
The Better Part 

 For most of my life I was a Martha. I’m not embarrassed by that. I 

took my cue from my mother who was endlessly busy for most of her life. 

Whether it was working part time at Charkoudian’s Drugstore; caring for our 

family, volunteering as a Girl Scout leader or the many hours she spent at 

the church she loved, she was always on the go.  

 Note well, Martha’s, both female and male (maybe we should say, 

Martin’s) are integral to the life of any church. I believe things were not 

different in Jesus’ time, except Mary and Martha would have been part of a 

synagogue. 

 In the early 1990’s my life was pretty frantic. Long hours at my 

business, local and wider church activities left little time for family but I 

thrived on being busy—or so I had convinced myself. In many respects 

things were going pretty well; I had helped my business grow to the point 

we were on firm footing. For the first time in my life I wasn’t anxious about 

money. Our church had called pastors who were very much into helping 

church members grow their faith so I added Bible study to my busy 

schedule. I also began to tithe, something I hadn’t thought possible before. 

 I began thinking about how blessed I was with family. work that I 

loved and the feeling that I had something to offer, especially to women who 

had experienced trauma in their lives. An article about a halfway house in 

Worcester caught my eye. They were looking for business appropriate 

clothing for young women who had been released from incarceration and 

were hoping to find employment. They needed nice outfits for their job 

interviews. Clothing I had. A lot of clothing! 

 After gathering up several outfits to donate, I had what I thought was 

a brilliant idea. My business had a retail craft store where I occasionally 

taught classes. Why not offer to bring supplies to Faith House as a way for 

the women to have some fun and learn something new, like making a 

decorative wreath. After dropping off the clothing, I asked to speak to the 

manager so I could explain my fabulous idea to him. When I  

finished, he just looked at me then quietly said, “I know you well but these 

women are so far from being able to appreciate what you’re offering. Many 

are just hanging on by a thread. Addiction is what led to most of the 

women’s legal problems then ultimately to incarceration. What we really 

need is someone who will come and rock their babies while the women 

attend group sessions”. To say I wasn’t overwhelmed with excitement at the 
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prospect is an understatement. There had been many years of rocking 

children and I have to say it had been an enormous relief for me to have my 

children grown. Reluctantly I signed on to come in once a week for a few 

hours. 

 Little did I realize at the time what a life altering opportunity this was

—not for the women but for me. Each week I would show up and a weary 

mother would hand me her little one, both crying. What memories flooded 

as I held the tiny one, gently rocking and just softly talking. Memories of my 

own children who  were now grown; who never faced the same daunting 

odds these little ones, babies who were mostly crack addicted at birth. Bit 

by bit as the time went on, I found myself unwinding—sending prayers for 

the baby and his or her mother and receiving the blessing of a precious 

smile in return.  

 I can’t say this experience led to my call to ministry but it surely was 

part of it. When a baby’s mother expressed astonishment that her baby was 

sleeping, I knew it wasn’t anything I had done—no, it was not doing that 

made the difference. At that time in my life, it was the better part.  

 Did I suddenly switch gears and let go of all of my busy-ness? Not a 

chance! But as the months went by there was a shift in priorities. I like to 

believe that happened to Martha as well. Her gifts were well suiting to 

offering hospitality to those who came to their home in Bethany. We know 

from other scriptures that Jesus was very close to Martha, Mary and their 

brother Lazarus. There must have been something in the family as a whole 

that appealed to him. Their home, a place of welcome from the cares of the 

world.     

 Much is often read into what seems like Jesus’ rebuke of poor Martha. 

She has been held up as the bad example in millions of sermons, ridiculed 

as a worrywart, the kind of hostess no one really enjoys visiting because 

anxiety poisons her hospitality. Some reachers have speculated on what 

dishes she may have been preparing out there in the kitchen. They suggest 

she would have been wiser to choose simple food rather than an elaborate 

meal. Others have encouraged their listeners to find a proper balance in life: 

a Mary and a Martha kind of discipleship, with time devoted to prayer and 

work. That’s a little better. 

 In an age of two-career families one wonders whether the problem of 

overelaborate dinner parties exist beyond the world of Instagram 

influencers? In a culture where families seldom sit down to a meal at home, 

fewer people can identify with the challenges of "gracious entertaining" in 
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the home. No more five course meals with matching china and crystal which 

used to be my standard. 

  In the past I challeng traditional interpretations of the text, which 

seem to pit one woman against another at best and/or stereotypes about 

complaining, manipulative women who require correction by male 

authorities at worst. 

 The really interesting way to look at this text is to imagine ourselves 

back into the customs and social dictates of first-century Judaism. In the 

context in which the event occurred, the words of Jesus were shocking—not 

because he  chastises Martha, but because he praises Mary. As far as Jesus' 

own culture was concerned, Martha was in the right. She knew how to serve 

itinerant rabbis, how to treat guests with honor. She knew that her place 

was back in the kitchen. The apostles probably expected Jesus to rebuke 

Mary, because she was the one breaking the rules. 

 It was the custom for a Jewish man to pray every morning, thanking 

God he was not born a slave, a Gentile, or a woman. A common saying of 

the time was that it was better for the Torah to be burned than to be put 

into the hands of a woman. So for Mary to sit at Jesus' feet, just as any 

student of a great rabbi would, was unheard of. For Jesus to commend her 

was downright scandalous.  

 Far from rebuking Martha, I believe he was offering her an invitation 

rather than a correction. It is the better part he is offering her. It is the 

better part Jesus continues to offer us. He came into the world to set people 

free: free from bondage to the past, free from the tyranny of public opinion, 

free from graceless, joyless patterns of behavior that keep so many away 

from his presence today.  

 Martha was encouraged to dare leaving all that behind; to take part in 

a new feast, the one Mary and the other disciples were already enjoying 

with Jesus. Mary had discovered that going outside the boundaries dictated 

by religious authorities brought her to a new place of freedom. Breaking 

with customs and risking her sister's disapproval, she was fed by Jesus' 

words and presence.  

 I can’t help but wonder whether Martha was distracted because she 

could see how Mary was receiving something she longed for but felt it was 

not hers to have. Perhaps that happens today as well. Young people who 

have chosen a different path than their workaholic parents are sometimes 

called slackers. But maybe those name callers are like Martha—seeing the 
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younger generation having a more relaxed life but not sure how to get 

there. It’s easier to criticize than risk being changed, isn’t it? 

 Young people do their share of criticizing their elders as well. Church, 

as it is most publicly seen and heard is hypocritical and boring, they say—

they’re not all wrong. All of us do well to ponder once more the scene 

described in our text.  

 Jesus has shown up at the home in Bethany with his gang of twelve, 

presumably at the invitation of Lazarus. I like to think that they had been 

there before, maybe many times. Martha might have reminded Lazarus to 

be sure and bring Jesus and his group by for a good meal after worship. She 

and Mary would have been up since dawn preparing the meal for the group 

long before they showed up.  As it often is, there were last minute details. 

But then, Jesus arrived. Mary was immediately drawn to sit and listen. 

Naturally, there was some muttering—resentment by Martha, not really 

toward Mary but toward the rules of hospitality that made her, the oldest 

responsible for the comfort of guests. 

 Jesus frees Martha from that burden with his invitation to go beyond 

the unwritten but well established rules. The better part is the freedom 

offered in Christ. When we are able to love God above every else, we are 

free to love our neighbors and ourselves. There is no need for security, 

popularity, and traditional conventions that may no longer work for us. In 

my mind’s eye, I can see Martha, taking off her apron that bound her to the 

kitchen and joining Mary at Jesus feet. She puts her arm around her sister 

in love and receives the better part, the part that is all about love.    

 Every day we are offered the same freedom. God, through Christ is 

always calling us from the many distractions of our busy lives. Calling us to 

the beautiful feast where we can taste and see for ourselves that the Lord is 

good.  
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