
Last Sunday on our journey through Luke, we heard the story of The Good 
Samaritan. Jesus told this story in the context of a discussion he was having 

with a lawyer, someone well versed and well educated in Hebrew scripture. I 
suspect he was the type of person who loved to argue and debate about what 

scripture meant. He probably could have argued and debated all day.  
 
Jesus asks the lawyer whether the Priest, Levite or the Samaritan was a 

neighbour to the man who was attacked by the robbers and left for dead. The 
lawyer responds that he thinks it was the one who showed mercy on the victim. 
Jesus’ command to this man, the talker, the thinker, the expert on scripture 

was this: “go and do likewise”.  
 

Jesus knows exactly what to say to this man who loved nothing more than to 
dabble in and debate sacred literature. He knows that this lawyer needs to be 
called to action. Religion isn’t just about reading scripture and arguing its fine 

points. Religion is about getting out and serving. It is about reaching out to 
those in need. It is about going and doing. 

 
I hearken back to last week’s gospel reading to begin this week’s sermon 
because the episode of the telling of the Good Samaritan parable connects with 

this week’s gospel reading. Today we heard the story of Jesus going to visit two 
women, Mary and Martha, in their home. 
 

Martha is busily preparing a meal for her special guest. It must have been 
quite a spread because she is busy with many things. She is rushing around. 

And what is her sister Mary doing? She is sitting at Jesus’ feet. Can’t she see 
how hard her sister is working? Can’t she see there are a million details to 
attend to? Finally, Martha can’t stand it any longer and she goes and 

complains to Jesus: she says, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me 
to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.”  
 

Obviously, Martha expected Jesus to turn around and admonish Mary and 
send her out into the kitchen to help her. But this is Jesus’ gentle answer to 

Martha: “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.” 

 
There is some disagreement among scholars about what the comment “there is 

need of only one thing” means. Some writers think it means that Martha was 
preparing an elaborate meal when only something simple was really necessary. 
This would then allow Martha to also come and listen to what Jesus was saying 

which, Jesus suggests, is more important than taking care of many 
housekeeping details.  
 

But I think there is something more going on here. Jesus describes Martha as 
“worried and distracted”. She is supposedly trying to be a good hostess, offering 



lots of hospitality but her heart isn’t in it. She doesn’t do it joyfully; she does it 
almost begrudgingly. It is also worth noting that up to this point Jesus has not 

commented on the situation at all. It is perfectly acceptable for Mary to be 
seated at his feet listening to him. It is also perfectly acceptable for Martha to 

be busy making preparations. Jesus only comments at all when Martha comes 
to him and complains. 
 

So, it seems to me that Jesus is also saying something here about our attitude. 
Whatever you are doing, do it with joy, whether it be serving or learning. Be 
content with who you are.  

 
I have a sister named Kathy. When we were growing up Kathy and I were very 

different. Kathy is the real homemaker type. She is an excellent seamstress; 
she knits and crochets works of art. I was so jealous of her. I tried to sew but it 
was never something I was particularly keen on. The number of projects I left 

unfinished were legion. I just didn’t have Kathy’s perseverance with this kind of 
thing. I liked to make speeches and lead groups. That was more my thing. It 

came as a real surprise to me to find out a few years ago that all the time we 
were growing up Kathy was jealous of me! She wished she could do the things I 
had an aptitude for.  

 
Fortunately, I think we’ve both become more resolved to be the people we are 
rather than something we wish we could be, and I think we both value the 

strengths and gifts of the other. I think this is part of what Jesus is calling 
Martha to do – to be content and happy with who she is and to recognize the 

value in what her sister Mary has chosen to do. 
 
But it’s more than that. Jesus is saying that Mary has chosen the better way. 

He is telling Martha that there is a time to be a doer; obviously there are things 
that must be done in order for a household to run smoothly and in preparation 
for a dinner party. But there are times when we go overboard. We need to ask 

ourselves, what is absolutely necessary that we do. When do we stop doing and 
just be?  

 
We live in a society that values doing. If we aren’t doing, then we appear to be 
just sitting around doing nothing. We appear lazy. But Jesus is suggesting that 

there are times when the most important thing to do is to sit still, to listen to 
the voice of God. That can take many forms; it might be time spent in prayer, 

time spent reading scripture and meditating, time spent talking to each other, 
to our spouse, our children, or our friends. There are times when doing is not 
the best way. 

 
So here is where today’s story contrasts with the parable of the Good 
Samaritan. Last week the emphasis was on “Going and Doing”. Today’s story 

emphasizes the place of putting aside our doing and listening for the voice of 
God. The two stories exist side by side because obviously we have to make 



room for both doing and listening in our lives. We require a balance of both if 
we are going to live right. There are times when we must be still and listen. 

Equally there will be times when we must have someone tell us to “go and do”. 
 

I want to conclude with the words of Fred Craddock in his commentary on this 
story of Mary and Martha: “There is a time to go and do; there is a time to 
listen and reflect. Knowing which and when is a matter of spiritual 

discernment. If we were to ask Jesus which example applies to us, the 
Samaritan or Mary, his answer would probably be Yes.” 


