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Sermon  7 16 & 17, 2016 
 

“Martha, Martha…” 

 Have you ever found out at the last minute that you were going to have company?  And there 

you are, safe in your house.  You don’t mind the dirty dishes.  You don’t mind the over-flowing 

laundry baskets.  You don’t mind the dog toys scattered everywhere and the mound of discarded 

shoes by the front door.  You don’t mind dust on the windowsills or dust bunnies on the floor.  But 

suddenly you see your house as others will see it and you switch into high gear!  What to do?!?   

 Prioritize!  First, recruit everyone in sight. Send someone to the grocery store for whatever 

you need. Sweep and dust only those spots that are obvious.  This is not the moment for deep 

cleaning!  Grab a roll of paper towels and wipe down bathrooms and the kitchen.  Stuff everything 

that’s out of place into the nearest closet.  Put on some nice music. 

 Dress appropriately.  Open the door and smile sweetly. Look relaxed. 

 Piece ‘a cake!  How many of us have found ourselves in this situation?  I know I have! 

 “Martha, Martha…”  

 We have two stories today of domestic reality. Sarah and Abraham and Martha and Mary.  

There’s Sarah, Abraham’s wife.  She was no spring chicken – some say as old as 90.  She always 

wanted children.  Indeed a great part of her value as a wife lay in her ability to have children.  But 

she was barren and yes, she was bitter about it.   

 And there’s her husband Abraham.  Three men suddenly appear in front of him outside of 

their tent and he knows at least one of them is God and the others may be angels, or at the very least 

he knows they’re important. So he bows and says “have a seat.” Then, “Quick!” to the nearest 

servant, “Bring water and wash their feet!”  “I’ll just fetch a little refreshing snack for you.”  He 

dashes into the tent, finds Sarah, no explanation, “Get your best flour and make some bread!” He 

dashes to the herd, finds his best calf, and gets his servant to butcher and barbecue it – roast veal!  

Piece ‘a cake!  Finishes it all off with some sweet yogurt and stands and watches his guests eat.  

What a comfy scene! 

 And where’s Sarah?  Collapsed in the next room probably.   

 And then, we have the best part of the story, which is not included in our reading for today.  

Let us continue with just a few more verses.  One of the visitors had just announced Sarah was going 

to have a child. 

 “And Sarah was listening at the tent entrance behind him. Now Abraham and Sarah were old, 

advanced in age; it had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women. So Sarah laughed to 
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herself, saying, ‘After I have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure?’ The Lord said 

to Abraham, ‘Why did Sarah laugh, and say, “Shall I indeed bear a child, now that I am old?” Is 

anything too wonderful for the Lord? At the set time I will return to you, in due season, and Sarah 

shall have a son.’ But Sarah denied, saying, ‘I did not laugh’; for she was afraid. He said, ‘Oh yes, you 

did laugh.’ “ 

 Of course she laughed!  All this bustling around and panic over the company?!  Baking bread 

– overseeing a prime veal roast – her husband hovering?  And now, on top of it all, she’s supposed to 

have a baby!? 

 Yes, it has always been her heart’s desire, but she’d made peace with it – and I have to 

confess – if someone came along and told my I was going to have a baby, I’d laugh too!   “Oh yeah?  

Anything else while you’re at it?” Sarah had prayed for a child her whole life and now…?  These 

things just don’t happen. 

 Oh yes they do.  Sarah needed to be reminded of the wonder of God. In the midst of our 

everyday lives, we need to be reminded of the wonder of God. 

 “Sarah, Sarah…  Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?”  What to do?  Once again – 

prioritize!  God is with us! That is what is most important. In nine months Isaac was born, the light 

of Sarah’s life. 

And then we come to Mary and Martha.  And I have to say, I think Martha gets kind of a raw 

deal.  I sympathize with her.  I think many of us would.  She is living in what we like to think of as 

the real world.   

Once again, we have the excitement of unexpected guests.  Jesus and his disciples were 

traveling.  Not only was his visit unexpected, he traveled with a large group of people.  So when they 

entered the village where Martha, Mary and Lazarus lived, Martha of course welcomed him into 

their home, along with everyone else!  

When the Women at the Well went on retreat, Mary and Martha were one of our discussions.  

Are you a Mary or a Martha? Most of us admitted, without too much guilt, to being Marthas.  

Imagine the scene. Martha was trying to be a good hostess, but she was “distracted by her 

many tasks,” you know, like preparing meals for everyone, and she looked over and saw her sister 

doing nothing! Just sitting at Jesus’ feet, listening. How irritating would that be!?  So she asked Jesus 

to tell Mary to help her – which seems reasonable to me!  “Jesus, don’t you care that my sister has 

left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her to help me.”  OK --- it’s a little whiney, but I 

sympathize.    
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And that’s when Jesus responded, “Martha, Martha… You are worried and distracted by 

many things. There is need of only one thing.”  And I understand Jesus’ point, but still, the dishes 

and the dust beckon.  I know that I too can be distracted by many things. Can’t we all?  

What to do?  Martha, Martha… Yes.  Indeed.  Perhaps it’s time to really prioritize. 

Also, I have to say, why did Martha feel it necessary to ask Jesus to reprimand her sister? It’s 

a little manipulative isn’t it?  “I’ll show you! I’m gonna get Jesus to reprimand you!” It kind of 

backfired though.  If Martha wanted Mary to help, why not just ask her?!? 

I knew a woman once, when I lived in Boston, who had seven kids.  And her house was 

anything but organized.  It was messy and crowded – they had no money – there was always a lot 

going on.  Just general madness. But they were happy – it was a home of joy.  And she once told me, 

“If I have to choose between cleaning and spending time with my kids, I spend time with my kids.”  

That’s real prioritizing.  And, by the way, every one of those kids turned out great. 

Jesus isn’t condemning us for working hard.  He’s asking us to consider out priorities.  What’s 

really important?  What do we care about? What do we love? 

Sarah got caught up, forgetting what was really most important.  She was mired down in her 

every day life – in real life – as we like to call it.  She forgot about the wonder of God.  That God’s 

love for us is beyond our comprehension.  We can’t earn it.  We can’t deserve it.  We can only accept 

God’s unconditional love.  “Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?”  The answer is, “No!”  In due 

time, Sarah gave birth to Isaac.  She was old.  She wasn’t ready for it.  But God satisfied her hopeless 

longing, the dream she had released so long ago. 

Nothing is too wonderful for God. 

And that’s what Martha forgot about too.  She needed to sit, as we all need to sit, at Jesus feet 

– listening to him – really listening, focusing, hearing what he has to say. We shouldn’t put it off with 

our busy work, with our ideas of what is most important – “Gee thanks for all the love, God, but I’m 

a little busy right now.”  God’s love for us doesn’t stand in line.  God doesn’t take a number.  God will 

be patient while we’re busy being distracted, but God will find a way to show us our true priorities.  

God will find a way to remind us of everything that is truly important in our lives. 

Remember our collect for today.  “You know our necessities before we ask and our ignorance 

in asking: Have compassion on our weakness, and mercifully give us those things which for our 

unworthiness we dare not, and for our blindness we cannot ask;” 

Sometimes we just have to ask Jesus to help us stop and remember and pay attention.  

“Martha. Martha.” 

 


