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Much like the lessons which we heard today, Nancy and I had unexpected house guests last week. Nancy’s cousins, Larry and Harriet Mason, were traveling through town on their way back home in Cincinnati, Ohio. They stopped in Jacksonville to see Uncle Jack, Nancy’s Dad. Upon hearing that they had no reservations, we said that they had reservations at the Ford Bed and Breakfast. By Golly, there happened to be an opening. While they brought in their luggage, Nancy and I hurriedly made the bed in the guest room, put out fresh towels in the bathroom and discussed what we might cook for them while they were here. All this took about ten minutes or so, we work fast. In the meantime Larry and Harriet had brought in their luggage and settled in our condo. Our two house guests were very welcome and we had a great two days together. 

Abraham had a similar experience. You would think that Abraham, our ancestral and spiritual father, would have prioritized and organized his duties better than we did. The Lord paid him a visit because He had a message for Abraham. Well, Abraham first greeted his visitors, God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit, which was customary and polite. All well and good. However, he immediately kicked into the traditional Middle East host mode and started to organize and arrange for a meal to be served. The Lord acquiesced and with a little exasperation, let Abraham play the role of gracious host before listening to what He had come to say. Okay, you can prepare a meal if you must. When Abraham had finished serving the meal, he finally stopped to listen to the Lord and hear what the Lord had come to say. 
And in our Gospel lesson Jesus, again, broke the social morays of the time. He entered a house of a woman without any of her male relatives present. He was served by a woman. And he was teaching a woman by himself again with no chaperon present. Martha and Mary are hostess to an important figure much like Abraham was. In fact it was the same Lord. 

When Jesus, the Lord and the ultimate house guest, entered their house, Martha got moving. She immediately started to prepare the finest meal that she could muster. Nothing was spared for this was a great prophet IN HER HOUSE. She knew the social customs. Nothing much had changed since Abraham welcomed the Lord so many years ago. In fact in the Middle East today, if you are welcomed into a household, you are accorded the very best that the host has. In fact, he will even protect you with his life if necessary. You are considered an honored guest. These customs exist today and probably in the time of Jesus. Martha knew these social customs as she went about preparing the very best meal that she could prepare. She was concentrating on her duties and offering to our Lord. And she could not complete these tasks by herself. Therefore, she cried out for help. Her good works became overbearing and unmanageable. Martha heaped too much on her shoulders and she saw her sister just sitting there doing nothing. Can you blame her for getting mad? Can you blame her for getting frustrated? Can you identify with her? I sure can because I am married to a Martha, and Nancy gave me permission to acknowledge that fact. 


Now I am not degrading the Christian desire to create good works. Certainly the Church would be a mere footnote in history if no one did any such things. The great evangelical movements were good works and following the great commission-GO and DO!!! Good works are an integral part of the Christian Church. We all need to be Martha at times.


BUT IS THERE MORE??

Jesus answered Martha’s plea for help. She wanted to serve Jesus with a seven course meal, her very best. She was totally consumed with her efforts. Luke wrote down Jesus’ response. From his original Greek,” Martha, Martha, you are worried and troubled about many things”. Jesus saw her efforts. He undoubtedly appreciated her service, but he saw her stress and overemphasis on good works. In Jesus’ mind, a simple casserole would have sufficed. It would have feed everyone and left time for something more important. 


Service is not an end to itself. We are not Christians because we can organize great efforts. Our zeal, our organizational abilities, our desire to serve others is merely a byproduct of our faith and our love for the Lord. Our faith is not an outgrowth of our service. Our faith is born and nurtured by sitting at the feet of Jesus and listening to the Word of God. From Luke again,” But one thing is necessary, for Mary chose the good part which will not be taken away from her.”

We are Christian because of Jesus and the Word of God which he gave us. The Word of God sustains us and nurtures us as we go into the world to serve others. Everything that we do and even our faith is dependent on the Word. We can not sacrifice our time with the Lord and his words with time spent doing things. All our efforts must derive from his word. This will and must be our calling. We at St. Barnabas face a wonderful future. We will do great things and go many places in the service of our Lord. We will soon present a great seminar of healing and evangelism. We will at some future date move and plant ourselves in a new location. Many more things are coming which we can only dream about right now. Who knows what the Lord has in store for us. But all these events and service can only go forth if we first sit at the feet of Jesus and hear his words. Jesus will bless our service because he knows that we have listened and chosen the good portion. We can be like Martha and serve God. But Mary chose correctly and sat at his feet and listened to Jesus. Let us do the same.

Heavenly Father, help us to hear your life-giving words daily. Help us to realize that we can only truly live by feeding on those words. We serve you as Martha’s through the strength which the Word gives us. Help us also to be Mary’s at the feet of Jesus listening to him and living at our fullest. Amen.
