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When you preach about Mary and Martha 

around here, you gotta’ be awfully careful – lest you find 

yourself goin’ from “preachin’ into meddlin’” before the 

end of your first sentence. We have lots of both 

“Marthas” and “Marys” hangin’ around. And, we need 

‘em both. 

To get anything done, you need a Martha.  No… 

you need 50 Marthas: with sleeves rolled up and tennis 

shoes tied – the ‘energizer bunnies’ who set the pace. 

They’re the “doers” – the machines, the “work horses”  

of a church: who keep things straight and moving ahead.   

Well, at least they keep me straight… 

But, you also need the “Marys” to keep the rest 

of us Marthas in line: to slow us down a little – maybe 

even take us down a notch or two from time to time – by 

reminding us why we’re doing all this stuff in the first 

place – lest we Marthas get the idea – and we can so very 

easily – that it’s only our hard work that really counts, 

and that by doing it, we’re somehow convincing God – 

and, anyone else who might happen to be watching – of 

our indispensable value to the Kingdom.  

Well, we are valuable to the Kingdom: Marthas 

and Marys both, but not because of what we do, but 

because of why we do it. We need the Marys to grab us 

by the collar, look us in the eye, point that finger at our 

hearts and say: “Remember: it’s not ‘all about you’…it’s 

all about God. We’re not the catalyst for God’s Grace.” 

What we do is just a grateful response. 

We need them to whisper in our ears to “slow 

down and smell the roses” – to encourage the rest of us 

Marthas to stop long enough to listen for the still, small 

voice of the Spirit floating around in and out of our “busy-

ness,” because even in church, we can lose our sense of 

perspective.  

It’s like the 2 brothers Mark & Mike: they came 

out of the same bag of M & Ms, but one was ‘red dye #3’; 

the other, ‘red dye #12:” Mark: a high-strung 

businessman - running 10 companies at once, and Mike- 

on the other hand - comfortable in seasonal jobs at dude 

ranches, and parks and resorts.  

But, they genuinely cared about each other’s 

well-being: Mark: by always sending Mike pictures of 

those things he though Mike might need – like of his ‘new 

home theater system…’ and "my new Benz…" One was of 

“my new wife…” 

But one day, Mark gets a simple poster in the 

mail showing this panoramic view of Wyoming's Grand 

Teton National Park. underneath was a message from 

brother Mike: "My back yard." 

True happiness is not achieved – not earned – it’s 

received: most often when you don’t even really expect 

it. Why? Because we’re so “Martha-ish” we’re too busy 

to notice. And it’s worse now than ever before because 

at no other time in history have we had so many varieties  

of instant and totally-absorbing distractions: from surfing 

the web, to looking for Poke Mon. Jesus said Martha was 

“worried and distracted:” well, take a number, baby — 

we’re all standing in the same line! 

Did you know the Germans work an average of 

about 14-hundred hours a year, the French: a little over 

15-hundred; the Japanese: 17-hundred – and they’ve all 

cut their annual hours by upwards of 20% over the last 

40 years. But us? Hah!  We Americans work 18-hundred 

annually, and we haven’t reduced it one bit…  

Well, that’s not exactly right:  greedy corporate 

executives have discovered how much cheaper it is to 

pay a couple of entry-level part-timers to do the job of 

one veteran full-timer – with no paid vacation, no 

overtime, no healthcare, and no sick leave. How 

compassionate of them. 

When did "busy-ness" become such an all-

consuming virtue? Well, it didn’t happen just yesterday: 

as far back as 1840 Alexis de Tocqueville – the French 

political thinker and historian - observed the "feverish 

ardor" with which Americans pursue their own welfare," 

and "the strange unrest of so many unhappy men - 

restless in the midst of abundance."  

What makes Martha - who seems so much like 

the rest of us struggling with the demands of life: praying 

on the run, if at all – what makes her an example is not 

her “busy-ness” per se, but that her busy-ness is driven 
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by duty rather than by delight. And, what makes Mary an 

example is not her apparent oblivion to Martha’s hard 

work, but the passion and boldness behind which she 

chooses the “right” way, 

It’s not so much about criticizing Martha, or 

applauding Mary – Mary got it right this time, but 

another time, it’ll be Martha - it’s about striking a 

balance: about having the right purpose in what we do, 

and about our ultimate focus and attention being on the 

‘right thing.’ And, that “right thing” is always our 

relationship with Jesus. 

Paul Tillich once said, there are so many 

“concerns in our lives – and human life in general - which 

demand attention, devotion, and our passion. They are 

important – often very important, for us and the whole 

of humankind. but they are not ultimately important..." 

And, pointing us to what is “ultimately important” is the 

ultimate message of Christianity.  

We need a balance – just like Martha and Mary 

did. And Jesus offers it to them – and to us. “For 

everything there is a season,” according to the wisdom 

of the writer of Ecclesiastes: “a time for every matter 

under heaven: a time to be born, and a time to die; a 

time to plant, a time to weep, a time to laugh; and a time 

to dance…God has made everything suitable for its 

time,” he says. “There is nothing God wants more than 

for us to be happy and enjoy ourselves as long as we 

live.” That’s the kind of happiness that comes from a life 

lived in balance and in passionate faith. 

A former Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury was 

rushing to catch a train in London one day – and 

accidentally got on the wrong one: a train full of patients  

from a mental hospital.  

An orderly came in and began to count the 

inmates, "1-2-3-4…" then he suddenly saw this 

distinguished looking gentleman wearing a business suit 

and a clerical collar.  

"Who are you?," he asked.  

"I am the Archbishop of Canterbury!," came the 

reply. And the orderly continued: "5-6-7-8…" 

It’s important to know who we are – and who we 

aren’t – like Mary and Martha: what makes us tick and 

what makes other people tick. If we understand where 

we’re coming from and where others are coming from, 

we relate better with more compassion, more empathy 

and more kindness – all of which help strike the critical 

balance between the equally important tasks of “doing” 

and the peace that comes with just “being” in God’s 

presence and aware of God’s gifts whirling all around us. 

Jesus says Martha and Mary needed that 

‘balance’ – and so do we - and we need to know when to 

choose either as most appropriate or needful.  

William Barclay once said, "There are two great 

days in a person's life: the day we are born and the day  

we discover why." Charles Wesley expanded on that 

advising that we “serve with Martha's hands, and love 

with Mary's heart,” remembering always that it’s God’s 

work…our hands. Amen. 
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