“Rivalry in Christ”
Luke 10:38 – 42

Let us pray,

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer. Amen

When Jacob gave his son Joseph a multicolored coat and did not require him to tend sheep, he ignited sibling rivalry among his 12 sons that led to an unforgettable tale of betrayal. Ten otherwise reasonable men, plot to kill their own brother: all because their father favored him. The story of Joseph’s coat and the brothers treachery rings true, not just because of the highly successful Andrew Lloyd Webber musical Joseph & The Amazing Technicolor Dream coat but because the story is played out over and again in less dramatic perhaps but very real family situations in our own time.
Luke’s story is about sibling rivalry of another kind. Mary and Martha are not competing against one another. They are swept up in competing forms of hospitality to receive Jesus into their home. Mary and Martha each bring a unique temperament to the party. William Barclay calls this story, “a clash of temperaments.” He may be right, consider the sisters.
I imagine Martha as the older sister: serious, responsible, hospitable, dutiful and little bossy. Mary on the other hand seems oblivious to any responsibility to work with Martha. She endears herself to the guest and insinuates herself into the fellowship of disciples gathered around Jesus. Martha is upholding strict standards of hospitality and her frustration with Mary could be justified. She could approach Mary directly but she goes to her guest to question, complain and demand.

The question: “Do you not care?” Where have we heard that before? Remember a few weeks ago when Jamie took the youth on a boat ride with Jesus – do you not care, we are going to drown…it is the voice of panic of fear. Martha can’t believe Jesus does not see what is happening here. Translated tell me you care about me. Next the complaint “She has left me to do the work.” Ah the victim and yet there is a lot of work to do when you are a first century host in Palestine. And then the demand: “Tell her to help me.”

Martha has a take charge temperament and a savvy strategy for getting her problem resolved by the one man that can make her sister behave. Mary’s temperament is different. She practices hospitality by listening: she sits at Jesus’ feet and honors his teaching. I imagine her sitting calmly despite the din of rattling pots and pans in the kitchen. The issue of different temperaments and how they play out on special occasions is something we can relate to in our own homes, with our own children, at the office with co-workers and maybe even here at church.
Luke sets before us reality: people are different. While we may share a devotion to Jesus, we express our faith in ways that ring true for our temperament. This can be a cause of consternation and frustration. The Good News of the Gospel today is that Jesus offers us guidance for those moments when the nuts and bolts worker in us collides with the reflective intuitive seeker across the table or when the reflective seeker in us runs head long into a nuts and bolts task oriented disciple.
This story is great for confirmation classes because coming of age in faith means balancing prayer with action, worship with mission, Sabbath rest in the Lord with ministry. Right out of the box the room is split between Mary and Martha fans. Eventually the group drifts over to Jesus. Then I usually ask for three volunteers to give a dramatic reading of one verse – just verse 41, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and anxious about many things.”

And it is in hearing Jesus’ words that our attention shifts away from Mary and Martha and towards our Lord who offers us a way to manage our own temperament and get out from under what troubles us. One reason this story resonates with teenagers is that friendship is a huge concern for them. This story is about what they call ‘BFF’s” best friends forever. How to be a friend and how to deal with anxiety in friendships is on their mind.
And what a message for them! Jesus is the best friend we will ever have. Watch how he brings Martha round. Jesus gathers up Martha’s question (do you care?), her complaint (she’s not helping), and her demand (make her do what I want her to do) and holds them for her. He does not speak to any of her concerns he just holds them. In the silence he creates room in her otherwise overloaded heart so that she can receive him: not according to the near eastern rules of hospitality but according to the Gospel. Jesus creates a Mary moment for Martha.
Jesus favors the choice Mary made but he does not favor Mary over Martha. Mary focused on the prophet that came to call and listened to his word for them. And Jesus invites Martha, and us, to experience that peace. I do not think the words “Martha, Martha are laced with rebuke. And I do believe that Jesus stands on the threshold of our heart this morning to talk to us about worry.
Jesus speaks with compassion, “Martha, Martha”, like a loving parent to a wounded child, let go of your fear that I do not care about you, let go of what you seek to control, let go of what you want other people to do, come to me and sit quietly and listen.

It is hard to give up worrying. We are very attached to our worries. It makes us feel as though we are doing something, it seems only decent to worry about things, it shows we care. 

Let’s just consider two types of worry: creative worry: that is what makes us study for a test. I worry on Saturday night and that is a good thing. The other type is anxious worry that distracts us. The word anxious means to be in an uproar and to distract means to tear apart and pull in different directions. The worry in Old English means “to choke” – like sports figures under pressure.

Rev. Peter Gomes sums it up best, disquiet; anxiety and tension prevent us from acting.  Whereas confidence liberates us, worry absorbs us and paralyzes us.  Christ defines and advocates conditions that are indispensible to real action and real prayer: we must pray and work with faith.”

There you have it. Jesus commands we turn worry over to him. You need only one thing he says and that is me. Mary may have, in the words of one commentator, stormed the Barbarian Gates, to sit with the all male band of disciples at Jesus feet, but we are never told what happens next, at least not in Luke’s Gospel.

John 12: states that Jesus visited the sisters in Bethany 6 days before the Passover. “There they made him supper; Martha served, Lazarus was one of those at table with him. Mary took a pound of costly ointment pure nard and anointed the feet of Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair; and the house was filled with the fragrance of the ointment.”

That evening Jesus was surrounded by his best friends, Martha, Lazarus and Mary: three different temperaments each present to him in a different way. On that night in Bethany the fragrance came from Mary’s dramatic, lavish outpouring of affection with ointment likely purchased by Martha, with money Lazarus probably earned.
This is what Jesus hopes for his church, that we gather with our disparate temperaments before him casting our worries and differences on him that he may transform us by his Word.

Reinhold Niebuhr was one of the most influential Protestant theologians of the 20th century. A minister, scholar, activist for social justice – he was bigger than life a doer. However despite all his achievements, he is best known, not for what he did, but how he prayed. The year was 1930 and his words anchored him and his congregation to God. Every day of the year in all corners of the world that same prayer anchors thousands of troubled anxious Martha’s like us to God. With gratitude for this Gospel lesson that brings down to here we ought to be let us pray

“God give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change things that should be changed and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen
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