Proper 11C 2010
Luke 10:38-42

“Look before you leap”

Look before you leap. This proverbial tidbit of wisdom has served me well over the years. Once, I was on a vestry retreat in the mountains of North Georgia at our diocesan camp. The purpose of our retreat was to participate in a ropes course outdoor learning experience which would, then, help us, the vestry (the governing body of the church) work better. The whole idea behind ropes courses was to go through a series of challenges on rope bridges and such fifteen to twenty feet above ground whereupon one would build personal confidence and trust with those with whom you participated. Ropes courses were (in the 1980s) the cat’s meow----de rigueur-----wildly popular. But then again so were Donna Summers and the BeeGees and look where they are today.
At the end of this particular course was a zip line. It started at 100 feet off the edge of a cliff overlooking a ravine, traveled over tree tops and then descended down through the trees to a meadow about 300 feet away. It is not easy to step off a 100 foot cliff dangling from a rope secured only by a thin metal carabiner. 

A good friend of mine was our trusted guide at the top of the zip line. It was his job to secure the lines and send people on their way. Well, I was locked and loaded and ready to go. So, my friend (and guide along the way) said, “Ready when you are.” Ratcheting up the courage to step off that cliff, I stepped forward. I felt a shot of fear bolt from my stomach through my chest as I broke my gravitational point of no return. It is simply beyond all human preservational instinct to step off of a 100 foot cliff despite what the brain says. It was right at that instant when I broke forward that I heard my friend behind me shout out, “No, wait!” Too late. Falling forward. In that in-between time just after jumping and being caught by the line. Panicking.  I twisted around and saw my once friend laughing. Very funny! I about had a heart attack!
Growing up we all learn various proverbial bits of wisdom which we inculcate into our life experiences. For instance, don’t count your chickens before they hatch, don’t put all your eggs in one basket, and a peacock who sits on his tail is just another turkey. But look before you leap is central to who I am. Looking before you leap means thinking before acting. It means thinking through carefully about the possible results and consequences before doing something. It means knowing what you are getting into and being prepared. It is the opposite of impetuosity. 
I employ this proverb of “looking before leaping” a lot. For instance, I always prepare for the classes I teach. I do the same for sermons. I never understood teachers or clergy or conference or seminar leaders who just “wing it.” 
Okay, fine, you may be thinking, but what does this have to do with the story of Martha and Mary? Jesus shows up at the sisters’ house unexpectedly. Being the hospitable hostess, Martha sets to preparing some cheese and crackers, tea/coffee, perhaps some lemonade. Then, she starts flipping through cook books, boiling the water, chopping vegetables, and looking with a selective eye over her chickens running around in the backyard. 
Meanwhile, Mary sits down at Jesus’ feet attentive to what he was saying. Who could blame Martha for banging a few pots and putting the plates on the table with a sturdy thump? I know at our house in the past when we have had dinner parties, I have been known to be out socializing with the guests in the living room while Janice has been in the kitchen preparing the meal. A little----“hey bigshot, can I get a little help in here?” has been uttered from time to time. I think this entire parable would never have come to our attention had Martha used a caterer. But not really because this story is not about doers and thinkers and which is better than the other. It is actually about looking before you leap. And it goes like this.

At one time, I used to take teenagers for a week to the poorest regions of Appalachia. We don’t hear much about Appalachia here on the west coast. When we talk about poverty, we tend to think inner city and ethnic. Well, the rural mountainous regions of the Southeast called Appalachia are pretty poor. The National Church used to have a program called APSO (Appalachian People’s Service Organization) headquartered in Blacksburg, Virginia that focused in helping the people of this region. Each summer APSO would offer workcamps for teens to come and build houses, paint houses, connect running water and repair shacks and trailers for persons who had no resources to do it on their own. One year, my small group of 5 teens was responsible for constructing an outhouse for an elderly woman who lived with her two mentally handicapped sons way out in the woods. All day the only sounds we heard were the constant vibrating buzz of cicada bugs which seem to add to the thickness of the steamy humid summer air, and somewhere off in the distance the sound of dueling banjoes playing could be heard.
In the evenings, we would gather to tell of our day’s experiences. And there was no doubt that these kids from suburban Atlanta had been affected. Their hearts were moved. Their passion grew day by day. “When we get home, we are going to change things,” was their mantra. However, in the process of our nightly debriefings, there was hardly ever a mention of church even though we were sleeping in a church’s parish hall. Jesus’ name never came up. When asked how what they were doing was different because it was a church program say from coming up and helping out as part of a school project, they were unable to give an answer. Oh, someone would say, “Jesus is love or we are called to love one another,” but when probed to explain more about what these meant, they couldn’t. Their actions were admirable, but their motivation was unclear. They didn’t understand why they were doing what they were doing. 
And I suppose then the question is---does it matter? Is all that matters is our behavior-----our actions? Or is why we do something important and render meaning to our actions?
Does it matter why you might come and make sandwiches for our AIDS lunches which we deliver to USC hospital? Does it matter why we take care of our elderly parents? Does it matter that we want to make sure we receive a tax deduction for our pledge to the church, Red Cross or relief efforts in Haiti? 
There have been many times I have preached that if you wait around until you feel like going out of your way to help someone, then you will never do it. Throughout the Bible, it is clear that our faith is one of action. Just last week Jesus told the lawyer who wanted to know how to be a neighbor, “Just go out and do it.” Nike’s popular TV ad “Just Do It” was pilfered from Jesus! As a matter of note, I think God is far more pleased with the non-church person who serves and cares for others regularly than the church goer who doesn’t do a blasted thing. I am glad that all of you believe in God, but what good is that if you don’t put your faith into practice. How does the hymn go? “They will know we are Christians by our love, by our love. They will know that we are Christians by our love.”
And in addition, we can only form an opinion of another person by their behavior because we can never know for sure their motivation. People will tell you all sorts of things, but it is in their actions wherein their true nature is manifest. Thus, it appears that Martha is the “better” Christian in our story this morning because she is showing hospitality towards their guest. Who knows where Mary is at? And yet, it is Mary whom Jesus praises. “Martha, Martha, Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.” Mary who takes no action, but only sits to listen to Jesus is favored. How can that be?

I think the answer is this. It is important to look before you leap. In other words, it is important to know why you act in the manner you do. As for those teens who did the work camps in Appalachia, think how much more enriching the experience would have been for both parties if they understood that they were giving to the unfortunates in Appalachia out of their (the teens) own poverty of soul. Think how much better it could have been if instead of seeing the people they were helping as needy but because they (the teens) were needy------if they gave to others out of their own lostness and death and not out of their talent and richness. Think how much better it would have been. Remember we are the beaten, near death man in the ditch NOT the Good Samaritan who comes to the rescue.

As recipients of another’s reaching out in love and care, isn’t it better when we know they did it because they love us? Of course! I get to visit a lot in people’s homes. When you think about, most of us don’t get the opportunity to go into a lot of people’s homes. But I do. And what I frequently see on refrigerator doors or on walls or in prominent places are finger paintings------art work done by little children. And the reason for this is the reason behind the finger paintings in the first place. Every person in this room would prefer to receive a finger painting with stick figures from an adoring child or grandchild than an expensive piece of art from someone who gave you a Christmas present simply because it was expected. And why? It is because we know the child’s gift comes from the heart! And the other gift comes out of obligation or whatever! The motivation behind the gift makes the gift all that more special. It is easier to give when it comes out of genuine care as it is to receive something when we know that it came from someone’s care and love of you.
We know nothing about Mary. We only know that she wanted to know more about who Jesus was. Once she understood who Jesus was, if she continued to sit back and do nothing, then she is useless. I don’t care if you have been converted and turned your life over to Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior if you then don’t put that conversion to work into caring and loving others for their sake and not yours, then you might as well believe in the leprechaun who lives under the bridge at Havenhurst and the 118 freeway.

The point of today’s story is not which one of the sisters is better. The point of the story is that Martha and Mary are one person. We cannot separate them. Jesus calls us to listen to him, and to then put what he says into practice. And what does Jesus say to which Mary and we need to listen? Sit back and I will tell you. But be forewarned that we are now moving from the Gospel of Luke to the Gospel of Greg.
Several years ago, our own Temple Beth Torah was being served by a female rabbi. That was a big step for them. Ms. Rabbi was smart, friendly and ever so faithful in her religion. Because it was a stressful time for Temple Beth Torah, the rabbi and I used to meet regularly to talk shop. I was the wizened ol’ priest, and she was the bright, upcoming, young rabbi. I can remember one lunch we had at a Greek restaurant where after 5 or 6 shots of ouzo-----okay maybe only 2 or 3 (only kidding)------she felt comfortable enough to ask me about my religion specifically about Jesus. She said rather confidently and objectively without sarcasm or rancor in her voice, “I don’t believe in Jesus.” Rarely has anyone ever said that to me without their veins popping out their neck in vitriol. Then, she asked (again inquisitively as if she really wanted to know), “What is it that you believe about him?”
Perhaps because she was a clergy person of another faith and perhaps because we were friends, I didn’t feel defensive. I also didn’t feel as if I had to give a standard response for fear of the Inquisition should I be brought up on charges of heresy or get into a Bible verse tennis match with someone who disagreed.
I said to her that everything Jesus did, everything Jesus was was genuinely human. His soul wasn’t God; he wasn’t a human body with God’s mind or half God/half man. And I don’t think he was fully God and fully human. I think that is the stock answer we give which sounds great but is an obfuscation to cover up our fear of saying, we don’t really understand who he was.

I think Jesus was fully human; and yet he was a person who had the God given capability to connect with God. He was a person who had vivid and frequent subjective experiences of another dimension of reality. Everything Jesus did and was had a single source----God. People could see God actively in Jesus’ life. He was a mediator of the sacred. He was the new Moses.
She stared at me intently. Our waitress, whose name was Martha, and around whose neck hung a small cross, came and went several times serving us, bringing us food, filling our water glasses, and picking up our dishes. (Rabbi) “The new Moses?” (Me) “Yes.” (Rabbi) “Any difference?” I hesitated……………No.”

She smiled and said, “I wish more Christians thought like you. Things would be a lot easier and perhaps less hostile. For now on I am going to call you Rabbi Greg instead of Father Greg.” (Me) “I would be honored.”
Martha……..Mary, it is time to sit and listen. Did you notice that I just crossed swords with Paul in his letter to the Colossians? Did you notice that I said that Jesus was a spirit person as was Moses, Buddha, Mohammed and Lao Tzu? Does that then change your faith? If so how? For the better or for the worse? Each of us needs to sit and listen to what God is saying to us in and through our Christian faith before we go forward in action.
It is time to look before you leap. Understand why you are sitting in here. Understand it completely. It is time to look at the bread/wine and determine if it is Memorex or the real presence of Christ. It is time to look at the water in that baptismal font and determine for yourselves if it truly makes you into something different or if it is a realization of something that already exists. It is time to look seriously at who this person Jesus was and is without fear of either ridicule or finding out he is not what you thought he was----one way or the other.

We are not fooling around here! This gospel stuff isn’t a game. Far too many Christians are running around like chickens with their heads cut off doing all sorts of things with no clue as to really why they are doing it except perhaps because they think it will get them into heaven. Well, that is simply ridiculous. We can’t be Martha without being Mary and we can’t be Mary without being Martha. 
This morning, we are all on that zip line. And we have just broken our gravitational plane of balance. Where are we headed? Have you looked before you leaped? If so, it can be quite a ride. If not, then you will simply close your eyes and pray for it all to end. My hope is, for all of us of St. Andrew and St. Charles, that we will be leading the way as our Church and our diocese moves into the future. It is time to be Mary and then act like Martha. It is time to know why you believe what you believe and how you are supposed to put that into action. 
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