Sermon 18th July

Socrates the father of western philosophy said “Beware the barrenness of a busy life”

The barrenness of a busy life.
Being barren in this regard can mean that a busy life, if we are not careful can end up being empty and unproductive.

We can end up focusing on the small things rather than the end picture

We can end up being so busy that our business takes us away from what really is important.

Recently I spent some time building a go kart with my children.  No, let me be honest.  I built the go-kart and they watched.  I realised later that the important thing was not the building of the go-kart but the time spent with my children.  I got so focussed on what I was doing at the time that I lost sight of that fact. 

You could say the building of the go-kart, the business of putting it together became barren, because I lost sight of the bigger picture.

Last week we heard the story of the Samaritan; a story where the lawyer is told twice to ‘continually love God and his neighbour.  He is told by Jesus “To keep doing this!”

This week we hear a story about ‘continual listening’.   To stop all anxious behaviour and listen 

The story is not about work being bad.  It is not about us having to choose ‘being busy’ over ‘listening’ or the other way around

Again the story of the Good Samaritan exemplifies the ‘good of doing’

The story of Martha and Mary is about the ‘anxious behaviour’ which in the end causes Martha to miss the non-anxious Saviour

Jesus recognises this anxiety in Martha almost straight away.  We note this in his response to her

The Lord answered her “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things...”

Listening

Writer Charles Swindoll once found himself with too many commitments in too few days. He got nervous and tense about it. "I was snapping at my wife and our children, choking down my food at mealtimes, and feeling irritated at those unexpected interruptions through the day," he recalled in his book Stress Fractures. "Before long, things around our home started reflecting the patter of my hurry-up style. It was becoming unbearable.

"I distinctly remember after supper one evening, the words of our younger daughter, Colleen. She wanted to tell me something important that had happened to her at school that day. She began hurriedly, 'Daddy, I wanna tell you somethin' and I'll tell you really fast.' 

"Suddenly realizing her frustration, I answered, 'Honey, you can tell me -- and you don't have to tell me really fast. Say it slowly." "I'll never forget her answer: 'Then listen slowly.'" 

Listen slowly!

It’s as though the daughter is saying “dad take time from all the business to listen, sit and listen to my words.” 

At the beginning of the story we are told that Martha has a sister named Mary, and Mary now was seated at the feet of Jesus. 

The Greek text emphasizes two things. The first is in the verb "to sit." It is an intensive form of the regular verb for sitting, with the prefix para added, and thus it emphasizes that Mary is sort of draped or wrapped around Jesus' feet. She is all around him, not wanting to let him get out of her presence. 

Then, second, the text emphasizes that she is listening to him. She "heard his word." When a woman in the crowd in the next chapter commends Jesus for the womb which bore him, he responds that the really blessed people are those who hear the word of God and keep it" (Luke 11:27-28). Thus, we see that the primacy already goes to those who hear, just as Mary is now hearing Jesus.

This is all wonderful, however today I believe we can easily miss the cultural expectation that Mary and Jesus were breaking; as Mary sits and listens and as Jesus teaches her.

Sitting at the feet was the usual posture of a disciple of any teacher in the ancient world. But disciples were usually male.  Furthermore study was reserved for males not females.
Listening to Jesus and his words is extremely important and it may mean, as Mary shows us, that we need to put aside, for a certain time, some cultural expectations.

To love God with all one’s heart and one’s neighbours as oneself meant then and now that one must often reject society’s rules in favour of the codes of God’s Kingdom – a society without distinctions and boundaries between its members. (Culpepper’s Reflections: Luke, New Interpreter’s Bible)

Worried and distracted

For several years a woman had been having trouble getting to sleep at night because she feared burglars. One night her husband heard a noise in the house, so he went downstairs to investigate. When he got there, he did find a burglar. "Good evening," said the man of the house. "I am pleased to see you. Come upstairs and meet my wife. She has been waiting 10 years to meet you."  

Worrying; how many of us can truly say we have never worried about something or someone?

How many of us have worried about a job that needs completing

Or worried about what may be said if we don’t complete it?

The word that Jesus uses to describe Martha is ‘Merimnao’, which means to be anxious.  The word includes some apprehension about possible dangers or misfortunes.

This is the same word that is used in the Sermon on the Mount.  It is directed against that error which denies God’s care and love by supposing that humans can secure their own future by temporarily securing what they need for their livelihood.

Worrying is foolish because life is more than food (Matt 6:25) and because they who worry cannot secure their life (Matt 6:27)

Martha is anxious.  She foolishly allows her worry; worry about the meal and the work that needs to be done to stop her from hearing what Jesus had to say.  In Martha’s mind it would be a disaster if everything isn’t done just right and on time.  Anything less than perfection for her is disastrous.

Not only is she anxious, Jesus says she is ‘distracted’

She is being pulled in too many directions at the same time

It’s like going into a shop when a sale is on but you have no idea what you want to buy.  You enter the shop with no real purpose.  What happens?  Although it may be fun, you actually get pulled by the good deals on one table and then another and another, until you become confused, exhausted or overwhelmed.  You may leave the shop with too many items or none at all, forgetting why you entered the shop in the first place.   

It is the same for Martha; instead of working out what her priorities are, she gets distracted by all the things she needs to do; so much so that she forgets the primary purpose for inviting Jesus into her home.

Choosing the better part

If I was offered a plate full of chocolate and a plate of ice-cream at the same time and then told I needed to choose one or the other, I would not be happy. To be honest I would struggle to decide and would probably try to have both.  It would be an extremely difficult choice to make. 

The story of Martha and Mary seems to provide us with a similar choice to make

Quiet meditation with our Lord over and above the activity of ‘doing good’

Or 

Being busy ‘doing good’ rather than spending quiet time with God

Yet, if we have chosen one or the other then we have missed the point of the story

Craddock in Luke, Interpretation Commentary says this:

If we censure Martha too harshly, she may abandon serving altogether, and if we commend Mary too profusely, she may sit there forever.   There is a time to go and do; there is a time to listen and reflect.  Knowing which and when, is a matter of spiritual discernment.  If we were to ask Jesus, which example applies to us, the Samaritan or Mary, his answer would probably be ‘Yes’.

Doing and listening are both part of the Christian call to discipleship

So what does Jesus mean when he says to Martha “Mary has chosen the better part”?

Jesus doesn’t criticise Martha for her “service,” but for her worries and anxieties about many things – a life that is being pulled in too many directions. 

We don’t live by bread alone – dinner can be a little late or a little burnt.

Perhaps, also, Jesus criticises Martha for ‘opposing’ his radical departure from the cultural norm by treating Mary, a female, as a disciple.

Whatever it is, Jesus is saying at this time, Mary’s discernment is correct.  It is the time to sit and listen:  Mary has chosen the better part.

Conclusion

So how do we stop busyness and anxiety from taking us away from our Lord?

How can we sit and listen to the words of Jesus, when the world is pulling us in so many directions?

How do we discern when to do and when to listen?

Maybe we need to reorganise our priorities again; who do we actually worship?

Maybe we need to consciously, with some effort, put aside some time to listen to God

Maybe we need to keep our eyes on the bigger picture.
Maybe at times we need to be counter-cultural. 
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