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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
For about as long as there have been characters in the Bible, people have looked to those character's experiences as we've 
come to know them in scripture and viewed their own experiences through them -- in a sense, using biblical characters as a 
lens for comparison. 
 
Peter -- either for good or bad! Faithful at times, denial at others. 
Sarah -- she who laughed at the thought of having a child because of her old age; maybe when we laugh at God's invitation 
to us; I wonder if Mary the mother of Jesus ever had a similar reaction at the unlikely position she found herself in... 
Thomas -- a skeptic, perhaps, but very much a faithful person; and certainly not afraid. Maybe the scientists in the room can 
appreciate someone who might ask for evidence… 
 
And of course, this happens with Jesus as well, that we look to scripture and our tradition to see and know Jesus to be like a 
Second Adam, the one through whom all will live, not die; or a prophet like Moses, who will not just give the law but fulfill 
it. 
 
Maybe you have another person in the Bible who you find comparing yourself to. Or maybe it's a family member, someone 
you're trying to live up to or emulate. It's a common-enough thing to do. 
Like so many things in life, there is both virtue and vice to be found in comparison. 
When we look to biblical characters and the saints and see the example of their lives and how their stories and experiences 
help our faith and our living, sure, there is great virtue to be found and even celebrated in comparing how we might be more 
like them. 
 
The vice of comparison comes when it reaches an evaluation of our self-worth. Like when people say "oh I'm not good 
enough to be as courageous as Thomas or as steadfast as Sarah." God has given each of us gifts to which we are suited, after 
all. It is often the gifts that we don't have that we find more exemplary than our own. But instead of becoming a cause of 
envy, it can be a chance to reexamine the gifts that God has given to us as individuals and see where they might best be used. 
 
The other place that the vice of comparison shows up a lot is when our individual gifts are compared against someone else's 
gifts, that some gifts must surely be better objectively than others. Though I'm not sure people always mean to do it, this 
kind of comparison almost always occurs at coffee hour after this Gospel story is read. Whenever this story is read, this being 
the story of the sisters Martha and Mary before Jesus, there is inevitably a conversation about who's a Martha and who's a 
Mary -- and lots of people don't really like this story because of how many people do identify with Martha. So, there are 
those who are the ones at the dinner party who would cook the roast, peel the potatoes, uncork the wine, set the table, and 
clean everything up afterwards -- those would be the Marthas -- and then there are those who are the ones who would relax 
and entertain the guests -- those would be the Marys. 
 
Or so the popular reading of the story goes. In the biblical setting of the story, Jesus is invited over to the house for dinner 
and Martha is doing everything while Mary is sitting at Jesus' feet and listening to him talk. It's at this point when those who 
do identify with Martha are doing all that they can not to jump out of their pews in frustration at Mary's lack of hustle 
around the house. And, I suppose if we are purely judging the scene on merit and valuing work and preparation as more 
important than whatever it is that Mary is doing, Martha's complaint would've fared better than it actually did. But clearly it 
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didn't go the way she'd hoped it would. Instead, Jesus says, "Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; 
there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part." 
 
I can appreciate that Jesus' words may come off as a surprise or even condescending. But instead of straight-up comparing 
Mary's choice to Martha's choice, Jesus simply tries to tell Martha the truth -- what Mary has chosen is good -- for her, this 
was the time and place to listen and learn from Jesus, and she chose to stay there in his presence. Meanwhile, what Martha 
has chosen has left her distracted and fretting. It's not that serving isn't good, and certainly the work that Martha is doing 
must get done, but Martha's question about it comes from the wrong place. Notice she doesn't ask Mary for help -- instead, 
Martha does that thing that I think many of our prayers might do as well -- that we turn to Jesus and hope that he'll take our 
side against someone else or fix our perceived problem. 
 
Jesus tells Martha that there is only need for one thing. I think many have heard that line and presumed that he means that 
everyone should be like Mary, sitting as his feet and listening to his word. And yet Jesus doesn't say that Mary's thing must be 
the thing for everyone. Instead of comparing each other's choices, it might be helpful to hear Jesus' words today as a 
constructive challenge -- as if to say, "oh Martha, what is your one thing? How can this gift of your service and work ethic be 
used in such a way that doesn't stress you out?" 
 
Finding the thing in our lives can be hard -- it can often take a long period of discernment to hear who and what Jesus is 
calling each of us to be, especially when we might see the gifts of others and wonder if they're meant for us, too. Deep down,  
Martha's question to Jesus isn't really about who does all the food prep and serving work at all. What she's asking Jesus is 
"why isn't Mary doing what I'm doing?"...which isn't a far cry removed from "why isn't Mary more like me?" 
 
And yet, for as much as we look to these characters and others and see ourselves in them and even make the same choices they 
make, God has called us each to the one thing that only each of us can be -- which is ourselves. And as surely as God called an 
imperfect Peter to leadership, a ninety-year-old Sarah to parenthood, and a skeptical Thomas to faithfulness, so has God 
called you to ministry. And so has God called you to be you. 
 
Teddy Roosevelt said "Comparison is the thief of joy." When we think of Martha and Mary, it's clear to see who finds joy in 
the story and who does not. I believe God invites each of us to hear Christ's call in our lives to find the one thing at any given 
time and place that brings us joy, and not those things that leave us stressed out or distracted. And though it may be helpful 
at times to find yourself in the traits and experiences of a biblical character, know that God has created you to be yourself, 
created you with gifts that the Church and the world need, and created you wonderfully and joyfully in God's very own 
image beyond any comparison we ever might hope to make. 
 
Amen. 

 


