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(Lk 10:38-42) 

 Martha, by her hospitality and service to the Lord and his disciples, 
represents the Church in her works of mercy.  By providing for his fellow man’s 
necessities, both corporal and spiritual, the Christian disciple is serving the Lord, 
since “what you do for the least of my brethren, you do for me” (Mt 25:40).  When 
Jesus confronts Martha in the Gospel with her dilemma, he is not asking her to 
lessen her service to him – I presume Jesus and his companions are looking 
forward to hearty banquet.  Instead, he uses this incident to highlight the other, 
more important duty of the Church represented by Mary, which is to pray.  And of 
these two obligations, prayer is more necessary and fundamental.   

 Jesus describes prayer as the “one thing necessary.”  We need to hear these 
words, because we typically do not regard prayer this way.  We easily understand 
how such things as eating, sleeping, and working are human necessities.  But Jesus 
not only describes prayer as a human necessity, he calls it the “one thing 
necessary.”  It is more necessary than anything else, and more important.  It would 
be as necessary for human life as breathing is, because on a spiritual level it serves 
the same function: prayer is the breathing of the spirit.   

 Prayer is the “one thing necessary,” because at the end of this life, when all 
other human work and activity has been completed and the soul goes before God, 
one thing alone will still be necessary, and that is a face-to-face communion with 
God in the spirit.  What had taken place in a veiled and obscure way on earth, i.e. 
prayer, now takes place in an unveiled and direct way in the beatific vision of 
heaven.  It is vital, therefore, to recognize the greater value of prayer over all other 
necessities in earthly life.   

 When Jesus confronts Martha with regard to her sister Mary, he insists that 
Mary has chosen the “better part,” and that it will not be taken from her.  The 
priority of prayer must be explicitly established, and jealously guarded.  Prayer is 
not something we try to “fit” into our busy daily schedule.  Many committed 
Christians, much like Martha who loves and serves the Lord, squeeze him in and 
find the time for him in and around the various duties and activities of daily life.  
Jesus is saying this is not enough, this is a failed approach, as is evident by 
Martha’s anxiety and stress.   

 It is not prayer which must be worked into one’s schedule.  Prayer is the one 
thing necessary.  It needs to be the foundation of one’s schedule, around which 
other things are structured.   
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 St. Benedict understood the lesson of Martha and Mary when he established 
the Rule for monastic life, based on the motto, “Ora et Labora”:  “Prayer and 
Work” (not “Work and Prayer”).  The monk’s daily schedule is structured 
according to the seven hours of prayer, from Matins at sunrise to Vespers in the 
evening and Compline at night.  In the midst of prayer, there is a full day of work, 
whether in the fields or workshops.  A monastery is a beehive of activity, from 
manual labor to education and hospitality.  And yet all is in balance, flowing from 
an immovable spiritual foundation.  Unlike Martha, monks accomplish their 
industry in peace and joy, without stress or anxiety.   

 It can be very stressful in modern times trying to balance one’s schedule 
between so many responsibilities and necessities.  Home and personal life is often 
minimized due to the work schedules of both spouses, and school obligations of 
the children.  Free time is often redirected to media and the smartphone.  This is all 
the more reason to hear Jesus’ words to Martha: “one thing is necessary, and Mary 
has chosen the better part.”  If there is stress and anxiety, and the feeling of being 
overwhelmed, the solution is to restructure everything from the perspective of 
prayer.  Ours may not be the seven-fold schedule of the monastery, but it needs to 
incorporate the same wisdom.   

 There is a strange miracle that takes place whenever we put God first, and 
seek His Kingdom before all else: everything else is provided, and provided in 
abundance.  It is the miracle of multiplication, as when the young boy sacrificed 
his five loaves and two fish, but received so much more in return.  It can be seen in 
the sacrifice of tithing, which quickly begins to solve financial problems; in NFP, 
which quickly begins to solve marital and family difficulties, and it can be seen 
above all in structuring one’s day by prayer time, which quickly solves schedule 
problems.  When approaching the Lord with sincere faith and some initial sacrifice 
of one’s will and power, good things begin to happen.  Any time “sacrificed” for 
prayer is not lost, but received back in abundance.  One’s work is more effectively 
accomplished, with time to spare.   

 How much prayer?   One hour is a good minimum, two hours is not 
unreasonable.  The busiest of saints – Mother Teresa, John Paul II, countless others 
– show us not only is this possible, it is absolutely necessary.  The “busier” one is 
with responsibilities and obligations,  the more necessary is this time.   

 What will vary most from person to person is the manner in which the 
prayer will take place.  Mary shows what the prayer should look like: sitting at the 
feet of Jesus and listening attentively.  But how that is achieved will vary from 
person to person.  Most people cannot follow the enviable schedule of a monk, but 
each Christian must establish his own “rule” based on the motto “ora et labora,” so 
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that duties and activities always flow from prayer, and not vice-versa.  Each person 
must ensure that prayer is the “one thing necessary,” around which everything else 
(including sleep, meals, and job) is organized.   

 One way or another, there will need to be a solid and regular time each day 
when one goes “into one’s room, shuts the door, and remains there alone with 
God” (Mt 6:6).  It is important in this time to be attentive to the Lord, and to take at 
least some part of the Gospel as the topic of prayerful conversation.  One can read 
a verse or section of the Gospel, or utilize the daily reading of the Church, or 
meditate on one of the Gospel mysteries in the Rosary, but one way or another the 
Word of God must be heard in one’s prayer.  Mary portrays prayer as attentive and 
loving listening to the teaching of Jesus.   

 Prayer in this way is not burdensome, or a chore.  Prayer only becomes a 
chore when we are trying to “fit it in” among other activities.  True prayer is the 
goal and basis of daily life, something delightful and easy.  It is a time of rest and 
renewal, “re-creation” in the true and original sense of the word.  Jesus challenges 
Martha regarding her anxiety, because she is not praying as she ought to.  Her 
work and her relationships are suffering as a result.   

 Martha and Mary of Bethany are both great saints of the Church.  They 
represent two parts of the Church’s life: the active life of service, and the 
contemplative life of prayer.  Both are necessary and important, they are sisters.  
But Mary has chosen the better part, and it is not to be taken away.   

 


