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Jesus was always one to bring the party. All he had to do was show up, and lots of others showed 
up too -- showed up eager for engagement, eager for excitement, eager for something new. It 
was little wonder. Here at last was someone who had something to say.  Something different. 
Something provocative. Something truthful. Jesus had a way of uttering truths that had never 
been uttered before, but at the same time, were strangely recognizable. 
 
And it was happening once again. Once again, Jesus had brought the party. He showed up at the 
house of Mary and Martha, and suddenly the place was filled with men who immediately took 
their place at his feet. This gesture was an indicator that they were ready and willing disciples. 
They wanted him to teach them. And so he began to teach. 
 
That was Martha’s cue. She sprang into action. After Jesus’ teaching, it would be fellowship hour, 
and as we all know, fellowship hour is predicated upon food. And in ancient times, you couldn’t 
rely on your reserves from Costco. Feeding a room full of men was labor intensive. Animals had 
to be slaughtered and dressed. Bread had to be baked. Water had to hauled. Martha went 
directly to work, expecting Mary to fall in place behind her. But what did Mary do? She went and 
sat at Jesus’ feet with the men -- shirking her role, defying expectations, and leaving Martha to 
shoulder the burden alone. 
 
I can imagine Martha’s frustration. I can imagine her subtle attempts to get Mary back where she 
belonged. Clearing her throat loudly from the kitchen. Clanking pots and pans. Bring Jesus a cup 
of water but only so she could shoot Mary a scathing look. But Mary took no notice. None 
whatsoever. Martha should have counted to ten. How much strife could be averted if we could 
all just remember to count to ten, or perhaps twenty. Martha for her part shot like a rocket from 
outrage to outburst. 
 
I’m doing all the work in here Jesus, while Mary has yet to raise a finger. It’s hardly fair. And have 
you even noticed? Do you even care? 
 
And there was doubtless more to it than the fact that Martha had to provide all the hospitality 
on her own. There too was the fact of what Mary was doing. She not day dreaming or singing idly 
out the window.  She was sitting at Jesus’ feet. She was in there with the men. Martha was 
doubtless chagrined and embarrassed that Mary did not know her place. It certainly did not 
reflect well on the family. 
 
But Jesus did not vindicate Martha. Jesus chastised Martha! Martha, Martha, (and when 
someone says your name twice, wait for some kind of a correction to follow) Why are you so 
distracted and stressed and scattered? Let it go. Mary’s right where she should be.  



 
We’re left to wonder how Martha felt at that point. I bet she wasn’t happy. She simply didn’t get 
it or she would not have reacted that way in the first place.  
 
Now normally this text is interpreted as a caution against busyness. Martha with all her busyness 
is a prototype that we should avoid. Not that productivity is a bad thing. Idle hands are the devil’s 
workshop after all. But there’s a certain kind of busyness that’s not good. It’s when we become 
enmeshed with worldly or personal concerns and address them with anxious and mindless 
application – application that mixes with pride, competition, insecurity, and obsessiveness. It 
becomes a kind of self-perpetuating force. And it causes us to lose all perspective. It causes us to 
become disoriented.  We forget that we’re supposed to be at Jesus’ feet – his disciples, listening 
to him. 
 
And this is a fair enough interpretation, but I think there’s something else here. An elephant in 
the living room.  Mary was right where she should be. She was at Jesus’ feet, his disciple, listening 
to him. But Mary was, obviously, a woman. Women did not seat themselves at the feet of rabbis. 
Women were not disciples.  All they needed to know was taught to them by their mothers. 
Women did not sit side by side with men, learning. It was unheard of. It was forbidden. And yet 
Jesus told Martha that Mary was right where she should be. Her place was with the men. 
 

Really Jesus? A woman’s place is with the men? Really Jesus? In first century Judaism? Jesus was 
a revolutionary and a radical, and don’t ever forget it. All down through history and even to this 
day there has an unspoken and inviolable code. It could be expressed as a variant of a line from 
the wedding ceremony. What society has divided, let no one unite. What society has divided, let 
no one unite. And Jesus was saying the polar opposite. A women’s place is with the men. 
  
Think about what this means by extension. Women, your place is with the men. Men, your place 
is with the women. Whites, your place is with the blacks. Blacks your place is with the whites. 
Straights, your place with the gays, and gays, your place is with the straights. The wealthy, your 
place is with the poor, and the poor, your place is with the wealthy. The powerful, your place is 
with the powerless. The powerless, your place is with the powerful. Jesus was smashing down all 
dividing walls. His disciples are to be completely and utterly integrated.  
 
This is simply too radical, simply too revolutionary. But that’s who Jesus was. This is why he 
brought the party. It’s because he spoke God’s truth. Disciples are to be completely and utterly 
integrated, and this in service to humankind that is to be completely and utterly integrated. That 
all should be one. But this is so radical and revolutionary that it is very seldom approximated. It’s 
too hard. 
 
But is it really? Is it really that hard to forge the way? Is it really that hard to reach out? Is it really 
that hard to cross the aisle? To be vulnerable? To be risky? To be open? To be accepting? To be 
understanding?  One thing’s for sure. It’s a lot easier than hanging on a cross in faith it could be 
so. Amen 


