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Let's Hear 
It for 
Martha! 
Or, Let's Not Be Too Contemptuous 
Of Good-Hearted, Middle-Class Catholics 

' ""* " advent of angelic messengers bearing manna and quail, 
somebody's got to get down there into the marketplace 
and haggle, or the Lord will go hungry. And if the 
mice, cockroaches and bacteria are not to overrun the 
Lazarus family kitchen, somebody better get out there 
and scrape the herbs and spices off the earthenware. 

We homilize at times, I think, on one statement of 
the scripture in isolation from all the rest and with one 
lobe of the brain blocked from contact with the other. 
The right lobe doesn't know what the left lobe is doing. 
One side — the intuitive power — rhapsodizes about 
the higher calling (and I don't deny that) of the self-
immolating contemplative and, somewhat 
paradoxically, the self-immolating servants of the 
exploited. The other side — the inferential power — 
extols the virtues of thrift, generosity with alms, 
balanced parish budgets, and sanctuary carpeting 
befitting its Host. (One notices no jeremiads against 
amassment of large fortunes when there is a capital 
fund drive on.) In between the two homilies are caught 
the good-hearted middle-class Catholics who, on both 
counts, are shackled to their shekels. 

Very few ordinary Catholics would deny first and 
second places in the race for the Kingdom to the 
hardier souls who foreswear the world and its goods, 
either to pray in solitude or to toil for the destitute. But 
I wonder if at times they don't need an assurance that 
they themselves are indeed in the race, too, and in fact 
an integral part of it. The eye cannot say to the hand, 
"I don't need you;" the contemplative and missionary 
cannot say to the banker, "I don't need you." The pope 
has a private swimming poolv as a matter of service to 
the Kingdom; it is, he says, less expensive than calling 
a new conclave to elect a new pope. 

Middle-class Catholics try their best, given their 
particular talents and charisms, to fulfill the needs of 
the Body of Christ, and it is unfair of the more 
privileged in the Kingdom even silently to belittle them 
as "somewhat less able to be .generous than we have 
been." Finishing third in any race — even the one we 
share with Martha's sister and St. Paul — is not at all 
dishonorable. 

Don't get me wrong. I stand in awe of my brothers 
and sisters who work face-to-face and hand-to-hand 
with the destitute. It's just that I am no longer secretly 
ashamed that I am not one of them. I am an articulate 
and persuasive clown, and I serve as their recruiter 

First of Two Parts 
By William T.0'Malley,SJ 

In the struggle for th Kingdom of God, Martha 
seems to have had two strikes against her from the 
start. In the first place, she was apparently a woman of 
means in a Kingdom which belongs, by definition, to 
the outcasts. 

In the second, she seemed overly concerned about 
walloping pots rather than sitting at the feet of the 
Lord. She says,*with what homilists tend to describe as 
a petulant tone, "Lord, do you-not care that my sister 
has left me to serve alone? Tell her to come and help 
me." And Jesus gives her a rebuke — mild, but a 
rebuke nonetheless: "Martha, Martha, you are anxious 
and troubled over many things." Mary, he says, has 
chosen "the .better part." And right there, with a 
certain" understandable trepidation, I find myself 
saying, "U'h, er, excuse me, but . . ." 

For 30 years of religious life, I have seen homilists, 
retreat givers, and ascetical authors use this story to 
launch jeremiads against those who concerned 
themselves over-much with earthly affairs — whether 
it be the amassment of large fortunes or merely cutting 
short the time of one's prayers to get papers corrected. 
The lilies of the field are used as whips in the same 
righteous endeavor. AJ1 those homilies not
withstanding, whenever I read that story, 1 still find 
myself mumbling to Martha between my teeth, "I'm 
with you. kid." I 

Of course, one must admit that — except for the. 
Trappists. Poor Clares and Discalced Carmelites — 
none of us prays frequently or fervently enough. We 
are "anxious and troubled over many things." But 
when a mild rebuke from the Lord generates a sterile 
guilt trip, then the gospel of liberation has turned into 
a gospel of bondage. 

To be sure, prayer is "the better part" compared 
with work; who could deny it when it comes from the 
lips of God? But the Lord's use of "better" assures us 
Marthas that concrete service is still very good. Indeed, 
His whole public life is evidence of that; there is more 
scriptural space given to Jesus' healing and preaching 
than to His prayer, even though His prayer was "the 
better part." 

To be sure, humankind does not live by bread alone; 
who could deny it when it comes from the lips of God? 
But just try living without it. Barring the fortuitous 
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Next week. Father O'Malley wrijds jifef "the point 
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