Luke 10:38-42; Psalm 42 --- As The Deer  TFWS
So we sing about longing for God – our souls longing for God as if we are thirsty, desperate animals – we ache to drink up and enjoy the presence of God.  We sang this -- only you, O God, can satisfy the longing, the thirsting of my soul.  You alone are my heart’s desire, you alone are my strength and shield, to you alone do I yield, and I long to worship you – you, God – not other objects – not other pursuits – not other desires.

Ever wonder what’s most important to God?  Someone once counted the most frequently mentioned teaching in the Bible – and this is what they found.  The most common lesson in the Bible – is that we do not commit idolatry – we dare not devote ourselves to any god other than our God.  We dare not worship any other.  We dare not get distracted by lesser things.
You may remember the popular movie City Slickers – with Billy Crystal, who plays Mitch, the younger, naïve, city slicker, and Jack Palance, who plays the older, crusty and wise, cowhand Curly.  Mitch and his friends are on a vacation together – to a dude ranch out west – to “find themselves” – a bunch of middle age men out on a cattle round up to discover their inner selves, or something.  So they find themselves out on the range after a long day of riding and herding, and Mitch and Curly are talking around the campfire.  Curly is trying to give Mitch some life advice.  And so Curly asks, “Do you know what the secret of life is?”  He holds up one finger and says, “This.”  Of course, Mitch, always the wise guy asks, “What, your finger is the secret of life?”  “No.  The secret of life is the one thing.  Just one thing.  You stick to that, and the rest don’t mean nothin’.”  “Well, what is that one thing?” asks Mitch, realizing this is a serious moment.  “What’s the one thing?  What is the one most important thing?”  The wise ranch hand tells him, “That’s what you have to figure out.”                       

Well, thanks, Curly.  You ask the right question, but you don’t tell us the answer.  What is that one thing, the one most important thing?  Well, if we trust our own Scripture, including the message of our Gospel story today, that one thing, the one most important thing is our singular devotion to God.  
Unlike the first of our ten commandments, however, our Gospel lesson for today is a bit vague – at least when it comes to what Jesus tells Martha and Mary.  Martha is said to welcome Jesus into her home.  She scurries to prepare a meal, while her sister, Mary, just sits there.  She only sits there, at the feet of Jesus.  Doesn’t she know that there’s work to be done?  And doesn’t she know that women are not to sit and listen to the rabbi?   They are to prepare the meal.  Doesn’t Jesus know this!  Busting with frustration, Martha storms into the room and cries out -- "Lord, don't you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself?  Tell her to help me!"

It’s not fair!  It really isn’t fair that Martha is working and Mary is just sitting there, just listening.  But be careful here – don’t get this wrong – for us, this Gospel lesson really isn’t about two different people – the hard-working, busy, scurrying Marthas, and the devoted, worshipful Marys.  This lesson is not about two different people at all – this is about the two sides of the same person – in you, or in me.  We are all a little bit like Martha, and also a little bit like Mary.  The tension is within each one of us.  Each of us, every time we walk through these doors, we struggle – will I be Martha, or Mary?  
Jesus, with a little help from the cowhand Curly, Jesus reminds us of that one thing, the one most important thing.  We learn that Mary has chosen what is better – literally, the good part.  It’s OK to sit at the feet of Jesus and listen.  And we should, and we must, because it is good.
But what about the work?  The raw truth is that if Martha did not prepare the meal, they would not eat.  Somebody has to get things ready – for the meal, for our ministries, for all of our life’s responsibilities.  But notice what Jesus does not say.  Jesus does not tell Martha to stop what she’s doing.  He does say that Mary has chosen the good part.  We choose to worship God each week -- or whenever we enjoy our moments of worship – we choose to worship God because it is better than anything else we do.

But it doesn’t make it easy.  Do you find it hard to worship?  Now, notice I didn’t say – do you find it hard to go to a worship service.  I’m not talking about a place or an event – I’m talking about the action.  Worship expert, the late Robert Webber from Wheaton College always reminded us that worship is a verb – it is something we do, not something we attend or watch.  Worship is something we do.  That’s why you’ll often hear me say – not that we go to church, but we do church, we are to be church.  We don’t go to worship, we do worship.

And that’s not always easy to do.  Partly because we are much like Martha – very busy with all the preparations of our life – our work and family responsibilities – all necessary – still they distract us from the better part, the one thing that is better.  And even when we do manage to show up here at the right time on the right day – when we do walk into this sanctuary with good intentions, it’s not easy to do worship.

Worship requires that we set aside – for a moment – those important distractions – in order to sit at the feet of Jesus and listen.  Worship requires that we, for a moment, stop doing the good things that Martha does, and do the better thing that Mary is doing.  

So, let me ask you, what are you thinking about right now?  What were you thinking about 10 minutes ago?  During the song, during the opening hymn?  During the prayer?  What were you thinking about?  Harder yet, during the quiet, silent times of worship – what are you thinking about?  While sitting here before the service began, what were you thinking about?  Do not underestimate the tendency of your mind to drift toward less important things.  
We know this about ourselves.  Ever wonder why we have a prelude at the beginning of our service?  Ever wonder why we open our service with a call to worship – usually a song or a prayer?  Wait a minute – that’s silly.  Who needs to be called to worship?  I’m already here.  Call those people who are out there -- in the fellowship hall or downstairs or outside.  I’m already here, I don’t need to be called, I’m here, I’m here, I’m already here … What should I fix for supper tonight? … Can anyone tell I didn’t shave this morning? … Did you see the race last night? … Sorenson looked good … Is there a race today? … Should I mow the lawn this afternoon? … Did I turn off the coffee pot? … How will I find the money to get the car fixed? … I hope my little girl feels better today … I think I’ll give my friend a call today … I need to get to the office early tomorrow to prepare for that meeting … Do you think anyone can tell I’m not paying attention? … Yoo hoo, come back, we’re calling you to worship.  Come back, come back.  
It is difficult to reign in our stray thoughts.  We know how hard it is to push down all those other needs and desires and commitments, not because they are bad, but they are not the one thing we are supposed to be doing here and now.  It is hard to set aside the distractions of our life, to give up these few moments of our thought and focus and devotion, in order to simply sit at the feet of Jesus and listen.  
Doesn’t it make those distractions bad?  No!  Well, it depends on what – exactly – you were thinking about – but most of the time the stuff that crowds our minds and our hearts when we enter this sanctuary are not bad distractions.  And for the rest of the week they’re not even distractions – they’re our primary focus.  But here – when we gather to do worship – everything but the one thing is a distraction.  The trick is to maintain a healthy balance between – that one thing -- our worshipping God -- and all the rest.  This requires a balanced life – in which we can easily shift away from the busy-ness of our regular lives into an intentional but exclusive focus on God, and then back again to all the chores and responsibilities.  It’s only when we let ourselves get out of balance that we experience tension and frustration and guilt.  
Pastoral theologian, the late Henri Nouwen, one of my all-time favorite writers – struggled in his life between an all-out zeal for Christian mission and action and an all-out zeal for the solitary life of worship and prayer.  After struggling with a pastoral ministry in a church, he fled to a contemplative life in a monastery in upstate New York – where he enjoyed a total focus on worship and prayer – day in and day out.  But still, he felt like something was missing.  He worshipped, yes.  He prayed, yes.  But he felt like he wasn’t doing anything.  He wasn’t helping anyone.  
So he left the monastery and signed up for ministry in Bolivia in an inner city barrio.  There he busily planned and implemented good ministries for poor children.  Soon he realized how much he missed the contemplative life of worship and prayer at the monastery.  It became clear to him that a healthy balance between the two was needed – a little bit of Martha, and a little bit of Mary.  Yes he needed to continue his mission and vocation – wherever that led him.  But he also needed to set aside precious times for intentional focus on God – intentionally sitting at the feet of Jesus, listening, quietly listening to God’s voice.   
We are called to make that choice.  A hard choice – at least once a week – maybe more often – we worship in many ways – not just on Sunday mornings.  But when we do worship, we must make that hard choice to set aside everything else and sit at the feet of Jesus, to listen to his word, to absorb who our Lord is, and consider what our Lord says to us.  Worship is so much more than just showing up.         
The psalmist was right, you know.  We do long for God, like a thirsty deer panting for water.  We ache to taste and enjoy the presence of God.  But despite our longing, despite our desperate need to enjoy the presence of God – we are distracted by many things that worry us or upset us.  So we must choose.  
Effective worship begins with the first hard choice – that I will – for this moment at least – set aside all other things and seek that one good thing.  
The Lord be with you.  Let us pray.
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