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Luke 10:38-42


It is a well-known fact of churchgoers that if you provide food, people will come.  The same was true for Jesus himself; throughout the gospel of Luke, Jesus is on his way to supper.  Some theologians have joked that Jesus is always eating throughout this gospel.  He’s meeting someone for a meal, or sitting at a table with someone for a meal, or talking to others about who they’ll take their meals with, or getting chastised for joining someone for a meal.  Food is important.  Sharing food is important.  The act of opening your home to a stranger and sharing all you have is deeply important.

One thing that sets the book of Luke apart from the other gospels is its great emphasis on hospitality.  Jesus both enacts and enforces the deep importance on caring for others through service, healing, and especially food.  Think back to the gospels we’ve heard this month: two weeks ago we heard the story of Jesus sending out others to preach in his name, instructing them to depend on the hospitality offered them in each town.  Last week we heard the iconic story of the Good Samaritan, reminding us that we are not only charged to care for others, but that we are likely to be the one dependent on another’s care.  The other is so greatly valued that serving and caring goes beyond the boundaries of race, religion, or reason.

Today’s gospel, however, seems a little out of place.  It’s a story you may be familiar with – perhaps you have even been labeled as a “Martha” or “Mary” because of the scene played out here.  Two sisters, Martha and Mary, meet with Jesus himself.  They receive him at Martha’s home, so it is Martha’s primary responsibility to provide him with everything he needs.  Meanwhile, her tagalong sister Mary comes over, too.  Instead of helping her sister provide the great gift of hospitality – which we have learned is of the utmost importance – Mary just sits and listens to Jesus talking.  Martha probably also listened to Jesus’ words; she just listened while she worked.  Admittedly she couldn’t give him her full attention, since she was distracted by her many tasks, but she was charged with providing the all-important hospitality and was no slouch like her sister.


Frustrated that she can’t pay full attention to the teacher, angry that her sister hogs Jesus all for herself, exhausted by all the work in front of her, Martha only asks that Jesus enforce the hospitality requirement on Mary.  While it would seem reasonable for him to do so, he does not.  After receiving, demanding, and encouraging hospitality for everyone else before and after this story, he chastises Martha for her work.  Jesus informs Martha that Mary has chosen the better part – which wasn’t hospitality – which will not be taken away from her.

Could anything be more infuriating?  We finally understand Jesus: we are to radically give of ourselves and care for others.  Through hospitality, we serve our sisters and brothers as well as Christ himself.  And now Jesus says that the better part is to just sit passively, ignoring the work to be done, listening to Jesus’ words without even acting upon those teachings?  It’s either be hospitable at all costs or don’t.  You can’t have it both ways.  We were led to believe that Martha had it right – and now you’re telling us that Mary’s the winner?  For heaven’s sake, we just want the right answer!  Tell me what to do and stick to it!

We want answers.  We like clean-cut, black-or-white, right-or-wrong, in-or-out.  But as in the rest of life, faith does not always have a right answer.  I remember years ago, having a conversation with my Mom.  I was just beginning my seminary career, and we were discussing all sorts of deep theological questions – the kinds of questions that keep you up at night.  I can’t remember how long we’d been talking, and I can’t even remember what question we were discussing, but I eventually could give the only right answer I knew: “I don’t know”.  It wasn’t a satisfactory response.  My mom replied, “That answer’s not going to fly when you’re a pastor.  People want answers.”

She is absolutely right.  We want answers.  We want to know what’s right.  We want to be able to walk the line perfectly.  We want to have a specific, enact-able response, a concise verb to answer the question “what would Jesus do?”  We want to be perfect, and act perfectly, and follow Jesus in total perfection.  So what are we supposed to do?  Who are we supposed to be?  Should we be a Mary or a Martha?  And if you ask me to answer that question in the wider context of Luke’s gospel, the only answer I have for you is: I don’t know.


It’s very telling that Christians of a million denominations and sects populate the globe, each living and worshiping and acting the way they believe Jesus demands, unlike the millions of other Christians that get it all wrong.  Many authentic expressions of Christianity exist side-by-side, because there is no right answer.  This world needs people of Mary’s unfettered devotion to constant study of Christ.  Our faith is indebted to the Marthas who serve and strive to provide for and make welcome.  Jesus welcomes us all into the family.  

When Jesus tells Martha that Mary has chosen the better part, I can’t help but notice that it comes right after she accuses her sister of being lazy and demands that Jesus declare Martha the more worthy sister.  When we try to make Jesus pick sides, we lose.  But when we realize that there are many ways to show our love and devotion to God and neighbor, we win.  Everyone wins.  
We are freed by our faith to get things completely wrong.  God’s graciousness opens us up to a life where we fall all over ourselves, clumsy and confused, completely unable to walk the walk or talk the talk because we have two left feet and are totally tongue-tied. There is no right answer.  There is no single, totally correct way to follow Christ.  There is only trust in God’s grace and love for the neighbor’s way.   We are Marys and Marthas together, not always appreciating each other, not always understanding God, but saved and redeemed and loved just the same.  Thanks be to God.
