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	Sermon for Labor Day Sunday: “The Better Part”
Scripture Readings

Psalm 95:6-7

O come, let us worship and bow down,

let us kneel before the LORD, our Maker! 

For he is our God,

and we are the people of his pasture,

and the sheep of his hand.

O that today you would listen to his voice! 

*Luke 10:38-42

Common English Bible

While Jesus and his disciples were traveling, Jesus entered a village where a woman named Martha welcomed him as a guest.  She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his message.  

By contrast, Martha was preoccupied with getting everything ready for their meal.  So Martha came to him and said, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to prepare the table all by myself?  Tell her to help me.”

The Lord answered, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things.  One thing is necessary.  Mary has chosen the better part.  It won’t be taken away from her.”

Introduction: 

Preacher-teacher Maxie Dunnam tells about a religious poll that asked people the following question: "Do you believe in the Second Coming of Christ?" If the respondent said yes, a subsequent question was put to them: "What would you do if you knew Jesus was coming back today?"

One young man replied, "Look busy, Man! Look busy!"

Well, how true it is that this seems to be the mindset of our persons in our present day and age! 
Many are basing their lives on the premise that personal worth and significance, as well as meaning in life, depends upon staying busy. Our personal identity is dependant on what we do and what we achieve—not on who we are. It would appear that we are no longer “human beings.” We have become “human doings!”

Psychologists, sociologists, and psychiatrists have studied the nature of humankind for centuries now. Currently, some are describing us as “a driven people,” living under the weight of enormous stress and pressure. 
They say that it is our fear of failure that drives us—the fear that we will not amount to anything in life--that we will not “measure up” to other people's expectations of us. In short, we are a "stressed-out” society.
"Burnout" is the buzz word these days. It has become a term that everybody knows. We see it all around us--people either going “postal” or collapsing into numbness and addiction -- ifs not to alcohol and drugs, to television and entertainment and to the adrenalin rush that comes from running the rat-race of life. Everything we do seems to be a huge ordeal. 

There was a time, though, somewhere in between the time of Mary and Martha, and our present day--when everyone crammed into the kitchen at once. 
Thinking about the olden days reminded me of one of the songs we sang around the “campfire” at our Wed. night BBQs: I’ve Been Working on the Railroad. As I began preparing today’s message the chorus of the song came to mind: 

It’s about being in the kitchen and it really doesn’t seem to go with the rest of the song. You can sing along if you would like: 

Someone's in the kitchen with Dinah,
Someone's in the kitchen, I know.
Someone's in the kitchen with Dinah,
Strumming on the old banjo.

Well, nobody seems to know for sure how these words got in there.  

Some suggest that Dinah is a metaphor "dinner" ("dinnah")….and the name of a female cook. If we go with this idea, it would mean that the horn is a metaphor for the dinner bell, and I suppose if you've been "working all the live-long day" and Dinah hasn't blown the horn for supper, you might begin to wonder what is going on in the kitchen. Or, more to the point, who's with Dinah out there in the kitchen, keeping dinner from coming out of the kitchen? 
Well, it appears that something got lost over the years, and nobody knows for sure what that something is.  

At any rate, we have our own "kitchen story" right here in this morning’s gospel passage. The difference is obvious though: 
No one's in the kitchen with Martha! 
She's in there by herself….frying and fussing….sautéing and stewing….baking and boiling. And her sister, Mary, has parked herself at the dinner guest’s feet, lifting nary a finger to assist with dinner.  

And Jesus has something to say about this. Let’s take a closer look…
Today’s Gospel passage 

               is about two of the best-known sisters in the Bible: Mary and Martha. 
As we heard in the story, 

               they have a house full of guests, 

                             Jesus has come, along with his disciples,

                                     and Martha is busy doing all the things 
                                              hostesses have to do:
                                                      cleaning, cooking, baking, 
                                                                  attending to the needs of the guests. 
As far as we know,

            Mary isn’t lifting a finger to help
                      --at least not after Jesus arrived on the scene.
She is sitting at the feet of Jesus, listening.
Now,  reading this story with our modern-day spectacles on, 
                     most of us tend to side with Martha,

                                agreeing that Mary was inconsiderate of her. 
 It so happens, 

that we would think this way 

                  even if we had been first century Palestinian Jews. 
Because in the Middle East, especially in ancient times, 
                               there were laws of hospitality. 
When someone came into your home or tent, 
                 you had a moral obligation to provide for them 
                        whatever their needs might be 
                                --even to the point of depriving yourself. 
Most of this fell upon the women.
       They just didn’t have the luxury

             of sitting at the feet of a teacher.

With this in mind,

               we can see that Mary's behavior
                            would have to be considered practically scandalous! 

And even if there had been no law or custom, 
              all would agree 

                       that somebody has to do the work 

                                 of entertaining the guests! 

All things considered, still, 

           we do not like it at all that our Lord seems to have sided 

                       with Mary.
After all, weren’t Mary and Martha 
                      just two different persons

                                  with their own unique personalities?

Well, yes, professionals would confirm this
           --claiming that by a certain age, 

                       our personality is set and that it is almost impossible to change.

What we need to do, they say,

            is just try to understand the way each other is, be tolerant,

                       and then we can “get along.”

These days, employers, counselors and job-placement agencies 
                use personality tests to help us do this.

One such test, 
            devised by  a Dr. Roger Birkman of Houston, 
                        identifies four different personality styles:

The action-oriented doer 
              Who just wants to get the job done.

                    Everybody else better get out of the way!

Then there’s 

          the detailed planner 
                  who “plans the work” 
                              and then sees that it is carried out 

                                           ---his or her way 
                                                      --neatly, orderly and systematically. 
                                                            No one had better mess it up—or else!
Then there’s 

            the enthusiastic salesperson 
                          who has no plan 
                                  but has the ability to “wow” people, 
                                                 win them over 
                                                           and sell them on his or her ideas. 
Lastly, there’s 

                   the artistic poetic philosopher 
                                      who is more tuned in to beauty, reverence and awe than work. 

And while to some extent it is true that we are unique individuals 
                               with different personalities 
                                        and different temperaments
                                               who need to learn to tolerate each other 

                                                            and just get along.

There is more to it, according to Jesus.
                       There is something much deeper going on here:
                                        something called choosing the “better part” 


And what is this better part?

We have to look even closer at the situation to see.

One thing is clear
             --Jesus was not as concerned 
                                about what Martha was doing outwardly, 
                                                 as he was about what she was feeling
                                                                    on the inside! 
Jesus was looking at Martha’s heart,

                and that he was concerned about her attitude! 
It was part of his divine nature 

                to see into a person’s innermost thoughts and motives. 
And he was concerned when he looked inside of Martha 

             were some destructive attitudes
                 --thoughts and feeling that were as harmful to Martha herself 
                               as they were to others. 
It wasn’t that he was picking on her.
After all, he got pulled into the situation.

            Jesus and Martha were actually good friends.
And on that day, 
         Martha’s friend Jesus saw something in her 
                        that he couldn’t just ignore.

And what exactly did Jesus see in Martha that day?
                He saw some dangerous attitudes that needed adjustment.
                           We can see them too if we look closely:

The first dangerous attitude he saw was that of RESENTMENT…

The attitude Martha was demonstrating that day 
            stemmed from anger

                     the kind of anger that seethes, broods, 
                              and hangs on for a long-time
 

                                     --a most destructive kind.
It is the same kind of anger 
             that Jesus warned against 
                             throughout his ministry on earth. 
And he continues to warn us through Scripture today.

 Centuries have passed,

            but unfortunately, 

                        human nature doesn’t  change much over time.

The resentment that Martha was showing toward Mary 
             is just as common today 
                                as it was back then.

Resentment can take over even here at church,
                when the time of fellowship is over, 
                               and everyone leaves to go home. 
And the Marthas are left to put out the trash 
            and turn out the lights. 
If it happens again and again,

             resentment can naturally build up.

But natural doesn’t make it right—according to Jesus.
               Resentment is a dangerous attitude.

Another dangerous attitude that Jesus saw in Martha was that of


Another dangerous attitude Jesus saw in Martha was that of NARROWMINDEDNESS…


Martha seemed to be thinking

                that her way was the right way to be
                       and she wanted to force her way on Mary!


Jesus recognized this in Martha, 

                  and he addressed it quickly 

                           …for he knew

                                     that narrow mindedness 
                                                 can devastate the soul.

It is the same attitude that exists in many hard workers today.

And in the church, it has the potential to separate the Body of Christ.
The THIRD AND FINAL attitude problem that Jesus saw inside of Martha 
                   is one that probably bothers us more than it bothered Jesus.

It has to do with DISRESPECT 
                  --disrespect for our Lord JESUS.

You and I can’t even imagine ourselves talking to Jesus this way.

And we are surprised that he didn’t become defensive

                         at the tone of her voice.

But, true to his nature, 

                  Jesus rebuked her gently: 
"Martha, Martha, [saying her name twice] you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken from her." 

Clearly, Martha needed an attitude adjustment!

One thing we know for sure: The “better part” that Mary had chosen
                   had something to do with relationship.
Taking time to be with Jesus 

              was the “better part” 
                        of being a disciple of Jesus Christ.

And it is still is 
               --today more than ever before. 
The well-being of our souls depends on it.
The story is told of

a missionary who was on a fast-paced journey to his destination, with the assistance of some native baggage carriers. He was surprised one morning when the group sat quietly in a circle and refused to move on. When he asked them why, they replied that they needed to let their souls catch up with their bodies.


In a sense, 

        this is what we are doing here, today
                —trying to let our souls catch up with our bodies. 
Perhaps this is what every worship service is supposed to do—
         give us opportunity 
                    to sit at the feet of Jesus, 
                            and sense the presence of our Lord.

It’s definitely something we all need.

It’s exactly what a USA Today poll, 

         taken a couple of years ago, 
                     revealed 
---an overwhelming majority of people from all walks of life, 
                                         when asked what they wanted most from life,
                                                   replied: "peace of mind."
But, 

           in order for this to happen,

                        we must take the time to be still 
                                       and let our souls catch up with our bodies. 
There was once a man who was trying to read the evening newspaper after he had come home from a rough day at the office. As he attempted to read the paper, he was constantly being interrupted by his children. One child came and asked for money for an ice cream cone, and his father gently reached into his pocket and gave him the necessary coin. Another child arrived in tears. Her leg was hurt and she wanted her daddy to kiss the hurt away. An older son came with an algebra problem, and they eventually arrived at the right answer. Finally, the last and youngest of them all burst into the room looking for good old dad. The father said cynically, "What do you want?" The little youngster said, "Oh, daddy, I don't want anything. I just want to sit on your lap."  


The youngest child chose the “better part” of being in relationship with his father.

And today, 
            Jesus is calling us to do the same—to choose the better part 
                            of  being in relationship with him.
The better part of being a Christian 

             is to spend time in the presence of Jesus Christ. 

This is the one thing that will transform your life 

           and give you a peace that surpasses understanding. 
It is the most important thing a person can do. 
And so, on this day that we call Labor Day Sunday,
                  we have a special opportunity to do just this.

Our brothers in Christ, Ernest Wright and Scott Bledsoe,

                  together with our accompanist Kim Ward,

                          have prepared a couple of hymns to share with us.
The Holy Spirit has blessed them,

               and is ready to bless us too as we listen.

As they sing,
         let us breathe and imagine ourselves

                   ….sitting at the feet of Jesus…

Amen.

Benediction:

May you always have work for your hands to do.
May your pockets hold always a coin or two.
May the sun shine bright on your windowpane. 
May the rainbow be certain to follow each rain.
May the hand of a friend always be near you.
And may your heart be full of gladness to cheer you. 



	


 

 

