
Tony writes… 
 
 

 

Dear friends, 
 

Are you a Martha or a Mary? In the famous story in St.Luke’s Gospel we are treated to a portrait of the two sisters 

of Lazarus, at whose house in the village of Bethany Jesus regularly stayed when visiting Jerusalem. Mary, 

entranced by Jesus’ words was spending hours sitting at his feet, soaking it all in. Martha, by contrast, was busy 
doing the household chores and gives Mary an “earful” for sitting around doing nothing when she ought to be 

helping Martha with the jobs. Jesus, without actually rebuking Martha, defends Mary. I guess, however, that this 

wasn’t the first occasion that these very different sisters had resented the attitude of the other. So, are you a Martha 
or a Mary? 
Martha’s are primarily “doers.” They find it hard to sit around when there are jobs to be done and gain great 

satisfaction from seeing things successfully completed. They tend to be impatient when things are being planned 
and want to get quickly onto the active stage. They are also more likely to find evaluation hard and easily 

misconstrue it as criticism. However, there is no doubting that they have the ability to get things done. 

Mary’s are happiest when reflecting and tend to find the busyness of others distracting. They will often put off 

making decisions until they have thought it through and are very good at holding “the vision”, but need the help of 
others to make the vision into a reality.  

Which are you, I wonder? You might find that you can see yourself very clearly as a Martha or a Mary. Or, perhaps 

like me, you may see a bit of both in yourself. I think that, like most clergy, I am naturally a Mary, but have learnt 
over the years to be a Martha too!  

What the Gospel story does teach us, is that Jesus affirms both sisters. One shows her love for him by sitting 

listening attentively at his feet, the other shows her care by cooking him a meal and caring for his physical needs. 

Jesus does, however, defend Mary’s apparent inactivity from Martha’s accusations by telling her that “she has 
chosen the better part.” Note that he doesn’t say “the best”, just “the better.” The reason he gives for saying this is 

because Martha “is distracted by many things.” The danger of “doing” is that it can become a distraction from 

engaging with the important questions of life. The fact is, that both in the Church and in community life as a whole, 
we need both Mary’s and Martha’s and we also need to hold the poles of “being” and “doing” in a healthy tension 

within ourselves. 

It is religious communities, i.e. monks and nuns, who are often most criticised by the Martha’s of the world for 
being most Maryish. After all, what earthly use is it to shut yourself away from the world in order to pray? Perhaps 

the great St.Benedict, the founding father of monasticism in the western church, was sensitive to this when he 

wrote his famous “Rule of Life” for the members of his communities. He argued that the life of a monk, (remember 

this was the 5
th

 century) should be one of balance. In every day there should be time for prayer and time for study. 
That is what we would perhaps expect. Equally important, says St.Benedict, is that there should also be a time 

devoted to physical work and to acts of charity, i.e. practical care for others. Very few of us these days are called to 

be monks and nuns, but we can all learn to keep a Benedictine balance in our lives. If we are naturally a Martha, we 
need to learn to stop “doing” and simply “be.” Prayer and reflection are not a waste of time. If we are more of a 

Mary, we need to be aware of the risk of being too heavenly minded that we are of no earthly use. Prayer without 

love and action is empty.  
I would like to think that Martha and Mary were changed by their encounter with Jesus. Perhaps Martha discovered 

how sweeping the house and cooking the meals could stop being a distraction and could be transformed into prayer 

by offering it to God. Perhaps Mary discovered that she couldn’t sit at Jesus’ feet every day, but that she had to live 

her everyday life transformed by what she had heard from and seen in Jesus. To the Marthas among us Jesus says, 
“Stop and reflect.” To the Marys, “Get up and do something!” 

 

Wishing you every bless 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 


