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This morning we find ourselves gazing into the living room of a very unusual first century family.  Eight of the nine translations noted in your bulletin suggest that Martha invites Jesus into her home.  This is an extraordinary thing.  Jewish women, in the first century did not own their own homes.  They did not own property of any sort.  In that time a woman would of necessity lived with a husband or, if she was widowed or single with her father, brother or some other male relative.  But she would not have owned her own home and she most certainly would not have lived alone.  And to add another layer of complexity to this story, Martha – fine, upstanding, single chaste women that she was – would have never invited a man, in fact men, into a home unsupervised.  This act would have equaled scandal personified.  Yes, when we open the door into the home of Martha and her sister Mary we find an unusual setting.
Let’s set the story up more fully.  Jesus and his disciples have been traveling the roads of Judea, spreading the good news that the Kingdom of God has come.
  Jesus’ power and deeds are becoming known by men and women far and wide.  In chapter eight of Luke a women who has suffered with a blood disease steals close to him in the crush of a crowd, hoping that if she can only touch the hem of his garment she will be made whole, and she does and she is.
  A father, whose child is near death, races to Jesus; falls at his feet and pleads with the Master to come to his home and heal his twelve year old child, and he does and the child is.
  On and on Jesus and the disciples travel roads high and low helping and healing, touching and transforming.  And then, one day, Jesus and the disciples enter the city of Bethany.  As God would have it they bump into a woman named Martha and, this single, chaste, fine upstanding woman does the unexpected, she opens her home to all these men.

Martha meets Jesus in the market place and receives him, welcomes him and that is good.  But the story does not end there.  When they arrive at Martha’s home, when the disciples settle in and Jesus begins a time of teaching as dinner is being prepared, something as unique as Martha’s opening her home happens.  Mary, Martha’s sister, meets Jesus in the living room and rests at his feet, prepared to listen to his word.  Women are not to sit with the rabbi.  Women are not to take up the position as student.  It is not given to Mary, a woman, to study and learn, to discuss and debate the deep things of God.  It is just not done.  

But Mary is a woman who loves her Lord.  She desires to know what he would share.  She longs to hear for herself the truth of his story, the depth of his message, the promise of his word.  I can just imagine as Mary takes her seat the hope of the morning’s anthem takes up residence in her heart.  With apologies to Johann Sebastian Back, I can hear her singing quietly, Jesu joy of my desire, holy wisdom; love most bright.  My soul is drawn, aspires to know you, thou who are uncreated light.   Lord, my flesh you have fashioned with the fire of life impassioned.  Striving still to truth unknown, yearning to live life ‘round your throne.  
Yes I can hear Mary’s voice, even though she does not speak in the text.  I can hear her voice because she articulates without words. She speaks by her actions; I am available to be your disciple.  She speaks by her position; I am one who wants to learn.  She speaks by her silence, Lord I quiet myself so that I may hear what you alone can say.
Martha receives Jesus in the market place and though unusual, it is good.  Mary receives him in the living room, and this too is good.  What a moment, two women, a house filled with men, and the one who has come, the one who is called Messiah is among them.  But this marvelous scene is about to change as that which seems serene is interrupted by a voice most shrill.

“Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do all of the work.  Tell her to get up!”  Martha is not a happy camper.  She has taken the unusual tack of inviting men into her home.  She has chosen to serve them, and please note, this is not just about women being in the kitchen cooking and cleaning.  The word used in the text to describe Martha’s service is a technical term.  It is the very word we use to describe the work of a Deacon.  The word in the Greek is diakonia and it means so much more than to serve.   It means to minister, it means to assist, it means to be the one who moves out into the world to do the things God calls us to do.  Martha, this first century woman, is in a position of power; she is in a position to deacon.  The writer of Luke has used a verb that signals her status, that gives her work extraordinary meaning; but Martha is not singing Jesu Joy of Man’s Desire; position and power not withstanding, she is not happy at all.
“Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do all of the work.  Tell her to get up off of her rusty-dusty and help me!”  To this stinging inquisition, to this demand for assistance Jesus responds, “Martha, Martha.”  And whenever the Divine calls your name twice, something big is about to happen.  Martha, Martha, the various translations say, you are upset, distracted, worried, troubled, anxious, fretting, fussing over many things, but really Martha there is only one thing that is needed.  

Before we go any farther we must stop here.  Jesus, despite all you may have heard about him in this text, does not rebuke Martha.  No in fact, if he wanted to scold her, to be harsh with her, the language of his day would have easily accommodated such a choice.  But instead, Jesus chooses two words to describe Martha’s position.  Were we reading in the original Greek we would see that he tells her she is burdened by caring for others and he suggests that she has allowed her tasks to make her anxious; he suggests that she is trying to do too much. 

Jesus, with a voice I imagine to be anything but gruff, says, Martha, you are working harder than you should.  Your desire for excellence, your desire to serve a meal that is full of flavor and beautifully presented has stolen your joy.  You are worried about too many things.  Here Martha, here, this is what is important; to sit together with those whom you love.  It is to sit with me, your Savior, and to hear what it is I want to say.  Martha, I love that you want to serve me.  I love that you want all things to be done well, but Martha, my love is for you, not what you can do for me.  Martha I love you more than anything you can do.
And this morning, the Savior is saying the same thing to someone here.  In our culture of conceive, drive, push, succeed, achieve, strive, rush succeed all too often what we do becomes more important that who we are.  What we do takes over our very being and in the midst of it all we loose who we are.  Yes, your desire to do things with excellence is good.  Yes, your desire to do things well is to be lauded; but not when it steals from you the joy of the thing.  Not when it steals from you the gift of being; being in relationship, being rested, being still, being in the presence of your Lord, being who God made you to be; a loving, balanced, whole child of God.  
And lest you think I am speaking to any of you, this is really a sermon best preached by me while facing a mirror.  Far too often I put the work I love in front of the relationships I need, relationships with Andre, with my friends and with my God.  For when I sit with my God I hear him say, Zina, Zina I love all the things you want to do for me, but I love you more than anything you can do.  Zina, I love you.  Beloved of God, for just a moment, think about this.  Think about Jesus, looking at you, looking deeply into your eyes and saying, I love what you do for me, what you want to do for me; but I love you more!
Martha this morning teaches us that even when we are up to our best diakonia, our best service, our best doing; we must not let it overtake us, we must not let it rob us of the joy of being, just being a child of God, loved by God.  Martha teaches us that “the doing” must not be our first priority.  It is not the doing but our being, our being with our God that comes first.
And what about Mary, what does Mary who sits in silence, Mary in whose mouth I have placed the words of our morning anthem; what does she teach us?  I am so glad you asked.  For after Martha orders Jesus to make Mary help her, Jesus says of Mary, she has chosen . . . well just what is it she has chosen?
Please note, in the nine translations I was able to fit into your bulletin, Jesus says of Mary that she has chosen the right, the main, the good or the better part.  But the Greek word behind these various translations and paraphrases is truly best understood not as better, not as right, not as main but simply as the good part.  Mary has chosen what is good.  In a run up of superlatives good always comes first.  Mary has chosen that which comes first.  She has chosen to be in relationship with Jesus.  She has chosen to take up a position where she might learn from him, she has chosen to be in that place where she will know that love most bright.  She has chosen what is good.

But is it not interesting when Jesus, whose command of the language is legendary, whose words are wielded with the precision of a surgeon; when Jesus chooses to describe Mary’s actions he speaks only of the first level of praise, he speaks only of the good.  
Could it be that there is some thing beyond even Mary’s wise choice?   I believe there is and the story of the sisters in Luke is meant to show us what is beyond the good.  Jesus actually models it throughout his interactions with his followers.  Throughout the text Jesus teaches his disciples first and then sends them out to do second.  He teaches them to be hearers of the word first and doers second.
  
Mary has chosen the good part, the first part, the part of sitting and listening.  Martha has chosen the second part, the part of doing and serving, but Martha has chosen the doing out of order.  Oh but when we put them together, in the order Jesus affirms, when we take in the power and the beauty, the challenge and the call of Christ’s word, when we long to sit in his presence and know him for ourselves, know the hope and the joy that he brings; when we do this first then we are equipped to act, then we are given new strength to serve, new ways to do.  
Mary chose the good part but the better part is when we know Christ and then out of that knowing serve Christ as we serve all of creation.  Good is one thing, but better is something more.  

And, you may be asking, then what is the best part?  Well here I have to break my promise that I would focus on the words of Jesus for this series of sermons and turn to the writer of Ephesians; who tells us that when we come together as one body, rightly fit and joined together by every supporting ligament, we will grow and be built up in love and better and better able to do the work we are called to do.
  
For if the good part is learning, if the better part is learning and then doing, then the very best part is learning and doing together.  When we learn and do together as one body in Christ we can do more than we ever dreamed or imagined.  When we learn and do together as one body in Christ we can find new ways to welcome people into a relationship with Jesus as Lord.  When we learn and do together as one body in Christ we can build enough Habitat houses to change the face of a community.  When we learn and do together we can be an ever more powerful presence in our community, in our state and in our nation.  When we learn and do together, as one body in Christ, we become true agents of change, true salt and light.  
The very best will come when we, if we, as Christians throughout Barrington and beyond hear the Savior’s voice, know his truth and reach out as Christ’s hands and arms, voice and eyes for all the world, together as one body.  Yes that would be worthy of the superlative, best.
And beloved of God, it is beginning, it is beginning right here in Barrington.  On Thursday, for the second month in a row 90% of the churches in Barrington gathered, lay and clergy to imagine how we TOGETHER might work together for the glory of God and the common good.  Yes, it is good and it is necessary to do as Mary did, to sit and come to know, truly know, the word of our God.  And it is right to diakonia to serve our God as Martha did.  But the very best comes as we, when we learn together and when we serve together, for the glory of God.

Come first with me and like Mary learn what Christ would have us know and then with the power of the Spirit move out, as one, together to do, so that indeed we may be the very best.
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