Amos 8:1-11

8This is what the Lord God showed me—a basket of summer fruit. 2He said, “Amos, what do you see?” And I said, “A basket of summer fruit.” Then the Lord said to me, The end has come upon my people Israel; I will never again pass them by. 3The songs of the temple shall become wailings in that day,” says the Lord God; “the dead bodies shall be many, cast out in every place. Be silent!” 

4Hear this, you that trample on the needy, and bring to ruin the poor of the land, 5saying, “When will the new moon be over so that we may sell grain; and the sabbath, so that we may offer wheat for sale? We will make the ephah small and the shekel great, and practice deceit with false balances, 6buying the poor for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals, and selling the sweepings of the wheat.” 7The Lord has sworn by the pride of Jacob: Surely I will never forget any of their deeds. 8Shall not the land tremble on this account, and everyone mourn who lives in it, and all of it rise like the Nile, and be tossed about and sink again, like the Nile of Egypt? 9On that day, says the Lord God, I will make the sun go down at noon, and darken the earth in broad daylight. 10I will turn your feasts into mourning, and all your songs into lamentation; I will bring sackcloth on all loins, and baldness on every head; I will make it like the mourning for an only son, and the end of it like a bitter day. 

11The time is surely coming, says the Lord God, when I will send a famine on the land; not a famine of bread, or a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the Lord. 12They shall wander from sea to sea, and from north to east; they shall run to and fro, seeking the word of the Lord, but they shall not find it. 

Colossians 1:15-29

15He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; 16for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him. 17He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. 18He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. 19For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 20and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. 21And you who were once estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, 22he has now reconciled in his fleshly body through death, so as to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before him— 23provided that you continue securely established and steadfast in the faith, without shifting from the hope promised by the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven. I, Paul, became a servant of this gospel. 24I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church. 25I became its servant according to God’s commission that was given to me for you, to make the word of God fully known, 26the mystery that has been hidden throughout the ages and generations but has now been revealed to his saints. 27To them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. 28It is he whom we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone in all wisdom, so that we may present everyone mature in Christ. 29For this I toil and struggle with all the energy that he powerfully inspires within me.
Luke 10:38-42

38Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. 39She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. 40But 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.” 41But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; 42there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.” 

The One Thing We Need (and Don’t Get Enough Of)
This episode comes on the heels of the parable of the Good Samaritan, the story of a stranger giving aid to a man beaten by robbers, the Jewish lawyer correctly identifies the Samaritan as the good neighbor, and Jesus tells the lawyer to “go and do likewise.” Many interpret that story to mean that we should go and do good things, stay busy, and this is the best way to serve God. Martha seems to represent the epitome of busy-ness, a busy-ness with which most of us can sympathize. One only has to have been host to a party where some of the helpers didn’t show up to appreciate Martha’s mindset. In Middle Eastern culture it was customary for the women to make guests welcome, to prepare the meal, to set the table, to make the coffee, so Martha was likely counting on sister Mary to help her along with this long list of responsibilities. It wasn’t customary for women to be sitting at a rabbi’s feet listening to his teachings – that was strictly a male domain – particularly when you have a meal to prepare. And so Martha was distracted, lacking the help she had expected and frustrated by her sister’s bold breech of custom. 
Was Martha wrong? I mean, she was doing the right thing by trying to make her guests comfortable, getting a meal done on time so they could dine together. Would any of us have acted differently if Jesus and his disciples were coming to dinner? Martha’s concerns were the same as the concerns we experience when we have responsibilities. They are concerns born of good intentions; we want to take care of our guests, our families, our employers, our customers. Do we even want to escape our responsibilities? 
Because it seems that the only real alternative would be simply not caring, and when we don’t care, nothing gets done. People who seem not to care are called cynics; they maintain unconcern, or at best a marginal concern, about themselves or others, their job, their culture, their government. Ironically, though, the cynic is highly concerned about his unconcern. It takes a lot of effort to not care, because to do so is a denial of passion, a denial of our very nature to care and be concerned. A person who does not appear to care about themselves or their job or their government or their family will ultimately be concerned about his unconcern; “Why am I so indifferent?” “Why don’t I do something about that?” “Why don’t I get involved?” We do care about life, about family, about politics, and we revere those who devote their lives to good causes or to other people. Concern is a quality we want to instill and nurture in our children. And so we return to the question, “What’s wrong with Martha’s behavior?” Just as importantly, “What’s right about Mary’s behavior?”
First, Jesus says, “Martha, you are worried and distracted about many things.” Aren’t we all? There are so many things to be worried and distracted about; our finances, our relationships, our health, famine in Africa, race relations in our own nation. These can be constant sources of dread and fear, and they never seem to end. From the minute we wake up we start thinking of all the things we need to do today, and as we cross items off of our “to do” list, new items take their places. Not even sleep allows any escape from those concerns (who has had those “missed the exam” or “late for work” or “I blew that project” nightmares?). 
But when we stop to think about those many things about which we have worried, we have to admit that, as much as we may have done to solve these problems, some of them we could not solve. The help did not arrive for the party. It rained on your parade. The biscuits burned. You failed the exam. And what happened? Well, somehow life went on, and those worries ceased to be worries, and new ones took their places. All the worry and distraction that we gave to these problems failed to change the results.

And if we stop and think a bit more, we realize that we can be worried and distracted when everything is going right. What do we worry about? We worry that this ideal situation will come to an end. And it does. Our paradise never lasts forever; we grow old, as do our friends and families, and while we may be so well-off financially with enough money to last us five lifetimes, we don’t have five lifetimes. Nor do our friends and family. We grow old, if we’re lucky, and the things that matter most to us, our lives and the lives of our friends and family, begin to be lost. Paul Tillich calls this “the melancholy law of transitoriness.”
 Even when things are going well, we worry about the end. Because in the end, all things pass away save one…which is what Jesus is getting at when he says, “There is need for only one thing.” That “thing” is what Mary has chosen and that which no one can take away.
As all these transitory concerns vanish, the only concern that is left is the intransitory, the infinite and ultimate concern, and that, my friends, is God. God cannot be taken away from us because no one has the ability to deny us God’s presence. Even death cannot keep God from us, because God transcends death. Mary is in Christ’s presence, and here is where she casts her undivided attention. This is the one thing that Jesus says is needed. The beginning of our reading from Colossians is known as an ancient Christian hymn that spells out who Jesus is…”He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation…in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible…all things have been created through him and for him…in him all things hold together.” Can we speak such words about a mere human being? Paul is not talking about something transitory but rather something ultimate and infinite, our ultimate concern, God Himself. 

And when, in the power and presence of that ultimate concern, we look upon other concerns, the concerns that plague Martha, those many transitory concerns, we see with new eyes. Nothing has changed yet everything has. The situations and concerns have not disappeared – we don’t kid ourselves that those cares and concerns are gone – we still have work to do, bills to pay, medical concerns to address, but what is gone is our anxiety about them. They no longer consume us because we are consummated in Christ, who we recognize as the ultimate and infinite concern, that which should always be our main concern.

And yet Christ too often is not humanity’s ultimate concern. Our Old Testament reading from Amos describes a tragic era of Israel’s history. He begins with a fruit basket. Why a fruit basket? It’s a play on words: The words for “end” and “fruit basket” sound almost the same (kayitz and kaytz). This is a passage indicating harsh judgment on people who have failed to heed the word of God, and it ends with a very bleak situation: the people will suffer a famine, not of bread or water but of hearing the word of God. They have already failed to pay attention to the Word of God, as evidenced by their deceitful business practices and their neglect of the poor and needy, but at least the Word was available to them. Our culture has seen a steady decline in people interested in hearing the Word of God, people who are too distracted with transitory concerns that too often appear reasonable to us – “my son has football practice,” “I have to work,” “It’s our only day off and we’d rather enjoy it at the beach.” “There’s a music festival I’d rather attend.” But what happens when you stop hearing the Word of God? What happens when we lose a concern for the infinite and the ultimate and focus only on the transitory? Are we not suffering the same spiritual sickness that plagued Israel? Have we reached a point where we’re no longer able to sit quietly at the feet of Jesus and be absorbed in his presence, consumed by the one ultimate and infinite concern? 
Have we chosen the better part, that which we know cannot be taken from us? That’s what the readings and the sermon on Sunday are all about, and whoever delivers the message to the congregation is doing as much listening as he is speaking. All of us come to this place as Mary, not sheltered from the concerns of everyday life, but able to distinguish those concerns from that one ultimate concern, the eternal and living God, and of all the times and places we go throughout the week this time above all others is the time to sit at our master’s feet and not be distracted by anything. This is a time to hear God’s Word and to celebrate the fact that he speaks to us in words of love, words of comfort, sometimes words of conviction but also words of forgiveness. My prayer is simply this: that you would, at least on Sunday, hear Christ’s words as Mary did, being absorbed in them to the point where nothing of this world will distract you. And when you go out to face the challenges, the concerns that all of us face, that we would do so from the vantage point of one who knows Christ and knows that he alone is the ultimate concern, the one thing that we need, and the one thing that can never be taken from us. 
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