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 Some of you might remember that, many years ago, the National Gallery of Art 

hosted an unprecedented collection of the paintings of the Dutch artist Johannes Vermeer.  

Vermeer came to town at the same time that Chris’s parents came to town.  They 

desperately wanted to see the exhibit, but advance tickets were sold out.  Presented with a 

golden opportunity to impress my in-laws, I volunteered to secure four of the free day 

passes given out each morning.  By 5 a.m., I was in line behind 27 others, who must have 

been more desperately in need of impressing their in-laws.  

 After five hours in the shivering cold, with thousands of Vermeer devotees now 

encircling the National Gallery, the doors were mercifully opened, the passes were 

distributed, and I was crowned the world’s finest son-in-law. 

 Johannes Vermeer’s unusual color schemes, his sensitive use of light on the 

canvas, his elevation of life’s simpler circumstances, are all qualities that have earned 

him a reputation second only to Rembrandt among the Dutch masters of the 1600s.  Like 

many of his peers, Vermeer sought often to artistically recreate Biblical scenes.   

 One of Vermeer’s most poignant works is entitled “Christ in the House of Mary 

and Martha”.  Martha is portrayed in the act of bringing sustenance to Jesus—bread that 

she had surely baked herself—and she appears to be inviting approval for the 

preparations she has made for him.  Mary is positioned admiringly at the feet of Jesus, 

alert to his every word, transfixed by the aura of his presence in her home.  Jesus is 

collapsed in a chair, physically and emotionally fatigued by his fateful journey to 



Jerusalem, in obvious need of restful quiet more than anything else.  His piercing eyes are 

addressing the hovering Martha; his gracefully extended arm and open palm are affirming 

the meditative Mary. 

 Thanks to the talent of Vermeer, one can imagine also being in that house, also 

being in the conversation, also being in relationship with Jesus.  The power of the 

painting is in drawing the viewer into the circle of Jesus’ friends, into the classroom of 

the Teacher, into the magnetism of the Master. 

 The Church is blessed with “Marthas”.  These are the people we turn to because 

we know we can count on them when there is a job to be done.  These are the people 

whose Christian witness is manifested in countless deed of kindness, in Christ-like acts of 

compassion and advocacy.  Their relationship with Christ is defined by their loyal 

servanthood.  “Marthas” are distinguished for their outward concern…especially to be 

about the business of sharing the love of Jesus. 

 Similarly, the Church is blessed with “Marys”.  These are the people we venerate 

for the incredible strength of their faith, for the balance of their passage through the rigors 

of human existence.  These are the people whose religious devotion is manifested in a 

passion for the Word, in their Christ-like postures of prayer and humble devotion.  Their 

relationship with Christ is defined by their loyal spirituality.  “Marys” are distinguished 

for their inner search…especially to be about the business of showing the love of Jesus. 

 By the Grace of God, the Church is blessed with “Martha” and with “Marys”, 

with those naturally active and with those naturally reflective.  The Church is blessed 

with the temperaments of both servanthood and spirituality…of both sharing and 

showing the love of Jesus.  One is not more desirable in the life of the Church and the 



other less desirable.  One is not more essential to the Christian endeavor and the other 

less essential.  One is not more Christ-like and the other less Christ-like.  One is not 

primary and the other secondary.  One is not right, and the other wrong. 

 For both of these are Biblical truths:  1) “One does not live by bread alone 

(Martha), but by the Word of God; and 2) “How can you say you love God (Mary), if you 

do not love your brother?”  

 So here is the lesson of Johannes Vermeer, in his poignant portrayal of “Christ in 

the House of Martha and Mary”, and the lesson in the 10th chapter of the Gospel of Luke:  

 It is not just that there are active “Marthas” and reflective “Marys” among the 

disciples.  It is that there is the inherent potential for each temperament in every 

disciple—in you and in me!  It is not that a community of faith might be characterized by 

whichever temperament is predominant, the servants or the spiritualists.  It is that every 

follower of Jesus is called to a life of both loyal service AND loyal devotion.  The truest 

character of the Church is an effective blending of the two! 

 Too often, by individual or corporate negligence, one or the other of these 

essentials is allowed to decay.  For example:  What permits us to conclude, after our 

youthful years in Sunday School, that as adults there is nothing more to gain from Bible 

study, or religious traditions, or Christian ethics?  By the same token, of what use is it for 

anyone to claim great knowledge of the Faith if he or she does nothing to show it? 

 To have Jesus visit us as he did two sisters, to have Jesus be at home with us, is to 

allow Jesus to nurture both the “Martha” and the “Mary” that reside within us.  It is to 

emulate his dual qualities of service and prayer.  It is to love neighbor more, AND to love 

God more. 



 There are times when I try to tell Jesus what he surely must need, and how good I 

am at providing it.  But Jesus rebukes my “Martha” behavior—Vermeer catches to stern 

look with which Jesus counters my stubborn insensitivity.  Simultaneously, with a 

sweeping gesture of encouragement, Jesus affirms my “Mary” behavior, which listens 

intently for his counsel and guidance.  Serving Christ according to my perception of 

priorities is in fact a disservice to him.  He can be trusted to know his own needs, and his 

invitation is to prioritize my energy and abilities accordingly. 

 Along the way, I have thankfully been exposed to a few disciples who act and 

reflect with equal verve, whose behavior increases the love of neighbor and the love of 

God simultaneously.   

 One such disciple is Bishop Medardo Gomez, leader of the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in El Salvador.  His opposition to the rampant injustices inflicted upon the 

Salvadoran people during a civil war resulted in death threats against him.  We were 

preparing  to co-officiate Holy Communion in San Salvador, when a lean, weathered man 

approached him in earnest, sharing news in solemn tones.  I inquired of a bi-lingual 

assistant pastor what news it was that the man came bearing that sunny Sunday, on the 

steps of the mother church in the city. 

 I was told that the man is pastor of a congregation in the countryside, and he had 

travelled to report that his son had been murdered the day before by an anonymous death 

squad roaming the land.  Incredible atrocities…incredible sacrifice…incredible faith. 

 Crestfallen with this news, I embraced the grieving pastor, the grieving father.  He 

seemed to welcome a hug tighter and longer that usual.  “Mi hermanos,” I whispered.  



“Lo siento!  Dios bendecir!”  “My Brother! I’m sorry!  God bless you!”   Then he was 

gone, back to his village, back to his parish, back to his broken family. 

 I could not find a voice for the opening hymn, which the unknowing congregation 

was robustly singing.  My throat tight, my eyes tearful, I stood in awe of those resilient 

Salvadoran saints.  Bishop Medardo Gomez, the Pastor to pastors, the Rock for a grieving 

father, the Shepherd of a Lamb slaughtered in the field, commenced to lead his 

congregation in the worship of a God who defeats even death. 

 When I departed El Salvador, the Bishop took this cross, which is worn smooth of 

his own use over the years, and bestowed it to me! 

   Along the way, you are, thankfully, exposed to a few disciples who act and 

reflect with equal verve, whose behavior increases the love of neighbor and the love of 

God simultaneously.  There is this inherent potential for each temperament in every 

disciple—in you and in me!   

 That is the Church of…Martha…Mary…and Jesus! 

     


