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As we move into the dog days of summer, we encounter in our Gospel lesson a story in which quiet domestic life becomes the context for encountering God while allowing focus to overcome distraction
In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus uses a meal with Martha and Mary to speak about the priorities of daily living

Found only in Luke’s Gospel, like last Sunday’s story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus uses the quiet breaking of bread as the context for important teaching

We don’t know much about Martha and Mary

We don’t know, for example, their relative status in the community, their own understanding of Jesus’ identity and vocation, or the extent to which the three were life-long friends or passing acquaintances 

We do know that it was unusual for unrelated men and women to spend such time together

And we do know that Luke went out of his way to depict women as having a new and substantive role as Jesus’ disciples

Now many a sermon—but not today—has been preached that depicts Martha as a Type-A personality and Mary as Type-B

To succumb to arm-chair psychology about personality types or sibling rivalry misses the deeper point of Jesus’ teaching

As a high-energy person myself, I certainly can identify with Martha’s wanting to get something accomplished

Certainly, Martha was quite reverent in her desire to set a lavish feast before the Lord: wouldn’t you and I do the same?

And yet, Jesus lovingly and gently rebuffs these acts of hospitality

Perhaps Jesus’ core asceticism and deep humility made lavish feasts unnecessary

But if we look more closely, we see what concerned Jesus about Martha’s hurried state

Jesus states, “Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing”
This becomes the punch line for Martha, for you and for me

When we are worried and distracted—whether about the place settings or the other top items on our worry list—we risk taking our attention off the Good News that God in Christ already has accomplished the tough work of salvation on our behalf

That does not mean that we should veg out in Marguaritaville: God sets before us big challenges that demand our best attention and most creative efforts

But worry and distraction accomplish little, whether in the middle of the night or in the midst of our hospitality to others

When we minister from a spirit of God’s love and acceptance, we become empowered to do great things as vessels of God’s action in the world

When we fret and worry—whether about our own worthiness or about fussy, secondary details—we take our eye off the ball and become less useful

We also become less receptive and less able to learn:  Mary receives Jesus’ approval precisely because she is supple and able to listen, able to take in the depths of Jesus’ message

We never learn what great things Mary does to change the world, but we do know that she is able to center herself, to take in the Good News, to listen to what Jesus is saying

In my ministry at the Seamen’s Church Institute, we attempt to live in this spirit as we offer international seafarers respite and centering space as they come ashore briefly from occasionally harsh working conditions

Especially in winter after transiting the North Atlantic, seafarers’ bodies and souls can be quite shaken as they navigate rough stormy seas and rogue waves

Others come to us after transiting the Gulf of Aden, where the menace of piracy continues unabated and hundreds of seafarers are held captive on any given day

Away from loved one, living perhaps too closely to 20 other men, they need the contemplative spirit that Mary embodies, a chance to take a deep breath and sit at Jesus’ feet, if only for a few moments

Whether at our International Seafarers’ Center or in this very church, sacred space offers a unique opportunity to be with Jesus, to pray quietly and gather our wits about us, gaining the spiritual equilibrium and moral compass to navigate the stormy seas of our lives

 When you take time to listen, what is Jesus saying to you in your own life?

Are you being called to mighty acts, or are you being called to quiet down, to center your life, to give up your worries and distractions?

One of the fastest ways to lose the sacred nature of our worship this morning would be to invite each of us to obsess over the top three worries in our lives

But what would we gain, and how great would be the risk of allowing ourselves to become un-tethered from God’s abiding love for us?

When we allow ourselves to sit at the feet of Jesus and listen to what he is saying, we then can confront life’s real challenges and priorities from a spirit of divine love and acceptance

Perhaps more importantly, we can set priorities about what is really important and what is mere clutter in our souls

Knowing that Christ died for our sins and loves us with abandon is important

Ruminating over whether to paint the room moave or beige represents potential clutter

Keeping these priorities in perspective helps us get through the day, but it also enables us to remain attentive to the still-small voice of God whom we encounter—if we allow ourselves—with every breath and action of daily life

As with our individual souls, of course, the same can be said for parish ministry

God expects great things from us as forgiven sinners who live in the joy of redemption

But how do we distinguish creative ministry from flitting around or busy work?

What parts of our common life allow us to sit at Jesus’ feet and listen, and what parts cause needless worry and distraction?

These questions alone might help us clarify our parish priorities, resolve our conflicts, and become the beacon of hope and hospitality that God wills for us

Taking the receptive posture of Mary does not mean sloppy ministry or half-hearted priorities

Quite the opposite: when sit at the feet of Jesus and listen carefully to his teaching, abundant, creative, Christ-centered ministry inevitably flows

We let go of our cluttered souls and egos, we give up the non-productive worries and busywork, we allow God’s grace and power to run rampant through this place and into the world

Like Mary, when we chose the better part, it will not be taken away from us
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