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Good Morning!  I feel blessed that I get to talk with you today about this scripture, mainly because it is a simple story about two women and it is the type of scene which is timeless.  While it might be difficult for us to relate to gospel stories about shepherds or old testament stories about burning bushes it is not hard for any of us to relate to a story about two women having a guest in their home and taking care of him.  It is a simple story but it contains much wisdom.
     This is quite a short passage and Luke is the only one who relates this particular story in the Gospels.  It is unusual in that the main characters are women.  And while both men and women can relate to the story, I think it is in some ways more relevant for women, although I don't know if Luke tells the story more for women or for all of us.  I like to think of it as a sort of female prodigal son story.   Martha does everything expected of her and yet Jesus tells her Mary, who is just sitting around with him, has "chosen the better part."
     The reason I think this story is more relevant for women is that we often are the Martha’s of our world.   I can identify so strongly with Martha.  I spent years of my life trying to get everything done, feeling the need to please and impress others.  Christmas was the absolute worst.  I was working full time as a physician and I had four children so my life was already hectic at its best, and a chaotic mess at its worst.  But for some reason I felt the need to make our large family Christmas gathering absolutely perfect.  I usually would not ask for any help, but would end up resenting the fact that no one would help me.  And they probably didn't want to help because I was yelling and screaming at everyone who got in my way.  I usually was too tired and busy to even make it to Christmas Eve service.  I look back on those times and I wonder just what was going on in my mind and spirit to make me behave in that way.  Not that we didn't have some nice holidays, but what a price we paid.  And I bet if Jesus had shown up for dinner I would not have given him much notice.
     When I reflect on what was happening, I believe that my desire to please was not coming from the place of genuinely wanting to serve others but from a place of feeling the need to somehow prove to others how good I was.  This is a place of not feeling good enough, and I think women in our culture are often made to feel less than.  Then there is the idea that working hard makes us more worthy in the eyes of God.  You probably all remember hearing the slogan "Better look busy, Jesus is coming!"
     Of course we don't really know what was going on in Martha's mind as she was busying herself getting ready for Jesus.  I picture that she was probably bustling around cooking and cleaning, and she probably was more than a little irritated at her sister who seems to show no interest in helping her, but is instead sitting right at the feet of Jesus, undoubtedly hanging on his every word and basking in his loving presence.  So, she tries to get Jesus to help her and maybe take her side by asking "Do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself?"  And she does not get the answer that she is looking for, of that we can be pretty sure.  Jesus is sounding almost grandfatherly in the way he says, "Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things, and there is need of only one thing.  Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her."  Luke does not tell us what happens next.  Does Martha argue her case further with Jesus, or does she just slink off into the kitchen and keep working, perhaps feeling a little hurt and humiliated.  It would be hard to be put in your place by Jesus when you are trying so hard to be a good hostess and make everything right for him.  But we can see she was probably a little jealous and resentful and judgmental and these are not qualities which come from a loving place in the heart, and of course Jesus could see that.
     One of the amazing things about this story is that Mary is sitting at the feet of Jesus.  Jesus is a rabbi, a teacher, and in that time only men would have been allowed to sit with him.  Here we see another way that Jesus is turning the rules of the day upside down.  He knows that Mary understands in her heart what is truly important.  She is focusing on being present and not on scurrying around being busy. And it is not important that she is a woman who by the rules should not be there.
     I think we can go further with this scripture however, and it can help us to see a bigger picture. I recently picked up a lovely book about life written by Richard Rohr, a Franciscan priest who is also a mystic.  The book is called "Falling Upward - A Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life."  In this book he talks about the differences between the first and second halves of life.  There is no magic number telling us when we have entered the second half of life, but one has to have lived enough to experience some suffering and loss in order to enter the second half.  Some people never get there, and some people may get there early in life.  The first half of life is more structured, linear and black and white, while the second half of life is a time of broadening our horizons, of seeing the big picture, of being more inclusive and less judgmental.  It is a time when being becomes more important than doing, at least the kind of doing that involves striving to get ahead and to make our place in the world.  And I think we can see Martha and Mary as being representative of the two halves of life.  Even though Martha is thought to be the older sister, she is still very involved in the details, and is quick to judge her sister for sitting with Jesus.  Mary on the other hand, has according to Jesus chosen the better part, and she is seeing the big picture.  She understands that she is a part of the divine mystery and her being wants nothing else but to sit with Jesus.  It probably does not even occur to her to go and help her sister.
     

We all know that people of both halves of life are necessary for the world to go around.  If we all were sitting around meditating all day or maybe forest bathing all day and did not take care of business, things would fall apart pretty quickly.  Without all the work done by members of this parish, we could not even have services here.  Yet we often spend too much time being Martha’s, doing things which are not really necessary or important just to stay busy or prove ourselves, rather than living in the moment, and understanding and appreciating the mystery which is all around us, even if just for a moment's time.  And the technology which now has invaded every aspect of our lives does not help.
     John O'Donahue the Irish poet and priest says this well in his book on Beauty.  He writes about how our lives are a journey, and how now in our digital era it is easy to be in such a rush to experience more and more that we do not stop to savor any of it.  He says this makes us "Ever more absent from our lives and this fosters an emptiness that haunts the heart."  And what the world desperately needs now is hearts that are full of love and light.  Hearts that take the time to appreciate the beauty that is all around us, and hearts that take the time to sit with Jesus, to see the Christ in all of us and the creation.  Buddha says "If we could see the miracle of a single flower clearly, our whole life would change."
     This message is particularly relevant to us many of us here in this congregation, as many of us are in the second half of life. We are called to gain in wisdom and understanding and carry that wisdom into the world.  And the message here today is that it does not necessarily involve more doing.  Rumi, the Persian poet writes "Things are such, that someone lifting a cup, or watching the rain, petting a dog, or singing, just singing - could be doing as much for this universe as anyone.  So, I challenge you to be a little more of a Mary, and a little less of a Martha, and share your wisdom and love with the world.
I will close with a poem written by Anne Hillman from the book Life Prayers which I think describes this part of our life journey well:
We are all on a journey together...
To the center of the universe...
Look deep
Into yourself, into another,
It is to a center which is everywhere
That is the holy journey..
First you need only look:
Notice and honor the radiance of
Everything about you...
Play in the universe.  
Tend all these shining things around you:
The smallest plant, the creatures and objects in your care.
Be gentle and nurture.  Listen...
As we experience and accept
All that we really are...
We grow in care.
We begin to embrace others
As ourselves, and learn to live
As one among many...


