Commentary on Luke 10:38-42

This essay offers a literary reading of the account of Martha and Mary in Luke’s Gospel. This scene forms part of Luke’s special material within the synoptic tradition[footnoteRef:1] and, unlike John’s Gospel, it is the two women who drive the narrative forward, rather than their brother Lazarus (John 11:1-12:8), who Luke’s tradition appears not to know.[footnoteRef:2] Historical readings have often posited that the two women embody a contrast between activity and contemplation, whereby the contemplative Mary serves as an example of ‘the better part’. Indeed, Reformation readers such as Luther sharpened this contrast even more by seeing Martha as an example of the perils of self-justification.[footnoteRef:3] Reviewing the history of interpretation, Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel highlights the gendered nature of this kind of reading, and indeed Luke’s own composition, playfully suggesting that Luke was intimidated by Martha’s competence and offers this periscope with a warning tone: ‘too much emancipation is dangerous!’[footnoteRef:4] In this essay, I deploy a literary reading of the story informed by Family Systems Theory to resituate the conflict outside of the dichotomy between the two women’s individual choices, meaning the reader no longer needs to make a value judgement between the two women. [1:  Darrell L. Bock, Luke 9:51-24:53, 3rd edition (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 1996), 1038.]  [2:  Ibid., 1039.]  [3:  Francois Bovon, Das Evangelium Nach Lukas, vol. 2, Evangelisch-Katholischer Kommentar Zum Neuen Testament (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1996), 115.]  [4:  Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel, Ein Eigener Mensch Werden: Frauen Um Jesus (Gütersloh: Güthersloher Verlagshaus, 1980), 35. Translations from German my own.] 


The drama of the story revolves around the relationship between the two sisters, the offer of hospitality to Jesus provoking a conflict between Martha and Mary. Spatially, this offer of hospitality marks a change from the previous block of Jesus’ public teaching, which focussed on the sending and returning of the seventy (10:1-12;17-24) and public challenges to Jesus’ interpretation of the law (10:25), providing the occasion for the Parable of the Good Samaritan. By contrast, the action of this story take place in a domestic setting, behind closed doors with an implied omniscient narrator. The disciples, presumed to be travelling with Jesus, fade into the background and the two women take centre stage.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Bovon, Das Evangelium Nach Lukas, 2:104.] 


Martha represents a character-type who appears relatively frequently in the Lukan materials: independent women of means who financially support the ministry of Jesus or the early Jesus movement (compare Mary of Magdala, Joanna and Susanna in Luke 8:1-3, or alternatively Lydia in Acts 16:14-15).[footnoteRef:6] Martha appears to be own her property and the one issuing the offer of hospitality, thus acting as the head of the household.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  That said, it is worth questioning how far Mary of Magdala was truly independent: the fact that she has been ‘cured of evil spirits and infirmities’ (Luke 8:2) suggests, at the very least, an unequal power balance between her and Jesus.]  [7:  Diane Chen, Luke, New Covenant Commentary (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2017), 87.] 


The details of the plot are sparse, but vivid. Mary, whose transgressive action is the central conflict driving the plot forward, is the subject of just one verb: she is sitting at the Lord’s feet (Luke 10:39).[footnoteRef:8] This stillness is juxtaposed with the activity of Martha: welcoming Jesus into her home, being distracted by many tasks,[footnoteRef:9] coming to Jesus, asking him to intervene. Mary remains silent throughout; Martha is a maelstrom of action. What is the reader to make of Mary, the source of the conflict? On one hand, Mary’s agency is emphasised through the transgressive choice to take on the position of a disciple at Jesus’ feet, a position traditionally reserved for men[footnoteRef:10] – emphasised by the active reflexive παρακαθεσθεῖσα[footnoteRef:11] (10:39), and Jesus’ affirmation of the decision in the dialogue “Mary has chosen the better part” (10:42). At the same time, though, her agency is reduced by the fact that she does not resolve the conflict for herself but instead is dependent on Jesus intervening on her behalf. Mary’s situation is thus ambiguous, and it is this ambiguity that is challenging for many readers of the account. The author allows her to choose her role, but denies her the ability to defend it.   [8:  Bovon, Das Evangelium Nach Lukas, 2:104.]  [9:  Bovon notes that the rare verb περιεσπᾶτο points to the excess of Martha’s workload. Ibid., 2:106. ]  [10:  Chen, Luke, 88.]  [11:  Bock, Luke 9, 1040.] 


Indeed, Jesus’ words underline this ambiguity. The double vocative “Martha, Martha” (10:41) begins a statement that affirms the Mary’s action. Yet it is Martha who is addressed and thus Martha who is invited to take the further step necessary to complete the narrative, namely changing her own perspective away from her distraction to emulate Mary’s contemplation. She is invited to reflect on her own activity and choose to inhabit the world that Mary has spontaneously taken part in.[footnoteRef:12] Assuming that she decides to accept this challenge – a question Luke’s narrative ultimately leaves open – it would through Martha’s character that the tension of the plot is resolved. At least on the level of the plot, Mary’s action, boundary challenging as it was, merely provides an occasion for Martha to develop as a character.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Bovon, Das Evangelium Nach Lukas, 2:108.]  [13:  The plot as I am reading it stands in some tension with the form critical observation that the words of Jesus stand as a normative teaching to the church, teaching readers to choose one of two possible ‘Glaubenshaltung’. (Ibid., 2:103–4.). This highlights the way in which literary concentration on plot and character sometimes brings out tensions in form-critical observations.   ] 


Paying attention to these details of characterisation and plot thus complicates an easy reading of this passage where the contemplative Mary is pitted against the actionist Martha. If anything, Martha is the more colourful character, invited to take a step of growth, whereas Mary recedes into the background, little more than a plot device. Is there another way of reading this text? 

Although the narrator is omnipresent, he gives no details about the inner emotional life of the characters. The reader is left to assume. Following the suggestion of Kamila Blessing,[footnoteRef:14] I propose that Family Systems Theory, in particular Bowen Theory, may help provide a useful lens through which to read this narrative, unlocking details that are ambiguous. Bowen Theory posits that all families are governed by predictable patterns that explain the actions of individuals within that family.[footnoteRef:15] On the level of a literary reading, then, it is possible to make reasonable assumptions about a character’s driving motivations, even when these aren’t explicitly stated. One of Bowen Theory’s key tenants is the idea that human relationships most naturally exist as ‘triangles’, that is, between two persons and a thing or between three persons.[footnoteRef:16] Therefore, whilst relationships between two persons (dyads) are possible, ‘it has a low tolerance for anxiety and is easily disturbed…by relationship forces from outside the twosome’.[footnoteRef:17] The result is triangulation, whereby the anxiety in the relationship between two people is diffused by pulling in a third person; triangles are, for Bowen Theory, inherently more stable and able to bear stressing factors such as change.[footnoteRef:18] Sometimes triangulation is healthy, allowing a dyad to move forward in a relationship through the involvement of a neutral third party, creating non-anxious space in which to examine the conflict;[footnoteRef:19] however, when only one person in the relationship is trying to involve a third party, it takes on an unhealthy dynamic that prevents a conflict from being resolved.[footnoteRef:20] [14:  Kamila Blessing, Families of the Bible: A New Perspective (ABC-CLIO, 2010).]  [15:  Murray Bowen and Michael E. Kerr, Family Evaluation (W. W. Norton & Company, 2009), 10.]  [16:  Murray Bowen, ‘An Interview with Murray Brown’, in Family Therapy in Clinical Practice (Jason Aronson, 1993), 399.]  [17:  Ibid., 400.]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  Daniel V. Papero, ‘Assisting the Two-Person System: An Approach Based on the Bowen Theory’, Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy 35, no. 4 (2014): 390–91, https://doi.org/10.1002/anzf.1079.]  [20:  Mikal Nazir Rasheed, Family Therapy: Models and Techniques (London: Sage, 2010), 175.] 


This theory might help to make sense of some of the confusing aspects of the narrative. The relationship between the sisters previously existed as a semi-stable dyad. Bringing Jesus into the family dynamic through the offer of hospitality added a stressor to that relationship which the twosome was unable to contain, not least because the two sisters had different reactions to the new person in the dynamic, with Martha seeking to honour him through hospitality and Mary responding to him in the posture of discipleship. Martha perceives herself to be isolated by a change in the family dynamic that she herself caused by inviting Jesus into the house.[footnoteRef:21] The twosome relationship thus disrupted, Martha attempts to triangulate the anxiety by reference to Jesus: ‘tell her to help me’ (10:40). Seen through the lens of Bowen Theory, Jesus’ answer is not to pit Mary’s contemplation against Martha’s service. Instead, he refuses Martha’s attempt at triangulation, but instead acts as a non-anxious presence, bringing the underlying relational anxiety into the open and naming it (‘you are worried and distracted about many things’), whilst also ensuring the stability of the relationship by affirming Mary’s reaction (‘Mary has chosen the better part’). Martha is invited by Jesus’ diagnosis to consider her own what active behavioural choices she has open to her rather than simply reacting to the perceived failures of the other half of the dyad.[footnoteRef:22] I propose that this psychological reading of the narrative helps to break some of the Mary-Martha dichotomies between postures of service and postures of contemplation by radically placing the source of the conflict not in the individual women’s responses to Jesus, but in the instability brought into the relationship by the addition of an outsider. Furthermore, this is potentially a plausible literary reading: Luke, after all, has Jesus talking about how his appearance will bring division into apparently firm relationships (Luke 12:51-53).  [21:  Bovon, Das Evangelium Nach Lukas, 2:102.]  [22:  Papero, ‘Assisting the Two-Person System’, 394.] 


Finally, where does this scene fit within Luke’s wider narrative themes? Recent scholarship has drawn attention to the presentation of women in Luke’s writing. Mary Rose D’Angelo argues that on one hand, the Lukan special material increases the number of reports of women in the synoptic gospels, but the kinds of roles that are portrayed remain culturally restricted.[footnoteRef:23] For instance, regarding this passage, D’Angelo notes that is the silent Mary who is approved rather than the speaking Martha: ‘women speak in the gospel only to be corrected by Jesus’.[footnoteRef:24] The discussion is detailed – and recent studies have read Luke more positively than D’Angelo[footnoteRef:25] - and would go beyond the boundaries of this essay. However, it could well be that the kind of literary reading presented above, with its focus on the structural anxieties within relationships can offer a helpful new approach to assessing Luke’s view of women by focussing on how they respond within systems rather than seeing them as standalone character types.  [23:  Mary Rose D’Angelo, ‘Women in Luke-Acts: A Redactional View’, Journal of Biblical Literature 109, no. 3 (1990): 442.]  [24:  Ibid., 452.]  [25:  E.g. Barbara E Reid, ‘The Gospel of Luke: Friend or Foe of Women Proclaimers of the Word?’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 78, no. 1 (January 2016): 1–23.] 
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