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In Beyond Mary or Martha, Jennifer Wyant reconsiders the Lukan story of an encounter
between Jesus and the sisters Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38-42). Tired of the question,
“Are you a Mary or a Martha?,” Wyant seeks new ways of reading, inspired by premodern
interpretive procedures. Returning to earlier receptions of this passage, Wyant reclaims
the “rich past” of this “vibrant and living text” in a way that seeks to undermine the current
custom of reading this story as if it is about women’s roles. As such, Wyant participates in
a wider effort to retrieve older interpretive modes for modern Protestant Christian
exegesis.

Following a review of contemporary biblical scholarship in chapter 1, the second chapter
introduces Wyant’s own interpretation of the Mary and Martha episode. Luke 10:38-42,
she argues, is more aptly placed within the broader set of teachings about discipleship
delivered by the Lukan Jesus during his journey to Jerusalem. Read in this framework,
Martha can be received as a positive model of hospitality: she provides Jesus with a warm
welcome in her own home (gig Tov oixov adT¥s, a reading Wyant takes as genuine), and
her “service” (dtaxovia), like that of the Seven in Acts 6:1-4, involves the practical work of
serving at tables. Still, by describing Martha as “distracted” (mepetomdTo) and claiming
that Mary chose “the better part,” the evangelist introduced ambiguities that continue to
occupy interpreters. In what sense is Mary’s choice “better,” and what has Martha done
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that invites Jesus’s rebuke? To Wyant, the answer lies not in Martha’s actions, which are
commendable, but in her confusion about what is needful and when. Chapters 3-6 find
further warrant for this interpretation in the story’s reception across a vast historical and
exegetical landscape, from late antiquity to the present day.

Chapter 3 begins the historical survey by considering Origen of Alexandria and the late
antique monastic writers he inspired. Origen was the first to suggest that Martha stands
for action and Mary for contemplation, Wyant observes, yet he did so not to undermine
the value of practice but instead to validate the importance of putting knowledge to work.
Exploiting tensions inherent to the Lukan account, in his writings he proposed multiple
and diverse interpretive possibilities, each of which could instruct the faithful. Later
monastic interpreters took up Origen’s methods if not always his conclusions. Notably,
none of these readers emphasized the gender of the sisters; instead, to them, the
significance of this story was located in its overall implications for Christian discipleship.
Chapter 4, a study of late ancient homilies, emphasizes the widely positive evaluation of
Martha among premodern Christian preachers. Augustine, for example, argued that
every Christian is “Martha” during this lifetime and a “Mary” once the eschatological
reward is received. To Chrysostom, the two sisters emphasize the value of discernment:
actions such as feeding the hungry and caring for the sick are necessary aspects of the
Christian life, as Martha shows, but so are listening and quiet contemplation; the task is
therefore to discover which is required and when. Wyant’s fifth chapter turns to medieval
Europe. In this context, Mary was interpreted as a monastic “type,” a stand-in for
cloistered monks and nuns, and Martha a model of the practical service designed for the
laity. Medieval writers often conflated Mary of Bethany with Mary Magdalene, a new
interpretation that transformed both women (now regarded as a single “Mary”) into
models of penitent female vanity. Even so, Hildegard of Bingen, Birgitta of Sweden, and
Teresa of Avila continued to regard both sisters as positive models of cloistered and lay

piety.

Chapter 6 addresses what I take to be the real target of Wyant’s book: modern interpreters
who reduce the story to a moralizing critique of women and their roles. She locates the
beginnings of this exegetical shift in the sermons and writings of the Protestant
Reformers. Breaking with the allegorical interpretations they attributed to their forebears,
John Calvin and Martin Luther treated the sisters not as spiritual symbols with normative
value for all Christians, as was the earlier custom, but as gender-specific models designed
to teach lessons to Christian women. Reading the passage “literally” (at least in principle),
Calvin argued that Mary stood not for the contemplative life but for spiritual
discernment. By contrast, Martha represented the kind of self-interested and excessive
hospitality that Christian women should endeavor to avoid. Similarly, Luther presented
Mary not as a model for “the contemplative life” but instead as a paradigm for dutiful

This review was published by RBL ©2020 by the Society of Biblical Literature. For more information on obtaining a
subscription to RBL, please visit http://www.bookreviews.org/subscribe.asp.




wives and mothers. Remaining silent, wives imitate Mary by listening both to Christ and
their husbands. Martha, however, was taken as a negative example; her frivolous
overactivity was a warning about the dangers of “works righteousness.” To both Calvin
and Luther, these Lukan characters were “real women” who delivered crucial messages to
Christian wives and mothers, an interpretation that has continued to inform New
Testament exegesis ever since.

At the close of this chapter, Wyant examines the impact of this Protestant interpretive
heritage on two unlikely allies: Beth Moore, the popular evangelical author, and Elisabeth
Schiissler Fiorenza, the Catholic feminist biblical scholar. Both writers focus exclusively
on the implications of Luke 10:38-42 for women, Wyant observes, a treatment that has
assigned the passage to the marginalized realm of “women’s speech.” By contrast, Wyant
hopes to reclaim the passage for all Christians, a point she reiterates in the epilogue. Late
ancient and medieval interpreters could envision a world where Jesus’s words to Mary
and Martha spoke to men as well as women, where Martha’s hospitality could be a model
for all Christians to follow, and where Mary’s exemplary discernment could provoke a
wider call for contemplative prayer. Wyant would like to pave the way for a revival of
these sorts of interpretations.

As an exercise in contemporary Protestant Christian theological reclamation, Beyond
Mary or Martha illustrates the benefits that can accrue when readers revisit exegetical
forms that historical criticism often studiously ignores. Even so, as Wyant demonstrates,
readers of this story inevitably carry forward what came before. The overdetermined,
gendered ways that Mary and Martha have been discussed over the last Protestant
century may not be adequate to the task of liberation, even when such interpretations are
offered by feminists. Perhaps Wyant’s new/old interpretation will assist Christians in
welcoming women (as well as men) more fully into the category of “human disciple.” 1,
however, do not plan to wait patiently at the feet of Jesus to find out.
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