STOWE CHURCH                                                    Sunday 22 July 07

Series: Jesus: His Witness & His Teaching.

Mary & Martha:  Amos 8 v. 1-14: Luke 10 v.38-42.

This morning, we continue with our series on the witness and teaching of Jesus. We are invited to look at a story in the Gospel which everybody knows and which, I suspect, if we are honest, has caused most of us a degree of puzzlement. I refer to the brief account, read to us earlier, of Jesus’ dealing with the sisters, Mary and Martha, as described in Luke 10 v.38. You remember. Martha is terribly keen to have everything ready in the house and have the meal sorted out for the guests, especially for one so worthy of honour as Jesus. Her sister, Mary, meanwhile, is doing nothing to help. She is sitting at the feet of Jesus, listening to what He has to say. 

Has any-one here ever felt mildly irritated when they have been harassed in the kitchen- getting something out of the oven, checking that the vegetables don’t boil over, bringing sauces to the right pitch, checking that the plates are warm and fielding an inopportune ‘phone call perhaps- when other members of the family have been sipping drinks and entertaining the guests whom you especially wanted to be with? We read in v. 38 that it was Martha who ‘had opened her home’ to Jesus. As a bachelor, who nevertheless seeks to practise hospitality, and who, to quote Maurice Bowra’s adaptation of ‘King Lear’, is ‘a man more dined against than dining’, I can sympathise with any-one who has experienced this sort of frustration. I would have felt pretty cross if I had been Martha in these circumstances. 

We read in v.40 that Martha was ‘distracted by all the preparations that had to be made.’ She ran to Jesus and appealed to Him- and even He gets told off! It’s a delightfully generic domestic scene. Martha’s frustration comes across in the tone which she uses:-

‘Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me.!’ 

You really might have thought that Jesus would have suggested to Mary that she should be getting off her backside and going to help her sister. After all, if Martha wasn’t sorting it all out, there would be no hospitality. And there weren’t Chinese take-aways or pizza delivery men in little red vans with big plastic yellow telephones on the roof in those days. But no! Martha seems to have been told off by Jesus for complaining about her sister’s sitting around doing nothing. 

But hang on! Let’s look at it again. What does Jesus actually say to Martha? We find it in v.41:-

‘Martha! Martha,’ the Lord answered, ‘You are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.’ 

Jesus is not rejecting Martha’s hospitality. We know that He goes to that house in Bethany more than once. We meet the family again at the raising of their brother, Lazarus, in John c. 11. In John 11 v. 5, we read that ‘Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.’ True to character, when Jesus arrives on that occasion, Martha rushes out of the house to tell Him off for not coming sooner. It is recorded in John c. 11 v. 21:-

‘’Lord,’ Martha said to Jesus, ‘if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’ 

However, it prompts Jesus to make one of His most celebrated and encouraging statements (in v.25):-

‘I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.’

Words so famous that they were picked up both by Dickens in ‘A Tale of Two Cities’ in 1859 and by Dostoyevsky in ‘Crime & Punishment’ in 1866.

‘I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.’ 

And then Jesus asks Martha, ‘Do you believe this?’ 

And what about her reply?

‘Yes, Lord,’ she told him, ‘I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the World.’ 

In the next chapter, John 12, we read that Jesus was with them again. Lazarus had been raised from the dead and the family were giving a celebratory dinner ‘in Jesus’ honour.’ Once again, we read that ‘Martha was serving’ while the newly raised Lazarus ‘was among those reclining at the table with Him.’ What about Mary? Had she learnt her lesson and was now draining the spuds in the kitchen ? No, apparently not! This was the occasion when she poured ‘expensive perfume on Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her hair.’ Martha didn’t complain this time but others did and the argument broke out about the money being better spent doing something for the poor. 

These were friends of Jesus. He obviously enjoyed going to the house and I am sure that, while appreciating Mary’s great generosity and spiritual hunger, He would have been very happy indeed to enjoy the benefits of Martha’s wonderful cooking even if there was sometimes a flap in the kitchen! Incidentally, look at the freedom and informality between Jesus and these two women. I simply cannot believe that, given the much more open conventions of our own times, Jesus would not have been warmly encouraging women of this spiritual calibre to serve Him in His ministry today. In Paul’s letter to the Romans and in his first letter to Timothy, the apostle accords responsibility and authority to women in the early church. 

So, back to Luke 10: what was Martha’s fault?  It was as Jesus described it. She was ‘worried and upset about many things.’ She was failing to place these everyday concerns within an eternal perspective. There is a bit of Martha in many of us. It is expressed in the great hymn of the C8th Century church, translated by J.M.Neale in Victorian times:-

‘Art thou weary, heavy laden,

Art thou sore distressed?

‘Come to Me,’ saith One, ‘and, coming,

Be at rest.’ 

If we become exclusively preoccupied with the worries and concerns of every day, we lose sight of the Lord’s saving grace for us within the promise of an eternal perspective. This is surely particularly true in our consumer driven society today but it isn’t anything new. Here we have it in this Gospel narrative of 2000 years ago. It was picked up again by Wordsworth 200 years ago:- 

‘The world is too much with us: late and soon.

 Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers.’

Martha, like so many people, was so preoccupied with the apparently URGENT that she lost sight of the eternally IMPORTANT. Mary, on the other hand, is commended by the Lord because she recognises what is of primary significance. Ultimately, Jesus says in Luke 10 v.42, ‘only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.’ If we have accepted the grace of God, we must conduct our lives in the recognition that we are here for a short time only in preparation for an eternity of bliss. Mary recognises this. Martha has temporarily lost the plot. When we become obsessed by the demands of everyday, we fail to see the wood for the trees and that, in its own way, is a lapse in faith and deserves the gentle, loving rebuke which we see administered by Jesus.

The reason why this is so important was amply demonstrated in  the first reading which we heard this morning from the prophet Amos, chapter 8, writing some 750 years before Christ. Amos was writing at a time when Israel and Judah were extremely prosperous, partly due to a temporary lacuna in the world power structure. The Syrian confederacy to the north was in decline but Assyrian ascendancy of the region was still embryonic. The Jews’ peace and prosperity, however, was accompanied by widespread spiritual indifference, idolatry and greed. This is described very graphically in the 8th chapter of Amos read to us earlier. It is magnificent poetry and doesn’t it sound like the world we live in today?! Israel is described as ‘a basket of ripe fruit’. We would expect that image to be encouraging: beautiful in colour, nourishing, promising good taste. However, the prophet inverts it and uses it negatively. If you have visited the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, you will probably have seen the fine collection of still life paintings by one of the Breughels. Occasionally, you will observe that the painter has included a nasty, infectious fly or a piece of fruit that is beginning to decline from ripeness to decay. Here, Israel is described as a basket of ripe fruit- ripe for either devouring or decay. God condemns Israel for a whole number of offences, graphically written. We read that the rich are trampling over the poor and needy in verse 4 in much the same way that the behemoths of capitalism and corrupt local government conspire to do in the developing world today. In verse 5, the bloated farmers and merchants can’t wait for the Sabbath to conclude so that they can be out making money again. Well, we don’t even bother to wait now, following the unfettered introduction of Sunday trading twelve years or so ago. We hear that the Israelites cheat: ‘skimping the measure’, ‘boosting the price’, ‘cheating with dishonest scales.’ They buy slaves with silver or even for the price of a pair of sandals. Their religious feasts are self-indulgent rituals. They go round saying ‘Oh my God!’ when things go wrong, much as people do now, but similarly unaware that God is indeed hearing them, but not now as saviour but as judge. How often do we hear people going round saying ‘Oh my God!’ as a flippant, superficial piece of blasphemy today?

And we are presented with a terrible picture of Judgment, severely graphic even by O.T. standards. God says He ‘will spare the people no longer.’ Given the parallels with our own society, we would do well to remind ourselves of the promise of Judgment which runs throughout the scriptures. The diction and imagery is tremendously powerful. We read in v.3 of ‘many, many bodies flung everywhere! Silence!’ And, given their greed, their oppression of the poor and their putting God to one side, God promises in v.8 that ‘the land will tremble and all who live in it mourn.’ We know that there was a severe earthquake during Amos’ time.  God threatens floods like those of the Nile. Well, we know in this country about floods and our secular press has exulted in twisting the words of the Bishop of Carlisle into a misrepresentation of his message. The Bishop was, of course, not blaming the individual victims in Hull, Doncaster or Sheffield. He was speaking in a much greater eschatological dimension, reminding us of God’s ongoing Judgement to a disobedient world, a Judgement sometimes manifested in natural disasters. We think we are so smart and can control everything- almost turning ourselves into gods. Well- He needs to remind us that we aren’t and we can’t. In Amos 8, God talks of mourning, weeping and ‘bitter days’. He promises a terrible famine. But it is not the usual famine. We read in v.11 that it will not be ‘a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the Lord.’ Now, compared with the spiritual revivals in this country of the 20th, 19th, 18th and 17th Centuries, and the Reformation before that, what more dreadfully apt description of the ‘Zeitgeist’  of our own time could we find? ‘A famine of hearing the words of the Lord’. Very few people read or listen to them today and they ignore them at their peril.

Now, what has all this to do with Mary and Martha? Mary understood that Jesus was and is the Saviour and that the Saviour saves people from Judgment. In Jesus, we move on from the Old Testament as God further reveals His character. We are shown that God is a loving God who yearns to save His people. Mary understood what was said later in 1John 3 v.1:-

 ‘How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are! The reason that the world does not know us is that it did not know Him.’ It didn’t know Him when it crucified Jesus; it doesn’t know Him now.  We read in 1John 3 v.16: ‘This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down His life for us.’ 

Next time one has a Martha moment and burns the pudding in the oven, or spills the gravy on the kitchen floor, or, more seriously, confronts a real adversity, we should remember that God’s primary quality is LOVE, LOVE set in an eternal context, a LOVE which saves us individually from sin and death. This reassuring truth should be with us at every moment of the day. 

What do we need to do? We need to accept the grace of God in Christ crucified and raised from the dead. If we are offered a present, we can always refuse it. In this case such a refusal is Judgment: Judgment which we bring on ourselves, both here on Earth and in Eternity. Judgment was soon to come to Jeroboam’s kingdom of Israel, about which Amos was writing. There was to be civil war and then Israel was to be conquered by Assyria. The Bishop of Carlisle is right to point to judgment in our world now. Let us not be so preoccupied with the URGENT but rather think about the IMPORTANT, looking to what is eternal rather than to what is temporary. 
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