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A couple of weeks ago, on our last Friday together, my 5-year-old niece, Ella, and I were playing 

together with some toys on our family room floor. After a little game, it was time to wake up her 

21-month-old sister, Andi, from her nap. Andi got up and came into the family room and right 

away wanted to play together with us with some of our Fisher-Price people that we got at the last 

rummage sale. As Andi went to grab one of the farm figures, Ella told her, “No, Andi.” She 

didn’t want Andi playing with the toys she was using at the time. Dawn looked at her and said, 

“Ella, you need to share your toys with Andi.” 

 

At that, Ella left the room and went into the living room. It was very quiet for a few moments, so 

I went to check on her. I found Ella face down in a pillow on the couch. When I asked her what 

was wrong, as if I didn’t already know, she looked up at me and cried out, “ANDI RUINS 

EVERYTHING!” My heart broke as I held back my own tears as well as laughter at the silliness 

of her dramatic moment. 

 

Being a firstborn myself, I could relate to younger siblings messing up your toys. At the same 

time, I wanted to help her set the example of sharing and playing together with her baby sister.  

So I told her about how I was the big brother in our family and how Uncle Mike and her mom 

used to get under my skin, too, but I found that I had more fun when I learned to play together 

with them. As she cried, I tried the “It’s important for you as the older sister to teach Andi how 

to play nicely and take care of our toys.” She told me about some toys that she thought Andi lost 

at home. I also assured her that there were plenty of toys and plenty of time that I had to share 

with her, too. 

 

As she tried to understand, at one point in the conversation, Ella said through her tears, “It’s hard 

being the older sister.” I had to contain myself as I thought, “Tell me about it, kid!” 

 

How many firstborns do we have among us this morning? God bless you, my friends! How many 

of you are the youngest? What about middle children? Only child? Birth order can tell us so 

much, right? 

 

Our scripture lesson this morning is the story of two sisters who are hosting Jesus in their home.  

These two sisters and their brother, Lazarus, are great supporters of Jesus. Though not part of his 
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original twelve disciples, they are clearly disciples, or followers, or students of Jesus. It’s 

appropriate for them to have him in their home as he passes through the area. While we don’t 

know much about the birth order of these two sisters and their brother, Lazarus, each of these 

sisters has a different take on how they are to spend time with Jesus as he comes into their home.  

Listen anew to the story of Mary and Martha from the gospel of 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.”1 

 

* * * * * 

 

Now I don’t know about what you think, but I’m pretty sure that Martha was the oldest. Martha 

had to be the firstborn, didn’t she? After all, there is an honored guest in the house and she’s 

working herself to the bone to make sure that everything is just right. Luke tells us that Martha 

was “distracted by her many tasks.” Most likely, she was making sure that the food was being 

prepared, everything was in order, and there was enough wine or water to go around for those 

gathered in her home. Martha was responsible for all of it. That drive to make sure everything is 

just right and all are cared for is a typical firstborn trait, isn’t it? 

 

She’s the one who abides by the rules and makes sure everyone else does, as well. When she 

notices that Mary is not only avoiding helping her out, but sitting with the men at the feet of 

Jesus, she goes directly to him to put Mary in her place, saying, “Lord, do you not care that my 

sister has left me to do all the work by myself?” Is tattling a firstborn trait? I don’t know, but 

Martha is surely incensed, right? Mary should be helping to entertain their guests. In Martha’s 

mind, her place was beside Martha, helping out. In the culture of the time, Mary was surely not 

supposed to be sitting with the men, joining in the conversation. You see, Mary was not only 

neglecting what needed to be done, but she just boldly sat where she didn’t belong in that 

culture. So Martha enlists Jesus’ help to get Mary back in line. Mary was breaking the rules, and 

we all know that firstborns love to follow the rules, right? Mary had to be the youngest; pushing 

the limits of what was acceptable in her society to sit at the feet of the great rabbi, Jesus. 

 

Since Luke doesn’t give us anything about birth order, we probably need to move away from our 

presuppositions about the text. Although, I’m guessing that Lazarus had to be the middle child 

since he died and rose to life again. Leave it to the middle child to bring all the drama to the 

family dynamic. 

 

Beyond our birth order analysis, flawed stereotypical as it might be, there is something else that 

always draws our attention to this scripture of these two sisters. Mary is found sitting at the feet 

of Jesus, praying and studying together with him. Martha, on the other hand, is busy with all of 

the tasks; caring for the needs of the guests. These two sisters bring out for us the dynamic of 
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devotion and study that is often contrasted with actions and service in our faith journey. If Mary 

has chosen the better of the two, does this mean that Jesus is prescribing a contemplative life of 

prayer and study over the life of servanthood? Are prayers and study, spending time with Jesus, 

more important than our actions that could witness Jesus’ presence in our lives and in the world 

around us? What is it that Mary seems to get so right? What is the “better part” that Mary has 

chosen and why does Martha appear to miss out on it? 

 

If we were to back up a few verses and read from the beginning of this chapter, we might see that 

before his visit to Mary and Martha’s house, Jesus is approached by a lawyer inquiring of him 

about the key to eternal life. Together, they agree that the key to the Law of Moses is found in 

the two greatest commandments: to love God with all of one’s heart, soul, strength and mind, 

and to love your neighbor as yourself. The lawyer then asks Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?” 

 

We might remember that Jesus tells him the parable of the Good Samaritan in which two of the 

holiest people, a priest and a Levite, walk by a man wounded by bandits. The two that pass 

would be the people who were thought to be the holiest because their life of prayer, worship and 

devotion to God superseded all others. It was the Samaritan, however, who stopped to help out 

the wounded man on the side of the road. The outcast Samaritan is lifted up as the example in 

that parable as the one whose act of kindness and mercy, whose service, best exemplifies the life 

we are called to live. 

 

There a Samaritan is lifted up. At the home of his friends, Jesus now lifts up Mary’s acts of 

devotion and piety as key to faithful discipleship. Which is it—prayer, devotion and study, or 

service and mercy that are important in the lives of disciples? 

 

John Wesley often spoke of works of piety and works of mercy. Works of piety include prayer, 

worship, devotions, fasting, studying the scriptures, and holy communion, while works of mercy 

are those things that we do to improve the lives of others; to be more like sheep who witness to 

Jesus’ presence in feeding the hungry, giving the thirsty something to drink, clothing the naked, 

and visiting those who are sick and in prison. Since the beginning of Methodism, works of piety 

and works of mercy have both been important to who we are. We take seriously the words from 

the book of the apostle James that “faith without works is dead.”2 

 

Last week, as I found myself remembering yet again that worst of days in our own nation when 

innocent lives were taken on September 11, 2001, my heart immediately went into prayer. Like 

others before me on the day that JFK was assassinated, I remember where I was on September 11 

as the news was breaking about the Twin Towers. I served two churches in the Upper Peninsula.  

That was the one day per month that I spent in the smaller town church in Amasa. There were 

400 people in that town. It was usually a quiet day for me, but that day, the church filled as I put 

out phone calls to a few members to join me for prayer at noon. People came from all around to 

grieve, cry and pray together. At the same time, I was organizing a prayer service for the evening 

in the larger town of Crystal Falls where we saw the same thing happen that night as a church 

was filled yet again. Not knowing what to do, we prayed together. 
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In the days that followed, as we watched the events unfold, we moved from prayers to action as 

offerings for UMCOR poured in to help out at Ground Zero. Our acts of piety had moved us to 

acts of mercy to be the presence of Christ in the places of deepest hurt and anguish of our nation. 

 

Perhaps this story of Mary and Martha is not so much about birth order, piety above service, or 

knowing the right time for which acts, but about finding balance in our lives. In the parable of 

the Good Samaritan, it is the outcast Samaritan that acts with compassion and mercy; and Jesus 

lifts him up as an example. In the story of Mary and Martha, it is Mary, a woman, whose pious 

devotional actions are countercultural; and Jesus lifts her up as an example. 

 

As this summer filled with more acts of violence and mass shootings, it’s natural that some have 

called us to prayer. Still others remind us that thoughts and prayers mean little if we are not 

moved to action as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ. Somehow, after September 11, we found 

ourselves moved beyond thoughts and prayers to acts of mercy that brought compassion and a 

journey towards healing. I wonder if we will hear the voices that remind us of finding this 

balance in our world today between faithful piety and faithful action. 

 

Today, we are celebrating the 150th anniversary of the United Methodist Women as well as their 

predecessor organizations that have led us to this point. As a pastor, I have always said that I’m 

proud to be a United Methodist Woman. Did you know that? Did you know that every pastor is a 

United Methodist Woman in our church? It’s true! It’s in our Book of Discipline. I’m a proud 

United Methodist Woman. I’m thankful for the work that they do to help us find that balance 

between piety and mercy or service in our lives as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ. 

 

Growing up, the United Methodist Women were key supporters of me as a candidate for 

ministry. My local unit prayed for me and many of them sent gifts to help pay for my schooling.  

In my first appointment, when I earned just about $100 too much each year to qualify for food 

stamps, it was the UMW that not only prayed for us, but sent us a gift certificate at Christmas for 

the local butcher that put enough food on our table to last at least half of the year. 

 

Here at Birmingham and Berkley First, our UMW sponsor Advent by Candlelight as well as a 

rummage sale twice a year that is celebrating 65 years this year. Each sale grosses over six 

figures to support missions. We keep asking ourselves how we’ll top the last sale, yet it is their 

constant commitment to prayer and piety as well as missions, mercy and service that have 

captivated the hearts of this community. Thank you for leading us in finding this critical balance 

in our faith journey. 

 

As a church, we know how hard it is to find that balance between prayer and service in our lives 

as faithful disciples. That’s why it’s so important that we enter into The Discipleship Journey 

together. On the insert in your bulletin, look at the areas of worship, prayer and study, as well as 

the areas of serving, inviting and giving, and discover where you are. Pray about where God is 

inviting you to take the next step in your discipleship journey. Seek out the advice of our clergy 

team. We’re here to walk this road with you. Together, let’s take the next steps as we seek to 

grow as faithful disciples in our devotion and our service. 
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At the heart of our journey as disciples is loving God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength 

and loving our neighbors as ourselves—living more like, loving more like, and being more like 

Jesus each day. Saint Teresa of Avila was a mystic. She was deeply into her prayer and 

devotional life. Yet, she also has been quoted as saying: 

 

Christ has no body now but yours. No hands, no feet on earth but yours. Yours are 

the eyes through which he looks compassion on this world. Yours are the feet 

with which he walks to do good. Yours are the hands through which he blesses all 

the world. Yours are the hands, yours are the feet, yours are the eyes, you are his 

body. Christ has no body now on earth but yours.”  —Teresa of Avila 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Luke 10:38-42, NRSV. 
2 James 2:17, NRSV. 

 


