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I turned off the light to go to sleep after a very long day. I was just starting to drift
off when I heard a soft buzzing. The soft buzzing of a fly in the room which grew
louder and then quieter and then louder again. I tried to ignore it. I knew in my
head that I should ignore the sound but before long all I could think of was the
buzzing. So I turned the light on, got up, and spent the next ten minutes chasing a
house fly around the room. And I caught it, I went back to bed and turned the light
off. And then spent the next hour listening intently to make sure there was no more
buzzing.
This morning’s gospel lesson is five short verses and very easy to follow. Jesus
comes for a visit to the home of Martha. Martha welcomes him and is busy getting
everything ready while her sister Mary sits at Jesus’ feet listening to him. And that
upsets Martha because she has a lot to do and could use some help. So she asks
Jesus to make Mary get up and help her. And Jesus refuses by telling Martha that
Mary has chosen the better part and that it shall not be taken away from her.
Now, I’ll be honest with you about something. Most preachers don’t like focusing
on this gospel lesson because many people have strong feelings and opinions about
the passage. Those who associate with Martha, the busy people who are the doers,
don’t like that Mary just sits around and doesn’t lift a finger to help Martha. And
they think that Martha doesn’t get enough credit for all the things that she does. So
they want to hear a sermon explaining that Mary really was wrong and Martha was
really right.
And those who associate with Mary think that no one values the people who dream
and ponder. They feel that the Marthas of this world don’t respect them and get too
much credit for simply doing rather than creating, listening, and growing. And they
want to hear a sermon explaining how wrong Martha was and how right Mary was.
And I think the problem with hearing the story as one where we have to pick Mary
or Martha is that we don’t pay attention to why Jesus says the words to Martha that
he does. Even saying that normally Martha is in the right but in this case she was
wrong misses the point of the lesson.
Because both Martha and Mary are friends of Jesus. He knows them and their
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brother Lazarus. He isn’t a stranger as he comes into the house. And elsewhere in
the Bible we are shown that both Mary and Martha see and understand that God is
working through Jesus and they listen to his words. So the lesson is not that we
should be like Mary and not Martha. And it is not saying there something wrong
with being busy and doing good work. And it doesn’t teach that it is always better
to be quiet and listen. No, the lesson is about something else entirely.
Because in the five short verses of the story there is a phrase that gets repeated
twice. First we are told that Martha is distracted by her many tasks and then Jesus
says to her directly “you are worried and distracted by many things.” So the
problem isn’t that Martha does too much or that Mary isn’t doing enough. No, the
problem is that Martha has let her work, her tasks become all important and they
are distracting her from something that is more important.
Because remember Martha welcomes Jesus into her home. And after that where is
Martha? She is in the kitchen, out back, downstairs, upstairs, back to the kitchen.
She is thinking about what needs to be done and what could go wrong. And I
believe she has the best of intentions. She wants the time with Jesus to be perfect so
she is doing everything in her power to make it that way. And it is worth saying
that there is nothing wrong with that and that is good thing. Except that Martha is
so focused on making the time perfect that she isn’t spending any time with Jesus.
Which is why when she asks Jesus to tell Mary to get up and help her, when
Martha thinks that Mary shouldn’t be sitting with Jesus and should be somewhere
else doing something else, Jesus refuses. Its not because he doesn’t care about
Martha or that he thinks Mary is the better sister. It is the fact that he has come to
visit and Mary chooses to stay at his side. And that is the “better part” Jesus
mentions that he will not take from her. Mary is talking with him, learning from
him, sharing the time with him. And Martha is doing none of those things. Because
she is distracted and worried.
That is why I said that this isn’t a story about workers verses thinkers, or doers
verses dreamers, or even works verses faith because this is not a story about Martha
verses Mary. This is a story about Jesus being welcomed into the home of Martha.
And then Martha doing anything and everything else but living out that welcome
because she is distracted and worried.
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And she becomes so distracted and worried that she gets upset that no one else is
distracted and worried. Which is when she comes to Jesus and is told that not
getting distracted, not getting worried, actually being welcoming and spending time
with Jesus is the better choice. And that is the lesson we need to hear.
In our lives there are many things we need to do and work we have to undertake.
We want to do the best we can and some of us worry about how to do that. And
there is no problem with that. Until we start to make what we are doing more
important than why we are doing it. I got up to get rid of the fly in the room so that
I could sleep. And ended up losing sleep by worry about and listening for more
flies. Which is as silly as it sounds.
We are to know the mind of God by reading scripture, by praying, by using our
hands and lives to help others. Those are some of the ways we grow in faith. But
listen to what I just said we grow in faith by doing those things. Those things are
not the point. Growing in faith is.
So if you are hesitant to pick up the Bible because you’re not sure you’ll
understand it or don’t think you know enough yet, then you’re missing the point.
We read the Bible to consider things we haven’t thought of before and to be
challenged to become better disciples.
If you don’t pray because you don’t know the right words or you aren’t sure God is
willing to listen to you, like Martha, you are being distracted and worried by many
things. We pray in order to let God into our lives and to hear the Spirit speaking to
us.
If you don’t help because you don’t think you have anything to offer or feel that
you should be a better person before you can make a difference then you have
forgotten the reason we are asked to care for those around us. We reach out to be a
part of what God is doing and to build the kingdom of heaven on earth.
For the better part is to follow Jesus and to grow in faith. For when we do that,
when we listen to the Spirit speaking to us through the words of the bible, feel the
stirring of our hearts and minds when we pray, and see the difference our efforts
can make then we discover the better life which God calls us to experience.

