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MARTHA ('PERSON) [Gk Martha). Martha (from the
Aramaic meaning “lady” or “mistress”) appears in the
gospel of I:uke as the sister of Mary (Luke 10:38-42). She
reappears in the gospel of John as the sister of Mary and
Lazarus (John 11:1-12:11). The family were inhabitants of
Bethany, a town located about two miles (ca. 15 stadia; cf.
John 11:18) from Jersualem. Luke does not mention that
Martha had a brother named Lazarus nor that the sisters
h.ai.led from Bethany, but his placing of the story of Jesus’
visit to their home immediately after the parable of the
Good Samaritan which mentions the road from Jerusalem
to Jericho (Luke 10:30-37, v 30) argues for a situs of their
village near Jerusalem.

A. Luke

Scholars generally agree that the Lukan story has its
basis in historical tradition. Martha was apparently the
elder of the two sisters and the householder, since it was
she who received Jesus into her house (Luke 10:38). For
apparently unmarried women to h?ve .reccwed a teacher
into their home and engaged him in dialogue represents
an unusual social situation in Ist-century Palestine.

A practical woman, Martha was distracted with the many
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12:11) is one of the longest in lhe N’l.“. Scholars d;:pl}:i
among themselves as 10 the relationship between the ;
hannine narrative and various Lukan accounts (principaily
Loke 10:38-42, but also Luke 7:11-17, 36-50; 16:19-31;
and 19:41-44), as well as the histo_rical character 9f the
Johannine story, but they stand In almost unanimous
agreement in the affirmation that the Johannine character-
istics of the account clearly mark it as a Johannine compo-
sition. The story has two principal parts, the story of
Lazarus' resurrection (John 11:1-44), in which Margha
enjoys a principal role, and the story of Jesus’ anointing
(John 12:1-11), where Martha’s role is secondary to that
of Mary.

In general the character portrayal of Martha in John
11-12 is similar to that of Luke 10:38-42, especially her
initiative in dialogue and her service at table, but the
central role accorded to the dialogue between Martha and
Jesus in John 11:17-37 is proper to the Fourth Gospel.
Martha has been inserted into the narrative by the evan-
gelist as a mouthpiece for his own theology. The evangel-
ist’s composition of vv 20-27 and 39b-40 allows him to
use Martha as a foil for Jesus’ affirmation that he is the
resurrection and the life (John 11:25).

Like the mother of Jesus (cf. John 2:3, 5), Martha sets
the scene for Jesus’ self-manifestation (John 11:21-22, 24,
39). Her belief is initially inadequate, not going beyond
the future eschatology of the Bible and some contempo-
rary Judaism (John 11:24). Later, in response to Jesus’
question, “Do you believe?” Martha responds with the most
f:l‘x{::lsy cieveéoped confession of faith in the Fourth Gospel:
g e e L
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MARTYR, MARTYRDOM. In dealing with the

phenomenon of martyrdom in the ancient Western world
one immediately comes up against a complex of defini
tional problems (see also SUICIDE). Simply put, martyr-
dom refers to the act of choosing death rather than re-
nouncing one’s religious principles. Death then is
volu_ntary,‘but not wholly so, since some element of com-
pu1519n exists, and some noble cause (in this case a religiois
one) is at stake. Is there a difference between taking onc’
life directly and allowing one’s life to be taken? In some of
the cases cited below the traditional “martyrs” seem €2§¢T
to embrace death. Often there is a way of escape, oM
alternative to choosing death (as in the classic case 0
chrates), so the degree and kind of compulsion can vary:
It is particularly difficult to sort out the distinction betvec!
deaths motivated by religious principles, and others pelr
haps equally noble and morally motivated, but not dlr{fC;X
associated with formal dogma. “Suicide,” a Compara[]“ )
recent word in English (Daube 1972), is often used 0 1?130
cases of voluntary death which are viewed as less qalt-
noble, while “martyrdom” reflects a wholly positivé €
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