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1. PUT DOWN THE DISHES (Luke 10:38-42) 
 
Luke 10:38-425 
Now, during the course of their journey, Jesus 
entered into a village where a woman named Martha 
welcomed him into her home. And she had sister 
named Mary who, having sat herself down right at 

the feet of the Lord, was listening to his teaching. But Martha was distracted with 
getting everything ready, so she went up to Jesus and complained: “Lord, doesn’t 
it bother you that my sister has left all the preparation to me? Talk to her and 
explain that she needs to help me.” In response, the Lord answered: “Martha, 
Martha, you are anxious and distressed about so many things, but there is only 
one thing that is needed, and Mary has chosen this best part, which will not be 
taken away from her.  

 
Main Point: Jesus invites us to set aside the burdens of religiosity and focus on the main 
point: his message of good news for people looking for peace. 
 
This passage from the Gospel according to Luke is perfect for getting us started with our study. 
Mary and Martha represent two different ways of participating in the aspect of life we might 
call “spirituality.”6 Martha represents a concern for all the preparations and activities 
associated with religion, its events, and its institutions. Mary represents the aspect of spiritual 
life where we sit and receive teachings that point us toward peace and freedom. Before we dig 
in, ask yourself which attitude—Mary’s or Martha’s—best reflects your own approach to life. Be 
compassionate on yourself in this, remembering that Martha was the one who welcomed Jesus 
into her home in the first place. In other words, she was trying to be a good host. Now, if you 
are a part of a religious community, ask which best represents the attitude of most of the other 
people in your community? If you aren’t religious, what behaviors tend to keep you away from 
participating in religious communities? Considering these questions can help us understand the 
role religion plays in our lives, and the lives of those who surround us.  
 

 
5 All Bible verses are our own translation from the Greek, unless otherwise stated. This isn’t because we think our 
translation is the best, but rather since all translation is a form of interpretation, we want to be clear about how 
we are reading these words and interpreting them. For precise biblical questions, it’s helpful to consult a few 
different translations, which are readily available online. 
6 Some contrast spirituality and religiosity, which isn’t too far off here. But for our study, we will treat spirituality as 
the general human response to the transcendent. It may or may not be religious. It may or may not include a 
specific faith commitment or set of beliefs.  
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Note that there’s a special teaching here related to women in religious7 life. Something radical 
was going on in this scene: in the context of the times, women were supposed to be doing the 
kitchen preparation while the adult men discussed theology. But here, there’s no mention of 
Mary and Martha’s brother Lazarus (unlike in John 11:1-2). Jesus not only allows Mary to sit and 
learn with him, he says that this is far more important than finishing her socially assigned 
chores. Jesus treats Mary like an adult with an adult mind and empowers her to develop a 
genuine relationship with him, and with spiritual teaching. Jesus suggests that if Martha could 

just stop worrying about all the traditional “feminine” duties 
with which the world weighs her down and instead sit down 
with him, she might find deep peace.  
 
In other words, Jesus encourages Martha and the rest of us to 
turn our focus from doing to listening. Granted, there are 
appropriate times to do housework, or prepare for guests, and 

some of us even find pleasure in such tasks. The problem comes when we assume that those 
chores, meant to create a hospitable environment, are more important than enjoying the 
company of guests who’ve already arrived. Jesus encourages us to stop hiding from genuine 
relationships and important spiritual questions by distracting ourselves with hectic schedules. 
This activity might look pious but are secretly a way for us to avoid addressing the most 
important issues in our lives. Indeed, religiosity too often gets in the way of the central point of 
a spiritual path. Jesus encourages us to lay all that madness down and breathe deeply as we 
rest in unconditional love.  
 
Religion Can be Both Good and Bad for Your Health 
 
How do you define religion? People around the world understand the R-word in various ways. 
Some religions don’t even affirm the existence of a personal God. How does the word strike 
you? Is religion something that gives meaning? An oppressive system based on superstition? A 
way to clean up a person’s moral act? Irrational beliefs that oppose science? Don’t worry if 
you’re confused. This question has perplexed academics for centuries. In the field of religious 
studies today, scholars recognize that religion has multiple dimensions, with different world 
religions emphasizing different dimensions.8  
 
Whatever religion is for an individual or community, it is important to realize that religion is a 
powerful force in the world. Because of its power, it can be healing and empowering. But like 
anything powerful—electricity, medicine, sexual desire—it can also be dangerous when not 
treated with respect and wisdom.9 For instance, religious convictions inspired nineteenth-

 
7 Note: if you didn’t grow up in Roman Catholic circles, you might not know that “religious” sometimes refers to 
people who’ve taken a vow and joined a religious order, like the Franciscans, Dominicans, and Benedictines. Here 
and throughout this study, we are talking about life in the context of organized religion. 
8 For instance, Ninian Smart describes seven dimensions of religion: rituals, myths, experiences, institutions, ethics, 
doctrines, and sacred material objects. World Religions 2nd ed. (Cambridge, 1998). 
9 Harold George Koenig writes: “Systematic research is increasingly showing the close connection between religion 
and good mental health. Not only is research demonstrating to the scientific mental health community the 

Jesus encourages us 
to turn our focus 
from doing to 
listening. 
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century abolitionists to oppose slavery even though other Christians used the Bible to support 
slavery. Likewise, religious convictions encouraged a group of men to fly a plane full of fuel and 
people into the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. A decade later, religious 
convictions also led Egyptian Muslims to join hands and protect Christians worshipping in Cairo 
in February 2011. Suffice it to say, religion can inspire both acts of great love and great cruelty. 
 
Religion often gives people hope. Now, believing hopeful things can be incredibly helpful for a 
person’s life. Alternatively, false beliefs can cause great pain to a person’s inner life and to 
those around them. Rituals can be incredibly helpful tools serving to mark rites of passage in 
life. But they can also become legalist burdens. Ethical teachings can work to make 
communities kinder, more hospitable places. Yet, moral teachings can also be used to make 
people feel a constant sense of shame. The point is, it is important for everyone in a religious 
community to protect their noggins and learn to think critically about all aspects of one’s 
particular religious community. What’s more, if you find yourself in a situation where you are 
not allowed to ask honest questions about beliefs, rituals, and ethics—and get answers that 
respect your intelligence and human dignity—you are likely in an unhealthy situation. 
 
The point of our entire study together is to help us maintain our mental and physical health, 
especially when we are participating in various aspects of religion or at least engaging with 
religious people we meet each day. Since there is no single essence to religion, we need to be 
aware of the various practices that are being performed and the message they convey, 
reminding ourselves that at least some expressions of religion can be unhelpful or downright 
dangerous. Moreover, there can be healthy and unhealthy groups within various religions. 
Because of this, it is important for us to always be discerning regarding our involvement, no 
matter what the official label of a religious group might be. The teachings of Jesus don’t just 
suggest that it’s okay for us to have questions, they encourage us to question anything that get 
in the way of true spirituality. 
 
Religion is Like a Tattoo or Rock Band T-Shirt 
 
So far, we’ve seen that religion can be both healthy or unhealthy, helpful or unhelpful in a 
person’s life. This doesn’t mean, however, that spiritual reality is good or bad. The reality 
behind religion, the ultimate reality every religion is grasping at is itself perfectly healthy. In 
fact, we think that realizing and experiencing spiritual truth—the truth behind religion—is 
always helpful. It inspires people to love their neighbor. It provides a sense of wellbeing and 
peace. When encountered in truth it is life changing, liberating, and enlightening. For this 
reason, pursuing spiritual reality is one of the most important things a person can do in this life. 
That’s why we think that it is worth the effort to study these things, despite the real dangers of 
bad religion. 

 
benefits of religious faith, but research is also demonstrating to the faith community the contributions to mental 
health that modern psychology and medical psychiatry are making.” Faith and Mental Health: Religious Resources 
for Healing (Templeton, 2005).  
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Consider the experience of going to a concert where your favorite musicians are performing. 
Why did you go? Probably, it was because you wanted to experience this music in person. You 
likely wanted to enjoy it along with other people moving to the same music, all enjoying the 
delightful experience together as one. When many go to a concert, they also do two other 
things: they buy merchandise to remember the experience, often a T-shirt, and they discuss the 
music with friends on the drive home from the show. 
 
Religion is like a t-shirt purchased at the concert of your favorite band. It is a legitimate 
celebration of something, but it is not the full experience itself. It reminds you of moving music, 
though it makes no sound. Religious symbols, buildings, and practices help point us back to that 
primary encounter with spiritual reality. Just as 
when we are at school or work, a musician’s t-shirt 
can remind us of music that has moved us, the 
many aspects of religious life remind us of a 
spiritual reality that we find life giving.  
 
Accordingly, Mary is like someone who gets close 
to the stage, dances to the music, and lets the 
music wash over her. Martha, on the other hand, is 
like someone who is more worried about how she 
looks before going out to the concert, refuses to 
dance lest they look silly, and spends too much of 
the concert time waiting in line to buy a t-shirt, so 
they can later show others she went somewhere 
cool. In other words, she’s so worried about the 
secondary aspects of the experience that she fails to really get the point of the concert: 
enjoying the music. Too many religious people are like Martha. They are so worked up by the 
secondary aspects of religion that they fail to experience the central point. Whether it’s a 
quilter’s club, a youth event, arranging flowers on an altar, or getting dressed up on a Sunday 
morning, these things can cause unnecessary anxiety and distract from the spiritual 
nourishment that the religion was originally meant to provide and celebrate. When they do, we 
are free to set them aside. 
 
Consider another illustration: the ancient and modern role of tattoos. In many ancient societies, 
body modification, including such things as piercings and scarification served to mark rites of 
passage for people within a society. It memorialized a profound experience, perhaps something 
that happened during an initiation ritual. In this case, a permanent tattoo would not be the 
experience itself (though the painful act of getting tattooed might indeed serve this purpose) 
but a way of remembering the experience. This can be true in our day as well. Some people get 
tattoos to remember someone close to them who died. Some use it to commemorate their 
overcoming of addiction. Some use it to remind them of an important life transition. At its best, 
then, religion is like a tattoo: it keeps reminding us of a profound truth we need to not forget.  
 

0-1 People often get tattoos to mark and remember 
important experiences in their lives. Religion often serves 
the same function as we seek to remember powerful 
lessons in life. Photo credit: Microgen 
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Its not that the secondary trappings of are unimportant. 
Tattoos help us illustrate this too, as they can provide a 
person with profound meaning. New recruits to the 
Roman army participated in a military “sacrament” 
(sacramentum militiae) where they swore an oath to the 
emperor and received a tattoo. Similary, the Razzouk 
family in Jerusalem has been tattooing Christians for 
seven centuries. In a society where they might get 
persecuted, Christian families would sometimes tattoo 
themselves and their children to remind them of their 
identity, help them gain access to churches worried 
about violence from nonbelievers, and prevent 
Christians from denying their faith when persecution 
came. In all this, we see that religion can point us back 
to a spiritual center. The key is to not mistake religion 
for the spiritual center itself.  

 
Don’t Let the Mathas Get You Down 
 
If religious people who focused on the external activities of religion but ignored the spiritual 
core of their tradition focused only on themselves, they wouldn’t be so annoying. We would 
want to help them breath deep and get free of their unhealthy obsession with secondary 
matters, maybe. Yet the bummer is that religious people all too often don’t just focus on their 
own frantic activities, they also burden others with the unnecessary chores and legalistic duties 
that distract everyday believers from the central point of their faith.  
 
This is precisely what happened with Mary and Martha when Jesus showed up. Martha was 
wasting an opportunity to learn from Jesus when she was busy with housework. But her greater 
mistake was to try and force Mary to follow her unhealthy way. In the same way, many who 
participate in religious events start out finding value in the central message, but end up finding 
membership in their group becomes a heavy burden in an already busy life. 
 
Some Christian pastors have offered sermons suggesting that churches need both Marys and 
Marthas. That isn’t the point of this passage in Luke. Rather, the deep teaching is that Mary has 
“chosen what is better” and has learned to be “saved” from the frantic work of religion. The 
message for us is to take more time to focus on the main thing, to put down the dishes as it 
were and enjoy the presence of our guest. In other words, Jesus is saying that we are not just 
allowed to sit out a few religious activities, he’s encouraging us to avoid letting religion get in 
the way of his message and truly listening to his teaching. This isn’t some minor aspect of Jesus’ 
teachings: Jesus’ rejection of addiction to frantic religion is at the very heart of his message, a 
message that we’ll continue to explore in each of the subsequent studies in this book. 
 

0-2 Here is a tattoo design from the Razzouk Ink, 
the oldest tattoo shop continuosly running in 
Jerusalem. St. George is an important archetype, 
as he represents the slaying of monsters of 
religiosity, especially forms of religion that 
threaten children. 
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Despite all this, the Marthas of the world need our compassionate understanding. The sort of 
religiosity Martha had, as irritating as it might be for others, is itself a sign of fear. Indeed, false 
religiosity is almost always motivated by fear and shame. True spirituality, meanwhile, is found 
where love casts out fear (1 John 4:18). Martha types are often decent people who don’t realize 
how much they are already loved and accepted. They are also 
often trying to stay so busy with activities that they don’t 
have to confront their fears, dwell on their anxieties or be 
too vulnerable before others who they might rightly not 
trust.  
 
One last note about Martha. Her “doing” was specific to the 
question of being ready to sit and listen to the voice of the 
Good Shepherd. Folks who encounter the teachings of Jesus 
will often find themselves enjoying acts of service to others in 
need. The point is not to look down on those who serve their 
neighbors by thinking of them as self-righteous, but rather to recognize that we shouldn’t worry 
too much about all the little things that we think make up church life, and also that we ought 
not focus on how we look religiously, as if we can’t be loved until we perfectly clean up our 
acts. 
 
Practical Application 
 
One practical life lesson from the story of Mary and Martha has to do with our personal 
relationships in daily life. Sometimes people are starved of close relationships precisely because 
they appear desperate for them, and so they focus on looking good rather than being present 
and attentive to others they meet. We are often so frantic when getting ready for a date or for 
a night out in town with friends that we foster anxiety in ourselves that others find off-putting. 
We let our fear of not being attractive make us seem unattractive. Similarly, people are too 
often starving for real, meaningful relationships in religious communities because they are too 
afraid of not looking properly religious.  
 
This can happen in various traditions, by the way. Some Zen Buddhists observe that by trying 
too hard to find enlightenment through meditation practices, they focus too much on the 
proper techniques to let insight arise. Similarly, folks who practice Western yoga who are too 
concerned with how their bodies look or how flexible they are, not only end up hurting their 
bodies, they often fail to enjoy the full benefits of the practice, which is meant to help a person 
stretch from where they currently are, not to impress others in the room. 
 
A seemingly universal rule of true spirituality is that true insight and awareness comes through 
stillness, deep listening, and letting go of the need to perform. In the ancient world, saw religion 
as a sort of transaction. A portion of grain, a domestic animal, or even a child might be 
sacrificed to a god in order to gain some earthly benefit. That fear-based and violent form of 
religion is exactly what Jesus encouraged people to move beyond. God, he believed, is in the 
business of lavishing people with gracious gifts and doesn’t need anything from us before love 

People are too 
often starving for 
real, meaningful 
relationships 
because they are 
too afraid of not 
looking good. 



Draft—Not for redistribution, though you may print for a group study you’re leading. Send comments or edits to thepynp@gmail.com 26 

is offered. Here’s the best part of all this: by letting go of our need to perform little religious 
acts to earn God’s love, our time is freed up to share unconditional love with neighbors who 
need us. 
 
One thing we’ve noticed in life is that people who understand the message of Jesus in this 
passage tend to enjoy three delightful blessings. First, they tend to enjoy closer and healthier 
friendships since they develop relationships with people who share common values and loves. 
Second, they appear more attractive as potential friends or potential romantic partners since 
they are not always concerned with their own image but care about others and aren’t self-
obsessed. Third, they end up receiving what everyone was striving after in the first place: they 
can actually be better people because they’ve learned to truly listen to the needs of others, and 
work to meet those needs in love, instead of doing what makes them merely look like good 
people to folks they want to impress.  
 
Diving Deeper: Jesus and The Pharisees 
 
It’s helpful to observe the historical religious context of Jesus’ time at the home of Mary and 
Martha in order to better understand what was at stake with Jesus’ teaching. You see, in the 
first century, many Jews began to wonder why God allowed the Romans to occupy and 
dominate the Holy Land. It seemed to them that if they remained faithful, God promised that 
he would protect them and help them prosper. The answer, many assumed, was that God 
would not deliver them so long as they were being unfaithful to the law established by Moses, 
called Torah. There were many schools of thought within first-century Jewish society, but one 
of the groups that cared most about legal purity within society was called the Pharisees.  
 
The Pharisees were waiting for a messiah. Don’t let Christianity’s understanding of this term 
confuse you here. At the time, the Pharisees expected a human political and religious leader to 
arise and liberate them from the earthly rule of the Romans. “Messiah” means “anointed,” 
which referred to the anointing of a king. So they were looking for a new David who could 
restore the dignity of Israel and return it to the blessings they experienced during the reigns of 
David and Solomon. Ultimately, Jesus’ idea that his kingdom was not of this world meant that 
most Pharisees were uninterested in his approach. 
 
Waiting for a Messiah then, the Pharisees wondered what was taking God so long. The Jews 
had already attempted a revolution, which failed. Was God too weak to help out? Impossible. It 
must be, they reasoned, that too many people were failing to uphold the Torah. To remedy 
this, they created extra barriers to keep people from sinning. For instance, Moses brought 
down from Mount Sinai a command for the people of Israel: do not take God’s name in vain. In 
other words, don’t use God’s name to speak falsehood. This sounds reasonable enough, 
especially when we realize that this commandment is more about religious leaders claiming 
God’s authority when they don’t actually have it than when a carpenter accidentally hammers a 
thumb and cusses. Yet, since it is not always clear when someone might be taking God’s name 
in vain, they came up with a clever solution: never ever use God’s proper name, Yahweh. For 
this reason, when referring to God, they used terms like Hashem (the name) or Adonai (Lord). 



Draft—Not for redistribution, though you may print for a group study you’re leading. Send comments or edits to thepynp@gmail.com 27 

In other words, they put fencing around fencing, just to be safe. Meanwhile, turning this law 
into a new “false idol.” 
 
Some falsely assume that the Pharisees were generally immoral folks. On the contrary, they 
tended to be upright citizens. And the rules they wanted to follow usually had a kernel of moral 
truth. The problem wasn’t that they were trying to be good. For Jesus, the problem was that 
they were missing the point: we don’t need to clean up our act for God to show up with 
unconditional love. Instead, that love is already right in their midst. Once they recognize the 
humble presence of God the rest of the moral concerns will fall into place. He wanted to 
refocus their attention on the heart of the matter, not the external expressions. 
 

Woe to you, biblical scholars and Pharisees: hypocrites! You don’t forget to pay a tenth 
of your mint, dill and cumin; yet you’ve disregarded the profound point of the law: 
justice, mercy and faithfulness. You’d have done better to focus on the one without 
ignoring the other. (Matthew 23:23) 

 
In our passage, Martha represents the anxious religious attempt to get things ready for God to 
show up, whereas Mary represents the spiritual insight that God has already arrived. We just 
need eyes to see and ears to hear the true voice. (Mark 4:9) By praising Mary, Jesus was 
indirectly inviting the Pharisees to enjoy a more blessed way of life, one that breathes deep in 
faith rather than hyperventilating in religious anxiety. He was recommending that we listen in 
meditative silence more often than we run around making sure everything is in order. He was 
encouraging a spirituality that receives the gifts of God rather than trying to manufacture them 
by human effort. There is a time for dishes, of course, but as a rule, Jesus teaches that we 
should put down the dishes and enjoy the divine company. 
 
Conclusion: How This Passage Helps Us Protect Our Noggins 
 
Most of us assume—incorrectly—that the folks who are the busiest in our religious community 
are also the wisest, closest to true spirituality, and worthy of exercising authority over others. In 
the case of Mary and Martha, however, Martha was the busiest but also misguided about 
spiritual priorities. What this means for all of us today is that we are invited to listen to the 
Good Shepherd’s voice, and trust that voice more than we trust the nagging religious folks in 
our lives. This passage reminds us that, regardless of our social standing or educational 
achievements, we are invited to come directly to the truth, and don’t have to pay dues before 
we receive good news of peace upon peace.  
 
Prayer 
 
Teach me, O God, not to torture myself, not to make a martyr out of myself through stifling reflection, 
but rather teach me to breathe deeply in faith. Amen. 
 (Søren Kierkegaard) 
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Optional Exercises 
 

A. Spend the next week journaling, noting when you are busy doing something, and when you 
are taking time for silent reflection, and opportunities to listen, whether this means spiritual 
listening or paying attention to others. At the end of the week, reflect on where your priorities 
tend to be placed, and ask yourself how you might change your schedule to better reflect your 
values. For even more depth, take note of how often, when you are in conversation you are 
giving others your undivided attention as opposed to thinking about what you’ll say next or 
something else entirely. 
B. Find three religious communities online that have complete event calendars. Make a graph, 
whether a bar or pie chart, comparing the relative frequency of activities. Then reflect on what 
this tells us about what they value. If you are in a religious community, make one of those three 
communities your own. Don’t do this to be negative, but as a way to reflect on ways to better 
fit our schedules to the things that really matter.  
C. Track Down Allen Ginsberg’s song “Lay Down Yr Mountain.” Listen, and ask yourself a) what 
you might need to lay down for a time to listen to the truth and b) when he suggests people 
should “lay down God” what might he mean? Is there any way in which you might agree with 
this advice? 

 
 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND REFLECTION 
 

1. Overall, has religion been more of a healing or more of a harming element in your life? 
How so?  

2. Is there a religious activity that does not bring you life that you wish you could cut out 
of your schedule? Is there an activity that you wish you could experience more often, 
or for the first time? 

3. Jesus was revolutionary when he suggested that a woman’s role was not primarily to do 
housework but to first seek spiritual peace and let the rest fall into place. Regardless of 
whether your tradition ordains women as priests or pastors or deaconesses, discuss the 
extent to which your religious community treats women as worthy participants in 
spiritual and theological life. What do you think Jesus would say about the place of girls 
and women in your community? 

4. Many people today say they are “spiritual but not religious.” What is your reaction to 
that approach to life? How do religious people in your life react when they hear people 
make that claim? What do you think Jesus would say about this idea? 

5. If you are part of a religious group that believes in the teachings of Jesus, how much of 
your experience focusses on those teachings, and how much is focused on secondary 
religious activities?  

6. If you didn’t care at all about how you looked, how might you be able to be more loving 
to someone in your life? Try to be specific. 

7. What cries of pain or life lessons might you not be hearing from others because you are 
too busy doing religious things? 
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8. If you are a parent, do you over-program your children’s lives? Is it possible that there is 
something you are afraid of or avoiding when you force your children to be busy? 

9. Think of the last time someone asked you how you were doing and you responded with 
something like “I’m busy,” along with a deep sigh. What is the cause of your busyness? 
Is it perhaps an excuse for your feelings of guilt about not doing something important? 
Are you busy to appease others or are you busy with what you believe are your true 
priorities. 

 
  


