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Growing up in a household with nine children, 
there was no shortage of chores.  From the 
youngest to the eldest, we were expected to 
contribute.  Infants were excluded except for the 
time my younger brother discovered that cloth 
diapers on a baby’s bottom  did a great job 
dusting wood furniture. That was not standard 
practice, but once in a while, even the babies 
unwittingly participated!  There was no monetary 
compensation in our family in the form of 
allowance.  My parents firmly believed that we 
work together as a team and that participation and 
contribution built character, a sense of 
responsibility, and the privilege of benefitting from 
all they provided for us as their children. 

For the most part, the system worked great.  But, 
like all systems of governing, there is politics 
involved.  In the hierarchy of family life, some of 
us older kids pressured younger kids (mafia style) 
to help with their chores.  Then, there were a few 
kids who were master manipulators; they learned 
early on that procrastinating or poor performance 
on a task would get someone else pressed into 
service in order to get the job done. 

Chores occasionally were used as a form of 
extortion, (e.g. If you don’t do the dishes for me, 
I’m telling Dad what you did to the neighbor’s cat.) 
Included in the politics of chores, was the parental 
reaction to either doing a good job or bad: praise 
for going above and beyond the call of duty and 
disappointment and criticism for failing to meet the 
expectation.  I was willing to work hard for the 
affirmation because it made me feel valued, loved, 
and as if I had a one-up over my siblings who 
couldn’t have cared less. 

Unwittingly, I carried my politics of chores into my 
adult life and over the years have come to 
understand the motivation behind my “good 
works.”  That motivation made me appear to be a 
“good girl” on the outside, but played havoc with 
my spiritual life as an adult.  It was hard for me to 
believe that I was a beloved child of God - loved 
without conditions.  My relationship with God was 
locked in the notion of Him as a taskmaster and 
me the dutiful subject. If I was good and worked 
very hard, I would be loved.  If I was bad and 
didn’t do what I was supposed to do, God would 

no longer love me.  So, for years, based on that 
thinking, my unspoken belief was that God’s love 
was conditional and all I needed to do to have a 
good relationship with Him, was to keep busy in 
the holy name of church.  That misguided 
motivation can lead to a sense of religious 
superiority, resentment, and an empty faith life. 

In the Gospel of Luke this week, we hear the story 
of two sisters, Martha and Mary. Jesus is in their 
home teaching some of the disciples.  Mary is 
sitting at the feet of Jesus listening to His 
message and Martha is busy with the to-do’s of 
serving.  Martha grows increasingly anxious and 
resentful and complains to Jesus that her sister 
Mary is doing nothing to help. She asks Jesus to 
instruct Mary to help her and the Lord replies: 

“Martha, Martha, you are anxious and worried 
about many things. There is need of only one thing. 
Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be 
taken from her.” 

It doesn’t get any more direct than that!  Even 
though Jesus may have appreciated Martha’s 
efforts, she was more concerned with being the 
busy one than she was being present before the 
Lord.  It becomes a kind of notice me, notice me, 
Jesus! Can’t you see how good I am and how bad 
Mary is?  The good that Martha is trying to 
accomplish gets lost in what motivates her.  When 
love isn’t at the heart of what drives our actions, 
then anxiousness, resentment, and anger discolor 
the good we attempt.  Jesus clearly points out that 
Mary chose the better part.  Her priorities were not 
motivated by trying to get Jesus to notice her, but 
instead, by her noticing Jesus, listening to His 
teachings, taking the time and attention to truly 
understand that everything about Jesus and 
everything He did, was motivated by His love for 
us.  Sometimes our perceptions of God are just 
that, OUR perceptions.  God already notices us.  
He doesn’t love us for what we can do for Him, 
but rather, loves us because we are His beloved 
children.  More than anything, He wants us to fully 
understand and believe in the unconditional 
nature of His embrace so that we carry that same 
profound unconditional love into the world. 


