
There are many things you hear said in church. On one of my holidays in

England a few years ago I worshipped one Sunday at a church that I have had

some connection with over the years. As I entered the church, I saw a woman

that I recognised, busy yapping away to one or two others. I could hear lots of

‘he said,’ ‘and she said,’ ‘and do you know what?’ It reminded me of the time

that I made the mistake of sitting in the pew in front of her. Her newscast

began about 10 minutes before the service, continued during the Peace and

even Communion time, and no doubt carried on afterwards over coffee.

Anything and everything on her mind except God, it seemed. I wonder if such

people ever really hear a sermon. Like Martha in the Gospel today, they are

worried and distracted by so many things.

Sometime ago I read a light-hearted book aimed at newcomers to Christian

faith and worship. It warned them about some of the unexpected and even

‘unholy’ things they might hear said in church and entertained them with a few

things that they should hear but almost certainly won’t.  Like:

I love it when we sing hymns I’ve never heard before.

It’s my turn to sit in the front row today.

I’m so excited about the forthcoming Bible Study on the Book of Leviticus.

The annual general meeting is the highlight of my Church year.

I was so enjoying the service that I completely forgot I was due on the golf

course at mid-day.

The Gospel today presents us with Martha and Mary, two women in Jesus’

circle who have always been symbolic of an apparent conflict within the

Christian faith and life. Martha is all about the practical, the duties, the doing,

and the worrying, while Mary represents worship, contemplation, devotion.

Jesus says that Mary has chosen the better part, but is there really a conflict

here? It is interesting to note that Luke places this story in between Jesus’

parable of the Good Samaritan, last Sunday’s reading, and his teaching on

prayer with which we will be presented next Sunday.

There is a wonderful account, among many, of Mother Theresa of Calcutta. A

western journalist once visited her with a view to writing a piece on her



community and work. He wrote how he was moved when he noticed that the

expression on her face as she cradled a dying man was the same as the

expression he had observed earlier when she was receiving Holy Communion.

It was, as he put it, ‘a face displaced by love.’

This surely tells us something very important about a connection that is so

important in Christian discipleship. Authentic worship, worship from the heart,

prompts and translates into practical action, not least in our care and service in

the world of everyday, and in both great and small ways. It is the natural

outworking of that summary of the old law that was the basis for last Sunday’s

Good Samaritan story. To paraphrase it just a little but to get the sense right, to

love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and strength and mind is to

love your neighbour as yourself, which means to love your neighbour, your

fellow human being, as an extension of yourself. It is really one single

commandment. Love of God is evidenced by love of neighbour. Authentic

worship, public and private, waiting on the Lord, or as some might put it,

wasting time with the Lord, forms us into becoming willing vessels of God’s

loving presence in the world.

When we come here to worship, we begin again a frequent journey or routine.

It should always begin with focused silent preparation so that we can properly

take in the impact of Scripture and Sacrament undergirded by prayer, and so be

led to a renewed appreciation of God’s immense love for us and for the world,

and our important role in making that love known and active. Then we go from

here to live out what we have received in worship, to continue to be engaged in

God’s great project of making a new world out of the debris of the old. As we

recommit in a regular post Communion prayer, we offer our souls and bodies to

be a living sacrifice. The root meaning of sacrifice is ‘to make sacred.’ We offer

to be sacred channels of God’s love and peace and healing to all whom we

encounter, and to strive for the wellbeing of all creation.

Although there are Christians who are called to a more contemplative life - and

believe me, the Church needs them - for most of us, the Christian life never lets

us choose whether to be contemplatives or actives, prayer people or practical

people. Prayer, devotion, contemplation always leads to action, and it also

helps us to get the action right. It is our worship that keeps us on course in

everything else we do. When we learn to sit diligently at the feet of Jesus and



take in his presence, his words, and his energy, we will know how to be of the

most practical or active use to him in the world.


