“Choosing the Better Part”
A Sermon delivered by Rev. John Balicki
St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Wilton, Maine
6th Sunday after Pentecost, July 20, 2025

[bookmark: _GoBack]	When presented with a plate of freshly-baked chocolate chip cookies and invited to take one, which one do you choose? Do you take the biggest? The one with the most chocolate chips? Or do you modestly demur, perhaps taking a smaller cookie or one slightly burnt around the edges so someone else can have the best, perhaps resenting the person who immediately takes the biggest, or even worse, more than one?  Ahh, what we can learn about people from as simple a thing as a plate of cookies.  Life is of course a series of choices.  There are important choices at all ages: which college, which career path, who will my life partner be, when to retire, when to move into assisted living?  There are ethical choices throughout life that relate to whether I conduct my business and relate to others with integrity?  In all these choices, which can be difficult, do we not choose what we think is better if not best? But better for whom?  Just like the plate of chocolate chip cookies, better for whom?  
In today’s gospel we hear how Mary has chosen the better part? What does that mean? Better for whom? Each of scriptures this morning says something about choices. 
Amos was the first of the Old Testament prophets. One never had to say to him, “Amos tell us how you really feel!”. His criticism of the practices of the well-off with regard to those in need were clear and strong.  The merchants of northern Israel were cookie sneakers or perhaps the person who takes the last cookie on the plate, his fourth cookie, before others have had any.  They are cheating the poor by making the ephah small – similar to our bushel, they made it a little less than standard; and then when they weighed the corn, they did the old butcher’s finger trick – put a little extra weight on the scale, and then of course the scales were balanced in their favor as well. They even sold the sweepings of wheat off the floor which by biblical right were to be saved so the poor could glean something.  Did they choose the better part? And why? A little extra income?  A new pair of sandals? Amos seems pretty clear that God felt that they didn’t choose the better part.
And then we have Paul in his letter to the Colossians.  He says, “I Paul became a servant of the gospel”.  It sounds like the gospel chose him. He even rejoices in his sufferings he endures for the sake of this gospel.  This says something else about choices – they aren’t always easy but we need to give ourselves totally over to them – marriage, children, caring for a sick relative or friend.
And finally we get to Martha and Mary.  Much has been written about these two over the years in this passage of only five verses. Martha – the overwrought do-gooder/Mary the devout listener.  Mary who was too quiet – the model of a woman who was seen but not heard – just what the male authorities of the Church wanted. But the choice didn’t come down to what they were doing for what both of them were doing was important. The ministry of hospitality was deeply rooted in the Jewish tradition and now in our own. The tasks are important – welcoming the newcomer, hosting coffee hour, cleaning up after the church supper. Like Mary though we also need to find ways to sit at the Lord’s feet and listen – prayer, meditation, spiritual reading. No it wasn’t what they chose but the inner attitude. Jesus directs Martha to look at her inner attitude, “you are worried and distracted about many things”. She became resentful toward her sister who made a different but equally worthy choice. She didn’t go about her choice like Paul – giving herself totally to it. That’s the better part.  And this is a prelude to fall stewardship.  Our goal is to guide us into choosing the better part for our common life together – to give what we can of ourselves freely without resenting those who make different choices.  The better part.
Amos reminds us the better part is honest, just, and needs to remember the poor.  Paul reminds us the better part is to embrace our calling or vocation and give ourselves totally to it. Mary reminds us not to forget to sit at the Lord’s feet. Martha thankfully reminds us that hospitality involves work and someone has to do it. Jesus reminds us that our inner attitude toward all we do is most important.  The better part? Why the whole plate of cookies is the better part! What a concept!
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