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Many of us have invited guests into our homes. We’ve had family or friends over to our 
place, and before we can entertain them or sit around to share a meal and enjoy some conversion, 
there are some things we have to do. Growing up it was necessary to make sure that the house is 
clean – vacuumed and mopped, furniture had been dusted, the food has been or is being 
prepared, the hand towels are clean – and if it’s around Christmastime then certain ones are used, 
but there’s usually some aroma in the air either from a Glade product or potpourri. A lot of time 
and effort goes into the planning so that everything runs smoothly when the guests arrive.  

I’m not sure if Martha had the luxury of time to prepare for the coming of Jesus and His 
disciples. The Bible says “As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village 
where a woman named Martha opened her home to him. It doesn’t mention if Jesus had already 
been invited, or if Martha had told Jesus, “feel free to drop by whenever you’re in my area”, but 
whatever the case may be, whether Martha had been expecting Jesus or if it was a surprise visit, 
it is clear there was still work to be done and things to prepare.  

As a dutiful woman living by ancient Israel’s customs, Martha was rightfully getting her 
home prepared for Jesus and His disciples – she was practicing good hospitality. Martha’s sister 
Mary, however, does not follow her sister’s lead….maybe some of you with sisters can relate. 
Martha assumed, for good reason, that Mary would fulfil the expectations associated with her 
gender at that time and attend to the preparations, but what does Mary do? Mary sits…at Jesus’ 
feet. There’s all this work that needs to be done, and Martha’s own sister is not showing the 
slightest interest in helping with any of it; instead Mary is sitting and listening to the guest. 
Consequently, a frustrated Martha goes to Jesus and asks Him “don’t you care that my sister has 
left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her to help me.  

 

I think most of us tend to lift up Mary and put down Martha, as if Martha wasn’t doing 
something good. But for some of us, we are Marthas rather than Marys. If we were given the 
choice between quiet contemplation or active work and service, some of us would prefer the 
former and some of the latter. That’s not a bad thing, it’s just our tendencies.  

In like manner Martha was doing what she had to do, and what was expected of her. 
What was not expected, however, was that Mary would take the position of a disciple, one seated 
at the feet of Jesus listening to him teach. If hospitality was most often considered women’s 
work, discipleship – and particularly discipleship as learning from the teacher – was most often 
considered men’s work. 

 

And I think there’s more than meets the eye with this story. I don’t think Mary was trying 
to shirk away her duties by using the guest as an excuse to sit down. I think Mary had some kind 
of realization that Jesus wasn’t just another prophet or teacher. Maybe she knew that Jesus was 
the Messiah, maybe she didn’t, but I think she realized that there was something special about 
Him; and because she realized this she stopped what she was doing and chose the better part of 
listening to Jesus. How many of us would carry on with the prep work if we were in the presence 
of a great person?  If we knew a really amazing person was coming into our homes and there was 
still work to be done, we’d probably really want to listen to what this person had to say.  
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There are two things I want to say about this. First, if Mary never took the time to sit at 
Jesus’ feet she would have missed out on hearing the greatest person ever in the history of the 
world. If she just kept on doing what she was doing she would have missed Him speak. Think 
about that for a second.  

The other point is that Mary saw the possibility of doing something different, or actually of being 
someone different – a disciple of Jesus – in a way few would have expected, or even allowed, a 
woman to consider. Perhaps Mary’s assumption that she is worthy to sit as Jesus’ feet is why He 
commends her.  

 

So I want to look a bit closer to these two ideas. Like I mentioned, maybe Mary realizes 
that she is in the presence of God – and this is what tells her she needs to stop what she’s doing 
and focus on the better part. I want us to sit with this – maybe rest with it on our hearts and 
minds, maybe wrestle with it, but I want to zoom out of this story and look at the big picture. 
There is a passage in Matthew 25 that says: ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the 
kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me 
food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 
I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and 
you visited me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry 
and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw 
you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw 
you sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as 
you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.’ 

- Whatever you have done unto the least of these, you have done unto me 

Maybe Mary recognized that she was in God’s presence and Martha did not. But I wonder how 
many times WE have been in the presence of God and knew it or did not know it. Or how many 
times we were in God’s midst and responded faithfully or unfaithfully. There’s also a verse in 
Hebrews 2 that says, “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some 
have entertained angels without knowing it.” Isn’t that interesting? Hospitality and awareness. I 
think the two go hand in hand, and I think we need both Martha and Mary rather than one or the 
other. We need be aware like Mary, sitting at Jesus’ feet and learning, and we need to be like 
Martha, practicing good hospitality and feeding and caring for those in our midst. Jesus said that 
Mary chose the better part, and I agree, I think we need to have awareness before we can be good 
hosts.  

But this awareness, and Mary’s confidence that she can be a disciple, is something we need to all 
remember.  

 

Every single one of us is important, each one of us matters. One of the unique aspects of 
our Judeo-Christian worldview is that we were made in the image of God. I don't disagree with 
science and evolution but I don’t think they can capture the profundity of this statement. We 
didn’t just “come about” through a series of processes and chance, but when God intentionally 
and purposefully created humankind, He created us in His own image. It’s really important for 
that to ground us and have us consider when we think about how we treat each other. Rather than 



3	
	

reducing someone to one characteristic or feature, I think we should see each other and those 
around us as being created in God’s image.  

The massacres in Orlando and France, the fear-mongering that has plagued the American 
election, the shootings of black men and the Black Lives Matter movement … all of these are a 
result, at least in part, from a failure to see others as God does, as being worthy and valued, and 
this prevents us from seeing the new possibilities that God is still unfolding before us. This is 
when we need to be more like Mary, thinking of ourselves and everyone around us as deserving 
to be treated fairly and equally before Jesus.  

So, going forward, let’s try to be like Martha practicing good hospitality, but let’s maybe 
try to be a bit more like Mary, seeing things differently and being aware, taking the time to 
appreciate those with whom we come in contact. When we’re aware we can listen to Jesus and 
go act…just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to 
me. And we need to remember that we are made in God’s image, like everyone else, and we 
need to identify them as such rather than only by some other characteristic. By doing so we can 
try to live as God wants us to, seeing them as He does, so that we can love them as He does.  


