A Tale of Two Sisters

Luke 10:38-42

With the help of today’s personality profiles, made popular by such inventories as Myers Briggs, we now know that each person has certain tendencies, predispositions for thinking and behaving.  For example, here is a partial differentiation between two types of people.  Tell me which one best describes you according to the following phrases.  Are you ready?  Here is the first set: practical, detailed, efficient, structured, punctual, scheduled, organized, thorough, exact, precise, gets the job done, can’t stand chaos.  Now, does that describe you?  If it doesn’t, here is another type: spontaneous, adaptable, flexible, free spirited, lives for the moment, takes the initiative, loves new things, can’t stand boredom.  Does that describe you any better?  For some it does, for others, no.  If you are not sure, feel free to ask someone who knows you well.  I’m sure that they won’t hesitate to tell you what kind of a person you really are.  Of course, we are made differently, and that’s the spice of life.  It is amazing how, even within the same family, how two people can be so different.  Siblings who are raised by the same mother and father, with the same rules and expectations, same unique style of child rearing can be as opposite as night and day.  It’s baffling.  Apparently, even identical twins may look the same on the outside, but on the inside they eventually struggle to find their own unique personality.

Today’s gospel reading is a tale of two sisters, two different sisters.  Both were raised in the same home, together with their brother Lazarus, the one whom Jesus resurrected.  Both were brought up according to the customs of their society and religion.  Furthermore, both were of the same belief in Jesus and grew to love and worship him.  But that is as far as their similarities went, for when it came to receiving him in their home, their differences became very evident.

Consider Martha: efficient and practical, Martha knew the traditions of her society and wanted to welcome the Lord in the best way, the right way, so, true to her upbringing, Martha’s role was to provide a hospitable place for guests, prepare all the food, and otherwise stay out of the way.  It was simply what women did those days.  So here she is, doing everything she should be doing, making sure everything is ready, and as she is in the middle of a hundred last minute must do’s, in walks Jesus and his followers, and Martha, who is probably the straw boss of the family, begins to tell Mary what to do.  There’s meat to cut, bread to take out of the oven, the table needs to be set, drinks need to be poured, and now there’s no time left and Martha can use some help!  Where is Mary?  There she is, look at her, out there, sprawled out in front of Jesus, bold as brass and without a care in the world that Martha is slaving away.  By the way, in the gospel, the word used to describe Martha’s actions in the kitchen is diakonos, and if you remember from last week, that word means service…deacon…service.  Martha was acting in the role of a deaconess, serving the Master.  What better way to receive him than to serve him, right?  In the words of that old hymn, “If you love him, why not serve him.”  Only, no one seems to notice Martha’s efforts.  Nobody seems to care.  All that the men are interested in is sitting around (which some would say that men do best), while Jesus teaches.  But there is no excuse for Mary. She knows better.  She knows the customs.  And the more Martha stews over this, the worse her frustration builds until she boils over into a fury of righteous indignation.  From where I come, we call it a “hissy fit,” which is not quite as bad as a “conniption fit,” but it’s bad enough.  Martha was about to have a hissy fit.  Finally, she is unable to control herself, and she bursts into the meeting, interrupts the heart of Jesus’ teaching and blurts out her angry accusations “Don’t you care?  Don’t you care?  (She’s talking to Jesus) Don’t you care that Mary is acting this way, that she is not serving you as I am, that she has forgotten her rightful role, that I have to slave away in the kitchen to serve you, which is my privilege, but does it mean nothing to you that my sister is falling down on the job?  Make her do right and get in here this minute.”

Wow!  Martha was not only letting Mary have it; she was practically letting Jesus have it as well.  She was mad.  And maybe she should have been.  

During Plebe Summer, there is such a strong emphasis on teamwork that the very idea of leaving one person to shoulder the load that could and should be shared is unthinkable.  The truth is, Martha’s busy preparations would have pleased anyone who stopped to take notice.  And we know that it is the Martha’s who keep our world running.  Practical, efficient, punctual, thorough.  For that matter, we know that if it weren’t for people like Martha, there would be no successful businesses, no military.  And yet, when Jesus did respond, it is Martha who gets the criticism…not Mary.  Why?

You know what I think?  I think this story of Mary and Martha has nothing to do with Martha’s personality.  There is nothing wrong with Martha’s personality.  It’s a great personality.  Many of my friends and loved ones are like Martha.  I respect them greatly.  And there is nothing wrong with Mary either.  This isn’t really a story of different personality types.  But there are times when all of us miss the forest for the trees.  There is a “busy ness” that keeps idle hands from being the devil’s advocate, as the saying goes.  But there is another kind of “busy ness” that can lead us away from matters that really matter.  Let me ask you a question: Have you ever been so distracted by detail that you lost sight of really important things?  Years ago, my home church had a minister who was well liked.  He had to drive several miles to the downtown church every day.  The street that he used was called Line Avenue…it was one long, straight thoroughfare for traffic.  When the lights were just right, you could go all the way for miles without stopping.  The only catch was that you usually had to break the speed limit, so I’m told, in order to do it.  Often, our minister would use his driving time to prepare for sermons by using a cassette recorder and would forget about his driving.  He averaged between six and eight speeding tickets a year on Line Avenue alone.  I’m not exactly sure how he kept his driver’s license.  He was a good preacher.  But there were times when he should have paid attention to what he was doing.  A midshipman is trained from day one to pay attention to detail.  From memorizing rates and meal plans, maintaining six inches doing flutter kicks, sounding off, drill practice, names and home towns, straightening your rack, rack races, 30 second showers, letters to home, singing Blue and Gold and learning a host of other songs, it is a lot of attention to detail.  Sometimes it is easy to get lost in all the detail and lose sight of the fact that all this concern over detail is meant to save your life.  In the movie, “Karate Kid,” Mr. Miagi teaches a bullied young boy karate by making his apprentice sand floors and wax cars.  “Wax on…wax off…wax on…wax off.”  Danielson doesn’t understand; it is so mindless and repetitive, a waste of time, until Mr. Miagi shows the purpose of it when Danielson successfully defends himself in a karate match.  The big picture.

And when Jesus came for a visit, it was Mary who kept her eye on the bigger picture.  Martha was busy serving Jesus, which in and of itself is not bad, but there is a time to serve, and there is a time to be served by him.  One becomes the prerequisite for the other.  Jesus said, “The son of man came not be served, but to serve.”  And Mary, against the grain of her cultural upbringing and taboos, saw the importance of Jesus’ presence in her home and allowed him to feed her.  In the wilderness, Jesus told the tempter, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”  And for a moment at least, Martha forgot this while baking bread, sweeping the floor, and setting plates.  But in that moment, the Lord spoke.  

Lately, I’ve been wondering where I would be had I not heard the Lord speaking to me when he did, and had I not been listening.  There have been times when in my life, often under great stress, I have struggled to hear God’s word, times when I have wondered what God is trying to tell me, or teach me, or reveal to me, often in times of uncertainty and personal doubt, times when I know God is there, that God is with me, but I just don’t get it.  St. John of the Cross would call these moments, “The dark night of the soul.”  Do you know what that is like?  

In the Old Testament, there is no greater prophet than Elijah, but even Elijah had his dark night of the soul.  Remember Jezebel, and how she was in hot pursuit of Elijah after slaying all the other prophets of Israel?  Elijah was literally running for his life, and wound up in the wilderness.  According to Scripture, he despaired to the point of asking God to take his life.  And in his darkest hour, God reached out to him.  According to Scripture, there was a great strong wind, that broke down the mountains, but God was not in the wind.  There was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake.  After the earthquake, there came a terrible fire, but God was not in the fire.  Then there came a still, small voice.  God spoke to Elijah, and gave him what he needed.  God is the God of the Word, but there are times when we must stop what we are doing, stop the “busy ness” of our lives and lean forward to listen.  When we worship God, it is a service of worship, but our service of God is certainly not greater than God’s service to us, through his Word.  In the fullness of time, God’s Word became flesh and even entered the home of Mary and Martha, and Mary recognized the importance of his visit and drank in every word he spoke.  He enters our home and speaks to us through his Spirit, but only if we take the moment to experience it.

When I was growing up, every year, the Louisiana State Fair would come to town with all the rides and games and stock car races and candied apples.  It was a great time when the weather finally cooled down and you could go and have a lot of fun as a kid.  One year, I was somewhat low on my cash reserves and had to be frugal with which rides I could afford.  So, I picked the rides that didn’t cost all that much and had a fairly good time.  The next day, my friends and I met and talked about the fair.  Before long, we talked about the rides we rode.  “Did you ride the ferris wheel?  Yes, of course.  How about the scrambler…did you ride it?  Sure!  The tilt-a-whirl, did you ride the tilt-a-whirl.  Yes, I rode the tilt-a-whirl.  Did you ride the Zipper?  Yes.”  Then one of my friends asked me, “Did you ride the Double Ferris Wheel?”  I hemmed and hawed and finally said that I almost rode it, but then I changed my mind.  Then all of my friends in one chorus said, “You missed the best ride of all!  How could you have missed the Double Ferris Wheel???”  The rest of that day, I kicked myself for not riding the double ferris wheel and now the fair was over and I had to wait a whole year before I could have another opportunity.

And what Jesus is saying to Martha, and to you and me is, don’t miss you opportunity with God, to receive his word when God speaks.  There is a time to serve, and there is a time to be served.  In the words of the Psalmist, “Be still and know that I am God.”  Whenever we feed on his word, it becomes a part of us and supplies us with everything we need.  

Jesus said, “One thing is needful. Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her.”  May it be our good portion as well.  The Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.

