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Once I had to explain why a Conference Centre /Retreat House plate had been broken. In threes people had acted out this morning’s Gospel story.
When I tried the same method Bible Study in Tallinn with Estonian Lutherans, one woman Victoria lived with the story for days, and her husband had earlier written a novel based on the story’s contrasts and tension. Victoria saw herself as Mary, but resented that circumstances made her into a Martha and her sister into a Mary.

Sisters can be quite different from each other and/or have strong similarities. My mother had long, very dark, slightly wavy hair, and her sister had natural, tight auburn curls.

Martha, busy and active, Mary, quiet and contemplative.

You may imagine the hospitality and care – what kind – a lavish meal, food save , with many courses like one given to me and a colleague in Soviet Estonia.

When people called unexpectedly, my mother would offer a cup of tea, and then put plates of food onto a folding table; and she was hospitable, generous, busy. 
In the incident at Bethany, at the end, Jesus says, “One thing is needful, just one.” This may reflect that Martha was arranging a number of courses. Taking up meal imagery, Mary has chosen the good portion, sitting and listening attentively, and it is not to be taken from her.

Martha, the stronger disciple in John’s Gospel and is mentioned first here.

She has received Jesus in their home, but she is distracted with much serving, and complains, “Do you not care that my sister has left me all to serve alone?” Tell her, to help me.”

We know the situation, the story. We note the care, attention and devotion of Martha to her tasks in the kitchen, with many things to do, many tasks – distracted, hot and bothered, anxious and angry with her sister..

The Lord says, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and bothered about many things, but only one thing is needful; Mary has chosen well.”

We note Mary’s care and attention and devotion too. She has taken the role oof a rabbi’s disciple.
“One thing is needful, says Jesus, “even one dish. Mary has chosen wisely. Her spiritual food will not be taken from her”.

Often I have asked people doing Bible study on this reading, who have been using drama to understand the reading more, “Is the passage about the complementarity of gifts or about the priority of prayer?
The answers have varied, as have the main lines of interpretation over the centuries.

Good Samaritan: Priority of compassion and care.
Martha and Mary: Priority of prayer.

Only last week I mentioned the bells at Alnmouth Friary chapel and door.

Prayer and discernment are required of us. There is a call to prayer and stillness, and a call to action and compassion.

The final five verses of Luke 10, the story of Martha and Mary leads us into a whole section of Luke’s Gospel about prayer, including the Lord’s Prayer and the Parable of the Friend at Midnight.
With whom do you identify?

The likelihood is that more of us are like Martha, and prone to distraction, anxiety or over-activity. But maybe you are more like Mary at heart, and yet put of God’s call to stillness, attentiveness, listening, silence and prayer.
In that lies the challenge of God’s word to us this morning, and Jesus’ word to busy Martha. 
