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38 While Jesus and his disciples were traveling, Jesus entered a village where a woman named Martha welcomed him as a guest. 39 She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his message. 40 By contrast, Martha was preoccupied with getting everything ready for their meal. So Martha came to him and said, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to prepare the table all by myself? Tell her to help me.”

41 The Lord answered, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things. 42  One thing is necessary. Mary has chosen the better part. It won’t be taken away from her.”


My first Sunday at Greenland Hills (3 weeks ago!) the scripture focused on Jesus sending 72 followers of Jesus to every city to share peace and table fellowship, to cure the sick, and to proclaim the kingdom of God.  We talked about how we are sent on a journey of joy.  Did you know the word “sent” comes from the latin word missio from which we get our word mission?  We are sent on a mission.  


Last week we read the story right before the one about Mary and Martha, the parable of the Good Samaritan.  The lawyer asks “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  The answer, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and all your strength and all your mind; and love your neighbor as yourself.”  Then Jesus shares a parable of someone stopping to help someone along the road in need.  Go and do.  Love is shown in verbs.  The Samaritan sees, goes, bandages, lifts, takes, gives, pays, promises.  So we are sent on a mission, will we go, see have compassion and act?  


And then we have the story of Mary and Martha.  Martha is a doer.  Martha knows about hospitality.  Martha welcomes Jesus into her home and is preparing a meal for him.  We don’t know if Jesus came with some of his friends, the disciples.  But Martha rolls up her sleeves and goes to work preparing the dinner. She’s gone to the market, purchased fruits and vegetables, and had a nice lamb butchered. She’s cleaned the house, shaken out the rugs, chopped the vegetables, set the bread out to rise, made the salad, and changed her mind 3 times about which dishes to use. One set is too formal, but the everyday plates seem too plain. She’s put the soup on the fire, but isn’t sure the seasoning is quite right. She’s called Mary in to give it a taste, but so far Mary shows little interest in helping. She knows the lamb could get tough if she puts it in the oven too soon, and she doesn’t want to over-bake the bread. Perhaps it was a mistake to try a new recipe on such an important guest, but since Mary wouldn’t help her decide on the menu, she decided to try it and hope for the best. Should she have gone to the trouble of making seating assignments? Maybe the place cards are a little much, but she wants it to be perfect. Maybe she should switch Mary’s place to farther down the table, since it seems she’s already spending so much time with Jesus.


Martha pokes her head into the living room, hoping to get Mary’s attention, but Mary’s still just sitting and listening to Jesus. Martha goes back to stir the soup, which has started to simmer. So has Martha.  This story can really irk us. And it seems so natural for the story to turn into an exercise in choosing between the two sisters. Whom do we choose, Mary or Martha? Which of the sisters are we most like? Who is more important? More faithful? More valuable? It is so tempting to launch into an enthusiastic defense of Martha, especially with all of us Marthas in the church. Where would we be as the church without the Marthas, those who act and give and plan and budget and do and shop and cook and make dishes for the potluck and organize and sort and throw garage sales and scrape the wax off of brass candlesticks and take acolyte robes to the dry cleaners and make sure there is grape juice for communion and unjam the copier and set up the coffee and make the name tags and fold the bulletins?  All so that other folk can be like Mary and listen at the feet of Jesus, and when the worship is over, we can go enjoy a nutritious meal that, in case the Marys haven’t noticed, someone else has prepared. Our common life in the church is dependent on the activity of many.


Martha wants help. Is that so wrong? “Lord,” she asks, “don’t you care that my sister has left me to prepare the table all by myself? Tell her to help me.”  We might wish that Jesus had said, “You are absolutely right, Martha. Let’s all come into the kitchen and help with the dishes. Let’s visit while we put the plates away. Many hands make light work!”


But Jesus doesn’t. Instead he says, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things.  One thing is necessary.  Mary has chosen the better part. It won’t be taken away from her.”  We know. We understand. Martha is not just busy. She is not just multitasking. She is not just overbooked, overscheduled, and overwhelmed. She is distracted with much serving. Distracted. Distracted by too much. There is need of only one thing. But some days it is so hard to remember what that one thing is.


What if the point of the story is not to further divide Martha from Mary and Mary from Martha, not to pit the sisters against each other, not to choose either of them, but to choose Jesus? What if this is not a story about choosing between Bible study and outreach ministries, between making time for nightly devotional study and hands-on service to others? What if it’s not a story asking us to choose between being Mary and being Martha, but of keeping our focus on Jesus, choosing Jesus, choosing just one thing he’s asking of us, or offering to us, just now?


The lawyer asks Jesus “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  The answer, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and all your strength and all your mind; and love your neighbor as yourself.  Do this and you will live.”  Do this one thing: love the Lord your God completely, and love your neighbor as yourself.  The Good Samaritan shows us how someone loves their neighbor with actions of compassion and mercy, going and doing. Then Jesus goes to visit Mary and Martha and we see Mary loving God without distraction, without worry.  Mary is resting and listening. Do this one thing: choose Jesus, through compassionate action, through single-hearted, focused listening.  In this one thing – going and doing and stopping and listening – you will love God, and love your neighbor as yourself.


But wait!  How do we know when it’s time to do and when to sit? When to listen and when to act? When will I meet Jesus in serving the wounded stranger and when in quiet contemplation and prayer?  Community is important in this story.  Martha invites Jesus into her home and then is so busy she doesn’t spend time with Jesus or with Mary.  And when Martha wants help, she doesn’t ask Mary directly but she triangulates. “Jesus, make Mary help me.” 


Have you ever done that?  I have, everyday!  The kids won’t do what I want so I tell them that their daddy is on the way home.  Or a friend doesn’t call me back, so I call another friend to complain.  Or instead of going directly to my kid’s teacher about a problem, I talk to other parents.  Or instead of talking to the pastor about an issue I have with the church I complain to other church members.  Well, I have seen that happen in other churches.  


Jesus tells Martha one thing is necessary.  Jesus does not enter in the triangle, Jesus invites Martha back into community.  He does not command.  He does not shame. He invites.  He gives a choice. Come into the living room, he says. I want to be with you. Will you choose me? In choosing me, you will also gain back your sister. In choosing me, you may see your way clear to loving yourself, as well as your neighbor.  In her frantic rush, in her distraction by much serving, Martha is showing neither love to Jesus nor love to herself.


Put down the lamb, Martha, and come join us by the fire. There is nothing you need to do to earn God’s love, or impress God, or prove anything to God. Nothing. There is nothing you can do or not do to make God love you any less or any more than God already does. Jesus looks upon us all with compassion. What if we see ourselves through the same compassionate eyes? What if we gaze on ourselves with the same love Jesus has for us?  Do this, and you will live.


