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Christ Defends Those Who Choose
the Better Part

A sermon preached by the Rev Martin L. Smith at St. Columba’s Episcopal Church, Washington DC,
on the 8th Sunday after Pentecost, July 18, 2010. Based on Luke 10:38-42.

How many pEOPLE HERE TODAY have ever preached asermon?
Some of you have, perhaps as one of our lay preachers at
weekday Eucharists during Lent. If so you may have be
aware that preaching is different from every other kind of
talk or speech. You see, you can never talk about God behind
his back. When we preach, the One we are talking about is
right here with us. When we talk about Christ in a sermon,
he is right here, taking in what we are saying about him
and experiencing our reactions. The Eucharist opens with a
prayer reminding us that God is the one “to whom all hearts
are open, all desires known,” and from whom “no secrets
are hid.” Not because he has gotten the Church spiritually
bugged and is eavesdropping from a control room up in
heaven, but because God is always here with us, within
and around. And Christ is the one who said, “Where two or
three are gathered together in my name, there I am in the
midst of them.”

So let’s remember that Christ is listening intently to
what I am about to say, and is eagerly anticipating your
reaction to it. I am going to say something about Christ in
his presence and I hope it’s exactly what he wants me to say,
based on today’s gospel story. This is it: Christ encourages
and congratulates everyone who takes personal initiative to
draw closer to himself and to learn from him, and he defends
them when they draw flak for doing just that.

In the story, Martha is busy in the women’s domain, the
kitchen. And her sister’s place is in that women’s domain,
along with her, stirring all the pots for the blow-out that
Martha believes is the proper way to honor the man of the
moment, Jesus the prophet. Meanwhile, Jesus is with the
men in the main room of the house, and he is taking the op-
portunity to teach them. Mary takes the initiative to break
the rules, and she quits the women’s quarters and joins the
men, and Jesus is delighted to include her. After all, he has
scandalized everyone already by including in his entourage
a remarkable group of women, some of whom have even
abandoned their husbands and homes to join his wandering

band. But Mary is going to have to pay a price for breaking
the gender rules. Martha comes out, all sweating from the
stove, wiping her hands on her apron— which already looks
like a Jackson Pollack painting—and she lets Mary have it.
Back in the kitchen! Doesn’t she know her place! Who does
she think she is, taking training from Jesus, when she should
be back behind the bead curtain with the girls? As for Jesus,
he ought to know better than to pander to Mary’s curiosity.
“Send her back, can’t you see how selfish she is being?”

So that is why I make the claim “Christ encourages and
congratulates everyone who takes personal initiative to draw
closer to himself and to learn from him, and he defends them
when they take flak for doing just that.” Jesus tells Martha
that there is need of only one thing, and Mary has chosen
the better part that will not be taken away from her.

When you think about it, this is a very powerful insight
about our own humanity. Jesus is telling us that inside each
one of us is an urge to learn and to grow in our connection
with God. But this urge remains latent until we make a con-
scious choice to claim and develop it. When we do make a
choice, it will almost certainly give rise to conflict, because
all sorts of forces within and around us will try to take this
part of ourselves from us. Martha is not a bad person at all,
but she is entangled with a sense of obligations. She has
been taught that her role in life is to be the hostess with the
mostest, and that’s it. Mary is in touch with another part of
herself, a calling to be empowered by a connectedness with
God. In Jesus she finds a defender, who will confront and
resist those who want her to squash her spiritual instinct and
blend back into conventional roles.

I am quite confident in saying in Jesus’ presence this
morning, that he offers himself to you as your defender when
you take the initiative to develop your own spirituality, your
own God-connectedness. Because when you make a choice
to sit at Jesus’ feet, you will almost certainly find yourself
in conflict. You will almost certainly hear voices within and
from outside complaining about the choices you are making.



Now, the best way of illustrating this is to focus on a
real-life example. I am going to give you a heads up about
our plans for the annual parish retreat. As you know, an
annual weekend retreat in the fall has been part of the par-
ish’s tradition for a long time. Normally, a group has gone
up to the monastery of the Order of the Holy Cross in West
Park, in the Hudson Valley for a weekend in November.
The silent retreat begins on a Friday evening and ends after
lunch on Sunday, and the time is devoted to quiet reflection
and prayer, stimulated by several addresses by the retreat
leader, and there has been the opportunity to share in the
various worship services that monks offer throughout the
day. Now this year, in response to feedback from a number
of people, we are going to vary things by offering a retreat
opportunity much nearer home. The retreat will be held at
the Bon Secours Retreat House, in a rural Maryland setting
just a short drive away. This means that those who have to
work on Friday, and need to be back home by mid-afternoon
on Sunday, will be able to come on the retreat.

And there is another special feature of this retreat. We
are going to focus the retreat to benefit those who have never
been on a retreat before, calling it “First Time in Prayer and
Quiet.” Going on retreat can be intimidating if you feel that
most of those in the group will be very experienced at it,
making you feel like you don’t know what to expect or how
to use the time. And you may feel that the retreat leader is

going to make assumptions about your prayer life that will
make most of it go right over your head. In a retreat called
“First Time in Prayer and Quiet” you can be sure of getting
the guidance you need to use this time well.

Going on retreat is exactly like the move Mary made
when she left the kitchen behind and the hundred things to
do, to sit at Jesus’ feet. To get to know him for herself and
to take to heart what he is says and means. And going on
retreat is an act of initiative, that often triggers resentment
and protest. You will hear things that want you to undo your
choice. “You mean to tell me you are going to spend over
two hundred dollars on a weekend for yourself!” “You are
seriously proposing to go off on your own and leave me with
the children—or the yardwork, etc. etc.” ‘Hey, man, aren’t
you going to the game with us? What’s with this retreat thing,
isn’t that for pious old ladies?” “With your to-do list, you
are seriously going to take a weekend off?” “You are such
an extravert, such an activist, you’ll go round the bend in
silence; retreat is for navel gazers.”

When the time comes to answer an inner urge to try
going on retreat for yourself for the first time, you are go-
ing to hear all sorts of voices to deter you. When you do,
remember today’s gospel. Remember, Christ encourages
and congratulates everyone who takes personal initiative to
draw closer to himself and to learn from him, and he defends
them when they draw flak for doing just that.
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