Redeeming the Martha complex in the precocious caregiver: A psychospiritual exploration
by Gertrude Gill
This article looks at redeeming the narcissistic wounding that shapes core beliefs and learnt behaviours around Sself-care and care of others. Through the psychospiritual lens of Psychosynthesis and the biblical Martha and Mary story, it will map a journey through transforming co-dependant attachment styles and precocious caregiving, into communion and service. It raises some reflections to get the conversation going deeper when it comes to self- care for the caregiver.

Self-care – who is going to do it for us?!
Many of us, especially in healthcare and pastoral ministry, struggle with managing self-care. We unconsciously wait for external permission to care for ourselves. Typically, that potential self-care time is allocated to others—family, children, parents, clients, or parishioners. The 'caring' is focused outside the caregiver.

The inner dialogue around opportunities for self-care can be intense: “Have I earned a break today, this week, or this month? What would I do even if I had time?  Is this selfish? They can't manage without me... If I stop, will I want to start again? …”

We avoid facing our vulnerabilities, which can lead to self-scorn and denial. At this point, we are indulging the delusion of the grandiose self that asserts superhuman powers with the dread of being visible in our limitation.  But who is to look after our vulnerable needy self?  The unconscious caregiver abdicates to the nearest care system — work, manager, family, partner, in the unconscious hope that the latter will read their minds and meet their needs. All the while, the avoidance of theirl vulnerability drives a perfectionism and frenetic activity that excludes that carer from the very ecosystem of love and intimacy that they crave.

The seed bed of self-care: Mirroring and Idealisation,  the two wings of healthy narcissistic development
“The self is a bipolar structure with ambitions at one pole and ideals at the other.” (Kohut, 1977)
Kohut (1977) asserted the concept of the “bi-polar self” which states that individuals have two fundamental poles (the self-assertive pole and self-soothing pole) and corresponding needs for development (Mirroring and Idealisation). Adequate Mirroring supports the self-assertive pole which relates to goals and accomplishments. Adequate Idealisation supports the pole of values and ideals, which relates to self-soothing and regulation of feelings.

The experience of empathy and attuned relationships shapes a child's sense of self. When self-object needs like mirroring and idealisation are met, children develop a healthy, cohesive sense of self with a secure foundation for future relationships and self-esteem. The caregiver may be internalised as a validating and soothing self-object, which the child can then access when needed (1977, pp.82-84). 

Mirroring involves the need for significant others to acknowledge and appreciate  our qualities and accomplishments, to facilitate our experience of ourselves as other, fostering a sense of self-worth. Idealisation, on the other hand, refers to the need for external support and guidance, leading to a sense of calm and security by merging with idealised figures.  Without sufficient mirroring, individuals struggle with self-doubt and feelings of inadequacy, leading to compensatory behaviours, such as perfectionistic and controlling behaviours (1977, pp 99-101) Unmet idealisation needs can lead to a struggle with regulating self-esteem and a tendency to become overly dependent on external figures for validation. These needs inappropriately met carry over into adulthood, with severity and compulsivity. The child feels seen when the caregiver plays with them and rewards them.  The absence of this gives rise to a mirror-hungry self, constantly craving the recognition and approval of others and in this desperation, inadvertently pushing them away.

In this abandonment wounding there is a desperation to avoid feelings of terror and shame by attempting to manage the parental gap. For the “omnipotent” infant at the centre of its universe, who can command food and see it appears, there is an inflated sense of shame in the face of the mirroring and idealisation wounding. In a grandiose precociousness the child introjects the gap in the caring system, “It’s my fault, I have done something wrong … there must be something wrong with me … I can fix it …” For the precocious caregiver, this looks like a collapse into co-dependency and abandoning personal responsibility for one’s self-care. They attempt to self-soothe and find meaning and purpose and sense of object constancy through managing the care needs of the other.

The Martha, Mary, Jesus Triad of Love and Hospitality
This is the story, or at least a psychospiritual interpretation, of the Martha and Mary story (why italics?) in the Bible. The Bible story of the visit of Jesus and his disciples to the household of Mary and Martha, (Luke 10:38-42 NIV, 2011) revolves around their respective contrasting approaches to hospitality. Mary sits at Jesus' feet and listens to his teachings, while Martha is preoccupied with preparing a meal, becoming stressed and frustrated with her sister's lack of help. Jesus ultimately commends Mary for her focus on listening and learning, suggesting that this is the better way to serve. 	Comment by gertrude gill: The title of the story needs italics?	Comment by gertrude gill: Yes for the psychosynthesis reader 

Both these protagonists represent stages of psychospiritual development respectively. Martha’s character represents the shift from the unconscious mirror-hungry and soothing-deprived ego freneticism. She is being awakened out of the fused state that reflects the infantile fluctuation between no will and wilfulness.  Mary’s character represents healthy adolescent awakening, managing the separation-individuation from the original caring system towards an identification with personal responsibility and choice. This latter is the preliminary step to becoming the ‘adult’ - taking personal responsibility for choosing and growing a healthy caring system reflective of value and purpose and supportive of growth and transformation / becoming.  

[bookmark: _Hlk196598366]Jesus, ‘the master’, the embodiment of the “universal Self” (or “Divine”) is in the house. The house is a metaphor for the psyche, and the sisters are symbolic of two parts/movements of the psyche. Martha represents what psychosynthesis calls, the “ego – I connection” (Evans, Benson 2013). That is, waking up to the ‘I’ consciousness: the individual's sense of identity; their ego conscious awareness of themselves; and potential responsibility of their adult self. Mary is waking up to what psychosynthesis calls the “I-Self connection” (Evans, Benson 2013), conscious of taking her place in the ecosystem of love and service. In psychosynthesis, the “Self” rooted in the concept of Atman in Eastern philosophies is considered the deeper, transcendent aspect of the individual. It's seen as the unifying centre, the source of wisdom, and the connection to something larger than oneself. The Self is the source of synthesis, meaning and purpose, and unconditional love borne of the universal Self / Divine Please see note below)


The character of Martha is consumed by the drive for mirroring of her value, place and worth. Mary is consumed by the drive for idealisation / soothing, as fulfilled through internalising the self-object of the Master and mirrored by the Master who reflects her true essence. These parts are not talking to each other in this vignette, so thereby they are on either side of a splitting in the household. We are told that Mary hasn’t the best but the better part in that she is choosing to focus on the guest, not the projection on, and objectification of, the latter.

Mary chooses to prioritise listening to Jesus' teachings by sitting at his feet, actively engaging with his words and presence. She is attuned to the deeper hospitality – receiving and being received – by the Universal Self (or Divine) present in the guest. She is pre-occupied with the gift of hospitality, with listening (aubidere / following) Jesus.

Martha on the other hand has objectified Jesus as an extension of herself, that is, her projections of what it is he needs. Focusing exclusively on serving and preparing a meal for Jesus and his disciples, she takes on the burden  of hospitality.  In psychospiritual terms the ego is hijacking the presence and energy of Self for its own agenda which in this instance is her own mirroring and soothing. She omits the act of receptivity that is shared with the guest, which traditionally defined her role of host - to receive the gift of his presence and be received into the visitor’s presence. “Hospitality in the ancient traditions was sacred ritual and multifaced:  the guest was the stranger through whom the Divine visited and dependent on the willingness of the guest to receive, they entered, graced and received the host” (Gill, 2016). (Something is missing in this quote?)	Comment by gertrude gill: ‘They’ is the missing pronoun here

In the precocious caregiver’s perfectionism, the ego grasps at the transpersonal gifting and makes it its own. It inflates itself to assume superhuman / divine qualities, thus monopolising the psyche’s capacity to be present to the other - the client/ partner / cared for/.

Martha becomes overwhelmed by her own egotism and lashes out at Mary’s lack of due diligence to join her agenda in the meal preparation ritual. She expresses her frustration to Jesus in a desperate attempt to seek soothing. She tries to excite a reprimand on his part in the guise of evoking his moral sensibility: “Jesus why don’t you tell her to help me!”.  The guest has now become the focus of hostility and potential rage as this parental figure is de-idealised and de-throned as a soothing resource for her narcissistic wounding.

Jesus responds to Martha's complaint with a restorative and tender firmness, by calling her back to her place at the table of discipleship with her sister Mary. “… but few things are needed—or indeed only one” (LK 10:42). He responds with repeating her name twice, a biblical convention signifying a maturational shift, deepening the connection to the heart of the person’s identity in the Divine relationship. He qualifies the call inviting her to the next level of her psychospiritual consciousness– her I-Self connection.

Mary “has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her” (LK 10:43). She Martha is invited to identify with Mary who in her role as disciple is listening for direction and in this measure making herself available for service. The text says that Mary “sat at the Lord’s feet” which was an idiom that referred to studying with a rabbi as a disciple.  She is consciously engaging in a mirroring and soothing that will empower her to be an adult practitioner taking personal responsibility. By prioritising Mary's choice to focus on listening and learning, Jesus indicates that this form of hospitality / receptivity is the more appropriate act of the hospitality exchange in that moment – “the one thing necessary”.

This household splitting needs to be addressed and mended and the potential for this is present in the visitation of Grace as symbolised in by the Master. We can assume Mary wasn’t a self-absorbed and lazy dissociative, abdicating her will and fusing with the guru, but was listening with intentionality, receiving to serve the greater community of mission and outreach. The actual roll out of that service in strategy and planning would however need Martha’s executive functioning, consciousness and focus (spirit in matter) to materialise the mission. It is the marriage of both - contemplation in action - that is optimum.

In his essay, Martha and Mary: The Active Life –The Contemplative Life (Assagioli, 2016)  Martha and Mary are described as a metaphor for the interplay of contemplation and action respectively. In the alchemic drama of love and will, the two key elements of psychospiritual awakening: 

The hard work that lies behind every productive inspiration, indeed every truly productive and creative act, takes place in a collected mind, in silence, in the inner regions of the soul… [It is] a long, weary path – To achieve the state in which pure contemplation is possible requires a tough methodical work of purification, self-discipline, and ascent. (Assagioli, 2016)

The sign here is one of hope in that these two protagonists are sisters and thereby bring together these two elements of  love and service in the Christian mission of collective transformation.

Personal responsibility for self- care is being Response - able to the call of the Divine /Universal Self within

If we examine our motives with all sincerity, we often discover that the reasons for our preoccupation with helping others are not as pure and noble as we thought. We begin to realize that the shining alloy, mixed with gold, also contains the base metal of vanity, presumption, proselytism, and – most subtle and concealed of all – the desire to appease our conscience so that we will have some excuse for not undertaking the hard work of inner purification (Assagioli,2016)

Martha wants Mary to help her with this agenda, to be soothed in her mirroring activity.  However, Mary stays “at the feet of the master”, revelling in the Divine gaze and thereby visible in her vulnerability. Martha devalues and condemns this positioning.  Mary desires and knows her desirability. She is open to the gift of her discipleship which Martha also shares but struggles to surrender and lean into.  In Martha’s envious regard, Mary has the attention of Jesus which Martha longs for but solicits on her terms. Sadly, she is ignorant of herself in the loving gaze of the Divine as she has gone unconscious to the Divine caring system. “Narcissistic envy is where we split off (go unconscious to) and project an unbearable part of ourselves onto the other, and then turn the other into an object we want to possess” (Benson, 2023).

At the intrapsychic level this is the repression of the sublime (Haronian, 1974) where the psyche is gone unconscious to the power of love at the core of being,

A strong repression of this spectrum of human experience eventually leads toward an uninspired life, a life from which all deeper love, wonder, and greater meaning have been excluded. Here we inhabit only one small dimension of the rich, multidimensional cosmos, adopting an attitude that is matter-of-fact, materialistic, and perhaps jaded or cynical. Unaware, we are cut off from the compassionate touch of the infinite and the eternal, and we come to assume that the deadness of our lives is a deadness of life itself. Again, the split in ourselves is not simply a split in the past but a split in the present; it affects how we experience ourselves and the world on a day-to-day basis. (Firman and Gila, 2002)

As we reflected earlier, when the original source of mirroring is absent /preoccupied there is nothing to see, and this absence creates an insatiable vacuum. Recognition longed for lands on empty ground. Positive feedback for the perfectionist is measured against the ego’s own benchmark, which can be ruthless and indeed far worse than any KPI of the corporate monolith. This is how the workaholic defends themself against the fear of death and collapse. Progressively, Martha’s desperation for mirroring is cancelling her need for soothing as she distances herself from the gathering and starves herself at the table of communion and love. “Tell her to help me!” Right intuition, wrong level! She wants Mary’s help to feed her perfectionism but needs her help to learn to surrender to unconditional love which the presence of Jesus represents here. Mary, the elder sister (in terms of psychospiritual development) needs to share from the awareness of dependability on the Divine she has garnished. Martha needs to be taught / nurtured and nourished in her awakening to the Divine presence of love. The call here is to take her place of self-sovereignty by stepping into her authority and taking her place at the table of love, which by implication Martha is resisting through an attempt at ‘self-soothing’ through frenetic service.

Unawakened, Martha is negotiating neurotic defence/protection against the intimacy and alignment to the Divine Self – her will (Assagioli, 2010)  trapped and driven by strong will — while Mary is readying herself to partake in the quickening of the most intimate encounter with the Divine Self. Split off from each other, there is collapse into navel-gazing and headlessness  respectively. The external and internal unifying centre in this drama is Jesus - the Christ - Divine consciousness in the psyche revealed. In the inflow of grace these parts can be reconciled and brought to a fruit-bearing expression of service.	Comment by gertrude gill: Yes better word!

Conclusion: Implications for the clinical setting
The initial goal of therapy is primarily to help the person to mourn the aberrations in mirroring and idealisation and develop their own inner parenting system that will scaffold their self-actualisation and self-realisation.

The clinical setting is a space to experience, negotiate, understand and integrate empathic failure and disappointment. The therapeutic relationship needs to facilitate this healing process; grieving the loss of ideal of perfect parenting in a setting that is congruent, empathic and safe - but not perfect! (Winnicott, 1964)

The therapist, in collaboration with the client, is creating a caring system where this narcissistic wounding can be allowed, held, and mirrored back. Through internalising the therapist as external unifying centre, the overwhelm and dysregulation is soothed and regulated. The key tool is empathy through feeling into what is emerging in the therapeutic relationship – the disappointment at the collapse of the idealisation, the rage at the hole left in the empty mirroring, and modelling a deeper willingness to be with the unspeakable. The unveiling of the primary existential dread of non-existence as experienced by the client in the original empty mirroring is a disorienting episode, not least for the therapist! In the stormy seas of projections, collusions and ruptures, holding on to the chair and tracking the breath can be the primary ‘task’, thus normalising the disruption that occurs when the wound is being exposed. This is sacred ground where the otherness of the client is being mirrored back to them, and they are undertaking the excruciating awakening to the exquisite nature of who they actually are.

Assagioli (1965) highlighted the limitations of the therapeutic encounter and advocated for mindfulness and spiritual practice to develop the I-Self connection. The actual redemption and healing happens on the “other side of the door” (1965, p.6) of the clinical process, where the  encounter with Self happens and is made conscious through a deeper listening and willingness through grace, to respond to the mystery of the patient’s being.

Gertrude Gill has been working in community, education and corporate settings over the past 30 years. She is an accredited Psychosynthesis Psychotherapist, Clinical Supervisor, Trainer, Wellbeing Coach, 5DL Leadership and Organisational Coach. 

Notes - The I-Self connection:

Personal self (small s): This is the individual's sense of identity, their ego, and their conscious awareness of themselves. It's the part of us that we usually refer to when we talk about "I" or "me". 

Self (capital S): In psychosynthesis, the Self rooted in the concept of Atman in Eastern Philosophies is considered the deeper, transcendent aspect of the individual. It's seen as the unifying centre, the source of wisdom, and the connection to something larger than oneself. The Self is the source of synthesis, meaning and purpose, and unconditional love borne of the universal Self. 

I use Self and Divine interchangeably as is typical in the psychospiritual field, but with reservation because sometimes psychospiritual psychology can speak about the Divine with a familiarity that obscures the sense of Other and the unknown of the human experience in the face of the mystery of same.
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