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The Eighth Sunday after Pentecost
July 18, 2010

Luke 10: 38-42

As part of my Seminary experience, one of the required “hoops” we had to jump through for which I was least enamored was the psychological profiling.  The resident psychologist evaluated each student through a battery of personality tests and a series of interviews.  Now, I could understand the overall goal:  the Seminary didn’t want to graduate and place into parishes any psychopathic, schizoid, serial killer pastors.  That’s an admirable goal the outcome of which I am sure you all as parishioners appreciate but the tedium of the seemingly endless tests and the subsequent interviews, well . . . let’s just say I found it less than enjoyable.


In fact, the psychologist and I had an interesting relationship.  Let’s just say that he used to “sigh” a lot when I was in his office and while he did not find be to be sociopathic in any way, he did find me a bit of challenge.  We almost never agreed on anything.  He once told me that he thought I needed to take his class on “assertiveness” to which I simply replied “I don’t think so,” hoping he would get the point.  Another time he thought I would benefit by taking a class on organization skills.  Pulling out my Dayplanner I showed him how the class just didn’t fit into my schedule.  


There was, however, one point concerning my personality on which I did agree with him. That in and of itself was a shock to him.  So, what did he point out?  He noted that I am a very “task” oriented person.  Meaning, that I tend to be the sort of person who focuses on what needs to get done and then gets it done.


Now, you may be thinking, “Well, so what Pastor?  What’s wrong with that?”   Well, what’s wrong with that is that people like me are usually ruled by what the next task on the list is.  Once that task is done, you then move on to complete the next thing, then the next and so on and so on.  In and of itself, being task oriented is not bad, but, here is the issue:   it can lead to a loss of enjoyment in doing the task.  “For pastors” he cautioned, “writing a sermon is a thing to be done, but, not just a thing to be done.  It is a joyful journey to share God’s truth not only with your people, but also with yourself.”  As much as my Old Adam hated to agree with him, those were wise words of caution for me personally.


There is certainly a lot in life which needs to be done, isn’t there?  There are all the household chores that need attention.  There are obligations at work that seem never ending.  And then there are social obligations with friends and family.  Time seems to be short and in short supply as more and more things seems to fill our schedules.  


I don’t know if you have noticed this or not, but the last couple of decades have brought to us a flood of so-called time saving devices that are supposed to help free our time.  However, I have to wonder whether or not they really do save us time or do they just simply give us more to do.  Most of us have at least one computer, a cell phone and an automatic dishwasher.  The problem is that with my computer, I receive at least five times the mail that I used to get via the Post Office.  Now I don’t have time to read all my email.  With our cell phones, we are now in immediate touch with everyone placing more demands on our time and in the time it take me to rinse the dishes to ready them for the dishwasher, could I not have just as easily washed them and be done with the whole thing?


We are busy as people?  We are busy as Christians?  Too busy, if you ask me, and I don’t believe that is a good thing.  What I fear is happening to us as Christians is that we have so filled our schedules with so many and various things that the things relating to our Lord, studying his Word, worship and prayer have just become another “task” on our long list of things to do.  They are things to get done, if they get done at all, so that we can move on to the next thing.


Our text for today from Luke’s gospel truly challenges us to do some reevaluation because it provides for us from our Lord Jesus himself a mild corrective, a kindly reminder, a gentle nudge, if you will, pushing us back to his view of reality and what is truly needful in our lives.  You see, our merciful Lord and Savior wants us, above all things, to understand who he is and why he came.  And, he wants us to know that he did not come to give us more to do, but to simply give.  And not only to give, but to give the one thing needful, namely, to give himself and his gifts which he has left for us until he returns.

As we read in our lesson, Martha was consumed with many things.  She had opened her home to Jesus and, as part of middle-Eastern hospitality,that included preparing a meal.  In middle-Eastern culture this sort of hospitality was simply expected.  To not treat a guest in this fashion was considered an insult.


Now, it would be easy to put down Martha and condemn her for being so preoccupied with the meal preparations.  She is more concerned with living up to the social expectations of her day than seeking what the Lord truly desires.  The world and worldly concerns, at least from what we can tell, seem to be her focus.  Heavenly things, the things on which Mary focused, are not what occupy Martha’s attention.  Martha wants to get things done.  Somehow I think Martha and I are kindred spirits.


However, here is the monkey-wrench thrown into this text:  is what Martha is doing . .  . bad?  Now, although focusing in on worldly matters, like attaining wealth, amassing possessions, etc. can be bad, I don’t know if that is exactly Martha’s problem.  In fact, I don’t know that the problem is all that easily identified.  You see, the problem is somewhat masked, cloaked or disguised.  And here is how it is disguised?  What Martha is doing in and of itself is not bad or evil.  Scripture, in fact, even encourages us to show hospitality.  In fact, being hospitable is considered a good thing.  Paul explicitly says in Romans 12, “Share with God’s people who are in need.  Practice hospitality.”  Preparing the meal was not a sin.  The desire to show Jesus hospitality was not a sin.  It was a good thing in line with Scripture.


So, what then, is the problem and what leads our Lord to correct Martha?  Well, the issue before us is this:  have the many good things become a distraction in and of themselves?  Have the many good things squeezed out the “one thing needful?”  I think the answer is “yes.”  They did for Martha and I believe they do for us as well.

Christianity faces many problems in this day and age but one of the biggest problems we face is that there are so many things in our lives, again, which are not in and of themselves sinful, that simply squeeze out our devotion to Jesus.  If I were to look at your calendars, I am sure that all the things listed could rightly and properly be considered good things.  Running your children or grandchildren to and fro from one place to the next is not in and of itself wrong.  Dance lesson are not sinful.  Baseball practice is not evil.  Kiwanis meetings or the VFW are not wicked.   Going to a Cubs game is not . . .oh, let’s not go there but, taking extra classes at night, volunteering to work at a soup kitchen and all the things that typically take up our schedules are not bad things.  But, have all these good things so filled our schedules that family devotions, personal devotions, and prayer have been squeezed out?  In many cases, we all have to admit, they have.  


I know this is going to sound extreme but sometimes I wonder if our Dayplanners, Palm Pilots or Blackberries have not become tools for Satan.  Think about this with me for a minute.  What a subtle way to distract us from our Lord and his Word.  You see, if I were Satan, I would not be so crass as to fill your schedules with overtly sinful things.  I wouldn’t list, “go out and get drunk at six” or “cheat on your wife at seven,” or “ignore your children at nine.”  That would be too obvious.  No, I’d fill your schedule with seemingly noble things that are outwardly not sinful but in the end leave you no time for devotion to Jesus.  That way, if your schedule is filled with things that are not sin, how can you be doing anything wrong?  You can then easily feel comfortable and justified that you are not sinning.  I would disguise the problem so that you would not recognize it and all the while you are growing further and further away from our Lord.  Is that smart or what?  Satan achieves weakening your faith in Jesus while you go on believing that nothing is wrong when, spiritually speaking, you are in great danger.

I think that because the problem is so disguised and so subtle is why our Lord’s correction to Martha is so mild and tender.  “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things, but one thing is necessary.”  It wasn’t that what Martha was doing was so incredibly sinful.  Yet, all the good things were distracting her from the one needful thing.  It was distracting her from our Lord himself and that is sinful.  Worse, though, it distracted her from his gracious words of promise.


My dear friends in Christ, our Lord did not go to Martha’s house to receive or to be served.  He went there to give and to serve.  As I said earlier, Jesus did not come to give us more to do, but simply to give.  Mary realized this and she sat at his feet and listened.  He taught.  She learned.  Jesus gave.  Mary received.  Mary listened to our Lord as he talked to her about the kingdom of heaven, life and salvation.  He was serving her and providing for her the one thing that we need the most, meaning, Jesus himself.

This is important for us to remember:  our Lord’s mission has always been to give and to serve.  He himself makes this clear in Matthew, chapter 20, verse 28, “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” The things he has given us, his Word and his Sacraments are not meant to be more burdens for us.  They are not to become for us “just one more thing to do.”  They are his gifts to us.  They are life in themselves as these things convey to us Jesus.  And when we realize this, when we see with the eyes of faith that these are not just more things to do, we see them for the blessings they truly are.  

His Word really does communicate to us Jesus himself.  The words printed in your bible are not dead and lifeless but are the means by which Jesus comes to us.  His Word tells us of Jesus’ love and sacrifice for our sins.  He Word shows us his work, his good deed, his death for our sins and his resurrection to life.  His Word tells us that the promise of salvation is not just for all who believe, but for you and me too.  His Word shows us how he took my sin and your sin and washed them away in his blood.  And, His Word shows us how we all have life in his name.


His Sacraments are his gift to us.  He cleanses us in the waters of Baptism.  Joining us to him through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.  The Lord’s Supper is his meal for us where again, he gives us the one thing needful, himself but here in a very real and tangible way.  It is a meal that he prepares and gives to you.  Bread, wine, body, blood given and shed for you and for your forgiveness.  It is the spiritual food he gives us to eat to strengthen our faith in him and our love for one another.


Our gathering for worship is not meant to be another thing for us to do.  It is our opportunity, graciously given to us by Jesus, to be in his presence, to come to sit at his feet and to hear about his kingdom, to learn of his grace and to be reassured of his promises for us.  To partake in the Divine Service, called the Divine Service because it is “Divine,” our Lord comes to this place to serve us.  Worship, again, is not our work but another opportunity given to us by God so that he might work on us, to bring us closer to him, to understand him better and to be comforted with his word of forgiveness. These are the most important things of our lives.  To view them as more things to do is to miss out on the gifts Jesus wants to give us.  


Now, I know that it has been a while since I have quoted Martin Luther (at least a month), however, it is reported that Luther once said, “If I did not begin each day with three hours of prayer, I would never get anything done.”  Luther understood the one thing needful.  Dear friends, I say this with all sincerity, be filled with the gifts our Lord has given us, be filled with his Word, be filled with his Sacraments, be filled with our Lord himself, because in life, He is truly the one thing needful.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

