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Focus: The intent of hospitality is to honor one’s guest. Martha was stressed and 
distracted enough that she missed that intent. Are we stressed and overwhelmed in 
such a way that we miss the intent of hospitality, too? 
 

Gospel Reading: Luke 10:38-42 

38Now as they [Jesus and the disciples] went on their way, he [Jesus] entered a certain 
village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. 39She had a sister 
named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. 40But 
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.” 41But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by 
many things; 42there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which 
will not be taken away from her.”  

 

A Short, but Complex Story 
Have you ever read a short story in the Bible and thought, “Oh, good!  This is a 

simple story. It ought to be easy to understand!” 

Not so fast, my friend! 

This short passage about Jesus’ visit to Martha and Mary at the home they share 
in Bethany is deceptively multi-layered. There’s a lot more going on in this passage than 
we might think at first glance. It has nuances that aren’t apparent at first but are 
revealed when you begin to carefully ponder it and ask questions. 

This passage has confounded and stirred up readers for ages. 

We identify with these characters—we can see their views of things.  

• We identify with Mary: Many who read or hear this story may cheer for Mary. 
Mary does the unexpected or defies the social norm as she sits at Jesus’ feet, 
assuming the position of a student or disciple, carefully listening at the feet of the 
teacher. She has defied the cultural norms—particularly about gender.  

• We identify with Martha: And we can likely see things from Martha’s view as 
well. 

I’m sure you have been assigned to a group project at school or work. In those 
kind of groups, there always seems to be at least one person who was sick 
(supposedly) or didn’t show up or didn’t reply to emails and messages. Your group got 
assigned a task or project and divided up who would do what, but when this person 



2 

 

didn’t do their share and the part didn’t get done and other parts depended on it, what 
do you do? Your success or your grade depended on it, so you put in the extra work. 

You likely resented it because some of you worked harder than others and yet 
you all likely got the same grade. If you’ve ever been in that situation and felt that way, 
you can recognize Martha’s. . . what—what would you call it?  

• Irritation?  

• Resentment?  

• Anger? 

She’s irritated because, as she sees it, she’s doing all the work and Mary is just 
sitting there.  

Last week, I briefly referred to the parable of the man with 2 sons or the parable 
of the Prodigal Son. If you recognized the older brother as the responsible older sibling, 
you might see the same tendency in Martha. She’s the responsible one. She’s the one 
doing what is expected of her.  

Part of the way that this text has confounded people over the years—and, maybe 
not just confounded, but worked people up or caused us to be irritated, too, is that the 
situation almost feels like a set up. We perceive there to be an intentional contrast 
between the contemplative and active life or, if you’re prone to identify with Martha, the 
contemplative life and the responsible one. It seems to be set up as favoring one or the 
other.  

The contrast, unfortunately, seems to pit two sisters—and two women—against 
each other, suggesting one sister or one way is better that the other. And, if this is how 
the text is read, we would see Jesus as participating in this characterization of the two, 
because Jesus commends Mary, who has not worried about any of the chores that 
come with hospitality, as having chosen “the better part” (10:42). 

If there is tension between the sisters, Jesus doesn’t seem to be helping things. 

• We hear Jesus’ words as scolding of Martha and commending of Mary and we 
are prone to jump to an “Either-Or” conclusion: We’re prone to think “Martha and 
hospitality or service bad,” contrasting that with “Mary and listening or study 
good.” 

• We are prone to pit one expression of belief or of discipleship as against another.   

• But that would be a distortion of what’s really going on in the passage. 

Hospitality is Central in First Century Culture 

We have said this passage is brief, but deceptively multi-layered. One of the 
factors we need to be sure not to overlook is the central place that hospitality played in 
first century culture.  

Right here in this 10th chapter of Luke, Jesus himself has emphasized the 
importance of hospitality and acts of loving service:  
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 In his comments about Mary, Jesus wasn’t badmouthing hospitality; he 
wasn’t faulting Martha. He just told the parable of the Good Samaritan commending 
hospitality and care for one’s neighbor. Jesus told this story/parable to respond to the 
expert in the law who tried to trick Jesus. At the close of the story Jesus asked him,  

• 6Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the 
hands of the robbers?” 

• When the man responded, Jesus directly instructed him “Go and do likewise.” 
(10:37). 

• “Go and do acts of loving service like this. Go and show hospitality” is what Jesus 
was saying.  

That parable ends at verse 37. Today’s story begins at verse 38. They are back-
to-back. Jesus couldn’t have just told an extended story about compassionate care for 
another person and then said, “Go and do likewise” and then in his visit to Martha and 
Mary denigrate hospitality and acts of service. That wouldn’t make sense--that’s not 
what’s happening in this passage.  

This point about the centrality of hospitality is made even stronger if we back up 
one more step or one more passage, to what we read two weeks ago from chapter 10: 
Jesus sent out the 70 disciples, instructing them not to carry heavy loads, but to depend 
on others’ hospitality (Luke 10:1-11, 16-20). 

• “Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals;” (Luke 10:4) 

• He told them to eat and drink what was set before them (Luke 10:7-8) 

Jesus was telling them to rely on others’ hospitality; he couldn’t have said that 
and then denigrated acts of service such as Martha’s in the story immediately 
following that one in very same chapter. That isn’t consistent or doesn’t make sense.  

The Problem wasn’t Hospitality—It’s not about an “either-or” view of 
discipleship 

 With this emphasis on hospitality in the passages immediately before this one, as 
well as imbedded throughout Luke, this story cannot be an “either-or” about which is 
better—hospitality or study—or about who is better—Martha or Mary.  

 What’s it about?  

• First, it’s about what not viewing discipleship in a limited, either-or way, but that 
both hospitality and service and listening and learning are a part of following 
Jesus.  

• And, when we’re prone to see things in a limited way, such as determining one 
mode of discipleship to be better than another or to view a woman as only having 
one form of discipleship open to her, this story is about Mary; it is about Mary 
viewing herself as a disciple, able to sit at the feet of Jesus and listen and learn. 
This story is a reflection of God’s grace to welcome all to discipleship or the 
unexpected person to discipleship. 
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This story is also about Martha and about stress and distraction 

 Martha’s intent is to offer hospitality to Jesus and the others.  

• What would you say is the aim or purpose of hospitality? 

o Wouldn’t that be something like honoring one’s guests or helping them 
feel comfortable and “at home?” You belong here, we invited you here, 
you’re a part of this family or this community.  

o Or, gracious attention to one’s guests?  

It’s ironic that in Martha’s intent to honor Jesus and her other guests, she actually 
does the opposite: Stress and distraction prevent her from the hospitality that she 
intends. In her stress and irritation, she tries to draw Jesus into taking sides or settling a 
dispute. Instead of making her guests comfortable,  

• What she says would likely embarrass Mary and maybe the guests as well.  

• She asks Jesus to take sides in a family dispute; and 

• She even accuses Jesus of not caring for her:   

o “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by 
myself? Tell her then to help me.” 

When Jesus responds to Martha, we may have heard that as a rebuke or a 
scolding, but I hear it more as reassurance and encouragement:  

“C’mon, Martha, you’re all stressed out. It’s okay. Come and hang out with 
us for a while. Come sit and be with the rest of us.” 

• “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; 42there is need 
of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away 
from her.” 

The problem with Martha is not her serving, but rather that she is worried 
(stressed out, we might say) and distracted. The word translated “distracted has the 
connotation of being pulled or dragged in different directions.1 

The barrier is not the hospitality extended or not extended—it’s being distracted 
or pulled in different directions. When she is stressed out and distracted, that keeps her  
from the true intent of hospitality itself.  

I was reading an online forum about this text with commentary from a seminary 
professor and then comments from preachers and others studying the text. Sometimes 
we wonder about what might have happened next in a story when the text is silent. One 
preacher pondering this passage talked about the urgency or “first things first” 
prioritization in this passage when Jesus has, as we have mentioned in previous weeks 
“set his face to Jerusalem,” which is a statement about Jesus’ determination and the 

 
1Periespao, (per-ee-spah'-o) From peri and spao; to drag all around, i.e. (figuratively) to distract (with 

care) Peri- is “around,” as in English perimeter, which is to measure around the whole figure. Spao is the 
verb to draw, as in to draw a sword.  
 

https://biblehub.com/greek/4012.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/4685.htm
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urgency of the Kingdom of God (Luke 9:51). This preacher said that Martha could have 
noticed that this was a pivotal moment.  

• At the same time, this preacher said, “I wish Jesus had gotten up and done the 
dishes himself.” 

• Another agreed, suggesting that Jesus could have said something like,  

o “Peter, Andrew, you’ve heard this before, go and finish what Martha 
started so she can listen now.”2 

I can imagine that happening, as it’s not too different from Jesus in the gospel of 
John getting up from the table to put a towel around his waist and begin to wash their 
feet. (John 13:1-17)  

For our own reflection:  

• This is not an either-or mode of discipleship with squabbling about which is 
better. Serving and learning are both a part of following Jesus. 

• Martha has the best of intentions in wanting to extend hospitality. Her stress and 
distractions or being pulled in many directions cause her to get off track. 

o Are there times for us when our following Jesus would be better served 
when we simply sit and listen rather than scurry around? 

• Can we hear Jesus’ words to Martha not as rebuke, but as invitation, to her and 
to us, that we might welcome the grace of God that reassures us that we are 
loved and valued as children of God so that we might be renewed in faith and 
strengthened for service.  

Here’s the good news: The one thing needed is for Martha to receive the gracious 
presence of Jesus, to listen to his words, to know that she is valued not for what she 
does or how well she does it, but for who she is as a child of God. 

May we not be distracted but hear that for ourselves as well.  

 

 
2 These comments were made in response to commentary posted July 18, 2019, by David Lose at In the 
Meantime. https://www.davidlose.net/2019/07/pentecost-6-c-listening-to-jesus-today/ 


