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Our theme for these summer sermons is newness. How is God making us new? How is Jesus inviting us to a new life? I pray that today’s story of Jesus’ visit with Mary and Martha will point us toward newness.

Nearly every time I read the story of Mary and Martha, I can still hear the voice of an 8-year old girl named Julianna Lindsay. She was a precocious child, and we asked her to read the story of Mary and Martha in the 11 AM worship service. She did it with poise and great care. When she got to the crucial point in the reading, Jesus’ words, she said with childhood exaggeration, "Mar-tha, Mar-tha…." It was the tone and tilt in her voice that made us all chuckle. It was a parent’s voice coming from an 8-year old. "Mar-tha, Mar-tha!" But she made the point. Jesus was not pleased with Martha’s fussing and fretting about the kitchen work. Mar-tha, Mar-tha!

In our society we are very sympathetic with Martha. She is the poster child for our American motto: "Don’t just sit there, do something." But Mary’s behavior speaks the opposite: "Do just do something, sit there." So, Mary sits at the feet of Jesus, listening to his words. And busy Martha is irritated by Mary’s inefficiency, her dreamy devotion to Jesus. Martha reminds me a little of Bill Gates, the richest man in the world, who is quoted as saying, "In terms of allocation of time resources, religion is not very efficient. There’s a lot more I could be doing on Sunday morning."

From a business viewpoint, Mary is un-productive and under-performing. From Martha’s perspective, Mary was wasting precious time. Since our present culture values a fast-food, fast-paced life, Mary seems slow and even lazy. But she was wasting time with Jesus, giving her undivided attention to Jesus. And that may be the whole point of the story. "Mary has done the one thing necessary." In our culture we are so sympathetic with Martha that we can’t quite get hold of what Jesus means. It’s mealtime! What do you mean, "Mary is doing the one thing necessary?" When a meal needs to be put on the table, we don’t like it if someone is not helping out. We all love a good meal, so we are great fans of the Marthas among us. (My mother is named Martha, so I am indeed a great fan of Martha!)

One dear, devout woman said that she thought Jesus should never have said those words to Martha. In her gentle, southern voice, she said, "I always felt that Jesus was a little hard on poor Martha." "Mar-tha, Mar-tha…..you are fretting and fussing about many things." 

If Jesus looked at the frenetic pace of our lives today, would he say the same to us? How would we describe our fretting and fussing today? We would probably say that most all of us are busy Marthas, rushing around with our lists, trying to "get it all done." I read recently that 89 percent of American adults report that they are chronically stressed out. Sixty percent report that they are struggling with stress and doing nothing about it. This stress is directly responsible for many of our ills and is sending many Americans to early graves and fragmenting many families. (from Tom Sine, Cross-fire)

"Only one thing is necessary," said Jesus. "Mary has chosen what is best. It shall not be taken away from her."

What does Jesus mean? What is best, that shall not be taken away? Richard Rohr has said that "You cannot say a YES to the Kingdom, to God, until you have said a clear NO to the culture, the world." In this story Mary is saying YES to God’s incarnation, whom she knows in Jesus. She senses that she is in the presence of the one who reveals God, and she doesn’t want to miss it. She senses that this is no ordinary visit; she caught on to the fact that Jesus was passing through, and this was not "business as usual" or "hospitality as usual." The few minutes she had were precious, to be savored. She therefore says NO to the kitchen distractions in order to say YES to this present moment with Jesus. She wants only to sit at Jesus’ feet, to be with him, to listen to him.

One of the reasons we have trouble with Mary is that her action takes us into the realm of spiritual life, and that’s not easy to talk about. This is a dimension of our lives that is often unstated and at times unsayable. We’re much more comfortable talking about kitchen work.

Today I want to try to say something about the unsayable. There is in each of us a God-hunger and God-longing. We came from God, and we are reaching and searching to return to God. God is the love force that is beyond our visible world. When I went to talk with Brother Romuald, one of my monk friends, he said, "The difficulty with the spiritual life comes from the fact that it invites us into an invisible world." We are all addressed from Beyond, by the Other, by God. And we must respond. Mary had the honor of being addressed by the God she experienced directly in Jesus. She knew that she sat in a place of great honor, and she would not allow the clatter of dishes to interrupt this ineffable moment. 

The ineffable is the sacred, the holy Other, the mysterious Other we call God, the Holy One. We discover the mystery of the Other in our own depths; and we cannot go to our depths until we are willing to move beyond the shallows, the surface, the superficiality. One of the great problems we face now is superficiality. We cannot find God in the superficial, in the surface dimensions of our life. As Gordon Cosby says, "Beneath the sickness, the darkness, the loneliness, the fear of community, the secret need for power, the dysfunction, the inability to love, there is God." (from a tape by Gordon Cosby) We have to get beneath the surface, to the deeper dimension where we can be calm and centered and connected to the Source of our life.

The spiritual life is awakening to this depth dimension of our lives. It means getting in touch with it. It means waking up and touching the depths where God dwells. This is the one thing necessary. Everything else is secondary in comparison. This depth dimension is the treasure for which everything else is to be sacrificed. (from Gordon Cosby) When we move closer to God, we discover our own depths, we discover the Christ in us, until we can say with Paul: "Christ in you, the hope of glory." 

When she sat at Jesus’ feet, Mary was moving toward this deeper dimension. She was moving closer to God’s presence. She was getting rid of clutter, the "katundu," as our youth group learned this week at the Passport youth conference. "Katundu" is an African word meaning junk, clutter, distractions. Mary was showing up at Jesus’ feet, removing the "katundu," which is first step of the spiritual journey. 

I like to think of our spiritual lives as a long process of waking up and staying awake. We awaken to the present moment. We awaken to the reality that God is not out there, but here within us, beside us, among us. We awaken to the reality that God is madly in love with each one of us, that God intends for us to live in peace. 

Once this awakening comes, then we begin the lifelong task of becoming rooted and stabilized in the New Reality, God. (from Gordon Cosby) Of course, we can stray from that path. We can choose distractions; we can choose destructive behavior or escape into oblivion. We can lose our way. That’s why we keep coming back here; we keep showing up, to find the Center again, to sit at Jesus’ feet and listen. 

We’re always in a process of closing the gap between where we are and where we want to be with God. There are practices—disciplines-- that can help us close the gap. The practice of showing up for worship is one of those disciplines. The practice of studying the Gospels, listening to Jesus’ words, is a crucial practice. The practice of praying, however you do that, is another life-giving practice. Last week I heard a person talk about struggling with a decision, and another person spoke up and said, "Have you prayed about it?" It sounds old-fashioned. But have you sat quietly and laid out your situation before God? Have you handed it over to God? What if all our decisions, all our actions, got bathed and blessed first by God’s Presence? The quality of every day, every hour, would be different.

How do we move away from the superficial, the shallow – into the deeper relationship with God? How do we stop our distractions, our fretting and fussing? We find ways to rest in God, to live in God’s time, to listen to God’s words. It may start with sitting together in quiet, or listening carefully to one another, as Mary listened to Jesus.

For me, going back to the Psalms is a practice that continues to feed me. Jesus himself lived with the Psalms, so that even on the Cross, he was quoting a Psalm. We too can find God’s New Reality by living in the Psalms. Psalm 42: "As a deer longs for flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, O God. Psalm 84: "How lovely is thy dwelling place, O Lord of Hosts. My soul longs, yea faints, for the courts of the Lord." Psalm 122: "I was glad when they said to me, "Let us go to the house of the Lord." (showing up!) Psalm 130: "I wait for the Lord; my soul waits, and in God’s word I hope."

This is why "showing up" is so important, the first step in our spiritual deepening. This is why we show up for worship---to move beyond the distractions into God’s presence, into the New Reality. Here we sit at God’s feet, at Jesus’ feet. Here we move closer to home. Here we keep waking up, to receive, to deepen, to be energized, to be made new.

Mary chose the better part, the one thing necessary. Have we?
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