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The story of the two sisters, Martha and Mary, is a familiar one, and most of us have
probably heard many sermons on this text. One common approach is to take Martha and Mary as
typical of two general types of people: The Martha type is concerned with material, secular
things. Such busy people don't take time for worship and Bible study; they get all worked up and
bothered, even neurotic. Mary is the quiet, contemplative type. Such people take time for
spiritual things like worship and Bible study. They have true peace of mind. These types include
not only women but also men.'

Now, of course, the Bible does have some teaching on the importance of spiritual things
in contrast to material. However, that is not the real meaning of this story. For centuries it has
been wrongly interpreted, and wrong interpretation caused mistranslation of the original Greek.
To understand this story correctly, we must study the details of the original Greek, place it in the
total biblical context, and see it against the cultural background of its time.

Only Luke’s Gospel records the story of Martha and Mary. Luke, we know, includes
much special material showing that Jesus took a sympathetic interest in women.” Therefore, this
unique story of two women found only in Luke must have something particular to say about
women, not about people in general. Moreover, I wish to emphasize strongly that what it says
about women is not to criticize Martha as the nervous, pushy type of activist and praise Mary as
the demure, submissive, “feminine” type. Not at all!

Consider Martha. Martha is not really a personal name; it is a title (perhaps in this case a
nickname?); it is Aramaic for “mistress” or “lady of the house.”® According to the standards of
the patriarchal society of that day, this woman was the ideal type. “Martha” knew that a woman’s
place was in the home, taking care of the men of the family. Men were socially superior to
women and too much involved in important affairs to worry about the details of cooking,
cleaning, and other tasks related to housekeeping. The Greek word for this kind of work is the
noun diakonia, and it designates the work which was usually relegated to women and slaves.* It
was this diakonia, this lowly service, that Martha was faithfully doing. Not only was Jesus a
man, he was a distinguished guest. Martha worked hard to entertain Jesus with an unusually fine
dinner. She expected her sister Mary to help serve, and she asked Jesus to confirm her
expectation.

What did Jesus reply? “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and concerned about many
things.” Jesus took note of the work that Martha was doing in preparing a dinner for him. What
did Jesus say next? That is not at all clear. There are at least five different versions to be found in
old manuscripts.” Two versions have almost equally strong support, and usually the translations
use one or the other. Both versions, in the Greek, are quite simple. One reads: “few things are
needed, or one.” The other reads: “one thing is needed.” Notice also that Jesus is still talking
about Martha’s work of service, of preparation of dinner. Jesus is saying, “A big feast is not
needed; a simple meal of only a few dishes, or even only one, will be quite sufficient.”

Jesus was not a typical male chauvinist. He did not expect women in general nor Martha
in particular to serve him like a slave. In fact, in Luke 22.27 Jesus told his disciples, “I am
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among you as one who serves,” and he used the verb diakoneo which usually referred to
women’s and slaves’ work. John 13.1-11 describes Jesus as washing the disciples’ feet, a menial
type of service performed by women, slaves, or the most inferior in any group. Jesus knew the
importance of the work women did. In his teaching he mentioned shopping, grinding, baking,
spinning, weaving, sewing, washing, sweeping.® Even today, this work is absolutely necessary
for human existence. Jesus did not criticize Martha; he appreciated the work she did and wished
to lighten it. He did not want a sumptuous feast, but only a simple meal.

Next, what of Mary? Her name too may have a special meaning. In the New Testament
there are several women called Mary (Aramaic mariam).” In the Bible, the first woman named
Mary was the sister of Moses and Aaron (Hebrew miriam). This first Mary was a prophetess, and
she helped in the liberation of the Hebrew slaves from Egypt (Exodus 2.4; 15.20). For centuries,
Mary, the sister of Martha, has been praised, especially by men, because she was thought to be
quiet and submissive, listening to the words of Jesus. Mary has been idealized because most men
want women to be submissive. In fact, quite the contrary, Mary was a rebel! How do we know?

First, Mary demonstrated her refusal to do so-called “women’s work” as a slave to men.
Next, consider Mary's posture: she sat at Jesus’ feet. In Luke 8.35 and Acts 22.3, to sit at
someone’s feet means to be a disciple of that person.® In that society, to be the disciple of a
famous teacher was a high privilege. But among the Jews of Mary’s day, no teacher would
accept a woman disciple. Jesus, however, did. Mary aspired to a privilege which, in her society,
was limited only to men. She wished not to spend her life in housework, like other women, but to
be the disciple of a great teacher.

This understanding is reinforced by one little detail. In the Greek text, speaking about
Mary, there is a word which is not translated into any English version I know of. It is the Greek
word kai, which most often means “and".” but here kai is used to call attention to something
unusual or unexpected. Thus we would read: “Mary also,” or “even Mary sat at the feet of
Jesus.” This unexpected act of Mary’s was a request to be given status as a disciple of Jesus, a
status other teachers limited only to men. What did Jesus say to this? He said, “Mary has chosen
the good part” (Greek meris, part of a whole that has been divided, a share, a portion )'° “and it
shall not be taken away from her.” Jesus affirmed Mary’s desire to become one of his disciples!

As expected, Luke’s story of Martha and Mary does teaches something special about
women. It shows first, that Jesus did not belittle the housekeeping work which women such as
Martha did; he valued it, and wished it less burdensome. Second, it shows that Jesus gave to
Mary the same privilege which up to that time was limited to men. Jesus dealt with Mary just as
he would deal with a man. In fact, Jesus habitually treated women as human beings on the same
level as men. Jesus is actually the greatest champion of women and proponent of the equality of
sexes.

This attitude of Jesus was so unusual that many people, especially men, could not accept
it. The freedom and equality Jesus gave to women in his disciple band was soon lost after his
death. The Apostle Paul accepted the principle of equality of women and men, saying that in
Christ there is neither male nor female (Gal 3.27,8). Yet Paul was unable fully to put the
principle into practice in the social climate of his time (1 Cor 11.3.9; 14.33b-35).!' In later
generations, when men controlled all the chief positions of authority in the church, they could
not understand this attitude of Jesus as expressed in his words to Martha and Mary. That is



probably what accounts for the great variety of versions we find in the manuscripts. Male
domination in the church also accounts for the usual mistranslations of these words, and of the
misinterpretation of the story as a whole.

Jesus respects the women who are housekeepers, and he values their work and their
person. Jesus also sets women free to use their abilities and their education in careers outside the
home, including the career of pastor. But because Jesus teaches the equality of the sexes, we
must understand that housework is not exclusively the responsibility of women. Men, too, ought
to share housekeeping and child rearing, especially if their wives are employed outside the home.
When men share in work traditionally limited to women, and women share in work traditionally
limited to men, both men and women enter into a richer, more meaningful human existence.

We must learn from Jesus the true value of equality of the sexes. When men are dominant
and women are subordinate, human relations cannot be at their best and richest. Men often
exploit women, and women must always be on guard against men’s oppression. When placed in
inferior, weaker positions, women may use emotion, or deceit, or flattery, or sexual charm as
weapons against men. This makes men fearful and distrustful of women. In Jesus, men and
women find the true freedom of the children of God. Then they can relate to each other without
fear or oppression in true equality.

DEDICATION: I dedicate this essay to the memory of my wife, Margaret Hopper Taylor,
faithful disciple of Jesus Christ and advocate of equality of women and men.
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