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For reflection: "Envy is the art of counting the other fellow's blessings instead of your own."                                                                                            
Harold Coffin 
 
Psalm of the Day; Psalm 42 (portions)  
As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.  
My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and behold the face of God?  My tears 
have been my food day and night, while people say to me continually, “Where is your God?” These 
things I remember, as I pour out my soul: how I went with the throng, and led them in procession to the 
house of God, with glad shouts and songs of thanksgiving, a multitude keeping festival.  Why are you 
cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me? Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 
my help and my God.  By day the Lord commands his steadfast love, and at night his song is with me, a 
prayer to the God of my life.  
Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me? Hope in God; for I shall again 
praise him, my help and my God 
 
Gospel Reading:  Luke 10:38-42  
Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha welcomed 
him into her home. She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was 
saying. But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and asked, “Lord, do you not 
care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.” But the Lord 
answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried 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.” 
 

Sermon:  A Time for Mending  
 Luke was an outstanding story teller and creator of vignettes which so tap into the human 
condition that they have retained their relevance for millennia.  Today's reading is one such iconic 
offering.   
 Regardless of the level of Biblical literacy, most people know enough to offer us some 
interpretation suggesting Martha was a perfectionist workaholic and Mary was a lazy spoiled little sister 
who never had to do chores, even though the nature or relationship of the sisters isn't actually what the 
passage is about.  Jesus wasn't interested in the sisters' relationship, benefitted from Martha's work in 
the kitchen in the hosting of his friends, and as he so often did, turned a conversation to his ends rather 
than address the ostensible need of his questioner.  His response, "Mary has chosen the better part," 
was something Martha had already observed, and did nothing to dispel the tension between the sisters.  
In fact, he probably exacerbated it.   We can imagine Mary looking smugly at Martha, as Martha returns 
to the kitchen for a little less than melodious pot banging, while Jesus went obliviously on with his 
lesson.  Yet, likely because of our oh-so-human experience of being annoyed or worse by the humans 
around us, it is that element of the story we retain.  Today, we will look at what we have made of the 
story (and perhaps why) instead of what Jesus or Luke might have been trying to make of it.  
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… 
In many places, as there apparently was here, there was a tradition of naming women's circles 

after women in the Bible.   There have been thousands if not hundreds of thousands of Mary and 
Martha circles over the years.    I am always curious about how such groups choose their names.  I 
imagine that the Marthas saw themselves as the workhorses of the church, especially in the provision of 
fellowship and funeral meals; and that Marys aspired to be (whether they were or not in "real life") the 
ones who went on retreats and maintained active prayer and meditation ministries.  I suspect there 
were often sly or defensive comments about the others' perspectives versus their own – as they 
continue this day among ourselves. We can be pretty sure if someone calls us Mary or Martha we are 
being insulted.  There may be jealousy over the perceived better part, or over constant praise for all that 
one accomplishes. There may be resentment over not feeling one has a choice; or feeling someone else 
has all the power and resources.  There may not be a desire to permanently change one's role and 
nature, but rather a wish for the freedom to experiment with another way of being from time to time.   

It isn't long before such differences grow into the belief that our own unhappiness is not 
because of our current condition, but that somehow it is the fault of another who is morally, ethically or 
emotionally flawed.  Before long, momentary tensions grow into relationship-long sore spots, 
potentially leading to ruptures that last longer than we ever imagined, the mending of which can seem 
insurmountable.       
… 

For many years before I came to UCF I designed and led an annual service called "A Time for 
Mending."  The service was first inspired by an old tradition, the "Longest Night" service, traditionally 
held on the longest night of the year.  Over time, some creative folk had transformed that into a "Blue 
Christmas Service" focused on people who approached the holidays with trepidation or avoided them 
altogether because of personal, physical or emotional health, loss or lives that didn't match up to 
Norman Rockwell holiday images.  There was a practical challenge to offering that service—most 
people, not just church staff and choirs, are very busy by the time December 21st or 22nd rolls around.    

It turned out there was also a spiritual impediment that didn't become evident until we moved 
the service to a few weeks earlier in the season.  The name "Blue Christmas" suggested to people that 
they had to be sad for the holidays or that there was something wrong with them, so they stayed away 
in droves.  Finally, we moved it to an afternoon before Thanksgiving and called it "A Time for Mending" 
and it found its rhythm.   The focus was on mending our interior selves—nurturing our spirits with 
peace, calm and hope, through music, prayer and reflection.  The holidays are not the only time we 
need such things, but the holidays are often a time when we feel most vulnerable and open to such 
mending.   

Before we launch into a discussion of whether we should have a service like that here, which is 
not the point of this sermon (and in fact, we often do a variation on that service here on the first Sunday 
in February) I want to emphasize that that particular service is focused on the individual—that does not 
seem to be our dominant need here at this time.  If you haven't picked up on it yet from the sermon 
title, this service is a follow up to our outdoor/indoor worship earlier this summer which had the theme 
of mending.   Participants were asked to prayerfully reflect on what they have mended and what they 
would like to mend, and those prayers of intention have been posted on the rolling bulletin board in the 
hall, with materials for anyone to add more offerings.     

What struck me and any number of other people perusing the prayers is the high percentage of 
people, seeking not personal mending, but the mending of relationships with siblings, parents, children, 
co-workers, fellow students and citizens.   That service made people not more aware of their need, but 
created an opportunity to articulate the pains of the disruptions of our personal communities.   Given 
the anonymity of the offering, it probably also let people express their more intimate concerns without 
embarrassment.    
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While, as you know, I am the first to suggest that the intimate details of our lives need not and 
ought not be fodder for public discussion,  that mending board should reassure everyone—that 
disrupted relationships are not our problem alone, but are part of the human condition, including the 
humans with whom we share the pews.  Despite our unease, we find more surface peace at being apart 
than together, until we find ourselves writing prayers of intention for reconciliation, expressing aching 
need without a clear idea of how to begin.  To the degree that our inability to find a starting place for 
moving toward reconciliation is due to the sense that these disruptions are a result of our failures as 
human beings, as opposed to a result of our being human, let embarrassment go.        

Then, to the degree that we know, let us consider why we are estranged from people we care 
about.   There are situations of violence, violations of trust or other unsafe relationships, wherein 
reconciliation should not be sought.  Yet, at root, most of the tensions among us are variations on the 
theme that separates Mary and Martha –who does what, who does more, who gets community 
affirmation, who is taken for granted, who has more, who needs more, who uses their gifts, who wastes 
them and who determines what's valuable… and on and on.   The rest of those tensions usually develop 
as a failure to appreciate how differently we are created instead of valuing some gifts more than others.  
Alternatively, we fail to be superhuman according to our own or someone else's expectation and can 
only be who we have been created to be.   

None of those are trivial things, but we often let them assume lives of their own, feeling 
superior or defensive, rejected or angry.  Here's where it gets hard.  If the first step is to let 
embarrassment go, the second is to let anger go.  It is okay to report anger and what caused it, but 
trying any kind of reconciliation in the voice of anger goes nowhere.   

Then comes a writing exercise.  We are writing for ourselves so it doesn’t need to be elegant or 
neat.  We are not going to show it to anyone.  First, write down is what we miss because someone is not 
in our life or because the relationship is strained.  Then write a list of our gifts and the gifts of the person 
with whom we want to reconcile.  Do the same with our human limits.  Now we have an idea of what 
everyone does and does not bring to the table.  Again, this is where it gets harder.  Don't just expect 
understanding and acceptance of our human limits; be prepared to offer those things to another.   Let 
pride go.   

Write down what we would like to see changed or how we would like to be together instead of 
the way we are apart—not a Norman Rockwell picture (I don't have anything against Norma Rockwell –
it's just that his images aren't helpful in these moments) –something realistic for our lives and times.  
Start small and be specific: Is it a weekly or monthly phone call, a shared meal each month, a holiday 
gathering…?   Also note that these suggestions are present and future focused.  While we might have 
wished things happened differently, they happened the way they happened.  It is not possible to relive 
the past or rewrite the past.  

Then, with our prep work done, it's time to begin.  Sometimes, relationships have had such 
dramatic schisms or involve so many people that a third party is necessary for reconciliation to happen.  
Make that third party a professional—not your spouse, your best friend, a child or a parent, who as 
Jesus did in this moment with Mary and Martha, will have their own agendas.   

Often however, it just takes the willingness to go first and a willingness to forgo the need to say 
everything, solve everything in one hot, sweaty, teary, laughing meeting.  It's the second feeling that 
often makes people say "I am just afraid I'll make it worse."  My typical question in response to that is 
"What is worse than being separated?"   Sometimes there will be grief because the other party isn't 
missing us the way we miss them or for other reasons don't respond to our overture.   Knowing the 
truth is painful but not worse than wondering and not trying.  At least, if we know the truth, we can 
work toward personal acceptance and healing.  

We begin simply –not by "getting everything off our chests.”  In fact, in many cases, we may 
discover somewhere along the way we don't need to do that—or that what once seemed a long list of 
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offense and rejection and loss may whittle itself down to just one thing we still need to talk about it or 
there may be nothing at all. There may be things for which we eventually want to negotiate some 
boundaries—price tags, certain behaviors when together or activities for which enjoyment is not 
mutual, but for the most part, maintaining relationships involves paying attention, using "I" language 
and not insisting on one's own way all the time rather than heavy duty and constant negotiation.   Take 
it slow.  Just as with a diet, when it takes a while to gain weight, it takes a while to lose it, a relationship 
didn't fray overnight and it won't be re-knit overnight.      

To begin, simply pick up the phone (For heaven's sake, forgo email on this one!) – not for a long 
emotional conversation –but to offer a simple invitation.  "I have been missing you.  Can we get together 
for lunch?"  Step by step, we begin to build the relationship as we both would like it to be –not as we 
imagine it once was or as someone else tells us theirs is or ours ought to be.  

The final thing is to remember that no relationship is or ought to be frozen in time –not even 
ones we re-build.   Most people remember this story about Mary and Martha's clash, but few remember 
their hosting, grieving, and praying together when their brother Lazarus died—a sibling who didn't even 
get a mention in today's passage.  I wonder if he felt slighted at the omission.  The sisters' relationship 
wasn't the same across time and events and ours shouldn't be either. Our lives and relationships with 
ourselves, spouses, parents, siblings and children are constantly changing as parents age and die, 
children come and grow, jobs and health change.  We speak often of a changing world and culture.  They 
impact not only the news and life in the church, but our individual worlds.  More relationships are 
harmed by a failure to allow them to change than by allowing them to change as needed.   The truth is 
this—every time is a time for mending—a time ripe with the possibility of mending, healing, growing 
and reconciling, if only we let it be and make it so.   
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves 
Loving God:  Even in the midst of summer, we can come to you a tired people.  We have so many claims 
on our time; so many obligations overwhelm us.  In the rush it is people who get lost -- our friends and 
family members, even ourselves. 

We struggle in the nurturing of all our relationships. We try to strike a balance between 
independence and intimacy, but somehow we never seem to get it right.  We value our freedom of 
choice yet become angry when those we love make different decisions than we would make for them.  
We want to be closer to our friends and our families and our church, but we get scared when we realize 
that the price of closeness is risk and vulnerability.  Give us the courage to be open.  Let us dare to be 
known that we might also know. 

Not only in our homes do we struggle, Lord, but in our hospitals and laboratories, in our schools, 
in our businesses and work places, and in the halls of government, we make choices every day.  Choices 
about how we spend our money, about how we treat our fellow workers and our customers, about 
what we teach our children, about how we care for our environment.  In this information age, we find it 
easy to hide the impact of our decisions on people behind the numbers in our reports.  We do not ask 
that you make the difficult decisions for us.  We ask for your presence and guidance as we make them, 
seeking always to do your will. 

We have come to this place seeking your support. Refresh us with your Spirit Lord.  Ease our 
discouragement. Invigorate us in our fatigue.  Help us to open ourselves to you, not just in this hour but 
in every hour.  Guide our choices.  Comfort us in every circumstance. 

As, in silence, we lift up the decisions that confront us now, we pray that we discover new 
rhythms of living, that our lives might once again be joyous and graceful. 
 
The Lord's Prayer 


