        Sunday Sermon. Eighth Sunday of Pentecost. July 18. 2010 


 Amos 8:1-12;  Psalm 52: Colossians 1:15-28, Luke 10:38-42

                             The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

Jesus is the image of the invisible God.

As twenty first century Christians we are accustomed to talking and thinking about Jesus Christ; Jesus, the second person of the Blessed Trinity; Jesus, Son of God; Jesus our Lord and Savior.  So, when we read the segment of today’s second reading from St Paul’s letter to the Colossians, we naturally think we understand what Paul we just read about Jesus. It’s worth reading it again.  Jesus is the image of the invisible God.
                   Just think about that for a moment. What exactly did Paul write about Jesus? Notice, Paul did not say:  “Jesus is the second person of the blessed Trinity.” He did not say: “Jesus is God,” or Jesus, “the son of God.”  Paul was converted to what is often referred to as the Jesus Movement within Judaism. This was a movement that was known by such names as, “The Way;” “Christians;” and “ Nazarenes.” Keep in mind that, behind these three names, there were groups following a variety of leaders with wide-ranging beliefs about the identity and nature of Jesus.

                   Paul was writing some twenty-five years before the Gospel of Mark; thirty-five before Matthew; forty before Luke, and at least fifty before the Gospel of John. It is in reading the scriptures from the beginning  - the letters of Paul, Mark, Matthew, Luke, John, and the other Gospels that we begin to understand the theological progression from Jesus of Nazareth to the Christ (the Messiah, the anointed One,) of our faith; Jesus as God, and then Jesus as the Second person of the blessed Trinity.

                As a Pharisee, Paul was steeped in the Hebrew Scriptures. He understood the language and the various genres that he was reading in the Hebrew Scriptures. It was not uncommon for writers to take passages from one book of Sacred Scripture and use them in a different context to make a point, to make a connection, and Paul did it very well. For him, Jesus’ birth was not important; neither were birth stories, miracles, or, for that matter, the life of Jesus. Rather, for Paul, his message for those who followed him was the death/resurrection of Jesus and what that meant to the early church. For Paul, Jesus was the firstborn of the resurrection. Again, keep in mind that for Paul and the other 
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disciples of Jesus, the world was coming to an end in the very near future when Jesus would return from the Heavens. Paul went on to express his belief that in Jesus all the fullness of God was pleased to live, and through Jesus, God was pleased to reconcile all things to himself.

                   Paul saw himself as commissioned to preach the Good News of God in Christ to those who were not of the Jewish faith; to share with them that what he preached was not a new religion but rather a continuation of the Jewish faith in Jesus who was, as Paul understood him, the Messiah, and that this Christ was also to be found within the Gentiles.

              All too often when we talk about Jesus we are talking about “the Christ of our faith.” This was and is the teaching of the Church since 325 CE and 481 CE and is embedded in the Nicene Creed. In Western Christianity we either forgot or chose to ignore that the Nicene Creed was not accepted by the whole church but was rather forced upon the church in an attempt to develop orthodoxy or, a common belief.                                

               Over the past sixty years archeologists have found many of the writings that we once only knew existed because of the negative comments about these writings by church leaders. These writings, known as Gnostic writings, are helping us to understand the variety of beliefs held about Jesus and that there was not one “Christianity” but rather a variety of “Christianities” with different understandings about Jesus. 

                 While the church authorities attempted to silence those who disagreed with them, the reality is that any information that is suppressed will sooner or later come to light as Jesus said, even the stones will cry out.    

                  The resurrection of these Gnostic documents and their availability to the general public has brought us back almost full circle to the variety of Christianities of the early church and, as then, it is uncomfortable for many in the church to experience that there is a decline in the number of people who seem to want to hold onto a uniform dogmatic belief about Jesus even within the same congregation. As we come to know Jesus through the stories of the Gospels we find that there is less a need for a dogmatic understanding and more of a need for imitation of his compassion and life of mercy and 
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forgiveness. Even though he did not refer to the life of Jesus, it was in understanding his life that Paul was able to see in Jesus the image of the invisible God.
             While the death/resurrection of Jesus was central to the theology of Paul, Mark, Matthew, and Luke would develop an understanding of Jesus that expressed a more human side. They told stories of a man with family and friends; a man who sat with people and had meals; who included women in his inner circle of students. For them, Jesus was an iterant Rabbi; a rebel teacher who preached with authority, whose mission was to preach the Gospel, the Good News of God; who was living an authentic life and taught in words and example that the Kingdom of God is within us.

                  In today’s Gospel story, the Good News that Jesus preaches is both in word and example. He is visiting with his friends Martha and Mary and Mary chooses to sit at the feet of Jesus. If we do not understand this language we would conclude that Mary is literally sitting at his feet listening to him – which may well be the truth. However, “to sit at a teacher’s feet” implies that you are a student. What this means is that Jesus included women, or at least this one woman, into his rabbinical class of students. Women were not permitted to be Rabbi’s until recently. For the most part, women kept silent and stayed at home. 

          Martha is doing the chores, being a good hostess. She is probably setting the table, washing dishes, and cooking. Mary has obviously chosen not to participate in the household chores and, at this point, Martha is exasperated, she wants Mary to get up and come help her. It is possible she has hinted to Mary that she needs help; she may have even told Mary “Come on, I need help in the kitchen.” Whatever she has done it didn’t work; she feels ignored and, being a friend of Jesus, she feels free to ask him to tell Mary to go and help her. Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by my self? Tell her then to help me. 

                        There are some drawings of Jesus that portray him laughing a good hearty laugh. If we read this next line with that image in mind we can picture him going over to Martha, putting his arm around her shoulder, telling her to calm down as he laughs - like good friends do with one another - and tells her, Martha, Martha, you are worried 
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and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.
                 Jesus is neither condemning Martha, nor is he belittling the work she is doing. He is simply stating that there are priorities and he is not about to interfere with the choice Mary has made.  He acknowledges Mary had chosen a different path and affirmed her in her choice. At the same time, he shows his concern for Martha as he points out to her that she is worried and distracted by many things. How many of us can identify with that statement. What worries are we carrying around with us this morning? How many of us cannot sleep at night because of worrying? Worrying does not solve problems. We all know that. But it does not prevent us from worrying.

                         How often are we distracted from what we want to do by needs of children, grandchildren, co-workers, email, twitter, cell-phones, etc? We are distracted by what is on the news; the things that need to be done at home or the office and there is never enough time to get everything done. 

                   Jesus said to Martha, there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her. Jesus does not say what that one thing is. However, since he came to preach the Good News of the Kingdom of God, we can safely conclude he is telling Martha that her spiritual life is more important than all the chores she is complaining about.

              What is it in our own lives that keep us distracted and worried? What is it in our lives that we are so busy trying to fix that we do not take time to meditate, to be consciously aware of God’s presence within and around us?

                 Jesus is not telling Martha that what she is doing is not important. He is telling her to slow down and smell the roses. It is a message that is as important today as it was when Jesus told it to Martha. Jesus does not want to, nor will he, take away from Mary her right to set aside time to reflect, study, share, and be part of his inner circle who want to find meaning in life and to understand the meaning of the Kingdom of God. 
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There is a message here for all of us today. If we are like Martha, perhaps we need to put some things down, relax, learn to breathe deeply and be more consciously aware of the kingdom of God in our lives. Like the psalmist said in today’s psalm

         I am like a green olive tree in the house of God: I trust in the mercy of God forever and ever. I will give you thanks for what you have done, and declare the goodness of you Name in the presence of the godly.” Amen,

