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Sermon, Proper 11 (16), Pentecost, July 21, 2019, Jane A. Beebe 
 
‘"Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of 
only one thing.”’ (Luke 10:41) 
 
 
 I have great affection for this family that lives in Bethany: Mary, Martha, 

and Lazarus. It is a family to whom Jesus seems particularly close, and from whom 

he receives support and sustenance amid his travels. It is clear that they and he 

consider Bethany home. I think of Robert Frost’s poem The Death of the Hired 

Man with its famous line: “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, 

they have to take you in.” Each member of this family has a distinct personality. 

They each have their own story to tell. I find myself drawn to one or the other of 

them at different times. I resist seeing them as one-dimensional human beings, as 

all three reveal the ways in which Jesus interacts with those he loves (that includes 

us!)—and especially those he is calling more deeply into discipleship. 

I must admit, however, that I often feel the most affinity with Mary of 

Bethany. On the day I finally found the courage to talk to my parish priest about a 

possible call to the priesthood, we met for coffee. I seem to remember his office 

was being painted so we couldn’t meet there. I was having a lot of trouble getting 

the words out. I also was feeling self-conscious at having to meet in a public place. 

Father Rob was almost laughing at me I was so clearly tied up in knots. Then he 

asked me this defining question: “What do you want?” I was not expecting that. 
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Was it even OK to say what I wanted? Finally, all in a rush, not looking him in the 

eye, I said these eloquent words: “I just want to be like Mary of Bethany, and sit at 

Jesus’ feet, and learn stuff!”  

Yet, today, it is Martha who moves me somehow. She is the one who 

welcomes Jesus into the house. Yet it is Mary who first claims Jesus’ attention. 

She sits at his feet all ears, eager to resume her studies. Martha then says two 

things I find telling. First she says, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left 

me to do all the work by myself?” (Luke 10:40) Jesus, I am not merely worried, 

but I feel alone and isolated. Who will care for me? There is so much to do; I feel 

overwhelmed. Then Martha says, “Tell her then to help me.” Jesus, I do not feel 

adequate to this task. Is what I am offering you enough? I am used to being seen as 

strong, as competent. I am not sure I can ask for help directly. Is asking for help 

even OK? 

When Jesus says, “Martha, Martha…,” I hear compassion in his voice. To 

say someone’s name twice in this way, is to invite someone to stop whatever is 

escalating the anxiety, to refocus, to consider a different choice. I hear Jesus 

saying, “I am here, I do care, I am listening.” Then he simply names Martha’s 

condition: “You are worried and distracted by many things.” I hear not so much a 

reprimand, as Jesus helping Martha identify the source of her pain. Then Jesus 

reminds Martha, “There is need of only one thing.” (Luke 10:42) My sense of what 
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that “one thing” could be is expressed in today’s Psalm. The Psalmist proclaims, 

“… I am like a green olive tree in the house of God. I trust in the steadfast love of 

God forever and ever.” (Psalm 52:8) “Steadfast love” in Hebrew is that wonderful 

word hesed. It means more than loving-kindness. It embodies the whole covenantal 

relationship we have with God and in God that brings us close to God’s kingdom. 

This is how I see Mary, actually: a green olive tree, flourishing because she 

is rooted in Jesus’ presence, in his Word. The good news is that Jesus seems to be 

offering this life-giving connection to Martha as well. She just needs to be called 

back to herself, to reconnect with her essential call as a follower of Jesus. When 

today’s Gospel says, “[Martha] was distracted by her many tasks…,” “many tasks 

is a translation of the Greek word diakonia. It is the word for service, and the root 

of the word deacon or diaconate. What Martha is doing is good and essential. All 

that is needed is to be grounded in love.  

Martha’s implicit cry for help made me think of Anne Lamott’s book Help, 

Thanks, Wow. I love Lamott’s down-to-earth, utterly honest, hard-won wisdom. 

Lamott says there are three essential prayers as she puts in her title: help, thanks, 

and wow. She says this about “help:” 

 
“Praying “Help” means that we ask that Something give us the courage to stop in 
our tracks, right where we are, and turn our fixation away from the Gordian knot of 
our problems. We stop the toxic peering and instead turn our eyes to something 
else: to our feet on the sidewalk, to the middle distance, to the hills, whence our 
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help comes—someplace else, anything else. Maybe this is a shift of only eight 
degrees, but it can be a miracle. (Lamott, Anne. Help, Thanks, Wow, p. 40)   
 
 

We hear more about this special family in Bethany in the Gospel of John. 

Again this household seems to be the place where Jesus can come to take a breath, 

to be served a good meal, to have a meaningful conversation—even let down his 

guard. He is even vulnerable enough with these, his dear friends, to show his tears, 

to be wholly human. It is in John that we learn that Martha in fact understands and 

embraces Jesus’ purpose in the world. It is in John that we have the story of 

Lazarus, brother of Martha and Mary, being raised from the dead. In her sorrow at 

her brother Lazarus’ death Martha says to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my 

brother would not have died. But even now I know that God will give you 

whatever you ask of him.”  

Jesus affirms that Lazarus will rise again. Martha dutifully attests to her 

belief in the resurrection “on the last day.” What Jesus offers is new life in the here 

and now. He makes this startling statement to Martha: “I am the resurrection and 

the life.” (John 11:21-25) Imagine being the person who witnesses this statement! 

It is our beloved Martha. 

I hear something else when Jesus says, “Martha, Martha.” In what other 

scriptural stories have we heard God call someone’s name twice? And what does it 

usually mean? In Genesis there is Jacob, newly reunited with his son Joseph whom 
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he thought he had lost. Through God’s providence Joseph, in his role as a 

prominent steward in Egypt, has been able to save his family from famine, 

forgiving his brothers for their treachery. God then comes to Jacob “in visions of 

the night,” and says, “Jacob, Jacob.” Jacob responds, “Here I am.” God then tells 

Jacob that his offspring will become a great nation in Egypt.  

Then we have Moses’ encounter with the burning bush. God calls to Moses 

out of the bush, saying, “Moses, Moses.” Moses says, “Here I am.” God then 

commissions Moses to bring the suffering Israelites out of Egypt. (Exodus 3:1-17) 

Finally we have the young boy Samuel who serves the priest Eli in the temple. To 

heighten the wonder of the story in 1 Samuel, the passage states, “The word of the 

Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.” The Lord calls, 

“Samuel, Samuel.” And Samuel makes the now classic response, “Here I am.” 

Samuel grows up to become the prophet who anoints David as king of Israel. 

Listen for God calling your name twice. It may be God asking you to let go 

of the “many things” so that you may learn what that one essential thing for your 

life is to be. God will not expect you to undertake it alone. God is present always. 

When you need help or a change of direction, God offers that as well. “Martha, 

Martha.” “Mary, Mary.” “Lazarus, Lazarus.” “Here I am.” 

 


