16th May 2010 
Two Passionate Women

Reading:

Luke 10: 38-42
Martha and Mary

 38The Lord and his disciples were traveling along and came to a village. When they got there, a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. 39She had a sister named Mary, who sat down in front of the Lord and was listening to what he said. 40Martha was worried about all that had to be done. Finally, she went to Jesus and said, "Lord, doesn't it bother you that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her to come and help me!" 

    41The Lord answered, "Martha, Martha! You are worried and upset about so many things, 42but only one thing is necessary. Mary has chosen what is best, and it will not be taken away from her." 

Before we moved to East Anglia we went to a church in the suburbs of northwest London. While we were there I remember being told by one of my friends that his father had been in the RAF during the war. When I met him he seemed a very modest, quiet, reserved man; and in my ignorance I assumed, because of his quietness, that he probably had a desk job. I never dreamt that he’d been involved in armed combat. It was only recently that I was given a hint of what he’d done. He was 18 when the war broke out. At first, he’d been a conscientious objector but then took the view that the war against Hitler was a just cause. He’d joined up. Towards the end of the war, in a period of 10 months, he and his radar operator shot down 21 aircraft, making them the top night-fighting crew in the RAF. He is quoted as saying “I always tried to aim for the wings of enemy aircraft and not the cockpit. I never wanted to kill anyone”. For his heroism he was awarded the DSO and Bar and the DFC and Bar.
This man’s name was Branse Burbridge. He’s still alive today at 89. Recently, when asked how he found the courage to do what he did he simply replied “Well, somebody had to do it”.

In Branse Burbridge we have a classic example of an outwardly unassuming man who, when roused by a just cause, became a man of controlled passion – his underlying passion made him a hero who risked his life many times for the sake of his country. 
Passion can be very effective. But it can so easily be misplaced or inappropriate. Let me give you a silly example. I hate to lose golf balls.  Two weeks ago I was playing golf by myself and hooked a ball off the 11th tee at Colne Valley. I found it but it was lying in a river in about 18 inches of water. To retrieve it all I had to do was manoeuvre myself down the bank and drag the ball out of the water with my sand wedge. Unfortunately the bank was steeper than I’d anticipated. The next moment I was lying horizontal in the river! My passion for retrieving my golf ball had found me out. I paid a high price. I soon learned several important facts. Walking uphill for half a mile soaked to the skin teaches you how heavy wet clothes are. Taking your wet trousers off in the driving seat of your car is extremely uncomfortable and potentially very embarrassing. Driving home, semi-naked, desperately hoping not to have an accident or being stopped by the police makes you very nervous. As can arriving home, fervently praying that the neighbours don’t see you as you dash from the car to the front door, dressed only in your boxer shorts! All because of a passion for not losing golf balls.
Luke’s story before us this morning is perfectly placed in his gospel. It’s the account of two sisters, Martha and Mary. If we follow Christ we realise that, in serving him, we’re pulled in two different directions. We’re called to action and we’re called to prayer. It’s difficult to do both at the same time. Before the Martha and Mary story is the parable of the Good Samaritan. This very clearly illustrates love in action. After the Martha and Mary story we have Jesus showing the disciples how to pray. Here, in between, is the story which gives us a hint of the balance we should have in our lives between action and prayer.
Martha and Mary were both passionate in their support for Jesus. They would do anything to help him in his ministry. But they showed it in very different ways. On this occasion, when he visited, Martha obviously thought, “I’ll cook the Master and his disciples the best possible lunch I can”. She’d been to Waitrose, bought 3 different main courses; meat, fish and vegetarian; 6 different types of vegetables and the ingredients for four large desserts. She’d set the table with the best cutlery for 16 places – Jesus, 12 disciples, Mary, Lazarus and herself. With her Delia Smith cookbook propped up in front of her and, while Jesus was teaching outside, she turned the gas up to Mark 5 and started cooking. Everything began OK but she soon realised that preparing this meal was becoming a juggling act. In fact it was getting out of control. She suddenly thought “Where’s my sister when I need her?” Then she caught a glimpse of her lying down on the grass listening to Jesus. Immediately her temperature became hotter than the water she was boiling. Out of the kitchen she marched. In the middle of his teaching she shouted at Jesus “I’m up to my eyeballs in food in here; and look at my sister – doing nothing! Tell her to get up and help me!”
Poor old Martha. It’s all too easy for us to look down on her; too easy to say “What a silly woman.” But don’t we experience the same things? Haven’t we all tried something ambitious for a loved one and found it too much for us? Here she’s angry with three people.
First of all she’s angry with her Master. She’d set out to do something special for him and it’s gone badly wrong. She seems to have got no sympathy. It was frustrating, depressing and annoying.
Secondly, she’s angry with her sister. Even the closest friends sometimes fall out. Every church suffers that. How do we react?
Thirdly she’s angry with herself. Here’s the perfect picture of stress. She’s trying to do things for Jesus that he doesn’t need or want. She’s out of step with his will. She cuts a very unhappy figure.
Jesus’ response is measured, loving and brilliant. He even makes a pun out of what Martha has been doing. He steps away from the group, goes over to her and says softly, “Martha, Martha, you are busy preparing many dishes but only one is needed. Mary has chosen the best one.”
And there’s Mary, sitting at the Master’s feet. Actually what she’s doing is even more out of order than we might imagine. In those days women were little more than slaves. Their place was in the kitchen preparing food for the men. Any other teacher of that time, apart from Jesus, would have told her to leave the men’s group and get inside. Sitting at a Rabbi’s feet, listening to him, was a man’s privilege, and certainly not a woman’s. So Jesus’ reaction to Mary was astounding to those around him. Not only does he allow her to stay; he says what she’s doing is absolutely correct.
This week saw the death of Lena Horne, the great American singer, aged 92. By birth she was a black woman but she had very light coloured skin. She had the opportunity to pass herself off as South American. That would have been much better for her career. But she refused. She wanted to stand and perform as an Afro American and fight the prejudice against her people and the social rules of the day. Not an easy decision in the America of the 1930s and 40s. She was a woman of passion. 
Mary, lying there listening to Jesus, among all those men, showed passion. She knew from what he’d said that Jesus wouldn’t be on earth long. She wanted to be with him, to listen to him, to learn from him as long as he was around. If it upset the social rules of the day, so be it. And Jesus endorsed her action. 
In our Home Groups we’re studying 8 ways in which we can improve the quality of our church life. First of all we looked at Empowering Leadership; secondly at Gift Oriented Ministry and here we are at number 3 – Passionate Spirituality. The Bible is full of spiritually passionate people - Noah, being told by God to build an ark and he constructed it when there wasn’t a cloud in the sky – how the people laughed! Abraham, because God instructed him, was even prepared to sacrifice his son. In the New Testament Stephen, with a face like an angel, preached brilliantly in front if the Jewish leaders knowing he was heading for certain death.
But what relevance do these examples have for us? Why should we be passionate in our spirituality? Three reasons:- firstly, because God is passionate about us. By definition, all Christians know certain things; that God has provided a wonderful world for us to live in; that he’s given us perfect bodies to inhabit this world; that he sent his son to die for our sins; that he gave us his Holy Spirit to strengthen and inspire us. Providing all this shows how passionate he is about us. 
Secondly, because passion for God gives us a purpose in life. It will change us and empower us. Someone once said “If there is no passion in your life, then have you really lived? Find your passion. Become it and let it become you. You will find great things will happen to you, and because of you”. There is no passion that compares with passion for God.
Thirdly, because passion is infectious. If we are passionate for God others around us in church will catch the same “disease”. We will inspire others, not only in the church but in the community. We will see the church, and its influence, grow almost without noticing it. 
So we’ve looked at the “why”. What about the “how”? How do we develop “passionate spirituality”?
We need to ask ourselves the following questions:
+ Do I experience God at work in my life?
+ Are the decisions I make guided by what I read in the Bible? Or is that book just full of fairy stories?
+ Do I have times of private prayer? If so, are they inspiring experiences?
+ Am I a member of a Bible Study home group?
+ Am I a member of a prayer group?
+ Do I read Christian books? I wonder if you know that there is a book club which Katharine runs. Do talk to her if you want to join it. They have very lively discussions. The group is pretty much full but she might be able to squeeze you in.
+ Do I often share my experiences of God with anyone other people? Or do I consider such things are not the business of anyone else?

If we can give positive answers to half these questions then we are almost certainly growing in the Christian life. That passion, that fire, will be there in our hearts. Our aim should be to make that passion grow.
Cooking a meal for friends is a wonderful thing to do, but at that moment, and in that way, it wasn’t what Jesus wanted of Martha. She learnt that the hard way. Sitting at Jesus’ feet is the beginning of passionate spirituality. Mary had got it right. Letting his words soak into her mind; watching his every move – how much she learnt. How much she could put into practise after he’d gone. 

What I didn’t say at the beginning was that Branse Burbridge is an outstanding Christian. He prayed long and hard before going into the RAF. After he came out he worked quietly away for the Scripture Union. No medals there but no less passion.
Passionate spirituality is essential for church growth. It means dedicating ourselves to the basics of the Christian life. It doesn’t necessarily mean dashing off and doing something dramatic. That may look good but it may well not be what God wants of us. What is great to see here in our church, is that where we have experienced growth over the past five years, it has been the result, first of all, of much prayerful thought and God’s guidance; the right sort of passion. Without that you can finish up stressed like Mary or, if you’re like me, up to your neck in cold water!
In 1647 a group of very serious theologians met to put together some rules for life. The document became known as the Westminster Catechism. It was composed of 107 questions and answers. The first question was “What is the chief purpose of man?” These very devout men gave this wonderful answer “To glorify God and to enjoy him forever”. When we see two people who are in love they enjoy each other. We say they are “passionate” about one another.  They want to spend every possible minute of the day with each other.
We have an expression for Jesus’ trial and crucifixion. We call it his “passion”. That’s where we really see how passionate he was, and is, about us. Is it too much to give some passion back to him?
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