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THE NINTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Don’t Forget Sarah
Genesis 18:1-15; Luke 10:38-42

“Martha, Martha.”  How do you suppose Jesus said those words?  Do
you think he said them softly, with a smile and a shake of the head–“Martha,
Martha”–indicating compassion and a gentle nudge in her direction to calm
her down?  Or, do you think he had to raise his voice a bit, intensifying his
tone to override her complaints about her sister–“Martha!  Martha!!!”?  Most
commentators prefer the former option, hearing Jesus respond to Martha’s
complaint with understanding and kindness and a clear message of what he
considered to be most important.

First impressions are powerful and, according to Luke’s telling of the
story, this visit was Jesus’ introduction to Martha, Mary, and, we assume, their
brother Lazarus.  Despite having a very special guest in their home, it did not
take long for the sisters to fall into familiar patterns.  Martha was obviously the
take-charge person in the family.  She organized chores, assigned duties,
nagged the others about not doing their share, and probably went ahead and
took care of ninety percent of it herself, all the while enjoying the role of
suffering servant for the family.

Mary, on the other hand, had other priorities.  If it were her day to fetch
water from the well, it probably took her twice as long as it did Martha
because she would dawdle along the way, stop to admire a butterfly on a
bush, chat with everyone she met, and linger at the well to wonder if wishes
really did come true.  If Martha was a hard-core realist, Mary was a dreamer. 
If Martha was a doer, Mary was a visionary.  If Martha was the one to make
things happen, Mary was the one to mull them over.

Jesus gave blessing to Mary’s choice to sit in the den with the men and
listen to his teachings.  Her’s was a radical act because, in that male-
dominated culture, it was more often the case that a woman’s place was in
the kitchen, so to speak, and not at the feet of a religious teacher.  Jesus was
anything but conventional, however, and he applauded Mary’s interest in his
ministry.  He always acted in a way that affirmed the equal involvement of
women in the life of faith as well as in every aspect of daily living.  Mary was
more interested in hearing what Jesus had to say about God’s involvement



in the world than she was in doing something about what they were having for
dinner.

I feel many of you tensing up, shifting in your pew, clenching your fists
as you remember that exasperating younger brother or sister who was never
to be found when there were chores to do or who managed to wiggle their
way out of responsibilities leaving you holding the bag–or the broom or rake
or whatever implement you needed to do the job at hand.  Many people have
complained over the years that Jesus was not fair to Martha.  She was the
one who made things happen in that household.  She was responsible and
dependable.  If it were left up to Mary, they would all probably starve, but
Martha made sure everyone was well fed and cared for.  She knew the rules
of hospitality and she was bound and determined to follow them–even if it
meant being rude to her guests in the process!

“Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things.” 
That is the understatement of the year!  Martha was worried about many
things, but someone had to be!  A household doesn’t run itself.  Someone has
to put food on the table.  Someone has to pay the bills.  Someone has to be
concerned about what is going on in the community.  Someone has to worry
about what those Romans are up to.  Someone has to think about the future! 
Martha was bright and capable, efficient and resourceful, but she was also
insecure.  Like many of us, she probably did not want her sister to help.   She
could do it all faster and better by herself, but she did want Jesus to notice. 
We understand that, too, don’t we?

Marthas make the world go round, and thank God for them.  If it were
left up to Marys, regular activities would come to grinding halt.  And Mary
would wonder at, reflect on, and ponder how such a thing could happen in a
world that is supposed to be well-oiled and efficient.  Perhaps Jesus was right
and Martha was overdoing her hospitality.  After all, a multi-course meal was
not necessary.  One simple dish would satisfy the need of her guests.  It
would do her well to slow down and listen to what Jesus had to say.  On the
other hand, if anyone were going to respond to his teachings and act on them,
it would be Martha.  Mary would likely ponder those words in her heart but
may not ever do anything about them.  If you want someone to absorb every
word of your teaching, find a Mary.  If you want something done about, be
sure you have a Martha close at hand.

We resonate with these ladies because we see ourselves in them.  The
church especially depends upon Marthas (and I don’t mean of the female
variety alone) to get the work done.  Those of you with an inclination toward
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Martha are the ones active on committees, involved in projects, volunteering
to help in a variety of ministries, in general doing the work of the church.  It
has often been said that if you want something done well, give it to someone
who is already busy.  That is Martha.

We also need Marys.  Marys help us to look deeper into issues and
better understand what they mean.  They guide us toward a larger vision,
remind us of what is most important, and keep us grounded in the essentials
of our faith.  Without Marys our ministry might be haphazard, directionless,
and otherwise ineffective.  If you want a vision and a mission, you want a
Mary.

I think that by and large we have been lulled into the false assumption
that people of faith fall into one of these two camps.  We are doers or
dreamers, activists or visionaries, Marthas or Marys.

There is another option, however.  Actually there are many models of
faithful people in scripture, but there is one whom I think we too often overlook
and ignore: Sarah.  You remember Sarah, the wife of Abraham.  Along with
her husband, she was called by God to leave her homeland and travel to
uncharted territory.  The writer of the letter to the Hebrews considers Abraham
to be the father of the faith.  If so, then Sarah is the matriarch.

Sarah must have had some Martha in her.  At sixty-six years of age, she
gathered up all of their possessions and, along with her husband and nephew,
their servants, and all of their livestock, headed toward Canaan, wherever in
the world that was.  Despite the difficult journey, Sarah persevered.   There
were many challenges.  Upon arriving in the new land, they were greeted by
famine.  They continued their journey to Egypt where Sarah, a rather beautiful
woman, caught Pharaoh’s eye.  In order to save his own skin, Abraham urged
his wife to tell Pharaoh she was his sister, and Pharaoh moved her into his
harem.  And it happened again years later with another king who took a liking
to Sarah.  Fortunately God intervened both times before an illicit marriage was
consummated, but imagine the personal trauma for Sarah!

There were many challenges to making a new life in an unfamiliar land. 
When it came time to choose a homestead, Abraham allowed his nephew Lot
to choose the fertile Jordan Valley for himself.  War with kings from the east
followed and, on several occasions, Abraham had to intervene to rescue his
nephew from harm.  Above all, the greatest challenge for Sarah was her
inability to have a child.  In that day and time, a woman’s fertility was her
crowning glory.  Moreover, her ability to bear a child was essential in the
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fulfillment of God’s promise to create a new nation of people from Abraham
and Sarah.  As the years advanced, however, that promise seemed to Sarah
little more than a dream.

Again, acting like a Martha, Sarah took matters into her own hands and
offered her handmaid Hagar to Abraham to bear him a child.  A common
practice at the time, a designated surrogate would conceive a child that would
be considered Sarah’s.  However, when the child Ishmael was born, the
jealousy and animosity between Hagar and Sarah was obvious, and Sarah
sent her handmaid and her child out into the desert to die.  It was not Sarah’s
finest moment, to be certain, but once again God stepped in and saved the
life of the child and his mother.

The promise remained in effect.  When Abraham and Sarah were visited
by three emissaries of God who told them that Sarah would bear a son the
following spring, Sarah laughed.  It may have appeared rude, but, under the
circumstances, such a notion did sound absurd: Sarah was ninety years old
and Abraham was ninety-nine.  His son’s birth would be his 100th birthday
present.  Sarah laughed and when the child was born, she named him Isaac
which means, “laughter,” for, she said, “God has made laughter for me;
everyone who hears will laugh over me” (Genesis 21:6).

This attitude is why I think we ought to pay more attention to Sarah. 
Through all of the ups and downs of life, despite all of the challenges and
near misses, even in the face of her greatest sorrow, Sarah never lost her
sense of humor and her enjoyment of life.  Sarah laughed because the
prospect of getting pregnant at age 90 was laughable, but I do not think that
Sarah ever lost sight of God’s promise.  Her laughter was born of sheer
delight because she had pondered the promise and its significance for twenty-
five years.  She was practical and hardworking, but, like Mary, she never gave
up dreaming.  She did not do everything right.  She and Abraham made some
serious mistakes, but they persevered.  Sarah’s life was marked by tenacity,
vulnerability, fear, faithfulness, hopefulness, laughter, and joy.  She
demonstrates for us that by God’s grace life at any age and under any
circumstance has meaning and value and simmers with joy.

When he was fifty-three years old, Ján Vinc, the grandfather of our
daughter-in-law, Lenka, was injured in a work-related accident.  A piece of
machinery malfunctioned at the iron works where he was employed in
Slovakia and the lower part of his body was crushed.  In the emergency room
he had a near death experience and overheard the doctors discussing the
slim chances of his survival.
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He did survive and lived for more than three decades.  Obviously the life
he thought he would live was not realized, but even paralyzed from the waist
down, a new opportunity presented itself as he discovered the real joy of life
and the reasons to continue living.  He began talking about his story and
sharing his faith.  The National Slovak Television filmed two documentaries
of his life and he spoke on the Slovak National Radio about his experiences. 
At the urging of many people, he wrote his reflections in a book titled, Born to
Be Happy, which sums up his attitude about life.  He wrote,

Even an old, handicapped person should be active and carry on
with spiritual vigor.  He should especially listen to the voice of
eternity in contrast to the voice of suffering, and listen to the Spirit
that revives.  Spiritual activity works for self-preservation, for
relationships between people, and for the needs of society as
well.
. . . .

True happiness is the renewing of life.  Would it be fair to think
that human suffering and pain eliminate happiness?  There is pain
and suffering in life from which one can’t and shouldn’t run away. 
Yet this path leads to happiness and satisfaction.  Through our
tears we may find joy.  A true understanding of pain prepares us
for real joy.1  

Both Martha and Mary would soon come to understand what Ján Vinc
and Sarah knew: the underpinning of life as a gift of God is joy.  No matter
what our circumstances, we can experience the joy of life and share that joy
with others.  Sarah understood.  Despite all that happened to her, she was
able to laugh.  God fulfilled his promise and a child was born, laughter literally
came to life.  God’s people were conceived and centuries later another baby
was born who was joy incarnate and who later taught Martha and Mary what
is most important in life.

Don’t forget Sarah.  She reminds us to remain faithful, to be industrious
and to dream of what God might yet do with us and through us.  She reminds
us that God’s intention is to fulfill his promises and to fill us with joy.  Thanks
be to God!

1Ján Vinc, Born to Be Happy, © Ján Vinc, 1994, 3,5.
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July 21, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Although we have known it since we first drew breath, it is still difficult
for us to fully conceive of the breadth and depth of your love, O God.  In love
we were created and lovingly formed until we entered this world.  Love has
surrounded us, protected us, directed us, and welcomed us throughout life’s
journey.  The boundaries of our love are so limited and shallow at times, but
your love seems only to grow and multiply.  We are grateful, O God, for it is
in this love that we have discovered who we are and come here to celebrate.

We praise you for the gifts of summer, the longer days and expansive
opportunities to enjoy your creation.  We marvel at the rich colors of the crate
myrtle, the profuse blooms of flowers, and the rich greens of grass and trees
and shrubs.  We spend more time with friends and family, enjoying the
comfortableness of our relationships and the easy laughter that comes with
close ties.  We enjoy our work.  We are pleased to be able to help other
people.  Even the lightness of our hearts helps to temper the challenges of
each new day.  We are grateful, O God.

We are also prayerful for so many people we know need your help.  Our
lists are sometimes long with concerns that worry us, but we know that you
are already involved in the lives of the people for whom we pray.  We ask that
they receive what they need, that their hearts will be comforted, their bodies
strengthened, and their minds put at rest.  We pray for people whom we do
not know but whose stories come to us in the news or from other friends who
do know them.  We pray for people who suffer because of nature’s sometimes
fierce character.  We pray for people whose nations are unsettled because of
unscrupulous leadership and inadequate government.  We pray for people
who lie down hungry at night and wake up hungry day after day.  We pray for
people who are our sisters and brothers and need the help of their heavenly
father.

We pray for our youth and their leaders as they travel, asking that this
week might be one of service and self-discovery, of giving of themselves and
learning about themselves in return.  We pray for the people they encounter,
the children they touch, and the lives they embrace that the experience will
yield a mutual blessing for them all.

Continue to wrap your love around us, O God, and we will continue to
love you in return.  Thank you for your faithfulness, for your mercy, and all the
provisions you make for us through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


