The Rev. Dr. Janet Waggoner

St. John | San Juan Episcopal Church, Olympia, WA

Sunday, July 20, 2025

Year C — Pentecost VI - Proper 11— Genesis 18:1-10a; Psalm 15; Luke 10:38-42

I speak to you in the name of our loving, liberating, life-giving God. Amen.

Have you ever found yourself in the middle of a project and wondered, “What possessed me to think
itwasagoodideato...?”

Now, perhaps you’re one of those people who read all the instructions before you start building the
deskin a box. Perhaps you’re one of those people who watch two or three YouTube videos before
you bake that thing you’ve never tried to bake before. But some of us don’t operate that way. Some
of us lightly skim the instructions or the recipe and figure, “Anh! | think | can figure it out was we go
along.”

Well, here we are in the middle of the 12 steps, and I’'m thinking, Wow. Is it my imagination, or are
we slogging through a whole bunch of steps that are focused on our SINS? Step 4 was about making
a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves. Step 5 was about admitting to God, to
ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.

For whatever reason | just sort of had this sense that, after being away on vacation last Sunday, |
would come back, and Gen would have sorted out all that SIN stuff with you.

Now, | did read the 12 Steps before | started into this sermon series. | also worked the 12 steps, step
by step for the better part of a year back in my 20s when | was working through some family stuff
and trying to figure myself out.

But | got back from vacation and bam. Step 6. . . still talking about sin. Spoiler alert: SEVEN. It turns
out that SEVEN - SEVEN! - of the 12 Steps are about working through our SINS.

So, what’s going to keep us from being totally bogged down and depressed thinking about all the
messes we have made and continue to make in life? PROGRESS. The thing about the 12 Steps is
that they give us a way to methodically examine, own up to, and repair our life.

The apostle John, after whom our church is named, wrote, “If we confess our sins, God who is
faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:9)
However, John doesn’t tell us HOW this process of confession and cleansing works. The 12 Steps
outline a process for getting right with everyone — God, others, ourselves - who have been harmed
by our wrongs, defects of character, and shortcomings.

Step 6 invites us to wrestle with the question, now that you’ve listed your wrongs and admitted
them to God, yourself, and to another human being, are you really entirely ready to have God
remove not only the wrongs themselves, but the defects of character underlying them?



Let’s face it, often our sins are NOT one-off errors in judgement. They reflect patterns of attitudes
and actions that we’ve grown accustomed to, that may have served a good purpose at some point
in our life, but are now damaging our relationships.

In today’s Gospel lesson, we hear a story that is one of the most well-known in all of Scripture —a
story that might appropriately be titled “Misbehaving Sisters.”

Martha opens her home to Jesus — who, it’s worth noting, is doing what he challenged his disciples
to do, travel without purse, bag or sandals and be willing to accept whatever hospitality is offered to
him which, in this case, has landed him NOT in Harmony Haven but in Family Feud.

What s the likelihood that the patterns playing out in this story have happened before? What is the
likelihood that they will happen again?

Interpretations of this passage often focus on Jesus’s affirmation of Mary’s counter-cultural choice
to sit at his feet and listen. And indeed, Jesus says, “Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not
be taken away from her.”

But to stop there is to miss a couple of important things. Though Mary has “chosen the better part,”
she has also neglected her duty to help her sister. Which Martha clearly has some big feelings
about, because she comes to their important guest and complains to him about her sister’s
dereliction of duty, embarrassing and shaming her sister.

Often, Jesus words to Martha are heard as chastisement, but | hear them more as compassion and
invitation, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many things, but few things are
needed - or indeed only one.” In other words, | hear you, | care, and why don’t you join us?

In conflict mediation training, | learned that if the reaction is out of proportion to the situation, itis
about something larger than — or in addition to — the situation.

What are the chances that Martha is upset because Mary has done this sort of thing before? What
are the chances that Mary now feels smug about her choice to sit rather than to serve, especially
after Jesus says that Mary has “chosen what is better”?

It seems like it should not be possible to be simultaneously doing the absolute right thing while also
causing pain or harm to someone we love. But we are complex people living in a complicated world.
To be clear, | am not saying that we are responsible for other people’s feelings. | am saying that
sometimes our intent is good, but our actions have unforeseen or undesirable impact. And we can
be sad about that, and sorry for that, without taking on baggage that does not belong to us.

Step 6 is being entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character. It is not enough to
dump our lists of sins onto paper. Itis not even enough to admit them to God and someone else.
There is still more work to do.

The best indicator of what someone will do is what they have already done. Without God’s help, we
are likely to commit these same wrongs again. And in our frustration and self-loathing, other
wrongs, as well.



A woman named Charlotte Elliott grew up in the church. In fact, her grandfather was a famous
Anglican preacher. In her teens, Elliott became a famous poet, and in her young adulthood, she was
flying high. Then, at the age of 32, she contracted a serious illness that left her disabled. And she
raged against her circumstances, becoming depressed and bitter. She was often a pain in the neck
to live with.

One day, everyone in her family went off to a fundraiser for charity school, she was stuck home
alone. Overcome with feelings of uselessness and resentment, Elliott recalled a challenge given to
her by César Malan: “Come to Christ just as you are.”

Soshedid...andin her prayer time that day, she wrote words that poignantly remind us to join her
in letting go and letting God . . .

Just as | am without one plea

But that Thy blood was shed for me,
And that Thou bidst me come to thee,
O Lamb of God, | come, | come.

Just as | am, and waiting not

To rid my soul of one dark blot

To thee, whose blood can cleanse each spot,
O Lamb of God, | come, | come.

Just as | am, though tossed about,
With many a conflict, many a doubt
Fightings and fears within, without
O Lamb of God, | come, | come.

Just as | am, thou wilt receive,

Wilt welcome, pardon, cleanse, relieve
Because thy promise | believe,

O Lamb of God, | come, | come.

Amen.



