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Have you ever noticed that your priorities change over time? Some of the things that once held such enjoyment and carried genuine significance for you no longer serve those roles in your life. 

For example, enthralled by the prospect of preparing lavish meals for friends and family to enjoy, I used to spend inordinate amounts of time in the kitchen. Purchasing gorgeously illustrated cookbooks and glossy gourmet magazines, I lolled away hours planning menus, and then spent many a Saturday creating extravagant dinner parties — a lesser version of Martha Stewart. And then I got over it. 

Despite having genuinely enjoyed preparing those extravagant meals, designing lush floral arrangements, and generally attempting to entertain in the most “perfect” way, I eventually realized that I was enamored more of the results than the process. Succinctly put, striving for perfection was just too much work. 

This idea of perfection resurfaced recently as I read a portion of the Bible. Referring to a time when Jesus visited the home of sisters Mary and Martha in Bethany, the passage focuses on the opposite behaviors of these sisters. Reading it, I realized that I wasn’t the only one who had once spent far too much time in the kitchen. Like an early version of Martha Stewart, the overall emphasis for Martha of Bethany was domestic perfection. 

Often portrayed in sermons and books as the “wrong” sister as she labored in the kitchen, Martha’s heart, nonetheless, was in the right place: she wanted to serve the Lord. And in Martha’s estimation, serving meant doing. She cooked, cleaned, prepared and . . . grew frustrated. Have you ever found yourself working hard to attain perfection and then growing frustrated by the enormity of the task?

As Martha became more deeply engrossed in her chores, she noted that her sister Mary was just as deeply engaged in sitting, listening to Jesus. If this had been a cartoon, steam would have poured from Martha’s ears. Just how lazy could Mary be?

After all, it was customary to serve guests — particularly such an honored guest — in the manner that Martha sought to serve the Lord. Wanting everything done perfectly, Martha was not a happy camper. Indeed, she even complained to Jesus, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!” (Luke 10: 40)

Now, while Martha’s whining may be annoying, I sympathize with her frustration. Feeling overwhelmed by the tasks before her, she focused her dissatisfaction on the one who seemed to have escaped all responsibilities. 
Yet, having expressed my understanding of Martha’s dilemma, I’m increasingly aware that she inadvertently created her own discontentment. Indeed, as I see it, Martha made three mistakes— ones that are common to so many of us — that make her not the “wrong” sister, but the all too human sister. 

First, Martha focused on the wrong thing. Sometimes, in our endeavor to serve Christ, we lose sight of what’s actually most important — just spending time with Him, listening to what He has to say directly to us. 

Jesus gently reminds Martha of this when he says, “Martha, Martha . . . you are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better . . .” (Luke 10:41-42).What Martha interpreted as Mary’s unwillingness to assist in serving, was actually Mary’s understanding that hearing from the Lord supersedes doing for Him.

Martha makes the additional mistake of thinking she has the right to determine other people’s behavior. Each of the sisters actually chose her own role that day, as Jesus noted. Having chosen the role of “worker bee,” Martha then complains when Mary chooses a different role — as if Mary is required to do what Martha has chosen for her to do. 

An easy indulgence, the fact is that only the Holy Spirit convicts; we can’t. Besides, perhaps what we perceive as objectionable is actually just fine with God.

And, finally, Martha presumed to tell the Lord what to do. In her exasperation, she says to Jesus, “Tell her to help me.” Although the temptation to admonish Martha may be strong after reading those words, consider how many times we behave similarly. 

When our lives are moving in a direction contrary to our desire, it’s easy to feel that God needs a reminder of how things should be. And, just in case He doesn’t know what to do about it, like Martha, we give the Lord explicit instructions.

In view of how much we have in common with Martha, understanding her isn’t so difficult. She wants her circumstances to turn out perfectly and she seeks to ensure this outcome. Don’t we all sometimes do this? I know I do. Having given up perfection in the kitchen, I still have no real concept of moderation, so I tend to overdo many other undertakings, still ardently seeking perfection. 

But I want to change. Finally coming to the realization that God requires not perfection, but rather a heart that seeks simply to please Him, I’m slowly learning to relax. And, understanding Martha (and myself) a bit better, I want to remember that from time to time, what “is needed” is to cease from constant busy work, striving for my own standards of perfection. Instead, sometimes I need to spend a little more time sitting before the Lord, waiting quietly to hear what He has to say, “Being still and knowing that He is God” (Psalm 46:10). 

“As for God, his way is perfect,” (2 Samuel 22:31)

