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The Better and the Less-Better Parts 
 
I want you to know that if you are planning on hearing a sermon today about how Mary chose 
the better part and women like Martha should sometimes skip housework to study and learn, I 
will disappoint you. 
 
If you like that version of the story, I don’t blame you. It’s one that is frequently told - and I 
agree with the value of simplicity, and the power of setting priorities to spend our time in 
life-affirming activities. Mary is rightfully praised for setting aside mundane affairs to learn at 
the feet of Jesus. 
 
Personally, as a woman who has spent her entire life with her nose in a book, I gladly take it as 
justification for never ever vacuuming. 
 
But if we let the story be just that - only that - we are missing a different kind of lesson 
altogether, one that teaches us not just how to read these women but perhaps how to read our 
own relationship with Jesus Christ and each other. 
 
Here is one version of the story: 
 
My friend Martha texts me from her bedroom during a dinner party. The meal must be in full 
swing, probably laid out in a long buffet, and she has made the excuse of refilling something to 
leave the crowd. From her room she texts me, hot tears running down her face and onto the white 
caterer’s apron she is wearing. She pushes wisps back into her ponytail, frizzy from the kitchen 
heat. 
 
OMG, she says. I am so mad.  
 
She texts me her story. I text back sad face emojis.  
 
I tell her, I am so sorry. 
 
It turns out that Jesus is her houseguest. He is a much-beloved visitor, and Martha is glad to 
welcome him into her home. 
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She has a sister named Mary, who sits at the Lord's feet and listens to what he is saying. 
 
But Martha is distracted by her many tasks; she’s got timers all running and hummus to blend 
and someone needs to put those crackers on a tray and wash the grapes. 
 
So Martha comes to Jesus and asks, "Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the 
work by myself? Tell her then to help me." 
 
Jesus knows these sisters. For all his fondness for Mary, He knows that Mary often gets out of 
the work. Martha is always the one running back to the market for that forgotten thing, the one 
planning the menu and remembering where the good table cloths were put away last time. “We 
love dinner parties,” Mary tells their friends. Martha thinks to herself, yeah, you get the party. I 
make the dinner. 
 
All Martha wants is a little thanks, and maybe someone to pitch in for those last few minutes 
when the recycling is overflowing and needs to go out and it turns out the cheese is a tich too 
cold because it was left in the fridge on accident and also there is no more ice. 
 
Instead. 
 
Instead, the Lord answers 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." 
 
That’s when Martha goes to her room and texts me. 
 
I get it, that Mary is choosing the “better” part. She is the one at the feet of Jesus, learning from 
him. She has set aside tasks and worries of the day to focus on the present moment with the 
savior. The typical take-away from the story is that we all should go and do likewise.  
 
But here’s the thing. Jesus may be feeding the people spiritually, but Martha is feeding the 
people dinner. And while Mary gets all the credit for choosing the better option, the better option 
is only available to her because Martha has taken care of the less-better option, which is getting a 
meal on the table for a houseful of guests. 
 
After dinner, Martha texts me angrily again. 
 
Except. 
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Except I think the story does not really go like that. 
 
In this version of the story, each of the women is what’s called a trope - a trope is a sort of short 
cut writers use in literature, to make readers think of a particular stereotype and all that goes with 
it. We know lots of tropes. Princesses are helpless and wait to be rescued by handsome princes. 
Nerd girls get contact lenses and turn out to be secret beauty queens. Grandmas are Mrs. 
Piggle-Wiggles and give you cookies and read you books. 
 
But real women are not tropes. Real women are practical and faithful, grumpy and serene, active 
and contemplative, homemakerly and ministerial. I prefer to read Mary and Martha as real 
women, and that means that I can’t be content to treat them as tropes. How can I make room for 
a fuller reading of both sisters? 
 
For one thing, I can read the text for what is actually in the text, and not for what I assume is 
there. For example, why do we generally believe, when told this story, that Martha is cooking up 
a storm for Jesus and his retinue of disciples, all showed up in Bethany without warning?  What 
the scripture actually says is this: 
 
“He entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home.” It is 
possible that only Jesus arrived, and only Martha was home. True, the next verse says that Mary 
sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to him - but the text doesn’t say she was doing that right at that 
moment. For one thing, he had just arrived at the house! It is possible that Mary isn’t even home 
- after all, Martha says that she is doing the work all by herself. And at no point does anyone 
mention cooking at all. We slip it into the story because it makes a convenient trope. 
 
And perhaps the chide we read in Jesus’s voice - Martha, Martha - is not said in a condescending 
way at all. Perhaps the savior says her name and she looks away. Gently, he calls her again. 
Martha, look at me. I want you to know that you are more than enough, that my grace is 
sufficient for you and for Mary. It’s okay to let Mary be Mary. Both of you can follow your own 
path without it taking away from the path of the other. 
 
Wouldn’t that be a refreshing read, one that didn’t pit one kind of woman against another and 
instead made room for multiple goals, and multiple paths? 
 
It makes me think. I wonder if - at least at some points -  Jesus got to choose the better part of 
ministry, because John the Baptist had already gone to jail. The Levites never got their own land 
of inheritance in Israel, because they were busy taking care of the temple for everyone else. 
When it came time to choose a new apostle to replace Judas, Matthias accepted this great call 
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immediately. But what about the runner up, Joseph of Barsabbas? What “lesser part” did he take 
in the building up of the kingdom? 
 
Wait, you’ve never heard of Joseph of Barsabbas? Oh. Hunh. 
 
Sometime in 2006, my husband Jason took over full laundry duty in our house as one way to 
support my writing my dissertation. We had mounds of laundry back then - the kids were 12, 8, 
and 5. I finished the dissertation and graduated in 2007, but somehow laundry stayed with Jason.  
 
Now Jason’s greatest professional skill is designing and managing systems - setting up ways to 
do things that promote productivity, accuracy, and sustainability. He threw himself into laundry 
systems design as if it were a most worthy and laudable task, worthy of his full range of 
professional skills. 
 
And so, the Uluave-Miller household slowly grew accustomed to having a Laundry Fairy. Near 
the end of the era, I had become accustomed to the following protocols. Jason would ask me to 
drop my dirty clothes down the laundry chute. I would say okay. I would read a book. Jason 
would gather up my laundry and sort it in the laundry room. Jason would call up through the 
laundry chute, “Hey, can you drop down your hangers? I need to air dry delicates.” I would say 
okay. I would read a book. 
 
And so forth. A time came last April when Jason asked me one night, “Why hasn’t anyone 
noticed my laundry strike?” I looked around. There were no more clean towels or clean anything. 
I had just assumed he had not gotten to it. The next Saturday morning, I had assumed, he’d take 
care of laundry - and I would read a book. 
 
Mildly he said, I’m not mad, I’m just not going to do laundry anymore. I’ll do my own and the 
house stuff, but you and the kids are on your own. Meredith, Thomas, and I knew this was dire. 
We spent the next several days in a laundry frenzy, putting away everything he had asked us to 
sort for weeks, collecting our hangers and putting them in the laundry room and hanging up 
towels to dry rather than dumping them in with the dirties after a single use. We sorted the hand 
wash stuff and the colds into the special place as he had always requested, and we checked our 
own pockets for pens and chapsticks and turned our own things right side out.  
 
But Jason held firm. Dish towels and pillow cases continued to appear by magic, but Tom, Mer, 
and I found ourselves tripping over our individual baskets of wrinkled clean clothes in each of 
our rooms and tripping over each other at midnight when we needed to wash a game jersey (on 
hot) or a certain work skirt (on cold) before morning. Jason remained oblivious to our laundry 
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baskets, cheerfully passing them unnoted day after day. Despite our prodigious talents in some 
things, none of the three of us is adept at laundry. We have not ever needed to be. 
 
It has been a great blessing to have in Jason a life partner who has always understood what it 
means to me to study. But my sudden resurfacing to the material world of laundry made me 
realize, in this case I had been able to choose “the better part” only because Jason had 
consistently chosen “the lesser part” to allow it.  
 
I wondered who else chooses the lesser parts to allow me other moments of better parts? How 
can I thank them, reciprocate, take turns, show gratitude? 
 
(I can’t resist, to say one word in my own defense: I do all the taxes. So at least there is that.) 
 
Here’s another take on the Mary-Martha Story. This time let’s accept that cooking was involved, 
because it gives us a metaphor to live by. This idea comes from Meredith McGuire, a sociologist 
of religion, in a text called Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life. McGuire 
explains: One consequence of the Reformation was the separation of Christian worship practices 
into men’s work and women’s work, with the male practices being elevated and the women’s 
work being marginalized (LOC 1404). The most poignant example of this for me was in feast 
practices, where men’s work became holy communion and women’s work got relegated to the 
basement kitchen as the church supper (LOC 1418). 
 
Think about this practically. What would happen if we recognized that both kinds of feasting are 
sacraments? Literal ways we show devotion and worship?  
 
Because on the one hand, Jesus taught his disciples during the Last Supper something about 
worshipping with food. He “took bread, and blessed it. . . saying ‘take, eat; this is my body’” 
(Matt 26:26). He did the same with the wine, showing them the pattern for holy communion that 
we follow to this day. As a community, we meet each month at this table and we freely call all 
who wish to join us in this worship. 
 
But on the other hand, when the Resurrected Jesus asks Peter three separate times on the shore of 
the Sea of Tiberius if Peter loved him - and each time, Peter answers, Yea Lord; thou knowest I 
love thee (John 21:15-17) - and Jesus responds “then feed my sheep” -  at that moment Jesus is 
teaching a different lesson about worshipping with food. He is not officiating in holy communion 
or offering a metaphorical bread of life. He is grilling fish on a charcoal fire. He has told his 
followers, “come and dine” (John 21:12). The sacrament he is offering them is the church 
supper.  
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God sending manna to the Israelites in the wilderness was feeding the people dinner. Jesus 
handing out loaves and fishes - not once but twice - he was feeding the people dinner. In 2 Kings 
when Elisha the prophet feeds a hundred with twenty barley loaves, he is feeding the people 
dinner. In each of these cases, the sacrament is feeding the people dinner. 
 
Take that, all you Martha haters, who think she is only troubled and distracted and anxious. 
When we make pancakes on Mardi Gras, and casserole for the Thursday night of Family Promise 
and Crock-Pots of soup for Halloween and we carry them into the Fellowship Hall to eat them 
together, we also are participating in a sacrament. Martha in the kitchen is worshipping God too. 
 
A few years back I visited a storefront church in Brooklyn called St. Lydia’s. It’s affiliation is 
ELCA, Lutheran, but it wasn’t like any other worship space I had ever visited. For one thing, the 
entire “sanctuary” was a small but well equipped kitchen and three large, round dining tables. 
The central worship practice of St. Lydia’s is making dinner and eating it together. When I 
visited, there was room for about 20 people. Candles were lit in celebration, and a eucharist loaf 
blessed and passed around the tables, where each of us would turn to the person next to us and 
offer the loaf. As they broke off a piece and ate it, we would say their name, “Luana, this is my 
body.” or “Hannah, this is my body.” The stated mission of St. Lydia’s church was to “dispel 
isolation, reconnect neighbors, and subvert the status quo.” These Marthas and the Marys 
practiced in a shared peace at St. Lydia’s.  
 
It makes me wonder, when is unity possible instead of competition in other spaces? How can we 
genuinely recognize the meaningful work of baking bread and the officiating in breaking it? 
 
Mary and Martha act in different forms of discipleship, and if we had more than five verses to 
work with in retelling this story, I’m sure Jesus would explain more fully what “one thing 
needful” means, and how that one thing might vary from person to person. Of course it means to 
seek first the kingdom of God and its righteousness and all else will follow (Matthew 6:33) - but 
each human being seeks in a unique and individual way.  
 
I think Jesus would tell listeners: by the way, this is not just a girl story. Boys can learn from it 
too. Everybody listen up.  
 
It is definitely not a story of petty squabbling. Martha’s question “I am working here by myself. I 
am alone. God, do you care?” is primal in us all.  
 
And the need for difference - for varying strengths in the body that makes up the whole church of 
God - should fill us with gratitude for each other.  As we see aspects of ourselves in all the 
principals in this short story, we can feel a little less alone in the world than we sometimes do. 
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Let me tell the story one last time. 
 
Jesus the Christ eagerly approaches the home of two of his beloved disciples, Mary and Martha. 
He is bone weary. He has been journeying toward Jerusalem for weeks, along that dusty and 
inhospitable way, healing and preaching and teaching. The sisters’ house promises to be a 
welcome respite. Through his radical inclusion, he has helped Mary and Martha find gifts, in 
both of them, for service and ministry. Often religious teachers would not include women in a 
circle of students. Jesus Christ did. The two sisters feel the pull of call in different directions, and 
Jesus Christ honors them both. 
 
The Gospel of John, later in the Bible, describes Mary and Martha, telling that both sisters have 
sat at Jesus’s feet to learn. Both have served with their hands. Both have been hearers of the 
word and also doers, as James instructs all of us to be (James 1:22). 
 
Mary, on this particular visit, is sitting at the feet of Jesus. Today, for her, there is one thing 
needful, and for her, today, this is the better part. Martha busily prepares for the care of her 
guests. When she gets worried, Jesus offers her reassurance. 
 
Luke’s account teaches that God loves both sisters. Jesus’s heart thanks them both for 
welcoming him into their home. We can witness their shared story in his holy name, Amen. 
 

 

 

 

Luke 10:38-42 

10:38 Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha 

welcomed him into her home. 

 
10:39 She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet and listened to what he was saying. 

 
10:40 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." 

 
10:41 But the Lord answered her, "Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; 

 
10:42 there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away 

from her." 
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