Luke 10:38-42 (New Revised Standard) – Mary & Martha
[bookmark: a]38 Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. 39 She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet and listened to what he was saying. 40 But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and asked, "Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me." 41 But the Lord answered her, "Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; 42 there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her." 

All Gospel is dangerous ...  to someone. But texts like this story of Mary and Martha almost require a Hazmat (Hazardous Materials) suit to approach. Radioactive.  Most professional clergy learn early on that a text like this can really burn you.
The elevator version of the story runs something like this: 2 woman – one working hard doing the necessary details that need to be done (and that she has been raised to do) to run a household (or church), to extend hospitality; and the other sitting down listening to Jesus talk. And Jesus praises the one sitting around. Well ...
You can see that it’s not going to go well – with the UCW (all women, by definition); the Thrift Store laborers, Sunday School teachers, VBS volunteers and all those other people who fight hard, above their age and weight class, to do what needs to be done if the church, this congregation, is to keep going, much less live long and prosper. At first blush Jesus seems to be saying, “Actually this one over here, the one just sitting and chatting is doing ... the right thing.” Let’s just sit down and be spiritual for awhile ... as if all those whose discipleship is expressed through doing are not as spiritual as the sit around and chat crowd.
And to generations of women used to working in the kitchen or around the house while their spouse, father, brother, yells out from his perch in front of the big screen – “Hey hon could we have some more snacks and beer in here!”  - not good. As Gaye said, “Personally I would have liked Jesus much better if he had said, ‘Hey Peter and John, get off your butts and go in there and relieve Martha. She needs to be part of this conversation too!’”
So much gets in our way of hearing the good news of this text – sexism, that false dichotomy between doing and being spiritual, the priority our society gives to extroverts and the chattering class, the great strain so many feel in the church now just to keep things going and how that can feel unfair.
Not to mention that strand of resentment that Martha seems to portray. Jesus, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself?!  Now that I get – resentment.
Resentment is such an amazing spiritual condition is it not? So powerful and versatile. And, in the church, we can be extremely good at it; no wonder it is one of the things that visitors often note about a congregation. “Whoa, something going on there! Felt that energy right away.”
The recipe for a good batch of resentment is that its base needs to be something true; it is important that resentment, if it is to have some bite, be based upon a true observation. Like Martha, she’s got a case. To be clear, she is doing all the work; Mary is not and that clearly is not in line with the natural rules of justice, much less what her mother and the other women of her clan may have taught. Tut, tut, tut. So if you can start with something true – we are working more than we should, we are being taking for granted, I was led to expect something different, anything that can contain the phrase “this doesn’t seem fair” - then you can build resentment upon it. 
And part of the beauty of resentment is that you can customize it and personalize it. Trick it out as they say in the world of custom cars. “And you know, with my back the way it was, I really shouldn’t have been here at all. And then they went and left me with ...” “Do you know how many other things I had to do that day, with the kids coming and all that means, I got up early so I could give a couple of hours and then they just up and left me there! Unbelievable.” “And you should have seen my hair, it was a mess but I just threw on a hat and went and boy did we work!’ “With my hands the way they are, I just shouldn’t have been making those Nanaimo bars at all. And then the minister practically ate them all himself!’ “That day, I felt the pain in my back, in my hands, in my legs and then to come and hang around with these people, who are a real pain in the ______ - made a complete package!”
Resentment – an amazing spiritual condition, almost miraculous, like the loaves and the fishes. If I have a little bit and you add a little bit, then pretty soon we can feed a crowd. Personally I have found resentment to be a lot like French fries, taste really good at the beginning, but once they start to grow cold, even if you try and warm ‘em up not really the same. And especially if you stuff them into the back of the fridge, the back of your soul, for awhile and then try and take it out.
Resentment - It’s not difficult to get going. The decision is whether or not we want it to be part of our spiritual diet. Even if based in injustice, does it feed our soul, strengthen our relationships, make us more the kind of people we would like to be and to be around, the kind of community/congregation we would like to be part of?
Like last week, with the announcement of the arrival of Kelly and Gail’s new son Grayson. Now, I’ve known Gail a long time and count her as a friend and, mostly, I am delighted for her but a part of me, said, ‘Oh ______ darn. Now what? What is this going to mean for Gaye and for me and our goal of moving away from 60 hour weeks to more balance in our life?
“Jesus, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself” – I said. (Pass me some salt and vinegar and ketchup! .... or not)
Part of how we react to situations that could be a hothouse for resentment depends upon what we perceive to be going on and our role in that. I was helped in thinking through some of my own stuff by this story of Mary, Martha and Jesus.
For what is really going on in this scene? Certainly from a family and human perspective, a lot, no doubt; but from a larger gospel perspective, what’s the story about?
One way to look at it might be this.
Throughout the Gospel stories Jesus is presented to us, hailed, proclaimed, as the one who not only announces the Kingdom of God, the new community of God’s shalom, God’s preferred future (to use another phrase) but he is also seen as incarnating that reality, that future. He not only brings the Kingdom of God; he, somehow, is the Kingdom of God.
Now, for a long time, many of us 20th century Christians had something of a hard time with these sayings that the Kingdom of God is at hand. We found them ambitious, perhaps a result of the new convert syndrome of the early Christians because just look out the window! Does that look like God’s preferred future to you? Not to me. Read the headlines~ Oh, there may be glimpses but not the whole thing.
Most of us raised during the 20th century have not caught up with Einstein and so are locked into a very 3 dimensional, linear concept of time. One thing happens, then another and one thing bounces off another like billiard balls on a table. (Newtonian) Now theoretical physicists say things about time that make Christians – then and now - sound tame. Time bends, there is the possibility of alternate, parallel universes, one version of string theory posits reality to have 13 dimensions. 
Now, change theorists like Otto Scharmer with his Theory U, talk about the business of leaders being to help recognize and respond to the best possible future that may be wanting to emerge for a company, business or organization. Leadership of powerful organizations now requires what we Christians would name as a process of discernment. Seems kind of spooky to be coming out of business –land but people don’t laugh at him. 
To we Christians there is a certain sense of familiarity about the thought that a new future may want to emerge if we could but see it, discern it, and get out of the way to help its birth.
So I began to wonder, to try and see a different picture rather than my own sense of loss that things weren’t going to play out this year as I had assumed and planned they would – and should. It clicked for me one day when I overheard someone say to Gaye, “I wonder if you will ever get to do the ministry you’re supposed to.” And I thought, I wonder, I wonder if all her experience, expertise and notoriety aside... I wonder what might be the preferred future that God might desperately be wanting to emerge through Oak Bay and her role in that. Even given our presumption of what everyone already knows she is really good at it, I wonder if that, in this new future, is her ministry? It put me in a kind of Mary position – listen, wonder, discern. Is there a best possible future before us as close as Mary sat beside Jesus, if we could/will see it?
If so, then spiritually and organizationally the bulk of our energy should be geared forward – discerning what is to come – rather than resenting or lamenting something which we think should actually follow from our plan or our experience of ....  before. 
Can’t honestly say I was ecstatic about the insight. I like to know where things are and where they will be; I generally am not all that comfortable with that one step at a time thing. Theologically and spiritually that may be right; but not my natural preference.
But I began to wonder what if it’s true? Seriously, what if God is working and has worked so that there sits right before us a preferred future that calls us to be something beyond even what we imagined? Could I sit in the presence of that?
Or I am, are we, too afraid? I forget who it was that talked about us not being afraid of being inadequate but of being adequate, gifted, capable of our call because what might that mean?
Some people deny their dreams, simply because the responsibility that comes with having what they want scares them. They are afraid that if they were put to the test and really had to perform, they could not live up to anyone’s expectations, especially their own. Or are we afraid we could, that God could bring it about in our lives?
I’m not Pollyannaish about this or sentimental. In fact, I tend to scowl at people when they offer those saccharine spiritual bromides – “Oh it will all work out.” “God never closes a door but opens a window.” Yeah right; in retrospect that may be true but right now it ain’t looking good. So I’m not talking about denial or pretence or some kind of false spirituality. I am not a believer in that phrase that is now popular – “It’s all good!” Not my experience. Nor do I believe is it a Christian perspective … but I digress.
I’m NOT talking here about a “hope against hope that things will all work out” (a version of fatalism) but a more dangerous and radical conviction that God might actually be working, and has been working – whatever the verb tense – to bring about a best possible future that we may choose to live into. The key factor is the agency of God – God at work. The Kingdom of God pressing in upon us, emerging.
I wonder.
Many of us – and I confess my hand is often up a lot here – can’t stand that kind of light and potential So I/we turn away, do a Martha. Notice that the key comment about Martha is NOT that she is doing things but they DISTRACT her from the important. “Martha was distracted by her many tasks.“ Maybe later, once the children (and grandchildren) are raised and the house is clean then I’ll think about the purpose of my life, the fears and resentments that hold me back, how on earth God could be calling me now (I’m old and tired). ‘Cause who wants to face, head on, God actually calling. Couldn’t we get somebody else to handle that for us? I’ve got things on, some errands, a couple of movies I’d like to see, I’m not ready spiritually – why I’ve just recently become aware of a whole bunch of resentment I carry! That alone is going to take me years to clean up. And my hands hurt. Martha, Martha, Martha. “Martha was distracted by her many tasks”
I have two people in my life whom I care about who struggle mightily with things that bind them. The brightest, most talented and most gifted seems to consistently choose the path to destruction
But the other, my brother, seems to be becoming more than I expected. My brother has a severe case of obsessive, compulsive disorder. And it is devastating, life is not at all charming, he is not like Jack Nicholson in “As Good as it Gets.” My brother has lived in the same room for over 40 years. My worst nightmare was what would happen to him when my Mom and Dad died. Because he was always taken care of, for the most part – food, money, laundry. There were simply too many rituals involved in something like cutting up an orange or apple for him to do that. My Mom died in 2000 and then, in 2008 when Dad got sick and had to go into care, I was terrified. My nightmare. There are no places in the Interior .... Long and the short of it was that I could see no real options for my brother. And I knew it would not be good. No one else on earth knew more about his compulsions and obsessions, about how difficult he could be to live with, about what was possible and not than I did. I did not know exactly how Stephen King would write the nightmare but I knew it would be one.
Except ... all that I knew about what was and what might be was not exactly all... The story is still under construction but it is different than my fear and experience predicted. We still want and wait for him to get a space in Gorge View Homes – he would do well there and be closer – but, to shorten the story, he still lives in the house – and it has not burnt down; he feeds himself; he has regular contact with a neighbour and others – angels have appeared - and he goes to church regularly and a church community has reached out to him. From my perspective – and I know how it may go because I’m the one left to deal with it (more salt and vinegar please) – from my perspective, since my Dad died we have been living a miracle. Not a Disney movie but a miracle, a different future. And to give my brother credit he has shown amazing courage in walking into that future, even if that walk does take the form of compulsive little patterns.
So I am not as confident any more about saying absolutely what might or might not be coming, what might or might not be possible, what might be God’s preferred future and how persistent God may be in presenting that option to emerge.
In part of me, I find it unsettling and humbling – the thought that God may be (just there) working to offer us – me, you, us - a future not based totally upon the presumptions and projections of the past and “what we absolutely know.”
So I wonder … about things like the Thrift Store. Now, don’t get me wrong. I know absolutely nothing about the Thrift Store other than what I occasionally overhear in worship but I gather that people are rightly concerned about, what they call in business, a succession plan, i.e. who is going to keep doing the work? Because people are tired and a few of them are getting older and this congregations really relies upon that money. I think it is a very important question. May not be the only one though. I have also gathered that the Thrift Store is a prime place in which we interact with members of this larger community that we encounter in no other place. That feels important to me. I have also gathered that the Thrift Store functions as a prime place of community for those who work there and that some are amazingly gifted at being able to reach out and involve people “out there” in that community and who seldom, if ever, walk through these doors on a Sunday. That feels important to me. All these areas of ministry with which, ironically many other congregations struggle - to find out how they can meet people “out there,” how can we build “community” and all that. I don’t know but these gospel stories make me wonder if there is not a larger future ahead. Don’t know; but something important might be going on, coming in.
Or the absence of Gail on parental leave. I guess we could stay in that “do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work” place for awhile but I sense God has kind of moved on. So I wonder about the possibilities this brings. Not that I/we won’t miss her and all that ... but ...
As a congregation we’ve said, in the plan we adopted at the Annual Mtg, that there is a lot we want to be about. Maybe there is an opportunity here, if we can see, if we do not get too distracted running around wondering well who’s going to do her work in the kitchen, so to speak, distracted like Martha. I wonder if God’s preferred future is pushing in or at least if there’s a chance for us to peep through the knothole and see what God wants to build.
I don’t know where you are, whether you’ve already handed in your life and are just waiting or whether there might exist a small twinge of curiosity within you. Aside from all your experience, your plans, your compulsions, obsessions, addictions, constraints …. Ever wonder what God might be up to if we dared to draw close like Mary.
Amazing, exciting…. Dangerous. But then the gospel is always dangerous to someone, even us.


Prayers of the people (Luke 10:38-40; Mary and Martha)
Our God, we give you thanks
· For those who have gone before us and from whose questions, struggles to know and wisdom we benefit. Thank you for the Mary and Martha’s of our life and our church.
· For the gifts of new possibilities that await … just there … in spite of our distraction
· For those who see things we cannot because of our fear, our experience, our knowing …
· For those who wonder in ways that surprise us, invite us and challenge us
· For those who work so hard and continue to do so even when we take them for granted, when we betray them, when we neglect to treat them with justice or respect, when we assume and presume and then are shocked at their rebellion
Our God, we give you thanks that it is not all about us, that you continue to care and to love and to create possibilities of redemption and new life not only here among us but throughout your world. 
· Help us get over ourselves enough to be able to sit in your presence, like Mary
· Help us to have the humility and the courage to wonder, if only for a moment, if you are about something game changing
· Help us to carry that same spirit or curiosity and discovery beyond these walls into the world in which we serve and which you love.
So let us, in your name, dare to hope
Let us dare to hope
· For peace in the Middle East
· That no child will go to sleep hungry and none will find shelter under a piece of cardboard
· That violence will be absent from families
Let us dare to hope that you have not forgotten even us, even at this place and time in our lives.
Make us a dangerous people – for once not to each other but to all those resentments, preconceptions and reasons why your future should not be the future, for your church AND for your creation.
We only dare such craziness because we sit in the presence of One whose prayer we echo. 
Our father….
Amen.
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