’s need to remember that service is worship.  
 
The Martha’s need to remember that worship is service.  
 
If God calls you to be a Martha, then serve!  
 
If God calls you to be a Mary, then worship and remind the rest of us to not “neglect” the 
words of Jesus. 
 
Both are needed. Remember that.  
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Reflection Questions: 
 

 How do you show hospitality in daily life? 

 What can you do to develop better hospitality? 

 What blocks hospitality from working? 



 


