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Martha
B y  J o y c e  C a t h e r w o o d

(Luke 10:38-42; John 12:1-7)

Mary was really beginning to get on my nerves. There was so much 
to do. I had invited Jesus to our home and was in the middle of pre-

paring an elaborate meal. But my sister was not the least bit interested in 
helping me.  Instead, as usual, Mary sat at the feet of Jesus, with all the men, 
listening intently to everything he said. I thought, what if I did that too? 
Who would prepare the meal? Who would see that everyone was served? 
Who would see to the needs of the guests? 

I was tired, and I could barely keep up with everything that needed to 
be done. I’d been at the market at dawn, purchasing the freshest meat and 
produce and searching for special spices. Nothing was too good for our 
beloved friend. Now, as I hurried around making sure everything would be 
ready at the appropriate time, I grew more and more irritated with Mary. 
Finally, I couldn’t hold it in any longer. 

I marched into the courtyard where Jesus and the others sat in the 
shade of our olive tree and blurted out, “Lord, don’t you care that this 
sister of mine has been leaving me to serve alone? Tell her to help me!” I 
gave Mary a hard look and then turned back to Jesus, hoping he’d set her 
straight. 

As I look back on it now, I realize Jesus had every reason to react nega-
tively to my curt interruption and snippy attitude. But he didn’t. Instead 
he said in his soothing voice, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset 
about so many things, but only one thing is worth being concerned about; 
Mary has chosen it and it shouldn’t be taken away from her.” 

I was so embarrassed, but not by Jesus’ discreet response. No, I had 
managed to humiliate myself by my own impetuous and inconsiderate 
outburst. As I held back the tears stinging my eyes, I knew that Jesus cared 
deeply about me, and that he more than appreciated my hard work. 

I suppose I was jealous of Mary. She always seemed to reach out with her 
heart, and people sensed her love and knew she cared. For me it was differ-
ent. People appreciated my hospitality and fine meals, but it was always hard 
for me to stop and give people my undivided attention, my personal time.

Only a few days before Jesus’ arrest, I prepared another special meal 
for him. I didn’t know he would soon die, so I was surprised when Mary 
unabashedly honored Jesus by anointing his feet with expensive perfume. 
And yes, she did interrupt my carefully planned meal. But at least this time 
I did something right by holding my tongue. Judas, the disciple who be-
trayed Jesus, said something about it, but Jesus told him to leave Mary 
alone and praised her for doing such a beautiful thing. 

I think Mary intuitively sensed Jesus’ death was near, and that he need-
ed honor and reassurance from his friends. If, like Mary, I had been quietly 
listening to Jesus during his visits to our home instead of always thinking 
the meal was the highest priority, I might also have understood what Mary 
understood. 

Later, as details emerged of his cruel and brutal crucifixion, and then 
of his glorious resurrection and ascension, I was sorry that I had not under-
stood sooner what Mary had understood all along—that knowing Jesus 
was the one thing worth being concerned about. Now, like Mary, I have 
chosen it too.  •

Bystander

India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Nepal. 
The world refugee crisis has made the problem 

worse. European Union agents find themselves awash 
in the flood of 120,000 women and children trafficked 
from Africa or the former Soviet Union. Ninety percent 
end up coerced into Europe’s proliferating sex industry. 
Handsome profits are made from unpaid servitude, 
perhaps as much as $9.5 billion each year.

It is reminiscent of the words of Ecclesiastes: “I saw 
the tears of the oppressed—and they have no comforter; 
power was on the side of their oppressors—and they 
have no comforter. And I declared that the dead, who 
had already died, are happier than the living, who are 
still alive” (Ecclesiastes 4:1-2).

Get involved
The good news is that concerned voices—Christian 

and otherwise—are beginning to rise up against these 
abuses. Modern-day abolitionists have been active in 
everything from starting micro-enterprises to creating 
sustainable jobs for ex-slaves or discreetly researching 
overseas projects connected to their companies, suppliers 
or subcontractors. Some businesses have been persuaded 
by anti-slavery advocates to formally pledge zero toler-
ance for human trafficking and to enhance or institute 
anti-slavery laws. 

David Arkless of Manpower, the world’s largest 
private employer, is one of them. He was so shocked by 
the extent of modern-day exploitation that he launched a 
one-man campaign to get the world’s top corporations to 
sign the Athens Declaration against human trafficking. 

To get started in this humanitarian outreach, contact 
www.antislavery.org, the world’s oldest international 
human rights organization. Christian groups involved 
include the Salvation Army (www.salvationarmy.org), 
Sojourners (www.sojo.net) and various agencies of 
World Vision (www.worldvision.org). 

With the help of these and other groups, Christians 
can organize, advertise the problem, set up a booth in 
the back of the church, write letters, and make some 
noise in their communities. 

Sometimes we read history and sometimes we are 
called on to make history. Our choices will be noted by 
future generations, just as Christians today are inspired 
by the Wilberforces and abolitionists who went before 
them. The words of Christ are a call to action: “He 
has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners, and 
recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19). 
May we answer the call!  •
1 Sources: David Batstone, Not for Sale: The Return of the Global 
Slave Trade and How We Can Fight It; Kevin Bales, Disposable 
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pages 610-611.




