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How many of you here are only children?  Any only children here?  You may have to work a little harder to grasp this morning’s story, but if you have multiple children or have ever worked with kids, you’ll get the gist pretty quickly. 

Are there any older sisters here?  You’ll totally get this story, and you’ll be happy to know I did not name my sermon “The Problem With Big Sisters”.  Sibling rivalry runs rampant in the story about Mary and Martha.

When it opens, Jesus is on a roll.  He just got done telling people the story of the Good Samaritan, and now he’s entering a new village.  Luke doesn’t give it a name, but the Gospel of John tells us it’s the village of Bethany.  There, a woman named Martha welcomes Jesus into her home.

Martha is the older sister, ever the responsible and dutiful one.  Unlike her lazy younger sister Mary, she knows how to get things done.  
Now, in a typical Palestinian home of that time period, and we have no reason to believe this wasn’t a typical Palestinian home, Jesus would have been reclining on the floor, waiting to be served.  Martha, knowing this is the custom, gets busy in the kitchen.

She’s preparing the roast, mashing the potatoes, stringing the beans, husking the corn.  She’s probably making her own pie crust and filling it with something tasty like cherries or blueberries.  If she’s anything like our modern day Martha (Stewart), she grew the berries and cherries in her backyard.

But long before she started all the cooking she had to make sure her house was clean, too.  She’s scrubbed it from top to bottom.  She’s dusted, vacuumed, cleaned bathrooms, scrubbed floors, made beds, and put away toys.  Martha doesn’t take any short cuts; throwing everything into a closet and praying no one will see what’s in them is not what she does.  

And she wants her table to look nice, too.  So she’s pulled out her best stuff.  And you know when you pull out your best stuff it needs a little freshening up.  Because, let’s face it, we only use the good stuff once a year.  It gets a little dusty in the back of the cabinet.  So it too needs to be wiped down.  And all that silver needs to be polished.  And all those linens need to be ironed.  

Martha has worked herself into a tizzy getting ready for Jesus, so imagine her surprise and anger when she notices, out of the corner of her eye, her younger sister Mary sitting at Jesus’ feet.  Mary, her good for nothing little sister is sitting doing nothing while she, Martha, is working herself to the bone.
Martha, taking matters into her own hands marches into that living room and says to Jesus, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself?  Tell her then to help me.”  Lord, do you not care?
If there was ever an anxious person, Martha is it.  “Lord, do you not care?”  
But the Lord 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.”

Friends, I know many of you have heard this story many times.  But please note that Jesus is not telling Martha that a life of learning is better than a life of serving; Jesus is not telling Martha that a life of contemplation is better than one of hospitality.  This is not a contest about who is the better and more faithful disciple.  
Jesus is not reprimanding the Busy Martha, he is speaking to the Worried and Anxious Martha.  He is speaking to his dear friend Martha, who has worked herself into a state of anxiety.  She has placed all of her anxiety on her sister and now on the very one she calls Lord.  Jesus is telling her to refocus because her anxiety is not only getting in her way but also God’s way.

Most of you know that the Presbyterian Church (USA) has been losing members for a number of years.  We are a declining and aging denomination.  We have also been arguing about the same issues for many years.  We are an anxious denomination.  We are a denomination that is worried and distracted by many things.
And there were many, many items coming before this General Assembly that caused people to worry and be distracted more than ever before.  Yes, we were facing the usual debate over ordination standards, a topic that always creates anxiety among people.  But this year, we were facing new issues that were sure to cause anxiety among the 712 commissioners and 200 advisory delegates that gathered in Minneapolis for our biennial meeting.  
We were debating whether to add a new confession to our Book of Confessions, which is something we haven’t done in 27 years.  The Belhar Confession was developed in the mid-1980s by the South African churches as their theological response to the racism of apartheid. The confession is valuable because it seeks to address issues of racial justice and reconciliation that are still relevant today.  The General Assembly is recommending to the presbyteries that it be included in the Book of Confessions.  I think such a move shows we will not let anxiety get in the way of God.

We debated whether to approve a massive revision of our Form of Government.  The new FoG, which the assembly approved sending on to the presbyteries for their affirmative or negative vote, has been worked and reworked over the last four years. Our current Form of Government has been amended more than 300 times since it was adopted in 1983. The revisions are intended to make it less regulatory and more missional. Assembly Committee on Form of Government Revision moderator Tim Beal of Baltimore Presbytery said the new Form of Government is “clear about standards but allows flexibility for councils (governing bodies) to best determine how to express those standards.”  I think such a move shows we will not let anxiety get in the way of God.

The most heated item of the assembly, in my opinion, was the issue of Middle East peace, specifically peace between Israel and Palestine.  I received more mail about this issue than any other issue, and all of the commissioners from this presbytery met with St. Louis’ Jewish leaders prior to GA to hear their deep concerns about the “Breaking Down the Walls” report that was coming to GA for approval.  And yet the Middle East Study committee, aware that the views of the church on this issue are diverse and passionate, was able to take the best of the report and recommend an amended version that passed the Assembly unanimously.  Karen Dimon, moderator of the committee, said it was a witness to “the Holy Spirit working in our committee.”  Our newly elected moderator of the General Assembly, Elder Cynthia Bolbach, said it was “Presbyterians at their Best”.
We debated a commissioner’s resolution that sought a faithful, Christian response to Arizona’s newly passed immigration law.  And what was so interesting in that debate was not whether or not the church should respond to this unjust law, but how it would respond to an unjust law.  I think such a move shows we will not let anxiety get in the way of God.

I am proud to say that despite the worries and anxieties and distractions that have plagued our denomination for many years, I did not see that at this General Assembly.  I did not see the deep divisions that have plagued us for so long.  In my own committee, I saw people who held diverse theological viewpoints, but who were able to reach agreement on contentious issues.  I saw people who were willing to listen to people who held a wide range of viewpoints on issues, but were willing to work together to discern where God is leading the church.  Within the commissioners from our own presbytery, were two very different viewpoints on the civil union and marriage issue, but we were able to come together in a rather slick parliamentary move and commend both the minority and the majority reports to the presbyteries for their approval.
Does this mean that every decision and action the assembly took was a good one?  No, I don’t think so.  There were decisions made by the majority of which I found myself in the minority.  But I can tell you without reservation that every voice at the assembly has the opportunity to be heard.  Our church is a very democratic church.  And while I may not agree with every decision that was made, I trust that the Spirit was guiding us in all we said and did.
Our newly elected moderator and Stated Clerk Gradye Parsons said it best when they wrote in their letter to the church following GA:
While the content of the assembly’s decisions is important, what may be of equal or greater importance is the manner in which commissioners and advisory delegates did their work. They debated, but did not fight. They tackled tough issues while refraining from tackling each other. They placed great value on finding common ground as they displayed gracious, mutual forbearance toward one another. They sought the will of God within their actions, rather than regarding their decisions as the will of God. One commissioner called the experience of seeking – and finding – common ground truly “miraculous.”

In short, this assembly exhibited to the whole church and, indeed, to our society and the world a way to engage in difficult issues while maintaining respect for one another. To put it another way, they exhibited well what it means for the church to be “a provisional demonstration of what God intends for the world” (Book of Order, G-3.0200).

Michael East and Caroline Sherard, elected by their peers as co-moderators of the young adult advisory delegates to this assembly, shared their thoughts in a blog entry:

The assembly has commended to the church a number of items for further study, out of which is hoped will come, as Michael and Caroline write, “new, creative, and innovative ways of being the Church.”

May the good and faithful work begun in Minneapolis truly be just the beginning of a season of respectful, earnest, and gracious engagement – both in our words and in our deeds – all for the sake of the gospel.
Amen.
