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Luke 10:38-42  

As Jesus and his disciples went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a 
woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. She had a sister named Mary, who 
sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. But Martha was distracted by 
her many tasks; so she came to him and asked, “Lord, do you not care that my sister 
has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.” But the Lord 
answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is 
need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away 
from her. 

The Better Part 

Vilfredo Pareto was an Italian civil engineer, economist, sociologist, political 
scientist and a philosopher. An overachiever if there ever was one.  While 
most people do not recognize his name, economists around the world know 
him from his early contributions to the field of data driven microeconomics 
that he used to explain why a few people have it all, or at least most of it, 
while everyone else gets what is leftover.  Never let it be said that you don’t 
learn something new by going to church. 

You may not recognize his name but I would be willing to bet that most 
people have heard of the Pareto Principle, commonly known as the 80/20 
rule.  It comes from a study of Italian society done by Pareto where he 
noticed that people, “seemed to divide naturally into what he called the 
“vital few,” or the top 20 percent in terms of money and influence, and the 



“trivial many,” or the bottom 80 percent.”  It was an interesting observation 1

that would have profound implications in economics, sociology and politics. 

Over the years, the Pareto Principle has been applied in other ways.  One  
of the more fascinating ways involves time management that takes into 
account how we prioritize our lives and assign value to the things we do. 
For example, if you follow the logic behind the Pareto Principle, you could 
conclude, at least in rather broad terms, that “two out of ten items, on any 
general to-do list, will turn out to be worth more than the other eight items 
put together.”   For better or worse, that creates a dynamic where priorities 2

are judged by what is determined to be essential and what is not, with what 
is essential often being a matter of personal opinion than unbiased 
observation.  

Take Martha and Mary. Based on what the gospel says about them, Martha 
comes across as the responsible sister. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was 
the older of the two.  She is the one who gets things done; the one who 
does all the work while her slacker sister Mary has other priorities and  
concerns herself with other matters.  At least that is how Martha sees it.  
That becomes fully evident when Jesus drops by one day for a visit and 
Mary parks herself in front of him, leaving Martha to stew about all the work 
that has to be done. 

As with many of these bible narratives, we can see a bit of ourselves in the 
characters. Some of us are more like Martha; others among us are more 
like Mary. None of us is purely one or the other because life is not always 
an either or enterprise. A good bit of the time, it is some of this and a bit of 
that, with some things getting prioritized over others, depending on the 
context.  And for the most part, the choices we make in life tend to reflect 
this reality.   

Martha may very well have subscribed to 80/20 rule, where in her view 
20% of people like her do the work while the other 80%, like her sister and 
Jesus, benefit from it. The problem with that view of life is that it can lead to 
a conflation of one’s sense of self-worth with one’s accomplishments. While 
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what we do in life does matter, God does not value us proportionately.  God 
doesn’t care if you are one of the vital few or the trivial many. With God, it’s 
always a 100% proposition for everyone, no exceptions. 

I think it is important here to note that Jesus did not criticize Martha. No 
where did he say that her household tasks were not important, which was 
smart on his part given that Martha was most likely the one who would be 
preparing his next meal. No, Jesus did not criticize Martha. He simply made 
an observation that there is more to life than work and worry.  There is a 
better part, he tells a frazzled Martha, and her sister Mary had chosen it.  

It would have been helpful if Jesus had specified what the better part is but 
he did not.  Perhaps it is because he knew that each of us has to make that 
judgement call ourselves based on circumstances. Sometimes it is a matter 
of doing.  Other times, it is a matter of just being present in the moment. 
Only we can weigh which is more important to us. 

It sounds to me like Jesus wanted Martha and his followers, to pay 
attention to the things in life that truly matter.  Jesus once told his disciples, 
to stop worrying about what they would eat or drink or wear.  He told them 
instead  to “strive first for the kingdom of God” and to align their priorities 
with God’s priorities.   Relax, he tells them.  Stop being so preoccupied with 3

getting and doing, so you can respond to God’s giving.    4

What God gives us is a narrow window in time to enjoy and to make the 
most of life.  So stop worrying about the things, that at the end of the day, 
will make little or no difference.  I can assure you, no one will care whether 
your house is spotless, your bank account is impressive, or your life is 
perfect. But you will be remembered for the one thing that matters most; 
the one thing that can make a difference in someone’s life, including your 
own.  And that is the better part known as love.   

 Matthew 6:33 NRSV3

 Luke 12:29 The Message paraphrased4


