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I don’t talk much about Lent Madness around here. That’s the little online Lenten devotion I started 10 

years ago, during my very first Lent at St. John’s. I was looking for a fun way to teach about some of 

the inspiring saintly souls who have come before us in the faith. And so I took 32 saints, put them in a 

basketball-style bracket, and gave people the chance to learn about and then vote for their favorites. 

The winner, of course, is awarded the coveted Golden Halo. 

 

Now, at one level, the whole thing is absurd. All of these saints have already received their own crown 

of righteousness, and they certainly don’t need any worldly affirmation from the likes of us. But it’s 

been an effective online devotional tool, a whole community has formed around it, and it’s kind of 

gone viral over the years with articles and stories in everything from USAToday to NPR to Fox News. 

 

And while there are people all over the country who are really into it, around here it’s basically known 

as “that thing Tim does during Lent.” Which is fine! But this week I thought about what I often refer to 

as the “saintly smackdown” because the first battle of last year’s competition involved the two women 

in this morning’s gospel passage from Luke. Yes, we put up Mary vs. Martha.  

 

It was a bit of a gimmick, to be sure, but these two have been forever linked by this passage. And we 

wanted to settle, once and for all, the age old question of whether you are a Mary or a Martha. That 

question often gets asked, with the implication being, are you more of a pray-er or a more of a doer? 

Would you rather sit and worship or set up chairs for the parish picnic? Would you rather read the 

Bible or feed the hungry? 

 

Of course, this unjustly simplifies the profound issue of how we live out our faith and sets up a false 

dichotomy. But what’s really distressing is the way Mary and Martha have been caricatured over the 

years — especially Martha. The patriarchal reading of this focuses on Martha’s dealing with the 

frivolous “womanly” details — the fussing, the cooking, the serving. While Mary is praised for acting 

more like a man — being engaged in the more important spiritual matters. It’s not a stretch to picture 

Martha as a stereotypical 1950’s housewife with a frilly apron and Miss Clairol hair; while Mary, 

shockingly, takes on the posture of a male disciple, sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to his teachings. 

The irony being that, in reality, it’s usually the men who tend the grill at the parish picnic while the 

women join prayer groups. As long as we’re trafficking in unhelpful stereotypes… 

 

But faith is rarely an either/or proposition. A couple weeks ago, I preached about the power of the 

dismissal. About the call of the Christian to “go in peace to love and serve the Lord.” Mary and 

Martha, together, personify this call to both love and serve. To sit at Jesus’ feet, to worship him, to 

love him and then to go out and serve others in his name. That’s the essence of what it means to live 

out our faith in the world, and our tradition holds up these two women as faithful disciples of our Lord, 

even if the interpretive lens of patriarchy has sought to diminish Martha’s role; to make her 

contributions seem somehow superficial or trifling. 

 

Last week we heard the story of the good Samaritan. And if Mary and Martha serve as the two-sided 

coin of discipleship, the good Samaritan and this story act as the two sides of the greatest 



 

 

commandment and the very heart of our faith: to love God and love neighbor. The good Samaritan 

reveals how we are to love neighbor and Mary demonstrates what it means to love God. And so Jesus’ 

gentle rebuke of Martha isn’t meant to diminish the ministry of service, but rather to highlight the 

balance of loving God and loving neighbor. You can’t do one without the other. 

 

It also stands as an important reminder about the reason we do things like serve on church committees 

or engage in outreach programs like B-SAFE and Laundry Love. We do this first and foremost to serve 

God. Sometimes we forget, or if not forget, get distracted by our many tasks and neglect to ground all 

that we do in prayer. That goes as much for me as for the Finance Committee as for the person who 

races to the Fruit Center on Sunday morning because they just remembered they were supposed to 

bring something for coffee hour. It’s all about staying grounded in God. That’s Jesus’ reminder to 

Martha. 

 

Now, while lots of people in parishes fill out Lent Madness brackets in advance, I never do. Mostly 

because I’m always wrong. Take this particular matchup. I would have assumed that Mary would have 

prevailed. I mean, Jesus himself says, “Mary has chosen the better part.” That’s quite an endorsement! 

But in the end, not only did Martha win this first round, she sliced her way through the bracket all the 

way to the 2019 Golden Halo.  

 

So, what is it about Martha that so resonates with people? I think some of it is the inclination to action. 

Whenever anyone goes through a difficult time, we always want to know what we can “do.” We’re not 

always sure about the efficacy of our prayers, but we believe in the tangible power of a chicken 

casserole. There’s something about making food and showing hospitality that feels less ephemeral and 

more practical. In other words, yes, we’re invited to partake in the heavenly banquet, but ultimately 

someone has to do the dishes. 

 

And, not to read too much into Lent Madness, but maybe Martha winning the Golden Halo is a bit of a 

course correct. After generations of not taking her form of discipleship too seriously, a great cry went 

up to acknowledge those among us who serve with our hands as well as our hearts. The reality, as 

we’ve seen, is that you need both. Mary and Martha are the yin and yang of discipleship. Not just 

thoughts and prayers, but faith and action. 

 

You likely know that famous and poetic passage from Ecclesiastes that begins “For everything there is 

a season.” It’s often read at funerals, as a reflection that God’s providence is beyond all human 

knowing. Or at least you’re familiar with the song “Turn, Turn, Turn,” which was based on it. It was 

written by Pete Seeger in the late 1950’s and made famous by the Byrds when they recorded it in the 

mid ’60’s. It begins, “For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven. a 

time to be born, and a time to die.” And it concludes, “a time to love, and a time to hate; a time for 

war, and a time for peace.” 

 

It seems like this passage could be re-written to underscore the balance between Mary and Martha’s 

approaches to living out their faith. ‘For everything there is a season. A time to act and a time to pray. 

A time to serve and a time to contemplate. A time to nourish and a time to be nourished.’ 

 

This dual focus of the faith of Mary and Martha is what sustains us and marks us as Christ’s own 

forever.  
 


