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GISTERS [N ADVERSITY: RETELLING MARTH A'SS
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Loveday C. Alexander
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11. Meister Eckhart, ‘A Serrpon on the Contemplative and the
Petry (ed.), Late Medieval Mysticism, pp. 193-99,' esp. p. 197.

12. Eckhart, ‘A Sermon on the Contemplative and the Active Life’, p- 195,

13. E.g. (‘A Sermon on the Contemplative and the Active Life’, PP 194-95) the
observation that Christ names (i.e. calls) Martha twice elicits two comments: firs, gy
‘there never was nor ever shall be lost a single soul whom Christ hag eVer named by
human mouth in the eternal Word" (backed by biblical examples); and second, thatas
a doublet the naming has double significance, once for this world and once for the
eternal world (a principle which is also found in rabbinic exegesis).

14. E.g. E. Pagels, ‘Paul and Women: A Response to Recent Discussion’, JAAR 2
(1974), pp. 538-49 (esp. p. 547); D.J.A. Clines, What Does Eve Do To Help?: And Other
Readerly Questions to the Old Testament (JSOTSup 94; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), pp.25-
48 (esp. pp. 45-48); F. Watson, ‘Strategies of Recovery and Resistance: Hermeneutical
Reflections on Genesis 1-3 and its Pauline Reception’, [SNT 45 (1992), pp. 79-103; and

cf. S. Durber’s ‘The Female Reader and the Parables of the Lost’, JSNT 45 (1992), pp.
59-78.
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Martha is the subject of three finite verbs in Main gy S of
exegetes.

: iciple, as against Jesus’ score of o In the
narrative, th)zhd(e’:;%?;t; I\Eary's activity inLk. 10,39 oo tw;)n 2
The two Vetz d o the main clause of this verse, which yseg - "
subordln; scribe the relationship between the sisters. “there o TSong
idiom to h?Ch the Rsv and other English versions copre ctly 1 ndo ey
S}stelr\/i wtha] had a sister’. In direct speech, Marthy is the suby o1 ‘ghe
!1-?' -t;,Ie in her own request in v. 40,.and of two Mmain Verbs i ]of an
;relfpli; (10.41); Mary gets one ﬁn(i’te ver}) in Martha’s speech (Subong es::d
to the impersonal ou HeAel 001 OT1....) “does it not c*:oncern ou that,__, £
onein Jesus’ reply. The two other clauses ostensibly relating o Mary -
10.42 use impersonal verbs. These Patterns serve to fope

as the active partner with Jesus in the scene. Mary i

character, of whom we are told (in a relative ]

ground \y
S a baCk 0
ause) only the, o
mum necessary to explain the dialogue that for
scene. Within that dialogue, Martha is alloweg
Jesus, and is accorded the unique distinction

are mjp;.
ms the Culminatiop, of the
almost as man

twice (10.41)—a point noted by Eckhart. Wh

; Y Words g
of being namegq by Jesys
at we have, then, is

as persisted
beyond the confines of the

at he is seeking to undermine: ‘The simple sense
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\\.,.casl\l,\ e SAYS that Mary took her station at ]ESus'\ fto Prove b
JO L LUKESE i ¢
'-nt“‘t““  she was doing this the whole of her lifer17 + 7088 thig
Il at e :

a1 ihe story naturally moves frop, the par Allegoricg]
" oroach esus’ lifetime, involving Specific, ng e
f 1an sneralizing rele about the valye of one lifegty|
0Oddly, generations of exegetes Who haye i
:mother '1ike the plague in the 'mterpretation of the
Auegoihis Kind of generalization about Marthg and May
make o reference (domesticity versug ntellectyg] purs 4
framé iritual, practical service versus contemplation) u
Squs\ 10t 25 indiviquals but as types, cyphers from
se11 more interesting than the domestic problems o
CCal yin's reductio ad absurdum usefully re

fa harasseq h
: \ Ostess,
. " hunds his readers that thisis an
- amption: the text tells us about a Pparticular ingj

: : . dent, but the

*ion has generalized this so that it becomes 5 paradigm forealg(ee;p rle-
The same tendency to generalize leads to the related assumptiontt}h;

the apophthegm with which the story ends

must be read as a pene 1
rule enunciated by Jesus establishing a perm e

: anent hierarchy of values ag
petween one lifestyle and another. In fact Jesug teaching in the gospels

contains remarkably few general rules, and the

re is nothing to indicate
that this is one (the persistence of the proper n;

ames in vv. 41-42 rather
suggests the contrary). The story of the Good Samaritan, which immedi-

ately precedes this episode, suggests that the Lukan Jesus is more
concerned with the reversal of existing value systems than with the set-
ting up of new ones; and paradox plays an important part in this
process, both in apophthegms and in parables ge.g. Lk. 14.26; 16.15;
17.33;18.9-14, 27). Luke is particularly fond of stories (both p:arablefs ;nfj
incidents in the primary narrative) that overturn the expe;tatllfns (; t:) gr
auditors (e.g. Lk.16.1-9;17.11-19). They are intended to shoc ,noh the};
down a code of Christian law. It seems at 1eastlwor1tht2s1\1;[1;1r%hv;/ thher
there is an element of deliberate par.ad(;; in gle:;; ir:r?a}; by
than treating itina Completely straightface
Christian (or female) behavior.

Parableg Continye

y Whatever the
1ts, secular ver-
rthe two women are
Something intrin;-

: ’ .38). . Is this the
o PEBe el (U;elroosf i)nteresting things'aboutthfg(r)g}caher that we
Luke tells usa numM rtha’s gender the major fac xegesis has always
most sigmhcant.? Is Ma o read this story? Popglar f: asga story which is
must bear ;“ “““iifi‘gender in this story, taking 1

tended to foregro

-90.
Mark, and Luke, 1, PP- 89

tthew,
17. Calvin, A Harmony of the Gospels Ma
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1 to women' in a particulay way. In
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nl\‘\l“ SS4

v fus ‘nti » i k‘("“'l” M3 r\(a\
ing tendency just mentioned, thig Makeg 1, "Ney; AP
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all-important issue? In fact LUKS e hab,lt Of intrq uci( o buc(,\x“"\; W v
‘with the formula ‘a certain man (8.27), or b,ehO\d a n‘g hig QhT"\ the Wt O
18;8.41;9.36;19.2;23.50); he useslth.e Word Signific;a“Qd\..rf“‘\cr\ W 1310)
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gender is significant in this episode, it be treays ung, it W
significant in all the storles.where Luke Mentiong it It iy teq as e'\t_n, s o A
dniqueyslgnincantiox this stony, "ot tapally e

What we seem t.O be dealmg with here is general fe e a \Nh(; o
narrative style which 1eayes open. the question ¢ narraﬁa re o L pe %
Gospel stories, whether in the Primary Narratiye tin Ve Signiﬁcukah ke e
use realistic characters and Situations, and thjg meansparables, t:“%. meaﬁh
economy of the narrative, there are elementg in g thay, Qspi:\d to M L
serve simply as ’background or scen.e-painting: thuSg(;Spel tale ‘:htihe s
parable of the talents is not aboyt Capitaligy, and Cert;\i T example ch G
ment in its favor), but simply uses 1t as part of th v, Y not €y afrthe Ma ‘
the tale. In similar vein, we could argye that Martha’s Sttglc ﬁ.lr‘ﬁ'fur?\ Xfté\
Woren, .or even, primarily about Martha 45 Womay,. ;y 'S ot ﬂbo?ft soft‘
simply part of the minimal backgr'ound information wl{iche: o Tdlgy is et
has to supply in order to explain the Situation PreSupp, . Narragy, &
dialogue. Seq N -2
Martha ‘received him into he

r house’ (Lk. 10.38)
Thesceneisa dinner-party —ascene of

hospita; Lukes:
these: Lk. 7.36-50; 11.37-52; 14.1-6,711, 1214, 1t5y_2 Aelis Tathey fong ¢
contain an element of surprise and r

eversal, SOmeﬁ elrl th Q8
Sometimes for guests. Thus in ch. 14 the guests who ke exco sts
Uses gy,

Was part of the agenda for the ;

S aman full of leprosy’ for Mark's ‘a leper, or
e Luke has ‘behold men carrying’ for Mark's “they [subject unspeci-
fied] came carrying’,
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Al EXANDER
)junct‘ - ,n\\’-””"d (,u(.qidc'rs (Lk. 14. 15~24),.wh('r(-.|s in ch.
le oy, al the't . pharisee; who is contrasted unfavorably with
1 ha(:st inw'(’) ‘{l"",;(ﬁf"" 1 h:,‘nr1t'l" (Lk. 7.44-47). Chapter 14 also contains a
")e“e,. L\,hqi‘v «)l:h‘ \f!‘“‘. /n":‘fh‘, ""]ﬁ,‘:ul'slﬁ' which at' the surface Vlovcl’gives little more
S@x,sal Fu;) % .I(, ..""",l‘,‘{\"'“"_mm advice on etiquette (Lk. 14.7-11); only the last
dop b Y agg ,()'N 0" ather ‘j'w' the attentive reader of thc'gospel that the real
g hisecolh\@ l"hpf -"_‘,’,1’:; ”"',d:;hing is the paradox pf exaltation and humiliation
ay IedCha'Q Sthe , gl,‘l_ Josts ‘tu Varth s story alon gside these co-texts suggests that
tly, m]_.‘,(;‘!‘@rs (I)..RL,[,dme operaﬁ“g on two Ievels_. Qn the surface, Martha is
‘g Ore °f£ 1) e ,,m;( - common to hc.)sts‘: she is in danger of getting so
s day, £ :(.; L mist L etails of hospitality that she forgets the point of the
Ebe tequall , ,1 ¥ jown in ich is t0 enjoy the company of your guest. This would
akenay :7leexerflse’r host, and with any guest; to that extent, the story,
S s N y kelgo orks a5 simply as a piece of advice on e.thuette. When
iy, Uk 1:1’;‘«’ 1k 14"7}(35,11 5, however, the mlst'ak’e assumes COSMIC proportions:
s, tena;(,e' 7 gueftiﬁdarlger of 'missing the point” which of all points must not be
SPite t},io ptf p
€ wi. "11'55 i
PIeIIth quad 0 51567 ' (Lk. 10’?9) P :
larg, ; ral the gOSpels contain S}glnﬁcantl){ more ablout dlSpl.’ltes between
o of~ In g@i nan about any othe/r 1/<1nd of relainorllslrpp: ’brothera? occur more
e & o frien ds’, 'parents’, 1:1usbands or ‘wives'. There is an obvious
er i n or this in terms of Sitz 1m Leben: relatlonshlp’s bfetwgen brothfers
atop isters were of primary concern to the story's ﬁr’st'mte?prem{e
the p— But this should alsg alertus to Ioolf at h(?w sibling rivalry is
ied olsewhere in gospel dls’cou.rse, especially 1n Luke. Is there a
onsistent pattern? What is Jesus” attitude to complaints about siblings?
The attentive reader of Lk. 10 may wel'l .remember at this point the
4 strong condemnation in Lk. 6.41-42 of noticing your b.roth.er’s faults and
jgnoring your oW1 [s Martha reproved for behaving in this way toward
hersister? Does the injunction against ‘judging’ (Lk. 6.37) have a particu-
arforce in the context of sibling disputes? It surfaces again in Lk. 12.13,
lose parallel to

Gooding? rightly sees as a ¢
Martha’s story. Here an unnamed man ‘from the crowd” asks Jesus to
intervene on his behalf in a dispute with his brother, much as Martha
asks Jesus to intervene with her sister. Jesus refuses to be cast in the role
of judge’, and shows no interest in the rights and wrongs of the case. We
arereminded of another sibling, the “elder brother’ of Lk. 15.25-32. ‘Is it
fair? seems to be the wrong question to ask in both cases. But the tone in
which this brother is rebuked in Lk. 15.31-32 (‘Son, you are always with

a passage which David

2. D.Gooding, According to Luke (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1987), pp- 209-10.
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§1akoviav: It har:lhli}rl’t ;in gospel discourse, and especially fq,

e i;)al\%z(s)t significant is 22.24-27, where Jesus affirms ;g
439;89)

, irect cO :
§10KOVOS Zsf ?h(iis gospel, then, it is hard to construe v. 40 45
the term$

: it is presumably even better to |
, Chkrlizgﬁieto Vs\;hr‘a/févler IVE‘rtha is doing wrong,
‘muc L

&aKOVIG.:e worthwhile, therefore, to explore the possibility tpy M
| Itr 22’1& 4 to us, not as someone who clearly puts herself
;‘)sulz as someone who by all that V,Ve = bfaen £ TR SXPectis in the Tight
We have already observed thatin other disputes between siblings, jogy«
in this gospel shows himself remarkably unconcerned a

3 2 b0ut Who ls Hl
the right and who is in the wrong. The prodigal’s elder brothey iS aftey

all quite clearly aman who does everything right, yet he ends Up Wrong,
footed by his profligate younger brother. The Pharisee of 18.9-14, like the
ruler of 18.21, had kept all the commandments and more, yet it was the
tax collector, the ‘sinner’, who ‘went down to his house justifieq’ 2 5

inthe Wrop

21. Cf. also Lk. 17.3-4: the brother who repents is to be met with unlimited
forgiveness. It is tempting to cite Jn 21.20-23 in this context as well. Even asking ques-
tions about a brother’s spiritual destiny is forbidden: “What is that to you? Follow me',
‘Mind your own [spiritual] business!” seems to be a principle of this community ethic.

22. The fact that Martha is also ‘vexed’, ‘troubled’, or ‘distracted’ (mepreamaro)
may have negative implications: the use of amepiomaoTws in 1 Cor. 7.35 suggests that
it did in some circles. But within the gospel the verb occurs nowhere else, and the
reader of this text has been given no clue which would make this in and of itself a
sufficient reason for rebuke, A second-century papyrus text speaks of being “troubled’
or ‘vexed’ by tax collectors (LS] 1386b), but this is hardly grounds for moral censure.

23. Foran illuminating discussion of the role of the ‘sinner’ in Luke's gospel se¢
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Woman (sinner) Simon the Pharigee (host)
Mary (idle) Martha (hostess)
Publican (sinner) Pharisee (prays, fasts etc.)
VINDICATED REBUKED '

is not of course portrayed as ‘bad’ in, Lk.10.38 :

M:r&; her behavior overturns accepted no = =Pt in the
senSe auditors might well be expected to side With Martha in her com-
sizfn’; against her sister (and still do). In the termg of gospel discourse,
i owever, the story offers a choiFe betweer.1 two’good’ types of behavior,
Jistening to Jesus and serving him, and this

is at the heart of the paradox.
This factor is more clearly exhibited in the Johannine variant on the
anointing woman, where Mary of Bethany becomes the anointer, and her

antagonist is not Simon but Judas (Jn 12.1-7). In this variant Ma.ry is not
identified as a sinner (that has bgen left to the popular exegesis which
conflates all three women). John is careful to explain tha_t itis ]gdas W.ho
is ‘bad’ (Jn 12.4, 6); but it is noteworthy that the action with Vflh.lCh
113[ s gesture is compared (and which is the point of the_ dominical
saal"lzl\g inv. 7) is something that in itself is ‘good’, r}amely, glv,mg to thg
poyor. In the same way, we might argt;e, t:i\e bihivxirt }(:fo?::kjv fu g\ag 11r81
contrasted not with a ‘bad’ course of ac on but witt Ry
y , i . Both stories highlight a rathe
i.tself gog?)x, Tﬁ::?lg}gsgf‘g;hgajveis;sis not as importgnt as dgvotiotn (e‘igg
lg(etrpa?:gant, and embarrassing devotion),to J o ar'ldi;}t:; 52;:;“ this
may be detected elsewhere iln Lllllie‘gﬁiu;i:::s}e‘;z%hr:ﬁeepmg faicone
?:Egﬁﬁztgens;? Zgitg};\e(;g.leg-23): the “one thing’ he lacks (compare

rms for g Woman, In thjg

TSup, 58;

; A elo Luke(JSN

D.A. Neale, ‘None but the Sinners': Religious Categories i1 o
A.Neale,

18.9-14).
1165-78 (onLk.
Shelfild: JSOT Press, 1991), pp. 135-47 (on Lk.7.36-50) and PP
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‘Martha, Martha, you are am'aous and troubled aboyt many 4. e is aIse

It is only when Jesus beglr,\s to‘ speak that we are giv ingg’ (L 5 d.‘sc().uc“p

about the nature of Martha’s mistake. Martha ig 'Callede'n SXpligy, ;11) 15 &S -

verse, and the attentive read:ar of Luke’s gospel ShOuldb esyg _‘S\\xes %end‘;‘ ‘

that being ‘anxious’ (MEPIMVES) is not g g al thig that

00d thj Teag
disciple. The interpretation of the paraple '8 for the i

\Y o
of the A pave

issues dire warnings to thosg who allow ‘the w Orsoo‘g'ér '11} L\S.ué%be Wo:ki
‘choked by the cares (uep1uvdv) and riches and pl e od’ tq bqué\s “ Nﬂua
8.14): ‘their fruit does not mature.” In Lk_ 12.22:31 the Wof t}}is\ife' (L\t | Cha‘e.
‘cares’ is intensified: “Which of you by being anxious (0 ar g 2gin | exps.
a cubit to his span of life?” (Lk. 12.25)— 5 Warning ap‘ngv Canaq mi\'\
about food and drink which is embedded in a lon, P gglzuit Wo“y_mg ;:J 4
on the dangers of riches as a distraction (Lk. 12_13_34). N c 'of teath‘n\g :
needful’ is echoed, as we have seen, in the ruler's‘one T S'one Th“\g >
Lk.18.22, which also picks up again the theme of ltreasuregml; lac\qn’ i 4
Lk.12.21,33-34); but the theme of single-mindednesg Weaves?a\fen (cf. \
of Jesus’ teaching in less explicit ways right through the ¢ mang gy

of this gospel (cf. Lk. 9.57-62; 11.33-36; 12.3031), entral section
I have not set out to give an exhaustive ex
less to lay down rules for a definitive exege
suggest some strategies that may enable
included) to tell her story in a way that does justice both to the need to
affirm the value of ‘Martha’ activities and characteristics and to the need
for critical sensitivity to the text. Not all these strategies will necessarily
be found useful at once. If we think of the text as a dramatic script,

egesis of this Passage, mygy,
s1S. All Thave tried to gq isto
Martha’s Supporters (mysels
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8 of Martha's story may want tq ‘pe
e e " iple ways. A performance may be Popular
85 Jar; but if it is to be convineing it 1r
Jesi®® ;;;thi|1 the text in @ way that is perceived to pe .
wwnu"‘ fdisCOUrse it contains; :

Kin¢ yitis jmportant t.o pay attention to Narrative
s S wh) o the expectations aroused by the Co-tex
oot an ost that Martha's story really does belong to
oS -‘;t © the story of a hostess who ‘misses the poin
het sister and invites its auditors to see the implications of this
abe? " ere the guest—and the point—is Jesus himself. |y ; o
situf‘“(l) her than paradigmatic, deliberately overturning iés auii}_’ara:
domé:a:ions about’good’ and "bad” behavior —which means that ;ts(;rs
ehe stcory rosetupa new'code gf behavior is to repeat the mistake, [t terllls
L . qumber of interesting things about Martha, of which the fact that

e s a wOman is probably the least significant in terms of the wider
5
discourse:

rform’ it in one of a
umdvmic,
raw on the
aPpropriate tq

v secd

details withjy,
t. Transitivity
her, and not to
t' of her hOSpi-

Martha is important as sister, as hostess, as servant of Christ
5 Jisciple. But for twentieth—cgntury regders to whom the issue of
“nder has assumed a new vitality, there is also significance in the fact
ot Martha (and her sister) are women. None of the themes that we
{6 traced in the story are uniquely ‘women’s business’. Their out-
working may differ betf/vee.n men and women, just as the background
furniture of this story is different from that of the stories with male
characters—but  the themes themselves all relate to the common
experience of discipleship. The simple fact that Luke chooses to make
these points by telling a story about two women makes it impossible to
maintain that discipleship is men’s business only (Luke will go out of his
way in Acts 9.1-2 to stress that “the disciples of the Lord” who ‘belong to
the way’ include ‘both men and women’). To insist that this is a story
‘about women'’ is to risk confining it to the ghetto: ‘women’s stories’,
notoriously, are felt to have nothing to teach men. In medieval legend
Martha is depicted both as a preacher (to men and women alike) and as
adragon-slayer, a female counterpart to the more familiar St George.* In
spite of —or perhaps because of —her strength in traditional women’s
roles, she refuses to be limited by them. Her story should not be
restricted by them either.

2. Tabor, The Saints in Art, p. 80; and further, Moltmann-Wendel, The Womnien
Around Jesys, Pp. 39-48.
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