
“Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner” 
The Sixth Sunday After Pentecost (Proper 11C) 

Luke 10:38-42 

For as long as she could remember, Martha had not thrown a dinner party without her 
sister Mary by her side. They had a system, the two of them. Martha would set the table 
and knead the dough. Mary would ready the wine and tend to the stew.  

But not today.  
Today will be different.  
Today, Martha will have the chance—like Mary and all the other followers of Jesus—to 
discover who she is and the possibilities for a life of blessedness.  

At this moment, however, Martha doesn’t know that.  
Even if she did, there’s no guarantee that she’d care. She’s quite overwhelmed you see—
besides the normal preparations that come with a dinner party there is the added anxiety 
of having Jesus as the guest of honor. He could dine with A-listers and those inside the 
social and economic mainstream—you know, people like you and me. Instead he’s 
choosing to dine with two women who are not of his family—a choice no man would 
willingly make knowing it would turn heads and evoke side eyes—but here he is. Now, 
what Martha needs more than anything is to have her sister by her side, calming her fears 
and perfecting her efforts.  

Mary, though, finds herself at the edge of the chaise lounge where Jesus sits, legs bent, 
arms wrapped around her knees, eyes wide open. She just can’t get enough of him— 
his words,  
his presence,  
his welcome.  
She’s so accustomed to being excluded or boxed in by the expectations placed upon 
women in her society. Yet, as Jesus stares into her eyes she finds that she no longer carries 
the weight of having to be the hostess with the mostest, for she is in the presence of 
unconditional love. She is discovering that she is more than she ever thought possible. 
Although her ears ring with the distant clang of copper pots and wooden spoons over the 
fire, she doesn’t register her dear sister’s frustrated cries. 

Standing just 15 feet away, Martha cannot believe that her sister would abandon her when 
she needs her the most. And to sit at the feet of the rabbi?  
Who does she think she is? There was nothing in their upbringing that condoned flaunting 
convention and respectability.  
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…Wait! Did Martha just hear laughter coming from the other room? 

The thought of it so incense her that she tosses her spoon into the boiling pot and marches 
into the parlor, tears pooling in the lids of her eyes.  
Her hands shake as she attempts to remain calm: “Excuse me. I’m trying really hard to be 
patient here, but how can I while you keep carrying on and such? Things would go a lot 
more quickly if my sister would help me. Jesus, would you please excuse her? Please?” 

Staring into the hazel gleam of Martha’s eyes, Jesus rises from his seat, walks over to 
Martha and wraps his arm around her trembling shoulders.  

“Martha, Martha. I see you. I do.  
I know you’re pulled into so many different directions right now— 

and I’m not talking about this meal either.”   

Jesus grabs her hand and leads her to sit down.  

“Between the expectations of society,  
your fear of screwing up,  

your anxiety about being alone,  
your deep sense of duty and responsibility, 

and your concern about covering all of your bases,  
your soul is withering.  

No wonder you’re frustrated.  

Martha? 
It doesn’t have to be this way.  

Your sister here has chosen to rest in the truth that I have spent my life making 
real: your life’s worth isn’t limited to what you do or who you know.  

You can stop trying to prove your goodness through your efforts. I will still love 
and cherish you when things fall apart.  

You and your sister are equally important and equally valuable to my Father and 
this world—perfect dinner or not.   
Join us at this table. You have a place.  

 No tragedy, nor success, can diminish that. 
Nothing can take away who you are.” 
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_________ 
Like Martha, we’re all pulled in many different directions—literally and figuratively.  We 
may not fret over the perfect dinner, but we can lose ourselves in the quotidian of going to 
work, making ends meet, raising kids, and trying to just get things done that [as David 
Lose says]  “it’s easy to buy into cultural assumptions about meaning, purpose, identity, 
and potential.”  The Jesus of Luke, however, is one who upends social and political 1

convention as the penultimate author of one’s essence and purpose to find life not in what 
we do but in who and Whose we are. Jesus isn’t simply offering Martha a chance to do 
things differently. He’s offering her a chance to be someone different.   2

Take out the names Mary and Martha and this encounter becomes your invitation to 
consider whether your familiarity and comfort with the status quo keeps you from seeing 
God, yourselves and others as we are all meant to be known beyond our productivity 
alone. 

As you know, today we baptize Charlotte Lynn Janscheck into the household of faith. As 
she grows older she will find herself inundated in a culture that reduces  
beauty to size and skin color,  
intellect to grades and career attainment,  
and success to income and influence.  
It will be our privilege and responsibility to remind her that she and everyone else is much 
more valuable than a number. This won’t because her baptism into Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection indemnifies her against suffering and death. It will be because it has made her 
a new person shaped by love, sacrifice, service, and compassion.] 

That is who she really is.  
That is who you really are.  
And if we are to call ourselves Christians we can do no less than to denounce anything 
and anyone who tries to diminish the worth of a person and a their belonging because of 
archaic and hateful assumptions about a person’s origin, skin color, sexuality, age, or 
citizenship. To deny the image of God in someone else is to deny it in yourself.  

——— 
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After Charlotte’s baptism we will join Jesus, Martha, Mary, and all the saints at a table not 
so different from the one at which Jesus dine with his friend before his death. Beyond 
setting the table, there is nothing we can bring but ourselves, which is exactly the point. 
For it is there that Christ joins us in a mystical union that transforms, sustains, and nurtures 
us into life. It is there that we become one with our Lord. 
______________ 
“Martha, Martha,” Jesus said.  

With these words, Martha received an invitation that had the potential to change 
everything for her.  
Will you let them do the same for you?  
And not just you, but each person—even the ones you avoid, including your enemies?  
This broken world certainly depends it.  

Listen, friends,  
Listen to him say your name and gently call you home: “This is who you really are.” 

Say yes to this invitation and you will have chosen not only a good thing, but the only 
thing that really matters—now and forever.  

The Rev. Dr.  Maria A. Kane 
St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, Waldorf, MD 

July 21, 2019
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