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Society of Catholic Priests Annual Conference: October 6-8 2020 

Luke 10:38-42 

Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him 
into her home. She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was 
saying. But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and asked, “Lord, do you not care 
that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.” But 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.” 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Our God does not denigrate the active life. Our God yearns for our actions, even when under great 
pressure, to flow from our relationship with Jesus, not from our relationship with panic and anxiety. 
 
Or another way of saying this might be: 
 
If the pandemic and the many issues that have emerged during the pandemic doesn’t kill me, then my panic 
and anxiety about these things just might! 
 
My heart soared when I realized that the readings for today in the Canadian weekday Eucharistic lectionary 
included our reading from Luke’s Gospel about Jesus’ visit to the house of Martha and Mary. 
 
This is because, as a bishop charged with closing, developing safety protocols for and then re-opening 68 
worshipping communities, as a bishop, I have been the Martha of Martha’s these days—the one who, fueled 
by worry and anxiety about safety, has been telling all of the parish Martha’s what they need to do to safely 
host anyone who enters their space.  
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You know the drill: Train greeters to screen all who enter for exposure to COVID; take down information 
for potential contact tracing; offer hand sanitizer and a mask; offer a bulletin and indicate where people are 
to sit, and on and on—protocols about the Eucharist, music, bathrooms, social hours, offices, and pastoral 
calls, to name a few. 
 
And so it’s the Martha’s of the Church or a part of the Martha energy within the Church that has allowed 
our parishes not only to host those who are now permitted to enter our spaces but, even before that, has 
allowed our churches to host parishioners and others online, to welcome them into our virtual home, to 
borrow a phrase from our Gospel.  And most, if not all of you, know quite a lot about that.  
 
From 10th Chapter of Luke’s Gospel: “Now as they went on their way, Jesus entered a certain village, where 
a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home.” 
 
The story of Martha welcoming Jesus into her home and what happens there, comes at an interesting 
juncture in Luke’s Gospel. It comes directly after Jesus tells the story of the Good Samaritan to an expert on 
the law who asks Jesus to describe who is neighbour.  That story about a Levite and a Priest and a lowly 
Samaritan discovering a man beaten and left by the roadside, and what each does in the situation, then, is a 
case study in neighbourly action. And what we learn is this: the one who is generous, the one who is 
merciful and the one who takes neighbourly action is a neighbour to the injured man. And so “Go and do 
likewise,” Jesus tells the expert on the law to whom he tells the story. 
 
And so it’s intriguing, isn’t it, that the story of Martha and Mary should follow right after this.  For on the 
surface, it would seem to contradict what Jesus has just said about the importance of neighbourly, of 
hospitable actions towards all.  
 
But does it really? 
 
To answer this, I think we have to ask ourselves some questions about Martha, the one who has extended 
neighbourly hospitality to Jesus in inviting him into her home: What is going on with Martha? What are her 
actions and what state of mind is she bringing to those actions?  
 
Again, context matters here. Recall that in the chapter 9, the chapter preceding this story, that Jesus has told 
his disciples twice, twice, that he will suffer and die at the hands of others. And so Jesus’s companions have 
already been apprised that something upsetting looms before them, and, of course, this is on his mind. 
Recall that Jesus is not traveling alone in this story, for the passage begins “Now as they went on their way, 
he entered a certain village.”  Recall that it would have been unheard of or at least highly unusual for a man 
to enter a house where only women lived. All of these factors perhaps contribute to Martha’s state of mind 
and her actions after she invites Jesus into her home. She is not just “distracted” with household chores in 
this story.  
 
And so, let’s look more carefully at the words Luke uses in connection to Martha. 
 
First, Luke describes Martha as “distracted.” The Greek word is periespato, a word that occurs here and no 
other place in the New Testament.  At its core, the word means broken in pieces all over the place. In other 
words, Martha is not just busy; she’s engaged in a kind of frantic activity fueled by something seriously out 
of joint, you know, when you’re so activated that you find yourself putting the dog in the refrigerator and 
the main dish outside on the porch. Martha is not just distracted; she’s disjointed, discombobulated, 
overwhelmed, freaked out.   
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Next, Luke says that Martha “came to” Jesus. Well, again, the verb epistasa is more than simply walking 
across the room to approach someone. Rather, it means to stand over, to come upon a person suddenly or 
even aggressively, to confront that person. The use of this word is perhaps meant to sharply contrast with 
the stance that Mary has adopted with Jesus. 
 
Next we have Martha’s words to Jesus in which she tells Jesus what she wants from him.  We hear that she 
feels alone in her frantic activity and that she wants Jesus to tell her sister Mary to help her out.  However, 
the verb “to help out” here, means more than just to lend a hand.  It has to do with wanting someone to 
take on the same mindset as the person being helped, to join fully with or to take a share in it.  And so in 
this situation it means that Martha wants Jesus to assist her in recruiting Mary to get swept up in the same 
panicked and driven stance as Martha herself is engaged in. 
 
And finally there are Jesus’ own words to Martha. “Martha, Martha” he says, repeating her name in a way 
that typically signals that the speaker has compassion for the person being spoken to. 
“You are worried and distracted by many things.” Notice he does not name what these many things are—
that is, anything related to household chores.  “You are worried and distracted by many things” (more 
literally and more powerfully ‘you are in pieces and you are terrified by many things’). 
 
And so what I want to suggest here is that what seems to be a little domestic scene with one overactive 
sister getting a bit of a gentle scold from Jesus and another sister choosing to listen to Jesus by adopting the 
position of disciple, I want to suggest, that this little scene has more going on in it than that. The context of 
this passage following two passion predictions, the Good Samaritan story about neighbourliness, the context 
of this story in terms of the culture of what was proper and improper in terms of gender relations, AND the 
use of language in this passage, suggest that this story is about what can happen to you and to me when we 
feel like it’s all on us in an already tense situation in which the stakes are very, very high and in which we 
have an important and neighbourly job to do.  
 
We can, in fact, come apart at the seams even when we are doing our best not to show it. We can, in fact, 
try to recruit others to join us in our panic and our anxiety, even as we want to give the impression that we 
are simply organizing things.  We can, in fact, lose track of who we are and who our Savior really is, the one 
we belong to. 
 
I don’t know about you, but these days my little heart has been wishing that our God were, well, more of a 
direct intervenor in things.  And so in my version of this story, as I busy myself in the household of the 
world, I do not go after Jesus to get my siblings in Christ to help me out by taking on my turbulent 
emotions and the actions I believe we need to take together. No, in my version of this story, I am telling 
Jesus to get up and help.  “Jesus, get into this with me, really into this, and help me and us out. Take on my 
sense of responsibility for safety during this pandemic and protect everyone. Take on my self-recrimination 
and grief about race and make things right. Take on and get things moving to improve this darn political 
situation and make it come out the way I believe it should.  And, for God’s sake, stop climate change.” 
 
But no, this is not the Savior we have been given.  This is not the Savior we have been given. 
 
The Savior we have been given is the one who, yes, has taken on and who knows every woe, every pain, 
every panic, every injustice, every anxiety, every terror that we have ever known. And, according to this 
story from Luke, the Savior we have been given has compassion on us when we are completely wigged out 
by and in these things. 
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The Savior we have been given is the one who for our own soul’s sake tells us that, yes, much has been and 
will be asked of us, but wants us to know that in the end we are not in charge of it all and that, whatever 
situation we find ourselves in, we are not alone. 
 
The Savior we have been given invites us day after day and situation after situation to be by his side, to sit at 
his feet or to gaze into his eyes while listening, listening, listening—sometimes to his words and other times 
to the simple, profound and loving silence of his presence.   
 
The Savior we have been given does not want us to stop taking action. He, in fact, needs us, by the power 
of the Holy Spirit, to take action, but wants us to know that what gives these actions deep integrity and real 
purpose is only one thing: the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  
 
And, siblings in Christ, that one thing will not be taken away from us. 
 
 

 


