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			Praise for
HAVING A MARY HEART IN A MARTHA WORLD

			
				“Often a book fails to live up to its title, but Joanna Weaver’s Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World more than lives up to its promise. I found the book easy to read, personal, and well-written with a message much more than surface deep. The book probed, challenged, and encouraged me to live day by day as a Mary in a Martha world, while showing the positive qualities of both Mary and Martha personalities. Readers will be blessed!”

				— CAROLE MAYHALL, author of Come Walk with Me and Here I Am Again, Lord

			

			
				“Joanna Weaver has a heart that sings. Whenever I’m around her, she makes me smile. Her voice rings out true and clear in Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World. This book invites us to join in the chorus of daily communion with Christ, despite the pressures that threaten to silence us. Consider it as sheet music for your soul.”

				— ROBIN JONES GUNN, best-selling author of The Glenbrooke series and The Christy Miller series

			

			
				“Balance. That’s what it is all about, and Joanna Weaver has found it, described it, and called us to this wonderful, practical work. If you have ever struggled with how you can find one quiet moment while longing for a deep holy communion or if you have been discouraged because neither seems possible, you will be challenged and blessed by Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World!”

				— JAN SILVIOUS, author of Foolproofing Your Life

			

			
				“With candor, humor, and passion Joanna Weaver invites us to cultivate a ‘Mary heart’ that delights in time with God and assigns him top priority. Yet she doesn’t discard the service-oriented Martha. Instead, she wisely and practically models how to balance the Mary and Martha qualities in us all. I especially appreciate her thoughts on expressing lavish love—to God and to humanity.”

				— JUDITH COUCHMAN, Designing a Woman’s Life author and seminar leader
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		1
A Tale of Two Sisters

		
			As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named Martha opened her home to him. She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said.

			LUKE 10:38–39
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		Have you ever tried to do it all?

		I have, I do, and I probably always will. Its not only in my nature; it’s also in my job description—and yours, too. Being a woman requires more stamina, more creativity, and more wisdom than I ever dreamed as a young girl. And that’s not just true for today’s busy women. It has always been the case.1

		“The reality for many working-class families of the 19th century was that it was absolutely essential for the wife to work [outside the home]…12–15 hours a day, every day,” according to Dr. Amanda Wilkinson, a British researcher.2 Across the pond in 1884, The American Farmer noted that “the average farmer’s wife is one of the most patient and overworked women of the time.” An anonymous farmer’s wife in the early 1900s described her schedule on "any bright morning in the latter part of May." Here are just a few of the things she accomplished before making lunch:

		
				Get out of bed at 4 a.m.

				Start a fire in the kitchen stove.

				Sweep the floors.

				Cook breakfast.

				Strain the morning’s milk.

				Fill a dinner pail for her husband.

				Care for livestock, including a horse, a dozen sheep, several cows, hogs, and chickens.

				Make beds and straighten the house.

				Churn the milk.

				Be sure children are ready for the day.

				
				Hoe the weeds in the garden.3

		

		So, what did you do today? You may not have churned milk or fed livestock, but I know you were busy. Whether you were out selling real estate or at home kissing boo-boos (or both), your day passed just as quickly. And your mind and body are probably as tired as the unnamed farmer wife’s as you steal a few moments to spend with this book.

		Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World. The thought intrigues you. Deep inside of you there is a hunger, a calling, to know and love God. To truly know Jesus Christ and the fellowship of the Spirit. You’re not after more head knowledge—it’s heart-to-heart intimacy you long for.

		Yet a part of you hangs back. Exhausted, you wonder how to find the strength or time. Nurturing your spiritual life seems like one more duty—one more thing to add to a life that is spilling over with responsibilities.

		It’s almost as if you’re standing on the bottom rung of a ladder that stretches up to heaven. Eager but daunted, you name the rungs with spiritual things you know you should do: study the Bible, pray, fellowship…

		“He’s up there somewhere,” you say, swaying slightly as you peer upward, uncertain how to begin or if you even want to attempt the long, dizzy climb. But to do nothing means you will miss what your heart already knows: There is more to this Christian walk than you’ve experienced. And you’re just hungry enough—just desperate enough—to want it all.

		A TALE OF TWO SISTERS

		Perhaps no passage of Scripture better describes the conflict we feel as women than the one we find in the gospel of Luke. Just mention the names Mary and Martha around a group of Christian women and you’ll get knowing looks and nervous giggles. We’ve all felt the struggle. We want to worship like Mary, but the Martha inside keeps bossing us around.

		Here’s a refresher course in case you’ve forgotten the story. It’s found in Luke. It’s the tale of two sisters. It’s the tale of you and me.

		As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named Martha opened her home to him. She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said. But Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made. She came to him and asked, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!”

		“Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.” (10:38–42)

		A MARTHA WORLD

		When I read the first part of Mary and Martha’s story, I must admit I find myself cheering for Martha. I know we tend to sing Mary’s praises in Bible studies. But Martha, to be honest, appeals more to my perfectionist tendencies.

		What a woman! She opens her home to a band of thirteen hungry men, possibly more. What a hostess! She doesn’t whip up an impromptu casserole of Kraft macaroni and cheese and Ballpark franks as I’ve been known to do on occasion. Not her! She is the original Martha Stewart, the New Testament’s Proverbs 31 woman, and Israel’s answer to Betty Crocker. Or at least that’s the way I imagine her. She’s the Queen of the Kitchen—and the rest of the house as well.

		And Luke’s story starts with Martha in her glory. After all, this is Jesus. She scraps her ordinary everyday menu of soup and bread and pulls out all her cookbooks. This, she decides, will be a banquet fit for a messiah. For the Messiah. Martha sends one servant to the field to slaughter a lamb, another to the market to pick up a few of those luscious pomegranates she saw yesterday. Like a military general, she barks commands to her kitchen staff. Soak the lentils! Pound the grain! Knead the dough!

		So many things to do and so little time. She must make sure the centerpiece and the napkins match, that the servant pours the wine from the right and not the left. Martha’s mind is as busy as a room filled with kindergartners. What would be just right for dessert? A little goat cheese with a tray of fresh fruit? Will Jesus and his followers stay overnight? Someone must change the sheets and fold some towels.

		“Where’s Mary? Has anyone seen Mary?” she asks a servant scurrying by. If Mary changed the sheets, Martha might have time to fashion an ark from the cheese and carve the fruit into little animals marching two by two. Productions of this magnitude require the skill of a master planner. And Martha’s an administrator extraordinaire—a whirling dervish of efficiency, with a touch of Tasmanian she-devil thrown in to motivate the servants.

		I happen to be the oldest in my family. Perhaps that’s why I understand how frustrated Martha must have felt when she finally found Mary. The entire household is in an uproar, busy making ready to entertain the most famous teacher of their day, the man most likely to become the next king of Israel. I can relate to the anger that boils up inside of Martha at the sight of her lazy sibling sitting at the Master’s feet in the living room.

		It’s simply too much. With everything still left to do, there sits little Mary, being quite contrary, crashing a party meant only for men. But worse, she seems oblivious to all of Martha’s gesturing from the hall.

		Martha tries clearing her throat. She even resorts to her most effective tool: the “evil eye,” famous for stopping grown men in their tracks. But nothing she does has any effect on her baby sister. Mary only has eyes for Jesus.

		Pushed to the limit, Martha does something unprecedented. She interrupts the boys’ club, certain that Jesus will take her side. After all, a woman’s place is in the kitchen. Her sister, Mary, should be helping prepare the meal.

		Martha realizes there is a cutting edge to her voice, but Jesus will understand. He, of all people, knows what it’s like to carry the weight of the world.

		Now of course, you won’t find all that in the Bible. Luke tends to downplay the whole story, dedicating only four verses to an event that was destined to change Marthas life forever. And mine as well. And yours, if you will let the simple truth of this passage soak deep into your heart.

		Instead of applauding Martha, Jesus gently rebukes her, telling her Mary has chosen “what is better.” Or, as another translation puts it, “Mary has chosen the better part” (NRSV).

		“The better part?” Martha must have echoed incredulously.

		“The better part!” I say to God in the midst of my own whirl of activity. “You mean there’s more? I have to do more?”

		No, no, comes the answer to my tired heart. Jesus’ words in Luke 10 are incredibly freeing to those of us on the performance treadmill of life.

		It isn’t “more” he requires of us.

		In fact, it may be less.

		A MARY HEART

		The Bible doesn’t tell us a lot about Mary and Martha. They are mentioned by name only three times in Scripture: Luke 10:38–42, John 11:1–44, and John 12:1–11. But from these brief accounts, a fascinating picture develops of what life must have been like at the house in Bethany—and what life is often like for us.

		They say variety is the spice of life. Perhaps that’s why God so often puts people of such different personalities in the same family. (Either that, or he’s trying to prepare us for marriage!) Mary was the sunlight to Martha’s thunder. She was the caboose to Martha’s locomotive. Mary’s bent was to meander through life, pausing to smell the roses. Martha was more likely to pick the roses, quickly cut the stems at an angle, and arrange them in a vase with baby’s breath and ferns.

		That is not to say one is right and one is wrong. We are all different, and that is just as God made us to be. Each gifting and personality has its own strengths and weaknesses, its glories and temptations.

		I find it interesting that when Jesus corrected Martha, he didn’t say, “Why can’t you be more like your sister, Mary?” He knew Martha would never be Mary, and Mary would never be Martha. But when the two were faced with the same choice—to work or to worship—Jesus said, “Mary has chosen the better part.”

		To me, this implies the Better Part was available to both Mary and Martha. And it’s available to each one of us, regardless of our gifting or personality. It’s a choice we each can make.

		It is true that, personality-wise, the choice may have come easier to Mary than it did to Martha. Mary does seem more mellow by nature, more prone to walk in the dew of the morning than to get caught up in the “dos” of the day.

		I’m sure when Jesus dropped by unexpectedly that afternoon, Mary probably began the visit by serving, just as she had many times before. I can see her taking walking staffs and sleeping rolls as the disciples spill into her sister’s well-ordered home. Buried beneath cloaks and backpacks, she watches the man who has taken the heart of Israel captive by his words. There is such joy and winsomeness about him, she can’t help but be drawn to this man.

		Could Jesus be the Messiah the people say he is? Mary wonders. She knows he’s a great teacher, but could this actually be the Son of God admiring the tapestry she wove, drawing her out of her shyness and into the circle of his closest friends?

		She drops the disciples’ belongings in a corner and hurries to pour wine for the thirsty crew. There is an ease about them, a true camaraderie. The men laugh at each other’s jokes as they wash down the dust of the road with the liquid she provides. Then they settle on low couches around the room, and Jesus begins to teach.

		He speaks as none she ever heard before. There is a magnetism about his words, as though they contain breath and life—breath and life Mary hasn’t known she needed until this day. She creeps closer and stands in a dark corner listening to Jesus, her arms wrapped around the empty pitcher.

		She’s aware of movement around her. Several servants busy themselves washing dirty feet, while another sets the table at the other end of the room for the meal to come. Mary knows there is plenty to do. And yet she is unable to move—except closer.

		It isn’t customary for a woman to sit with a group of men, but his words welcome her. Despite her natural reticence, she gradually moves forward until she’s kneeling at his feet. His teaching envelops her, revealing truth to her hungry heart.

		The Bible isn’t clear whether or not this was Jesus’ first visit to the home in Bethany. Martha’s openness with Christ seems to indicate a prior acquaintance, but whatever the case, this day Mary chose to let someone else do the serving so she could do some listening. It isn’t every day God visits your house. So she ignores tradition, she breaks social etiquette, and she presses closer. As close to Jesus as possible.

		It doesn’t matter that she might be misunderstood. She cares little that the disciples look at her strangely. Somewhere in the distance she hears her name, but it is drowned by the call of her Master. The call to come. The call to listen. And listen she does.

		A TALE OF EVERY WOMAN

		Against this Bethany backdrop of unexpected guests, I see the struggle I face every day when work and worship collide.

		Part of me is Mary. I want to worship extravagantly. I want to sit at his feet.

		But part of me is Martha—and there’s just so much to do!

		So many legitimate needs surround me, compelling me to work. I hear God’s tender call to come away, and I respond, “Yes, Lord, I will come.” But then the phone rings, or I’m reminded of the check I was supposed to deposit— yesterday. Suddenly all of my good intentions about worship disappear, swallowed up by what Charles Hummel calls “the tyranny of the urgent.”

		“We live in constant tension between the urgent and the important,” Hummel writes. “The problem is that the important task rarely must be done today or even this week. Extra hours of prayer and Bible study can wait. But the urgent tasks call for instant action—endless demands pressure every hour and day.”4

		Does that sound familiar? It does to me. The twenty-four hours allotted to each day rarely stretch far enough to meet all the obligations I face. I have a household to run, a husband to love, children to care for, and a dog to feed. I have church commitments, writing deadlines, lunch engagements to keep. And very little of this is what I would call deadwood. Long ago I tried to cut out what I thought was extraneous. This is my life—and the hours are packed full.

		Not long ago, Today’s Christian Woman magazine sponsored a survey of more than a thousand Christian women. Over 60 percent indicated they work full time outside the home.5 Add housework and errands to a forty-hour-a-week career, and you have a recipe for weariness. Women who choose to stay at home find their lives just as full. Chasing toddlers, carpooling to soccer, volunteering at school, baby-sitting the neighbor kids—life seems hectic at every level.

		So where do we find the time to follow Mary to the feet of Jesus? Where do we find the energy to serve him?

		How do we choose the Better Part and still get done what really has to get done?

		Jesus is our supreme example. He was never in a hurry. He knew who he was and where he was going. He wasn’t held hostage to the world’s demands or even its desperate needs. “I only do what the Father tells me to do,” Jesus told his disciples.

		Someone has said that Jesus went from place of prayer to place of prayer and did miracles in between. How incredible to be so in tune with God that not one action is wasted, not one word falls to the ground!

		That is the intimacy that Jesus invites us to share. He invites us to know him, to see him so clearly that when we look upon him, we see the face of God as well.

		Just as he welcomed Mary to sit at his feet in the living room, just as he invited Martha to leave the kitchen for a while and share in the Better Part, Jesus bids us to come.

		In obedience to his invitation, we find the key to our longings, the secret to living beyond the daily pressures that would otherwise tear us apart. For as we learn what it means to choose the Better Part of intimacy with Christ, we begin to be changed.

		This is no cookie-cutter conversion. This is a Savior who accepts us just the way we are—Mary or Martha or a combination of both—but loves us too much to leave us that way. He is the one who can give us a Mary heart in a Martha world.

		This transformation is exactly what we see in the continuing stories of Mary and Martha in the Gospels. Martha, as we will discover, doesn’t lay aside her personality, give up her hobbies, and burn her cookbooks in order to worship Jesus. She doesn’t try to mimic Mary the Little Lamb; she simply obeys. She receives Jesus’ rebuke and learns that while there is a time for work, there is also a time for worship. The Martha we see later in the Gospels is no longer frantic and resentful, but full of faith and trust. The kind of faith and trust that come only from spending time at Jesus’ feet.

		Mary does some changing too. For although her contemplative nature makes her a natural worshiper, it also leaves her vulnerable to despair, as we’ll see later in the Gospels. When disaster strikes, Mary’s tendency is to be swamped with sorrow and paralyzed with questions. But in the end, when she realizes Jesus’ time is short, Mary puts into action what she has learned in worship. She steps forward and seizes the opportunity to serve both beautifully and sacrificially.

		That’s what I see in the biblical portraits of the two sisters of Bethany. Two completely different women undergo a transformation right before our eyes: a holy makeover. The bold one becomes meek, the mild one courageous. For it is impossible to be in the presence of Jesus and not be changed.

		As you read the following chapters, I pray you will allow the Holy Spirit access to all the hidden corners of your life. Whether you tend to be a bit driven, like Martha, or more contemplative, like Mary, God is calling you to intimacy with him through Jesus Christ.

		The choice he offered to these two very different sisters—and the transformation they experienced—is exactly what he offers to each of us as well.

		FIRST THINGS FIRST

		The Living Room Intimacy Mary enjoyed with Jesus will never come out of the busyness of Martha’s Kitchen. Busyness, by itself, breeds distraction. Luke 10:38 shows us a woman with the gift of hospitality. Martha opened her home to Jesus, but that doesn’t automatically mean she opened her heart. In her eagerness to serve Jesus, she almost missed the opportunity to know Jesus.

		Luke tells us that “Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made.” Key word: had. In Martha’s mind, nothing less than the very best would do. She had to go all out for Jesus.

		We can get caught in the same performance trap, feeling as though we must prove our love for God by doing great things for him. So we rush past the intimacy of the Living Room to get busy for him in the Kitchen—implementing great ministries and wonderful projects, all in an effort to spread the good news. We do all our works in his name. We call him “Lord, Lord.” But in the end, will he know us? Will we know him?

		The kingdom of God, you see, is a paradox. While the world applauds achievement, God desires companionship. The world clamors, “Do more! Be all that you can be!” But our Father whispers, “Be still and know that I am God.” He isn’t looking as much for workers as he is looking for sons and daughters—a people to pour his life into.

		Because we are his children, Kitchen Service will be the natural result of Living Room Intimacy with God. Like Jesus, we must be about our Father’s business. The closer we draw to the heart of the Father, the more we see his heart for the world. And so we serve, we minister, and we love, knowing that when we do it to “the least of these,” we have done it unto Christ.

		When we put work before worship, we put the cart before the horse. The cart is important; so is the horse. But the horse must come first, or we end up pulling the cart ourselves. Frustrated and weary, we can nearly break under the pressure of service, for there is always something that needs to be done.

		When we first spend time in his presence—when we take time to hear his voice—God provides the horsepower we need to pull the heaviest load. He saddles up Grace and invites us to take a ride.

		THE CALL

		I’ll never forget crying in the darkness one night many years ago. My husband was an associate pastor at a large church, and our lives were incredibly busy. Carrying a double portfolio of music and Christian education meant we worked long hours on project after project, and the size of the church meant there were always people in need. I would go to bed at night worried about the people who had slipped through the cracks—the marriages in trouble, the children in crisis. I worried about all the things I didn’t accomplish and should have, about all the things I’d accomplished, but not very well.

		I remember clinging to my husband that night and sobbing as he tried to comfort me. “What’s wrong, honey?” he asked, caressing my hair. But I couldn’t explain. I was completely overwhelmed.

		The only thing that came out between sobs was a broken plea, “Tell me the good news,” I begged him. “I honestly can’t remember… Tell me the good news.”

		Perhaps you have felt the same way. You’ve known the Lord your whole life, and yet you haven’t found the peace and fulfillment you’ve always longed for. So you’ve stepped up the pace, hoping that in offering more service, somehow you will merit more love. You volunteer for everything: you sing in the choir, you teach Sunday school, you host Backyard Bible Club, you visit the nursing home weekly. And yet you find yourself staring into the night and wondering if this is all there is.

		Or perhaps you’ve withdrawn from service. You’ve gone the route I’ve described above and, frankly, you’ve had it. You’ve stopped volunteering, stopped saying yes. No one calls anymore. No one asks anymore. You’re out of the loop and glad for it. And yet the peace and quiet holds no peace and quiet. The stillness hasn’t led to the closer walk with God you’d hoped for, just a sense of resentment. Your heart feels leaden and cold. You go to church; you go through the motions of worship, then leave and go home the same. And at night, sometimes you wonder, “What is the good news? Can someone tell me? I can’t remember.”

		THE GOOD NEWS

		The good news is Woven through the New Testament in a grace-filled strand that shines especially bright in the Gospel stories of Mary and Martha. The message is this: Salvation isn’t about what I do; it’s about what Jesus did.

		The Cross did more than pay for my sins; it set me free from the bondage of the “shoulds” and “if onlys” and “what might have beens.” And Jesus’ words to Martha are the words he wants to speak to your heart and mine: “You are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed.”

		The “one thing” is not found in doing more.

		It’s found by sitting at his feet.

		Catch that: Mary sat at his feet. She didn’t move a muscle. She listened. She didn’t come up with clever responses or a doctrinal thesis. Her gift was availability. (In the end, I believe that was Martha’s gift as well.)

		The only requirement for a deeper friendship with God is showing up with a heart open and ready to receive. Jesus said: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matthew 11:28–29).

		Jesus invites us to come and rest, to spend time with him in this incredible Living Room Intimacy. Intimacy that allows us to be honest in our complaints, bold in our approach, and lavish in our love. Intimacy that allows us to hear our Father’s voice and discern our Fathers will. Intimacy that so fills us with his love and his nature that it spills out to our dry, thirsty world in Kitchen Service.

		In the Living Room. That’s where it all begins. Down at his feet.

		
			An Invitation

			Perhaps, like Martha, you never knew you could enter into Living Room Intimacy with God. But that is exactly what Jesus Christ came to do. His death and resurrection made a way for each of us to be reconciled to God. But the gift of salvation he offers is just that—a gift. And a gift must be received.

			You can receive this marvelous gift by praying this simple prayer:

			Dear Lord Jesus,

			I do believe you are the Son of God and that you died on the cross to pay the penalty for my sin.

			Please come into my life, forgive my sin, and make me a member of your family. I now turn from going my own way. I want you to be the center of my life.

			Thank you for your gift of eternal life and for your Holy Spirit, who has now come to live in me.

			I ask this in your name. Amen.6

			Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life.
NO one comes to the father except through me.”

			JOHN 14:6

		

	
		2
“Lord, Don’t You Care?”

		
			Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made. She came to him and asked, “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
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		It had been a busy day. I’d dragged my kids through a morning of errands and grocery shopping, and now it was an hour past lunchtime. We were all hungry and a little bit grumpy, but the day brightened as I pulled the car into our favorite pizza place.

		“Pizza, pizza, pizza!” my four-year-old son, Michael, chanted as he bounced up and down in the backseat. Jessica, two, clapped her hands at the thought of the merry-go-round in the kiddy playland. But our joy was cut short when I opened my checkbook and discovered I didn’t have enough money in my checking account.

		“It just isn’t fair!” Michael informed me defiantly from the backseat as we drove toward home and plain old peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches. “You promised we could have pizza.”

		He was right. The pizza bribe had bought good behavior all morning. I sighed as I looked in the rearview mirror. It’s difficult explaining to a child that even though you have checks in the checkbook, you may not have enough money in the bank. I have a hard time understanding it myself sometimes.

		So we were at a standstill. All my explanations fell on deaf ears. Michael sat scrunched against the car door, arms folded tightly across his chest, a scowl so fierce his eyebrows and angry pout nearly met.

		Then from the other side of the backseat, little Jessica piped up, “Life’s hard, Miko!”

		IT JUST ISN’T FAIR

		Life is hard and rarely fair. Even when we work diligently and do what is expected, the daily duties of life often seem to provide few rewards. When was the last time you received a standing ovation at the dinner table? “Great tuna casserole, Mom! The best!” Your family applauds, their smiling faces flushed with admiration. Your picky teenager gives you a high-five and calls, “Encore! Encore!”

		Or when was the last time your boss and coworkers applauded the fact that you got to work on time, did your job with a smile, and stayed late to finish an assignment? “Great job on the Anderson account,” your boss says, poking his head around the door. “Take the next week off with pay! Hey, why not make it two?”

		Doesn’t happen, does it? The last time I checked, they don’t hand out awards for sparkling toilet bowls, and the extra hours and effort we give outside the home often go unnoticed and unrewarded.

		Sorry. No pizza for you.

		While Martha may have been the first person to ask Jesus the question, “Lord, don’t you care?” she definitely wasn’t the last. We’ve all felt the loneliness, the frustration, the left-out-ness and resentment she experienced in the kitchen that Bethany afternoon—doing all that work for others when no one seems to notice and no one seems to care.

		We’ve all echoed my son’s complaint. “It just isn’t fair!”

		In Luke 10:40, we get a clear picture of Martha’s struggles. Surprise visitors appear on her doorstep. We don’t know how many. If the beginning of Luke 10 is any indication, it could be as many as seventy people descending upon this quiet home. And Martha responds with open arms and a wide smile. But somewhere between the kitchen and the living room, a seed of resentment starts growing. Before long, it sprouts into a question that echoes in women’s hearts today: “Lord, don’t you care?”

		The problem is obvious. Martha is doing all the work while Mary basks in all the glory. It just isn’t right. At least Martha doesn’t think so, and I know how she feels. A part of me wishes Jesus had said, “So sorry, Martha—terribly insensitive of us. Come on, Mary! Come on, guys, lets all pitch in and give Martha a hand.”

		After all, that’s what Martha wanted. That’s what I want when I’m feeling overwhelmed: soft, soothing words and plenty of helpful action. I want everyone to carry his own weight. But most of all, I want life to be fair.

		THE SCALES OF JUSTICE

		I grew up playing with my mother’s decorative scales. Made of ornate brass, the set of balances stood proudly on the piano with several pieces of artificial fruit on either side, dispersed creatively so one side was slightly higher than the other.

		Now and then, instead of practicing my piano lesson, I’d adjust the fruit. The exercise was quite educational. One plastic orange equaled two plums. The banana and apple weighed roughly the same, and together they balanced nicely with the grapefruit. If I went about it right, I could take up quite a lot of practice time rearranging fruit on those scales.

		
			Warning Signs of a Martha Overload

			You may be prone to the kind of perfectionist overload Martha experienced in Bethany. Carol Travilla, in her book Caring Without Wearing, lists five unrealistic expectations that can contribute to servant burnout. Can you see yourself in the following false beliefs?

			
					
					There should not be any limits to what I can do.

					

					
					I have the capacity to help everyone.

					

					
					I am the only person available to help.

					

					
					I must never make a mistake.

					

					
					I have the ability to change another person.

					

			

			What you are doing is not good… You will only wear yourselves out The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.

			EXODUS 18:17 18

		

		Then one day I decided to take my little experiment a step further. After arranging all the plastic fruit in a huge pyramid on one side, I looked around for a counterbalance. Ah. Grandmas glass grapes.

		Remember the kind? I loved to look through the big round balls of colored glass wired tightly to a piece of twisted wood. Their purple depths made everything appear wavy and distorted and otherworldly. A perfect distraction for a bored piano student—almost as much fun as playing with the scales.

		Almost.

		You can guess what happened, of course, when I placed the grapes on the other side of the scale. They dropped like a brick on the mahogany surface of my mother’s treasured piano, sending the brass rattling and the plastic fruit flying. Mom came running, and I started playing the “Indian War Song,” hoping she’d think it was the pounding bass and not my goofing around that had caused the disturbance.

		It didn’t work. I deserved everything I got. That time.

		But my mother’s brass scales are not the only set of balances I’ve paid undue attention to in my life. I suspect that’s true for you, too. Since childhood, we’ve all had an invisible set that weighs what happens to us against what others experience.

		Growing up, for instance, we weighed how our parents treated us by the way they treated our siblings. “Julie has two more Ju-Ju Fruits than I do!” “Daddy, its my turn to sit in the front seat.”

		That’s just a part of childhood, of course. But many of us have carried the scales into adulthood, unaware, and we waste surprising amounts of time trying to get those scales to balance.

		Fair or not fair. Equal or unequal. Just or unjust. We weigh it all. And if we’re not careful, our view of the world can become distorted. Every little word can take on a hidden meaning. Each action can turn into a personal attack.

		“I do all the work,” we mutter to ourselves. “Why do they get all the glory?”

		“How dare they treat me like that!”

		Like grandmas glass grapes, these “sour grapes” can easily outweigh everything good in our lives, tipping the scale against us. Because when we look for injustice, we usually find it. And when we expect life to always be fair, we inevitably set ourselves up for a big disappointment.

		THE THREE DEADLY DS

		The story is told of a priest who served a small parish in an obscure countryside. He loved his people, and they loved him, and he was doing God’s work quite effectively—so effectively, in fact, that two demons were assigned by Satan to pester him and somehow derail his ministry. They tried every method in their bag of tricks, but to no avail. The placid priest seemed beyond their reach. Finally, they called for a conference with the devil himself.

		“We’ve tried everything,” the demons explained, listing their efforts. Satan listened, then offered this advice. “It’s quite easy,” he hissed. “Bring him news that his brother has been made bishop.”

		The demons looked at one another. It seemed too simple. They had expected something more diabolical. But it was worth a try. Nothing else had worked.

		Several weeks later they returned gleefully. The old priest hadn’t taken the happy news of his brother’s promotion well at all. The man’s former joy had been turned to moping. His encouraging words had been replaced with grumbling and gloom. In a short time, the man’s vibrant ministry had been destroyed by the green worm of envy and the black cloud of disappointment—the bitter conclusion that “it just wasn’t fair.”

		Satan’s never been terribly creative. The tools he uses today are the same tools he’s always used—and no wonder, for they’ve been quite effective. From the Garden of Eden to Martha’s Bethany kitchen to our own everyday world, Satan still plans his attacks around what I call the “Three Deadly Ds of Destruction.” They are

		
				
				Distraction

				

				
				Discouragement

				

				
				Doubt

				

		

		Throughout time, Satan has resorted to these tactics to bring down God’s best and brightest. The underlying strategy is fairly simple: Get peoples eyes off God and on their circumstances. Make them believe that their “happiness” lies in the “happenings” that surround them. Or send them good news—about somebody else. When they’re thoroughly discouraged, tell them God doesn’t care. Then sit back and let doubt do its work.

		Its really a brilliant strategy, when you think of it. Plant the Deadly Ds deep in human hearts, and sooner or later people will destroy themselves.

		Unless, of course, someone intervenes—which is exactly what Jesus came to do.

		A DISTRACTED HEART

		When Jesus met Martha that day in Bethany, she was “distracted.” That’s where Satan usually begins. He knows if were overly worried and bogged down by duties, chances are good our hearts will not hear the Savior’s call to come. While distraction may not win the battle for our soul, getting our eyes off of what is important will certainly make us more vulnerable to attack.

		The King James Version tells us that “Martha was cumbered about much serving.” Which is really just another way of saying distracted. The Oxford English Dictionary defines the word cumber: “(1) to overwhelm, overthrow, rout, destroy, (2) to harass, distress, bother, (3) to trouble, confound, perplex.” Felt any of those lately? I certainly have.

		The original Greek word used in this passage is perispao—“to be overoccupied about a thing; to draw away.” That sounds eerily familiar to me as well.

		Strong’s concordance adds another dimension to the word cumber, defining it as “to drag all around.” Can’t you see Martha—all of her responsibilities snapping at her skirt like angry Chihuahuas; all her expectations dragging behind her like balls and chains?

		Martha’s pursuits were far from trivial. That’s important to recognize. In fact, the “preparations” Martha pursued were described by Luke as diakonia—the New Testament word for ministry. “But even pure ministry for Jesus can become a weight we drag around,” says pastor and author Dutch Sheets. “It’s called the ‘treadmill anointing,’ and it isn’t from God.”1

		I’ve experienced the treadmill anointing in ministry far more than I’d like to admit. Even on those days when I have the best of motives, my heart can be pulled away from doing things “as unto the Lord” and settle for simply getting things done. And when that happens, I can tell you, this Martha isn’t very merry.

		Neither, of course, was the original Martha. Like the rabbit in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, she had a schedule to keep, but no one seemed to sense the importance of her mission. In fact, they seemed quite oblivious to her need. It wasn’t long before the gracious hostess in Martha collapsed and the Queen of Hearts took over, pointing fingers and screaming, “Off with their heads! Off with everyone’s head!”

		I’m familiar with the Queen of Hearts. She raises her regal head around our house every once in a while. Just let the housework pile up, my schedule run wild, and obligations go unmet, and I have the makings of a royal temper tantrum. The Queen in me stalks the kitchen, slamming cupboards and rattling pans, making wild statements to no one in particular.

		Pity the child who crosses the Queen on a rampage. Especially after her highness has made a sweep through the house for laundry, only to find half of it clean and lying on the floor. “Clean socks?” I bellow. “You want clean socks? Try under your bed where you keep the rest of your clothes!”

		And by the way off with your head! I don’t say it, but sometimes I feel it.

		I’m overwhelmed and distracted. I feel incredibly alone, just like Martha felt. And though you might never know it from my Queen-of-Hearts facade, the weight of discouragement is already tugging at my heart.

		A DISCOURAGED HEART

		When we’re distracted, discouragement is just around the corner. Weariness creeps in as life overpowers us. It causes us to say and do things we would never consider saying or doing otherwise. Discouragement breaks down our perspective and our defenses. Though we may have just completed great things for God, weary discouragement tells us we’re useless, hopeless, and abandoned.

		Elijah felt that kind of discouragement. Having just won a mighty victory over the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18), Elijah had been flying high. But when Jezebel took out a contract on Elijah’s life, the wicked queen’s haughty words brought the mighty prophet back to earth with a thud. Less than a day after holy fire fell from heaven—proving once and for all that God was God—Elijah was running for his life.

		Distraction made him fear.

		Discouragement made him hide.

		“Don’t you care?” Elijah asked God as he sat trembling under the broom tree in the desert. “I have had enough, LORD,” he whimpered in 1 Kings 19:4. “Take my life.” Just let me die.

		Have you spent much time under the broom tree of self-pity? I have. It’s easy to find a shady spot and feel sorry for ourselves when we’re distracted and discouraged. Especially when

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		A DOUBTFUL HEART

		
		
			Five Strategies for Fighting Discouragement

			
			
					
					
					

					
					
					

					
					
					

					
					
					

					
					
					

			

			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		LORD, DON’T YOU CARE?

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		DOUBTING GOD’S GOODNESS

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		ASKING QUESTIONS

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		THE ANSWER TO THE QUESTION

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			To my Mary-hearted mother, Annette gustafson,
and my Mary-hearted mentor, Teri Myers
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			The beauty and balanced grace of your lives
continue to challenge and inspire me.
Thank you for making the path to the Master’s feet so clear
I couldn’t help but follow.
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