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Luke 10:38-42 
38Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. 39She had a sister 

named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. 40But 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.” 41But the Lord answered her, 

“Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; 42there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not 

be taken away from her.”  

 

 

Recently, a writer and tech consultant who had been working with Apple Computers and 

Microsoft coined a new term—“continuous partial attention.” “Continuous partial attention” is 

on the one hand a strategy for how to live and on the other hand according to this consultant, the 

disease of the internet age.
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We like to think if we can multi-task we will be more efficient and productive with our time. 

Some think they can text and drive. Others say they can eat and have a meeting. I suppose some 

say they can worship and check snapchat at the same time. But studies show we actually do one 

then the other when we think we are doing two things simultaneously. We may believe we are 

being efficient and productive by multitasking, but not really. Continuous partial attention is 

similar and a little different. 

 

Here’s a story I imagine you have experienced for yourself. A couple of weekends ago our 

children and their significant others came to visit, including Eloise our new granddaughter for 

her first visit. After we had served lunch everyone went into the living room to sit down. I 

excused myself for just a minute and when I came back into the living room, every head was 

bowed toward a smartphone. They were watching videos, checking messages from friends who 

were somewhere else, or looking up their facebook page to see what someone might have posted. 

Their phones were pinging and vibrating. Four young adults, sitting together but not really 

paying attention to each other. A brand new granddaughter sitting in her rocker and no one 

noticing her. They didn’t want to leave each other but they also couldn’t leave whatever their 

phones made possible for them to do. They were giving partial attention to each other and partial 

attention to their phones. They were distracted and not really living in either place. This has 

become a way of life for many people. 

 

 

One day Jesus comes to visit Mary and Martha, the sisters of Lazarus whom he had once raised 

from the dead. They welcome Jesus into their home and Martha is involved in “many tasks,” the 

story says. We can imagine her cutting the vegetables, cleaning up the living room, setting the 

table, taking drink orders, and missing out on the conversation with Jesus that Mary is enjoying. 

Finally the stress of her busyness takes its toll and she says, “Lord, do you not care that my sister 

has left me to do all the work by myself?” Jesus answers her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried 
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and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better 

part…” 

 

 

There are two conventional views of this story. 

 

First, Mary and Martha are seen as opposites- Martha is busy and Mary is contemplative, sitting 

at Jesus’ feet. So some people say Martha is wrong and Mary is right. The assumption is that 

busyness is bad and we should be more like Mary, studying scripture and praying and sitting 

quietly, waiting on the Lord.  

 

But over the last few weeks we have been working our way through chapters 9 and 10 of Luke’s 

gospel and they were not quiet, contemplative chapters. First Jesus sent out the twelve disciples 

to proclaim God and heal the sick. When they returned the crowds that followed Jesus were in 

the thousands and after preaching to them one day he told his disciples to feed the crowd—which 

they did with five loaves and two fish. Then Jesus heals a boy, and visits a Samaritan village, and 

sends out 70 disciples to share the peace and heal the sick.  

 

This is not a ministry of sitting around. Jesus and his disciples are active and making a difference 

in peoples’ lives. It’s doubtful that Jesus, hardworking Jesus, is criticizing Martha for being busy.  

 

 

Another view of the Mary-Martha story emphasizes Mary taking her place at the feet of Jesus 

and not actively participating in service. Jesus’ words are seen as a compliment to Mary’s docile 

behavior. This view of the sisters has bolstered the idea in some churches that a woman’s proper 

place is more passive and not in leadership positions. In these churches men serve, men lead, and 

women’s roles are restricted.  

 

These interpretations concentrate on either Martha or Mary. 

But there’s at least one other point Luke’s gospel could be trying to make. 

 

Perhaps we need both Mary and Martha. 

 

When Jesus says, “Mary has chosen the better part,” as she sits before him and listens, another 

way to translate the word “better” is to use the word “good,” which it also means. Mary has 

chosen the “good part.” Mary is connecting with Jesus, with God’s goodness. He has her full 

attention, while Martha is worried and distracted in her work.  

 

Martha wants Mary to become like her, to get busy. But the real problem here is not the 

busyness- it’s the worry and distraction. They detract from the goodness Martha is trying to do.  

 

So, the sisters are not opposites—one of whom is better than the other. Martha is distracted by 

her busy hospitality, when the point of hospitality is not the work but the one you welcome. The 

goodness of God belongs at the heart of our busyness so what we do may contain the goodness 

we love. We need Mary and we need Martha. In fact we need Mary-Martha in each of us. 

 



 

Theologian Paul Shea relates an ancient Sufi story to the Mary-Martha duality: 

“Master,” the disciple said, “I saw a man who 

 could fly.” 

 “So?” said the master, “a bird can fly.” 

“Master,” said the disciple, “I saw a man who 

 could live underwater.”  

 “So?” said the master, “a fish can live 

underwater.” 

“Master,” said the disciple, “I saw a man who, in 

the twinkling of an eye, could move from one town to another.” 

 “So?” said the master, “Satan can do that.” 

“If you wish to find something truly 

extraordinary,” the master continued, “find a man who can be among people and 

keep his thoughts on God.”
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Mary and Martha are not to be dragged apart and one found superior to the other. The one thing 

necessary is God’s goodness on the inside directing our actions on the outside.  

 

 

 

There are so many diversions that can capture our attention. Cellphones and technology are part 

of our generation’s distractions. I hope we can put our screens aside enough of the time to pay 

full attention to one another, to honor and really love each other. 

 

But, as Christians, there are other distractions today that threaten our ability to share God’s 

goodness because they worry us.  

 

Technology has made it possible for us to know everything that is happening while it is 

happening. We can know instantly what someone wants to tell us through our facebook account 

or texting or “you name the app.” I was thinking this past week as horrors erupted in Nice, 

France and in Ankara and Istanbul, Turkey, we can easily find ourselves riveted to cable news 

and become distracted by fear and danger and hopelessness.  

 

And then I thought about something I learned at an afterschool program for churches called 

LOGOS. Children from K to 12 and adults of all ages come together after school for 2 to 3 hours 

to do 4 things- share a family style meal, do a Bible study, play games, and learn how to read 

music, and sing, and play instruments. The foundation of this program is Jesus Christ. LOGOS 

has an interesting way to teach kids and adults to do that during the 2 or 3 hours they are 

together. They learn to see Jesus between themselves and everyone else. So when I see you I see 

you through Jesus who is between us. And when you look at each other you do the same.  
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Let’s not have fear and violence distract our attention. The world needs people who see others 

through Jesus Christ. The world needs people who want to do the kind of justice and mercy and 

goodness that God intends for all.  

 

Over the next few weeks we will be watching the political conventions, at least as much of them 

as we can stand. Let’s see who intends to look at others through the lens of Jesus Christ. Can we 

imagine Jesus saying the things begin said at these conventions? Can we imagine Jesus doing the 

things being proposed? Let’s not allow fear or anything else to distract us. Let’s be about God’s 

goodness with others, a goodness that can’t be taken away, a goodness will direct us on the 

inside and the outside. 


