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Readings
We have two readings this morning,

The first from the Gospel of Luke, Chapter 10, vs 38-42, this story:

Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, 

where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. 

She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Jesus’ feet and

listened to what he was saying. 

But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to

him and asked, “Teacher, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself?

Tell her then to help me.” 
But Jesus answered her, “Martha, Martha, 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 away from her.”

And our second reading, this poem I have shared with us before,

From Pablo Neruda, called “Keeping Quiet.”

Now we will count to twelve
and we will all keep still
for once on the face of the earth,
let's not speak in any language;
let's stop for a second,
and not move our arms so much.

It would be an exotic moment
without rush, without engines;
we would all be together
in a sudden strangeness.

Fishermen in the cold sea
would not harm whales
and the man gathering salt
would not look at his hurt hands.

Those who prepare green wars,
wars with gas, wars with fire,
victories with no survivors,
would put on clean clothes
and walk about with their brothers
in the shade, doing nothing.

What I want should not be confused
with total inactivity.

Life is what it is about...

If we were not so single-minded
about keeping our lives moving,
and for once could do nothing,
perhaps a huge silence
might interrupt this sadness
of never understanding ourselves
and of threatening ourselves with
death.

Now I'll count up to twelve
and you keep quiet and I will go.

“Becoming Mary in a Martha World”
Here is what I’m wondering:

Have you ever talked on your cell phone while driving,

And when you get to where you are going you have no memory at all 

Either of how you got there or of your conversation?

Have you ever checked your email on your Blackberry or I-Phone while eating dinner

With friends or family?
Have you ever spent a whole weekend on the soccer fields, or at church,

Or at work (some weekend), and now it’s Monday and you wonder

Where all the supposed downtime went?

Have you ever said yes to too many things, and now you’re feeling stressed

Instead of blessed by all your commitments?

A premonition for the holidays: 
Have you ever invited friends or family to your home

For a meal, and because you spent so much time cleaning and preparing

You are either too tired to enjoy the company 

Or irritated at them for accepting your invitation?

Have you ever come to church on a Sunday morning, squeezed your hour in,
And then roared out of here because you have one-hundred other things 
on your list, your Sabbath, 

As I said once in a sermon years ago,

Now disappearing in the rear-view mirror?
Have you ever wanted to be more like Mary from the story Laura read for us,

Meaning sitting in peace, not worrying, just listening,

But feel you can’t because you live in something more like a Martha world
that urges us on with Twitter and Facebook

And distractions and noise and Martha Stewart expectations

And worry, some of which is not just about little things,

But rather about big things like when will 10,000 points on the Dow translate into me finding a job?

Have you ever wanted peace, and by peace I mean trust

In that which is larger than you, 

I mean stillness, I mean something like Sabbath in here,
But found only the hum of new and old hurts, new and old anxiety,
New and old fear?
These are the questions I’m asking this morning.

And I’m asking them here on the Sunday between the sermon two weeks ago

When I challenged us to go to the rooftops and spread the word

Of our progressive religious message,
And next Sunday when we will dedicate another baby, and we will hear together

Readings and a sermon about our ministries of love and justice.

We come here sometimes to hear calls toward action and service,
For ours, we say, is a faith of deeds and not creeds,

But sometimes I worry we forget (and I include myself here, as your minister)

That one of our most important deeds as a religious, spiritual community

Is to call us out of ordinary time into something more like sacred time.

So today I’m wondering what would happen if I asked of us
Something so radical, something so revolutionary, something so counter-to-

The culture that we just might not believe what we’re hearing.

Are we ready to hear what that revolutionary, radical, counter-cultural thing is?

Are we sure?

Today I’m wondering what would happen if against the Martha-World

Of action and volume, talking and doing, worry and distraction
We committed the radical act of becoming…STILL.
And if this sounds underwhelming to you then know that is exactly what I’m aiming for,
Because in this age of overwhelming I want us to be underwhelmed.

I want us to remember that we are not simply bodies that move and do 
and talk and text and drive and perform and distractl
That beneath all that we are sacred beings, 
here in sacred time, intended for sacred things,

If only we gave ourselves enough space to listen.
A story I read only this past Thursday that I think speaks to us about this,

Of the young father in Holliston, his name is Mark,

Who before the financial world nearly ended a year ago
Earned big salaries as an executive with companies look New Balance

And Gillette.

But then, like so many in our midst,

Mark was laid off.

“There was no severance, no nothing,” he says.

The divorced father of two had to sell his house,

Move into an apartment and cancel his cable,

His internet, his home phone service.

He found a part-time job, but soon lost that, too,

Because the owner wanted him to work hours that

Meant he would miss time with his children.
“It was devastating,” he says,

“but when you are at the bottom lying on your back,

All you can do is look up.”

In that empty space, he says, ‘something opened up,’
And that something was the decision he made

To finally pursue his three loves – art, kids, and teaching,

And turn those loves into a business 
That now has him teaching art to children at a place in Holliston,
Not far down from my street.

Mark says that after being forced to stop doing all that he was doing, 

After the forced stillness and interruption,
“I discovered I didn’t want to go work in an office

Every day in obscurity.  I wanted to do something worthwhile.
And with these classes I am finally pursuing something I believe in,

Something I’m good at and something that I feel
Will benefit people for the rest of their lives.”
On Friday I sent Mark an email, having never met him,

Just to thank him and encourage him, because I think he sets 

A good example for what can happen if we use our stillness well.

Would Mark have come to this new path in his life
If he remained busy behind that desk?

Is it possible that, in his case, being laid off gave him

Some time to be more like Mary, to actually listen for where his passion is,

Instead of continuing on in with a Martha life that left him little opportunity

To pursue something he loves?

It’s a complicated question.

It’s also a complicated story, this story that describes

Two sisters – one, doing all the work in the house to get ready 

for this Really Important Guest, 

the other leaving her to do all the work so that she can sit down with the guest
to talk, listen, learn.

Can we blame Martha for saying to Jesus, just a tad irritated: 

“Hey, Rabbi, can you tell my sister to get up off her (bleep) and help out here?”

I mean, doesn’t this scene sound familiar at your house?

And what does Jesus say, in something like these words:

“Martha, chill, you are worried and distracted by too many things.
Be more like your sister and come sit down with us.”

We don’t learn what happens next, but we might imagine something like

Steam coming from Martha’s ears.

But this is why I love this story so much,

And for those of you don’t know what to do with the Bible,

Who think it is so passé and so patriarchal, which it sometimes is,

You will delight with me to learn just how radical the message is here, 
That in encouraging Mary and Martha to sit and think about ideas

Jesus is ignoring the culture of the time that said a woman’s place

Was as a busy servant person in the kitchen.
Martha, said one of the commentaries I looked at,

was not just asking for help.  She was demanding that Mary

Keep to a traditional way of behaving.
And now here we are in Martha world, and while the gender roles

Have maybe become less defined, at least in some places,

The culture that lures away from stillness, 

That demands we follow the now traditional teaching 

That confuses activity for health, and doing instead of being,

Too often keeps us from reflecting on questions that matter most.

Who am I?

Whose am I?

For what sacred purpose am I intended?

If, here in this stillness, these questions sound foreign to you,
Then perhaps this is the moment you know you need to change how and where 

And with whom and with what you spend your time.  

And holding you in this work, holding us, creating the sacred space for our reflections on these things together, 
is this promise:

That here you are not alone, that here in our midst you can trust the silence.

Is it hard for us to keep this trust?  
Are we afraid what we will hear between

All the noise, between all the words?

I think we might be.  I know I sometimes am.  

Says Barbara Brown Taylor, one of my heroes,

Maybe this is why we love communication so much, 
Because “with every cell phone ring,
With ever email message received,
With every text, with every distraction,
There is a banner that unfolds above our head,

Saying: I am necessary.  I am involved with something that cannot wait.”
Against this false gospel, this false teaching

I hope you will hear this different message:
(If you hear anything this morning, hear this):

That here in this stillness, 
Here set apart here from your titles, your success, your failures,

Your disappoints, your worries, your distractions
You are necessary, you are loved, you are not alone.

And now, here at the end, I will count to twelve
And we will keep still (count to twelve);

Let’s not speak in any language,

Let’s stop for a second,

And not move our arms so much.

What I want should not be confused
with total inactivity.  

Life is what it is about…

If we were not so single-minded 

About keeping our lives moving,

And for once could do nothing,

Perhaps a huge silence

Might interrupt this sadness

Of never understanding ourselves.
Now I’ll count up to twelve

And you keep quiet and we will go.

Let us say together, before we go out into that Martha world,

And with a full Mary heart,

 “Amen.”

