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Choosing the Better Part 

 Today’s Gospel—the story of Jesus’ visit to the home of Martha and her sister, Mary—

the focus of our attention often falls on Martha.  For good reason.  She’s the one carrying the 

burden.  She’s the one serving.  She’s the one who does the talking.  She’s also the one corrected 

by Jesus.  For being anxious and worried.  For being busy and distracted.  So, I suppose, we 

focus on her, because it causes us to think about ourselves.  Am I anxious and worried?  Am I 

too busy and distracted? 

 The answer, for most of us, is “yes”.  We could all probably use a little checkup in the 

anxious / worried / busy / distracted department, couldn’t we?  And this Gospel comes every 

three years as an opportunity to assess myself.  And how I’m doing in the daily battle between 

being busy and distracted and committing to prayer and listening to Jesus. 

 Last summer we focused on having a daily retreat experience as a tool to help us in this 

daily battle.  What were the three letters we try to accomplish each day?  TPG!  Time, Place, 

God! 

+++ 

 Now that I’ve been here with you all at MQP for three years, you’ve heard me preach on 

most Gospels in the Lectionary.  So, to avoid repeating myself, I wanted to look back and see 

what I preached about on this Sunday three years ago—my first month here at MQP.  Anyone 

remember?  OK, good!  So I won’t bore you too much if I review some of that with you today. 
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 In my homily for this Gospel three years ago, I shared with you all about a TED Book I 

had read that week.  Have you all heard of TED Talks (Technology Education Design)?  Well, 

there are also TED Books, and the one I read that week in 2019 was called, In Praise of Wasting 

Time, by Alan Lightman.1  This book’s description states: 

In today's frenzied and wired world, we are obsessed with the idea of not "wasting 

time." But have we lost the silences and solitude so essential to our inner lives? 

This book doesn’t really tell us anything that we don’t already know.  We already know that we 

live in a frenzied and wired world.  We already know that, as much as smartphones, 

smartwatches, tablets, and screens can help us, they also can be quite toxic and harmful as they 

incessantly steal our peace.  We are at least vaguely aware of the hours of screen time that we 

have as a society, and that, for most of us, the amount of screen time is probably too much, and 

maybe I should consider cutting back. 

 So, this book doesn’t really tell us anything we don’t already know.  But, like today’s 

Gospel, it’s a good reminder or a good opportunity to assess ourselves and our relationship with 

things that keep us busy (or over-busy).  The things that distract us.  And, for us as disciples of 

Jesus Christ, specifically, to assess how these things get in the way of our personal relationship 

with Jesus. 

+++ 

 In my homily three years ago, I also pointed out that our contemporary frenzied and 

wired world has its issues regarding being distracted.  However, every era has faced the 

challenge of being distracted in its own way.  For example, in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, there were articles written about how the railways and telegraphs were increasing 

anxiety in society. 
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 Yesterday, I came across a cartoon from a 1906 British magazine, which also 

demonstrates this point.  It was a cartoon of a lady and a gentleman sitting next to each other in a 

park, but facing away from one another.2  They each had an electric telegraph machine in their 

lap, with the ticker tape flowing out.  The woman was looking amorously at the tape, apparently 

reading something romantic.  While the gentleman was looking angrily at the tape, apparently 

upset by the horseracing results. 

 They were sitting next to one another, yet they were miles apart.  Has that ever happened 

to you and your family?  Sitting in the same room or at the same dinner table—yet each one on 

his or her own device, in his or her own world, distracted from the reality right in front of you?  

Back in the 1906, just as today, the issues of being distracted, isolated, not present were a 

concern for human beings in their relationships with one another. 

+++ 

 Today’s Gospel shows us that it was a concern and problem in the 1st century, as well.  

Jesus Christ was sitting in the room with Martha and her sister Mary—yet Martha wasn’t there.  

Martha is an example and reminder for us to be present to and intentional about what and who is 

right in front of me.  Being attentive to what the Lord is calling me to do in every moment, and 

how He is calling me to love and serve my neighbor who is right in front of me:  living in my 

house, next door to me, in the desk beside me, in the lunchroom or playground, on the sports 

field, out on the roads, etc. 

 But, in order to do that, we must first be anchored in our relationship with Jesus Christ.  

We cannot give others the love of Christ, if we do not receive it from Him first, foremost, and 

frequently.  If we do not recognize that He is always with us.  Always waiting for me to notice 

Him, to stop whatever is keeping me busy or distracted and set it aside, and to spend just a few 
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minutes with Him each day.  Listening to Him.  Learning from Him.  Learning about His love 

for me and how He wants me to share that same love with others. 

+++ 

 That all being said, I do have something new I want to share with you this year.  I want us 

to also spend some time learning from Mary.  I was curious about Mary’s experience of this 

situation.  So I asked Mary to share with me what it was like for her to hear her sister 

complaining about her to Jesus.  What was it like to hear her accusing her of being lazy, not 

helpful, and, basically, a bad hostess and bad sister? 

 Did Mary get upset?  Did she feel guilty or ashamed?  Did she get defensive?  Did she 

feel tempted to complain to Jesus about Martha or insult her back?  “Oh yeah, Martha?  You 

think I’m lazy?  What about you?  I would help, but you’re always so…” 

 When we look at Martha, we see that a common challenge in our prayer life is being 

distracted; being worried and anxious about many things.  However, when we look at Mary, we 

see that there’s another common challenge in our prayer life and relationship with Jesus.  That is, 

the attacks of fellow human beings.  The attacks, even, of fellow disciples.  Which can be from a 

family member, a friend, a fellow parishioner, or even from strangers.  The desire for approval 

and acceptance from other people can be a very strong influence on us and can affect our prayer 

life. 

 Fear of being criticized for not doing Church right.  Fear of being made fun of being 

faithful and having a personal relationship with Jesus.  Fear of seeming out of touch for 

following Jesus’ teachings.  Fear of being slandered, complained, or gossiped about for being 

ourselves.  These are major obstacles to prayer life and relating to Jesus.  Either they can be a 

deterrent, in that we give up on prayer or living as a disciple for fear of public shame and what it 
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will cost us socially.  Or, they can be a distraction, in that they dominate our thoughts and 

emotions when we’re trying to pray and relate to Jesus. 

 So, I was asking Mary to show me what she was feeling or thinking in that moment.  It 

could’ve been a heated moment between her and Martha.  A moment that could’ve shaken her or 

taken her out of her prayerful disposition of sitting with Jesus and being focused on listening to 

Him.  And caused her to act out of anger and turn her focus to Martha. 

 What I received back from Mary was this:  A smile.  No words; no explanations; no 

defensiveness.  Just a smile.  And a sense of peace.  Martha was complaining about Mary.  It 

didn’t get Mary’s attention at all.  It got no reaction from Mary at all.  As Jesus said, she was 

choosing “the better part ant it [would] not be taken from her.”3 

 In this way, Mary is really a model, inspiration, and encouragement for a life of prayer 

and where commitment and perseverance in prayer and building a relationship with Jesus can 

take you. 

 We can have the same thing that Mary has.  Jesus promises to give us His peace.  We 

should take Him up on that offer—frequently!  Let’s do that now.  If you’d like to, please repeat 

after me.  I name and I claim.  The peace of Jesus Christ.  And because He promised.  To give it 

to me.  I have faith.  That it will not be taken from me. 

+++ 

 Prayer isn’t just about setting aside distractions, anxieties, and worries.  That’s a good 

starting point.  But prayer goes beyond that.  Prayer takes us to a place of being solidly anchored 

in Jesus.  Where nothing and no one can distract, deter, or take Him away from us. 

 Yes, there are challenges to prayer.  Sometimes it seems quite easy, and sometimes it 

seems impossible.  Sometimes we don’t know where to start; don’t know how to do it; or don’t 
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know how to grow in it.  Sometimes it’s our own distractedness that’s an obstacle.  Sometimes 

it’s the attacks of the devil or even fellow humans that try to knock us out of a life of prayer, 

discipleship, and relationship with Jesus. 

 Jesus’ words today are not merely a correction of Martha.  They’re not just an invitation 

and encouragement to reassess how much time we spend on worries, anxieties, and distractions.  

They are so much more than that.  They are a powerful promise to each one of us:   

There is need of only one thing. 

 If you choose the better part.  If you learn from your mistakes.  If you listen to Jesus and 

allow Him to teach you.4  If you repent of and turn away from those times when you’ve chosen 

the lesser part.  If you work at ignoring distractions.  If you ask for help in prayer, from fellow 

disciples and from the saints and angels.  If you encourage one another in prayer and refuse to 

tear others down or react to those who attempt to tear you down. 

 If you persevere in choosing and re-choosing the better part.  Jesus promises you that He 

will not be taken away from you.5 

+++ 
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1 https://www.ted.com/read/ted-books/ted-books-library/in-praise-of-wasting-time  
2 https://theconversation.com/the-victorians-had-the-same-concerns-about-technology-as-we-do-60476  
3 Luke 10:42 
4 Luke 10:39 
5 Luke 10:42 
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