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Genesis 18: 1-10a

Psalm 15

Colossians 1: 24-28

Luke 10: 38-42

With the exception of the very newest members of St. Gregory’s,
I suspect that most of us have noticed the scripture citation from Isaiah,
painted above the center doors

leading from the vestibule into our beautiful church ---

“My house shall be called the house of prayer for all nations.”

Within the context of the book of the prophet Isaiah,

the citation is part of a longer passage

in which God insists that his covenant is offered to all people ---

foreigners as well as Jews, sinners as well as prophets.

This ancient covenant goes all the way back to Abraham,

and the story we’ve just heard recounted in our first reading.

“My house shall be called the house of prayer for all nations.”

My hunch, though,

is that when Monsignor Klasen chose this passage to mark the threshold between the vestibule and the interior of our church, he had something else in mind.

My hunch is that he wanted this short passage to serve as a reminder

that when we enter the church,

we leave behind the racket and the uproar of the city,

and enter into a realm of peace and prayer and communion with God.

This contrast, this conflict, even,

is often expressed as a division

between ‘the sacred’ and the ‘profane,’

or between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘secular.’

The root meaning of the word, ‘profane,’

is in front of, or outside of the Temple.

The root meaning of the word, “secular,’

is ‘belonging to the ages,’ or ‘belonging to time.’
Outside of the Temple we dwell in the realm

of the day-to-day racket and uproar of the world;

within the Temple we enter into the realm

of the sacred and the holy and the eternal.

At one level, the claim of this division

between the realm of the sacred, and the realm of the secular,

can seem a little anachronistic, a little old-fashioned, even.

For example,

the Hubble Space Telescope is one of the most sophisticated instruments

of modern science and technology ever created.

But to gaze at the photos that have been captured by the Hubble Telescope

is to be invited into the realm of our universe in its infancy.

Where does the realm of secular leave off, and the realm of the sacred begin?
But it is not only modern developments in the sciences

that have blurred the distinction between this world and the next.
Christ himself prophetically asserted

that God’s presence spills out of the Temple, and into the world,

and can be found in the most unlikely places.

- God’s presence can be discerned in a mustard seed,

or in a tiny lump of yeast.

- God’s presence reveals itself in the birds of the air and the lilies of the field.

- God’s presence must be honored

in a Samaritan who treats a victim of crime with goodness and love,

or a tax-collector who welcomes Christ into his home.

It requires spiritual discernment to recognize

the divine whispers of the sacred in our day-to-day lives,
as well as to be able to recognize the discordant drone of the petty and the passing

in our lives of faith and prayer.

Martha, Martha, you are anxious and worried about many things…

For as long as I have been a priest, there have been women in every place that I’ve served
who have rushed to the defense of poor Martha, who, after all,

was just asking for a little help in the kitchen.

Scolding her sister, Mary,

for her dreamy insistence on sitting at Christ’s feet

while supper is burning on the stove,

is, her defenders insist,

no more than Martha’s legitimate gripe for being left with all the work.

“I have to do everything around here!”

St. Luke,

who is the only one of the evangelists to have recorded this story,

never tells us what happens next.

He never tells us

whether Martha stormed out of the house after Christ’s words of correction.

St. Luke never tells us whether dinner ever made it to the table.

But as I’ve pointed out before, scholars have long insisted

that whenever we find a meal being described in the gospels,

we can infer that there is a lesson about the eucharist
lurking in the background.

And so, in a way, this story is aimed at people like me,

more than at hostesses or housewives or cooks.

As you know, I taught liturgy at the seminary for nearly 15 years,

and I care deeply about it.

Some might claim that I sometimes get a little obsessive about it.

I worry about getting all of the details in place,

about honoring the ‘ordo’ and the rubrics of the Church,

and about celebrating the liturgy with reverence and beauty.

The hazard here, as in many things, is that I miss the forest for the trees…

…that in the very act of defending the sacredness of the Mass,

I myself profane it with my petty fixation on distractions or mistakes.
Not unlike Martha,
who, in her anger at her sister for not setting the table,

forgot for a moment for whom the table was being set;

who, in her scolding of Mary for leaving her alone to do the serving,

forgot for a moment who was being served.

My sisters and brothers,

on this summer Sunday, the glory of the Lord shines all around us,
and still, he abides with us here in this holy place.

Let us make a point, before we leave this morning,

to take notice of his presence,
and whisper a word of thanks.
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