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This past week, NASA released five photographs taken by the James Webb Space Telescope. I 

suspect you’ve heard about them. I suspect you seen some of these images. I suspect you’ve 

been struck with awe and wonder by these images. 

 

Nadia Bolz-Weber, the self-described “Sarcastic Lutheran,” shared something of her reaction to 

seeing these images this way: 

They are unspeakably beautiful and the feeling I have when looking at them 

seems so similar to the feeling I have when looking at the open ocean, or a 

magnificent mountain valley. I think it is called “awe”.  

 

And then she shared a Tweet about the impact of such awe: 

 
 

Nadia Bolz-Weber shared a selection of the responses people offered to her tweet about “things 

that make no sense whatsoever in light of these images …” She shared these responses:  

https://substack.com/redirect/dd1c0466-1c04-4181-81ed-55ea10b67ae1?u=14748814
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Self-aggrandizement. 

Superiority. 

My concern with shaping my eyebrows. 

The "better than you" mentality. 

Having a nice lawn. 

If I disappoint my family.  

Covid weight. 

Obsession with which bathroom everyone is using. 

Racism. 

Obsessing over achieving the “perfect” body shape. 

and my personal favorite:  

Using the word "awesome" to describe human-made things, acts. 

 

In the light of such a sacred sight, so much of what occupies our daily lives “makes no sense 

whatsoever.” In the presence of holiness, our perspectives rightfully shift. There is nothing 

more appropriate but to stand in awe, to sit and listen for what the universe might say to us. 

 

 

Which brings me to this morning’s gospel, and about Mary who sits at the feet of Jesus and 

Martha who grows to resent her sister. Martha complains about her sister and Jesus seems to 

take sides with Mary and rebuke Martha: 

… 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." 

 

It sounds like a rebuke to many. And I get that.  

 

But it all depends on how you imagine the words being spoken, how you hear them. 

 

Maybe it will help if I tell you what I think Jesus is NOT saying.  

 

I don’t think he’s chastising Martha for what she’s doing. Just last week, we heard Jesus offer 

praise for the Samaritan who interrupted his routines to offer care for a complete stranger. He 

showed hospitality.  

 

Two weeks ago, our gospel recounted a time when Jesus sent 70 of his followers off ahead of 

him, telling them to rely upon the hospitality of those who would receive them wherever they 

would go. 
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And take a moment to notice just how energetically hospitable Abraham is in that first reading 

from Genesis this morning. (Not to mention Sarah and the unnamed servant.) When three 

strangers come near to him, Abraham gets up, but he doesn’t just rise gracefully, he RUNS out 

to greet his guests. And then, after greeting them, he HASTENS in to tell Sarah to get going, 

telling her to “make … cakes” for them – and he tells her to do so QUICKLY! And then 

Abraham RUNS (again), this time out to grab a “calf, tender and good” which he then gives 

over to a servant “who HASTENS (again) to prepare” it.  

 

It's a frenetic rush of hospitality. It’s lavish hospitality and it’s all enthusiastically performed. 

Not even Martha out-performs Abraham (and Sarah and the servant) in all that she does in the 

name of hospitality. 

 

No, it’s neither the hospitality nor the work done in the interests of showing hospitality that’s 

the problem. The work, the hospitality, is vitally important.  

 

So, I don’t think Jesus disparages the work that Martha does. It’s easy to hear these words as a 

rebuke. Maybe it’s hard not to. But, as I hear it, I think of Jesus gently observing how her lack of 

perspective has impacted her wellbeing. The problem Jesus names has little, if anything, to do 

with the “many things” Martha does. It has everything to do with how the “many things” she 

does has left her “worried and distracted.” She has lost all perspective on what’s important. 

 

As preacher Danielle Shroyer once put it: 

Martha is not Mary, you know. And I’d like to think—I do think—that Jesus 

meant not that Martha should be Mary, but that Martha should not be distracted 

even in her Martha-ness … 

Can we move away from “all the women who do the real work around here” 

versus “the spiritual women who have halos glowing over their heads” and 

instead describe it as “the distracted person” versus “the person who is present 

in whatever task she is doing?” 

… The opposite of Martha’s distraction isn’t Mary. It’s being a present, centered 

Martha.  i 

 

I don’t normally try to tie in all three of the lessons we read on a Sunday morning, but that 

reading from Colossians pertains. Here are a few of the pertinent verses: 

Christ Jesus is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in 

him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible 

…  

For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell … to make the word of 

God fully known, the mystery that has been hidden throughout the ages and 

generations but has now been revealed to his saints.  
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Mary knew that this is who Jesus was for her. (It is a high Christology indeed.) 

 

The holiness she experienced in Jesus was an encounter unlike any other. And in the presence 

of the holy one, she knew that the only fitting response was to sit and take it in.  

 

This moment with Jesus, the holy one, puts everything else in perspective. That’s what makes 

Mary’s response a far better response than running around like a chicken with its head cut off.  

 

Jesus commends Mary for noticing what’s going on in this moment. He isn’t suggesting that she 

should spend all her life gazing off into the sunset and thinking holy thoughts, and that Martha 

should do all the housework to free her up to be spiritual. But on that day, in that moment, 

Mary “gets it”; she understands what’s happening in the moment. She stops everything to listen 

for a word from the universe. 

 

But Martha doesn’t. 

 

And I think something similar is going on in that first reading from Genesis, as well. Abraham, 

after all his hustling and bustling, stops. When he’s done running hither and yon, he attends to 

his guests while they eat.  

 

I liken his activity to the NASA engineers who worked so hard on the James Webb Space 

Telescope. They worked so hard for so long, and surely there came a moment when the images 

began to come in that they just stopped all their activity and took it all in – in awe and wonder. 

Nothing wrong in all the work. But there would be something wrong if failing to stop and pay 

attention to the glory of the universe. 

 

Abraham does all that he does, it seems to me, in order to be present to his guests in the end – 

not distracted from them by all that he does. And in so doing, he receives a message from God, 

a message from the universe, a message of blessing, of incomprehensible love and grace. 

 

As the author of the Book of Hebrews reminds us,  

Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have 

entertained angels without knowing it. 

 

These stories – from the Book of Genesis and the Gospel of Luke (as well as from NASA) – 

remind us of how easily we miss holiness in our midst, stories that invite us to be present to the 

possibility of holiness in the midst of the mundane. 

 

I am reminded of Brother Lawrence, a 17th century French monk. Before becoming a monk, he 

served in the army. One day, injured both physically and spiritually, he stared at a tree, 

dormant in the dead of winter. But as he considered that tree, he realized that God was present 

and working even in things that appeared to be dead – himself included. If God could work in 

that tree, he decided, God could also work within him and in the life he lived.  
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He joined a monastery, expecting to devote himself to prayer, but was assigned to the kitchen 

instead. He learned to be present to God even in the midst of the daily, menial tasks of life.  

“The time of business does not with me differ from the time of prayer,” he wrote, “and in the 

noise and clatter of my kitchen … I possess God in as great tranquility as if I were upon my 

knees at the blessed sacrament.” ii   

 

Brother Lawrence would remind us that there is nothing wrong with our doing, but he would – 

with Jesus – caution us not to be so distracted by the many things we do, such that we fail to see 

the one we work to welcome. 

 

We are invited to strive to be present in order to rightly honor the guest, of course. And in 

welcoming the guest, we discover a guest who welcomes us, with good news to share. 

 

Jesus says what he says to Martha because he senses that she has lost something essential. In all 

of her efforts to be responsible and hospitable, she has lost herself. She has forgotten that 

ultimately she is valued and loved not because of what she does, but because of who she is. 

Jesus invites her to stop long enough to listen to him, the holy one standing right in front of her, 

offering her a message from the universe … and that message would remind her that she is a 

beloved child of God.  

 

Jesus doesn’t chastise Martha, as I hear it; he hopes Martha will sit down a moment and be awe-

struck, in the hopes that she might take in for herself the good news he brings. 

 

Episcopal priest and preacher Amy Richter once summed it all up with these words: 

In her frantic rush, in her distraction by much serving, Martha is showing neither 

love to Jesus nor love to herself. 

Put down the lamb shank, Martha, and come join us by the fire. There is nothing 

you need to do to earn God’s love, or impress God, or prove anything to God. 

Nothing.  

There is nothing you can do or not do to make God love you any less or any 

more than God already does. Jesus looks upon you with compassion. What if 

you see yourself through the same compassionate eyes? What if you gaze on 

yourself with the same love Jesus has for you? 

Do this, and you will live.  iii 
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I could end my sermon here (and maybe I should) … but for the fact that I’m still left with a 

question that troubles me about this morning’s gospel. 

 

We never hear what happens next. How does it end?  

 

Luke’s account of this supper with Mary and Martha doesn’t really get an ending. The supper 

still has to be made, the table set, the meal served – and when it’s over, there’s all the cleanup, 

too. And we’re not told what Mary or Martha did next. Or anybody else, either.  

 

It occurs to me that this supper, then, is like a lot of the parables Jesus loved to tell, in that it 

leaves us to imagine how the story ends.  

 

One possibility is that Martha will take Jesus at his word. She’ll sit down, joining Mary at the 

feet of Jesus. And then, after Jesus finishes his teaching, the three of them will get the meal 

ready and, later, do all the other chores. And maybe the others will lift a hand and join them. 

 

If we really desire that God’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven, then the question follows: 

“Who is doing the chores in heaven?” And the best answer might be, “No one.” But the better 

answer might just be, “Everyone!”  

 

And we all rejoice in being God’s beloved. And we all rejoice in sharing the burdens of the work 

we do for the love of God and one another. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i Notes in my files attribute these comments to Danielle Shroyer, but the original blogsite no longer exists. 

ii Anna Fitch Courie in “Brother Lawrence,” for Saintly Scorecard 2020: The Definitive Guild to Lent Madness, p.  43, and Danielle 

Shroyer. 

iii Amy Richter @ https://www.episcopalchurch.org/sermon/this-one-thing-proper-11-c-2013/. 

https://www.episcopalchurch.org/sermon/this-one-thing-proper-11-c-2013/

