
July 17, 2022  Gail L. Miller 
Sixth Sunday after Pentecost  Luke 10:38-42 

 

Scripture: 
While visiting two sisters, Mary and Martha, Jesus praises the one who listens to what he says 
but admonishes the worry and distraction of the other. Both of the women in this scene 
participate in activities that make up a life of Christian discipleship. But what Jesus desires is 
that their expressions of discipleship focus on him. 
 

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

 
Sermon:     Jesus: The Host with the Most 
  
Pablo Casals, was a world-renowned cellist who lived into his late 90’s (died 1973). He was 
known, among other things, for his faithful practice regimen. When he was in his mid-80’s he 
was asked why he continues to practice four and five hours a day. Casals answered: “Because I 
think I am making progress.” 
 
I feel the same about our faith - no one, will ever know too much, let alone even enough, when it 
comes to learning about Jesus. And Mary and Martha are a perfect example of a tension that I 
think we experience still today. 
 
But first let’s consider it in its bigger context. The question that Jesus is addressing here is found 
earlier in this chapter…. A lawyer has posed a question to Jesus about eternal life. What does it 
take to acquire it? When Jesus challenges him to recall the law, the lawyer answers (correctly): 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your 
strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself. (Luke 10:27) 

 
And then what immediately comes next is the Parable of the Good Samaritan – an illustration of 
how to love one’s neighbor. And after THAT, we get Martha and Mary who are the example of 
how one loves God. 
 
All of this is what it means to follow Christ! The Samaritan loves his neighbor, and Mary loves 
Jesus. Go and do! As well as sit and listen. Because to be a disciple means both of these. 
 
Of course, when Martha complained to Jesus that Mary was NOT being helpful by focusing her 
attention on Jesus’ teaching, rather than helping serve the guests, Jesus could have said, “You’re 
absolutely right Martha. What was I thinking? Why don’t we all come into the kitchen and help 
with the dishes and talk while we work?” This might have satisfied both Mary and Martha. But 
Jesus is making a much bigger point here. 
 
And while my guess is that we all wish we could simply sit and listen more, the reality is that 
responsibilities and duties seem to press in on us. The dishes still need to get done. 
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Somewhere along the way, we, or society, has elevated the busy life as a better life, or even as a 
badge of honor. And so, this is not an easy message for modern women or men to hear - the 
urgent demands of life seem to collide head on with the urgent demands of the gospel. 
 
I recently ran across an article in which a pastor tells of meeting a young couple who were 
visiting his church. He spent some time talking with them, asking the question, “What brought 
you to our church?”  

They went on to share a bit about who they were, where they lived, their backgrounds, the 
good schools they went to, their successful jobs, all the activities the kids were in. They told 
him their lives were full and happy. Their reason for coming to church was that they were 
sensing that something was missing and they were seeking a connection to a spiritual 
community that would be the “icing on the cake” for their already wonderful lives. 
(Rick Barger, Icing on the Cake, from the Alban Institute weekly, July 17, 2006) 

 
In fact, the title of the article is Icing on the Cake, and the pastor wrote it to reflect more deeply 
on this understanding of church. He wonders about their expectations of church which are 
shaped by a consumer culture which measures success very differently than God does.  
 
The Christian faith is certainly not the icing on the cake – in fact, it’s not even the cake itself. 
The Christian faith is our main course! 
 
Mary and Martha’s dinner party is not about tending to the needs of the guests, not about making 
sure that everyone does what they’re supposed to in order to make it go smoothly. This dinner 
party is about the guest of honor – Jesus; and this guest is desiring our full attention. 
 
Eugene Peterson’s translation of the Bible called the Message, says it like this: 

Martha, dear Martha, you’re fussing far too much and getting yourself worked up over 
nothing. One thing only is essential, and Mary has chosen it - it’s the main course and won’t 
be taken from her. 

 
This image of the “main course” is more helpful than the more common readings which say, 
“Mary has chosen the better part.” I know of a woman who really doesn’t like this story, because 
she says she always comes away with the sense that it’s never possible to get things right. If, like 
Martha, she works hard, she’s labeled “over functioning.” If like Mary, she sits and listens too 
long, nothing gets done. 
 
But I don’t think setting us up to have to choose one to the exclusion of the other is very helpful. 
Thinking of God’s word as the “main course” in the feast of life, doesn’t say that 
listening/learning is better than doing. Rather it places these activities in balance and in their 
proper perspective. 
 
You know, in the corporate world we’ve been reminded for decades to “keep the main thing the 
main thing.” And similarly, Christians also are urged to remember that the main course is just 
that, the main course. The love of God and the love of neighbor must be front and center - no 
discussion, no excuses, no distractions, no worries. 
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Martha, dear Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things.  
 
We know this - we understand Martha’s predicament! Today’s Martha could be working at her 
computer, checking her tablet or talking on her phone while driving or eating lunch. She could be 
on a treadmill while making appointments for the next day. She could be grading papers, on her 
phone, checking in with family about coming home late. She could be trying to have a business 
meeting in the middle of a crowded airplane while juggling a watery cup of Coke. She could 
have a baby on one hip and a textbook for night class on the other. She could be receiving 
chemotherapy on her lunch hour and trying like crazy to save her job. She could be 
overscheduled, overbooked and overwhelmed.  
 
And the pace could be just too much. The urgent demands of life collide with the urgent 
demands of the gospel—and anyone’s trigger can be tripped. Martha, dear Martha. We know you 
well. 
 
Distractions and worries abound. And Jesus calls us to stop. Stop what we are doing and listen. 
There is need of only one thing. What good news! It doesn’t matter what your burdens are, what 
your worries are. Whether you are working in the kitchen or sitting on the floor, this good news! 
There is need of only one thing. 
 
For those of us caught in a never-ending swirl of priority setting with too much to do and too 
little time, drowning in commitment fatigue, swamped with busyness overload, Jesus offers the 
way. The Gospel trumps busy. The Gospel trumps worry. The Gospel trumps distractions.  
 
Always. Martha, dear Martha, there is relief. 
 
Because I don’t think that at THIS dinner party, that Jesus is just the guest of honor. No, Jesus is 
actually the host. Not Martha or Mary or any one of us. And Jesus spreads the word like a 
banquet to nourish and strengthen us. And the word has within it commands both to sit and 
listen, and to go and do. 
 
And then, without having to think too hard about it, we realize that not only is Jesus the host, but 
that he is himself the feast. The main course is Jesus. 
 
And this is where the difference between Martha and Mary is most noticeable, and where a little 
cultural history can help us. The real problem between Martha and Mary wasn’t the workload 
that Martha had in the kitchen. It was that Mary was behaving as if she were a man. 
 
In that culture, as in many parts of the world still today, houses were divided into male ‘space’ 
and female ‘space,’ and male and female roles were strictly divided as well. Mary had crossed an 
invisible but very important boundary both within the house and within the social world. 
 
The public room was where men would meet; the kitchen, and other quarters unseen by 
outsiders, belonged to the women. It was only outside where the little children would play, that 
men and women would interact publicly. 
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For a woman to settle down comfortably among the men in the living room was almost 
scandalous. She should have been back in the women’s quarters where she belonged. 
 
And then there’s the fact that Mary was sitting at the feet of a teacher. Don’t think starry-eyed 
idol worship, think professor – student. To sit at someone’s feet is quite simply to be their 
student. In fact a literal translation of this phrase is “she was sitting beside at the feet of Jesus.” 
 
Mary is crossing a boundary; AND Jesus is affirming her. This must have been so shocking to 
everyone there. Because now Mary is becoming educated. 
 
Jesus is clear about the importance of the main course - it is not an appetizer or a side dish. The 
good news is that Jesus, the host, grants permission for all distracted, frantic people to sit down 
and eat their fill of word and promise, no matter who they are. 
 
Anne Lamott says,  

I do not understand the mystery of grace –  
only that it meets us where we are and does not leave us where it found us. 

 
We must be on the move, growing, learning, questioning, wondering, discussing… 
 
There may be some aspects of our lives that are fine to stop growing at age 15 or 18. But as life 
gets more complicated, and the challenges we face mature; we need a comparable faith – mature 
and complex. 
 
We know we don’t have everything figured out, and that there is plenty that goes on in the world 
and in our lives that simply cannot be explained.  
We know that there is more to life than can be defined in scientific terms, or discovered through 
a Google search.  
And so we need to engage the big questions and issues with Jesus. 
 
So let’s join Mary,  

let’s sit and listen 
let’s feast on the main course – Jesus. 

 
Because then and only then, will we really be prepared to go and do. 
Amen. 
 


