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 Luke 10:38-42


I have to start off this morning with a disclaimer.  Every time I read or hear the story of Martha and Mary, I have a knee-jerk reaction.  I find myself wanting to defend Martha.  In fact, I find myself wanting to join her in the kitchen.  Jesus just seems unappreciative of something that his visit obviously requires.  The Gospels often say that he talks with people over meals, that he enjoys eating and drinking.  Well, where does he think all that food comes from?  Most of us can’t just pass a loaf of bread around a room full of people and find that everyone is happily fed.  Shouldn’t they all offer to help Martha so that they can BOTH have sandwiches and also learn from Jesus?  


But maybe this reaction personalizes this story a little too much.  We need to make connections between our lives and the stories we read in the Gospels, but we need to do so remembering that these stories aren’t at their heart about US (and whether we should be getting more help in the kitchen).  These are stories about Jesus—about who he is, and how he calls us to relate to him.  And to that end, I think it’s most helpful if we resist the urge to side with either Mary or Martha or to identify with one or the other.  Rather, I think it is most helpful to do what Roger suggested in our Worship Task Group—to see ourselves as both Martha and Mary.  We can see these two women as representing two parts of ourselves, two ways of being in the world that we choose between at various times.  Remember, Jesus’ words of praise for Mary identifies her as having chosen “the better part.”  So even Jesus recognizes that sitting and listening is a part of what we can do, just as doing and serving is another part.  Whole people have the capacity to act out of various parts at various times.  The issue is not that Jesus values some people, or even some ways of being in the world, over others on every occasion.  The issue is rather, have our lives gotten out of balance?  Do we find it impossible to step out of the doing part of ourselves when called to do so?  Have we developed the capacities of our other part—the listening, receiving, learning part?


Those are uncomfortable questions—and let’s face it, it’s much easier to argue with Jesus about who’s turn it is to do the dishes than it is to consider the health and well-being of our listening and receiving parts.  This is not the part, after all, that most of us present to the world most of the time.  Why don’t we?  Well, for one thing, this is not the part that tends to win us praise from the world or earn us a raise or give us a plaque.  By and large, we present ourselves to the world as doers, achievers, builders, solvers.  We spend so much of day doing, we spend so much of our lives doing, that we can even forget that there is another part of us, there is another way to be.  We operate as doers and solvers and fixers so much of the time that it is easy to make it all of the time.  It’s easy to act like the part is the whole in large part because of long force of habit.


But I think there is something else behind our overly developed doer-parts and our under-developed receivers.  I think that even beyond the habits that we’ve developed out in the world and bring to our faith, I think there are in many of us some deep-seated beliefs about what God is looking for, how God will judge us, how God will evaluate our lives.  For many of us, it is almost impossibly hard to shake the belief that in the end, God loves us for what we can do.  That being a disciple is a matter of accomplishing something on Jesus’ behalf.


That’s where we need Martha and Mary.  Because in the end, this isn’t just a story of two women who Jesus happened to bum a meal off of.  This is a story of two disciples.  These disciples weren’t called from their fishing nets the way Peter, James and John were.  These disciples were called away from their vocation, that of tending the home and serving guests.  These women were being told, being taught, that even they, the servers and helpers of the world, were not called by Jesus to serve or help the disciples.  They were actually being called to be disciples themselves, which is to say, they were called to bring their whole selves to Jesus, and to allow him to love them just for who they are, and not for what they could do for him.


How many of us really believe that Jesus calls us in exactly the same way?  How many of us know—truly know—that being a disciple of Jesus is as much about receiving his love, as much about just plain being loved, as it is about serving the world or healing the sick or letting the oppressed go free.  Do you know that?  How would your live be different if you really acted on that knowledge?


If we grounded ourselves in that knowledge, I don’t think we’d give up on doing.  I don’t think we’d just stay home and pat ourselves on the head.  I think we’d still have that other part—the doing part—and we’d live our call out of that part too.  But I think even our doing would look different.  Our acts of compassion, for example, would be less about fixing something or someone, less about crossing something off of our to-do list.  If we’re open to receiving—even receiving the pain of another—then our actions would be more truly compassionate.

-Who do you want to listen to?  Let’s be quiet, think about it, and then respond.  Where to you feel Jesus calling you to listen more, do less?
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