
1 
 

To Want the Better Thing 
The Rev. Roderick McAulay: Shepherd-by-the-Sea Episcopal-Lutheran Mission, Gualala 

July 21, 2019: Sixth Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 11, Year C 
 

Of the four Gospel writers, Luke is the most talented storyteller. His narratives 

unfold sentence-by-sentence with the right touch of detail and a compelling 

sequence of events. He pulls the reader into the story and pops the punch line at the 

most critical moment. Our reading from Luke today is one of his shorter narratives, 

but as powerful as any. We have all heard this story of the tension between the two 

sisters, Mary and Martha, and the contest between the imperative to be a proper 

hostess and the pull of the presence of Jesus, a struggle between the kitchen and 

the parlor. 

 

I have lived this tension. Just last week my sister and her husband stopped by for 

dinner. They were in the cool of the living room chatting away and I had to be out 

on the back deck at the barbecue. I wanted to be in, joining the conversation; but I 

also needed to be out minding a leg of lamb on the grill. Most often, however, this 

tension confronts women and the cultural expectations that they should be, like 

Martha, in the kitchen, clad in an apron, hustling up a meal. 

 

Luke is not only a good storyteller he also conveys Jesus’ challenge of cultural 

restrictions that impair our relationship with God. Whether exposing attitudes 

about gender roles or disparities between the those with wealth and power opposed 

to the poor and marginalized, Luke is more attentive to such questions than 

Matthew, Mark or John. And as in our lesson today, Luke is more attentive to the 

presence of women as disciples and friends of Jesus. 

 



2 
 

Our readings for the past three Sundays have been tracking through chapter 10 of 

Luke’s gospel. We start with the lawyer challenging Jesus, asking how to achieve 

eternal life. Jesus asks him what the law requires, and the lawyer responds that we 

are directed to love God with all our heart and to love our neighbors as ourselves. 

Luke then relates Jesus’ parable of the good Samaritan and the visit to the home of 

Martha and Mary. The parable answers the question of how we show love of 

neighbor and the story of Martha and Mary answers the question of how we show 

love of God. Both stories directly challenge cultural restrictions of Jewish society 

that marginalize certain classes of people: Samaritans and women. 

 

For a woman in Palestine in the time of Jesus, life was highly circumscribed. We 

see reflections of these restrictions in Taliban culture today. A female, with very 

few exceptions, had to have a male patron in order to survive: a father or uncle or 

brother, hopefully in due course a husband and then in widowhood an adult son. 

The males controlled the property and made all important decisions for the family 

unit. Without any male patron in her family, a woman could attach herself to 

another family as a servant or slave. For Martha and Mary, sisters seemingly 

without husbands, we learn in the gospel of John that they had a brother, Lazarus, 

whom Jesus raised from the dead. His death was traumatic, not just because of the 

loss of a loved brother, but also because he would have been Mary and Martha’s 

male patron. 

 

When Mary sits at the feet of Jesus to listen to his teaching, she is violating another 

cultural restriction. She is violating a boundary that barred women from learning, 

from sitting at the feet of a teacher, from assuming the role of a disciple. It remains 

a struggle today for many women around the world to gain access to education. 

Mary had breached this wall. 
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This two-thousand-year-old lesson still resonates today. Gender roles and 

expectations are deeply ingrained in both our secular and religious cultures. Over 

the past forty years many Christian denominations have opened the path to 

ordination to women, but large sectors of the church, Orthodox, Catholic, Baptist, 

Evangelical, still practice exclusion of women from pastorates. I find this practice 

sinful: sinful because it is based on denying the full humanity of women. It is 

sinful by the same token in that it also denies the full humanity of men. Men may 

assume more power and authority by suppressing women, but what kind of power 

and authority do men hold when it requires the diminishment of other humans? 

Both sides are crippled. Both sides are diminished in their capacity to receive the 

love of God and to love one another. Oppression chokes the souls of all – 

oppressors and oppressed. Remember that the axis of Christ’s teaching are the 

Jewish laws bidding love of God and neighbor. 

 

Over the years, I have had the privilege of knowing some very remarkable women. 

Of course, first off there is my wife – also named Mary. But I will mention two 

others. When I began my years as a lawyer, I had a boss who was a true mentor. 

She demonstrated high standards for both intellectual rigor and ethical 

responsibility. She taught me that it was part of the professional function of a 

lawyer to set the moral tone for their clients or the institution for which they 

worked. She had been one of two women admitted to the University of 

Washington Law School in 1949. Not surprisingly, she and her sister classmate 

were a lot smarter than most of their male colleagues, but when she graduated with 

highest honors the only positions open were in backwater law offices specializing 

in divorces. It was assumed that she was only fit to represent divorcing women. In 

time, she found a niche in public law and served with grace and maturity. Her 
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sister classmate in time became a Supreme Court Justice for the State of 

Washington. I attribute the depth and strength of her character to her abiding faith. 

She knew the compassion of God and let that compassion flow through her life and 

her work. 

 

The other woman I will mention was from an even earlier generation. She was a 

cousin of my father-in-law and was the consummate housewife. Like virtually all 

her contemporaries after college she married and took up domestic duties, but she 

turned what might have been a depressing weed-patch existence into a bountiful 

garden. Her home was an oasis of warmth and peace. She was a delightful 

companion. Ever curious and well-read she was always ready to engage in 

conversation – not gossip, but real give and take about the issues of the day. While 

her life had its challenges and losses, she found joy in her everyday existence. Her 

joy was contagious. Again, I attribute her grace and energy to the fact that she 

tended to her soul, she knew herself and thanked God for the blessings of her life. 

She also made the best fruit pies from scratch that I have ever tasted. More 

importantly, I am a better man for having known these women.  

 

We are all better persons for having known other humans who strive to live close 

to God. Like Martha’s sister Mary, like these women I have known, we all can 

follow in their path. They knew that loving God meant listening to God. Mary sat 

at Jesus’ feet. We do the next best thing and come to church to listen to the Word 

of God spoken through the scriptures. We listen and we are fed. Hearing Jesus’ 

parable of the good Samaritan and reading this episode of Jesus teaching in Martha 

and Mary’s home we are mindful of how our cultural formulas and prejudices may 

impede our ability to grow into our full humanity. Your homework assignment 

today is to reflect on how our own customs and attitudes prompt us to turn away 
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from Jesus and shut us off from the grace of God. It may be issues of gender, but it 

may be many other practices and prejudices – tensions between religion and 

science; suspicions about people of different races or religions; pressure to amass 

and display wealth; fear of stepping out of line. Like Mary, come and sit at the feet 

of Jesus. Imagine how that might be for you. 


