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What a Lazy Woman!

Luke 10:38-42

Assington and Bures 22nd July 2007

I must admit I’m speaking with a certain amount of trepidation this morning. The ladies of the Mothers’ Union have done brilliantly getting all these tools together to send away. And the title I’ve given the sermon today is “What a lazy woman”, so you’ll understand that I’ll have to tread very carefully.

We’re looking at the story of two sisters. At first glance it seems that one is a workaholic and the other is bone idle. But if we study it closer we see that it’s certainly not as simple as that.  There are a number of subtle implications here. From these few verses there’s a huge amount we can learn about the Christian view of “work”
. 

But before looking at “work” I thought I would see what a modern philosopher says about this subject and how he handles it. The philosopher I turned to was Bart Simpson, son of Homer and Marge. He’s written a small pamphlet entitled “Work and how to avoid it at all costs (without ever getting into trouble)”. Two of the points he makes are “1. Never linger too long after a meal. Those who stay, get stuck putting dishes away. Those who flee, get to watch TV.”  “2. Always have something more important to do. For example: when asked to clean your room, say you’re doing your homework. When told to do your homework, tell ‘em you’re cleaning your room. Works like a charm”.

So this is what Bart thinks and, isn’t this exactly what one of the sisters, Mary, is doing here; avoiding work at all costs? Let’s see.

However we must start by looking at this story in its context. One commentator has said Luke’s precise placement of this event in his Gospel is a stroke of genius. He’s put it immediately after the Parable of the Good Samaritan. You’ll remember that a clever lawyer tested Jesus with the question “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?” And Jesus throws the question back to the lawyer “What do you think?” And the lawyer gives a brilliant answer (almost certainly what he’s heard Jesus say previously):- first, love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, strength and mind. Second, love your neighbour as yourself. Jesus told the lawyer “Well, go and do it then.”

But the lawyer felt fobbed off and wanted to justify himself, so he quizzed him again:- “And who is my neighbour?” Now, if we keep asking Jesus questions we shall soon get uncomfortable answers. And so it was with the lawyer. He was shocked to discover that his “neighbour” could be one of those “dreadful Samaritans”, a race that he wouldn’t even speak to. To put it in a 21st Century context, if we were mugged and left in the road our rescuer might not be that nice Mr Brown next door or a kindly vicar. They might have walked by and ignored us. Help might come from an Islamic fundamentalist or a paedophile. That would certainly challenge our view of who is our neighbour.

So Luke shows us what Jesus means by “neighbour”. But we might challenge him and say you’ve illustrated the “neighbour” bit but what about showing us a picture of loving God with heart, soul, strength and mind?  Luke would reply, “read on”. And immediately we find the story of Mary and Martha.

Jesus loved Mary, Martha and their brother Lazarus very deeply (you’ll remember that he raised Lazarus from the dead). He was a frequent visitor to their home and he knew he could rely on them for food and a bed for the night. 

On this particular occasion Jesus was teaching in their house. Martha was preparing the meal. Now, in those days, a woman’s place was thought to be very much in the kitchen. Only men sat the feet of a teacher. But strangely Mary was there with the men, sitting listening to Jesus.

Jesus was teaching away when suddenly a red-faced Martha bursts into the group. “Lord,  I’m out there, boiling the soup, cooking the meat, peeling the spuds, shelling the peas, making the pudding, brewing the coffee, laying the table and pouring the drinks. And look at that sister of mine sitting on her backside with the men, doing nothing. Don’t you care that she’s left me to do it all myself? Tell her to come and help me”.

I’m sure Martha expected Jesus to tell Mary to get up and help her; but quite the reverse. “Martha, Martha,” he replies. “You’re all stressed out. Just relax.” And then he uses a very clever play on words. In effect he says to Martha,”You’re preparing many dishes. But Mary has chosen one dish, the best dish of all. You’re preparing food which is temporary, but she is eating food that is of permanent good to her.”

We can only imagine Martha’s response.

From this distance in time it’s easy to criticize these two women. We might say that Martha was frenetic and Mary was lazy. But this is far too simple and very unkind. They were both wonderful Christian ladies. Both loved Jesus very deeply and longed to do their utmost for him, in their different ways. 
Because they were both such devoted followers we can learn huge amounts from them. Even though they were great friends of Jesus there is no attempt to hide their faults here. The Bible is devastatingly honest about all its characters: we see them warts and all. 
Firstly Martha. She loved Jesus so much that she wanted to give him the best. She knew he was someone very special. So she throws her everything into preparing a meal. Unfortunately, if you’ll forgive the pun, she gets herself into a stew. She soon gets upset with three people. First, with Mary – She tells Jesus, “My sister has left me to do all the work!” Then with Jesus – she says to him “Don’t you care?” and lastly with herself – Jesus tells her, “You are fussing and fretting about many things”.
It’s a sad fact that in all living Christian churches approximately 80% of the work is done by 20% of the congregation. Now, huge thanks must go to that 20% but it’s so easy for them to get stressed, to get burnt-out. Just as Martha was getting here. If we’re honest, every active Christian here has turned to Jesus at some time and complained, “Don’t you care? I’m working myself to the bone for your kingdom and get no help and precious little thanks”. That’s Christian stress.
So what’s the remedy? It’s to be like Mary. I’m sure that Mary did do her share in the house otherwise the two sisters simply couldn’t have lived together. But here’s Jesus, the Son of God, who says he’s going to be killed in a few days, teaching his disciples in your house. What would you do – shut yourself in the kitchen or come out and listen to the best teacher there’s ever been? It’s a no-brainer!
Some people might say to a stressed person “Oh, you just need a rest. A holiday would do you the world of good” This may be true but it’s a very temporary measure. How many times have you heard , “I had a wonderful fortnight in Majorca. But I’ve come back to work for one day and I’m just as stressed now as I was when I left”.
A man was sent by his company to a Christian counsellor. His colleagues could see he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown and needed help urgently. He poured his troubles out to the counsellor. At the end of the session the counsellor said, “I have the remedy. I want you to go away for a month on your own. And every day I want you to read the 23rd Psalm 30 times”. At the end of the month he came back a new man. And the effect wasn’t  a passing feeling. It lasted the rest of his life. The going away did him temporary good, but listening to Jesus pour his words into his heart in the 23rd Psalm was permanent. It was the medicine for a lifetime.

“I’m your Good Shepherd. I’ll make you lie down in green pastures. I’ll lead you beside still waters. I’ll guide you. Even when the worst disaster hits you I’ll be there to fight for you …..” How can we not be changed when we meditate on such words day after day, hour after hour? How the Holy Spirit pours into us if we listen to Jesus’ words. 

To put it in terms of a motor car, Martha was running on “empty” while Mary was being filled up with petrol at the garage. None of us would dream of trying to drive with no petrol, but we often try to run our Christian lives when our tank is empty.

The Mary and Martha story begs the question, how should we prioritize our lives? What is more important, doing good works or working on our prayer life? And here I must bring in my second philosopher, Winnie the Pooh. One day Pooh went to visit Rabbit in his house. Knowing that he was always a hungry bear, Rabbit offered him food.  “Pooh, do you want condensed milk or honey?”  Pooh thought for a moment and replied “Both.” What a clever bear!

And in the Christian life we need “both” as well – both good works and a good prayer life. But, as when we drive, we need to fill up with petrol before we start, so we also need to listen to Jesus before we throw ourselves into working for him.

As someone mentioned to me this week, it’s in fact, much easier to be a Martha than a Mary, much easier to rush about doing good deeds than sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to the Master. Meditating on God’s Word isn’t simple. So to give us some help Ruth has kindly brought along some books that can assist us to meditate. Do please look at them at the back of the church.
Lastly, I thought it would be hypocritical of me to speak about listening to Jesus without testing myself out. I hasten to say that I do have a short prayer time every morning but all too seldom do I give myself longer. So on Thursday I decided to spend 1 hour of meditation on Jesus’ words.
It was an interesting experience. First of all I started yawning and then I found myself nodding off! Then I found I needed to go to the bathroom! Then of course I realised there were forces present that didn’t want me to meditate at all. But when I settled down it was good to study familiar Bible passages and let the words wash over me. I can’t say it was easy trying to concentrate for that amount of time. But for the rest of the day I did have a sense of Jesus’ presence and I felt more in step with him. And no amount of money will buy that in the shops. 

Will I do it again soon? Yes, certainly. But I realise, to carve out the time and then to concentrate, does take determination – and I’ve got all too little of that.
In the last part of this chapter 10 we see Jesus praising two very unlikely characters, the hated Samaritan and a woman who appeared very lazy. It was obvious that the Samaritan did several wonderful deeds for the unfortunate traveller. He was a true “neighbour”.  What Mary did was not so obvious. But she shows us how to truly love God and shows us the secret of “work”.
Martha looked to be doing the right things but she got her priorities wrong. Do we often do what we think Jesus wants without really asking him? Of course we do. We get it wrong. We become out of step with him. Mary sat at Jesus’ feet but she was no Bart Simpson, avoiding work at all costs. In fact later Mary was to prove her love in action when she poured precious perfume on his feet and wiped them with her hair.
Like Mary we must learn to listen to Jesus. Only then can we begin to live stress free, burn-out free lives, walking in step with him. Only then do we stop rushing around aimlessly. Only then can we start to do the works that he wants us to do.
What a lot we can learn from Mary, that “lazy woman”.

