Do you respect the dignity of everyone you meet and treat them as an equal, even if you feel they don’t deserve it?  The challenge, of course, is that it often requires stepping out of our respective comfort zones to do so.  A story is told about a male chauvinist who died and went to heaven.  When he arrived, he saw St. Peter standing at the Pearly Gates.  “St. Peter,” he inquired, “Are there many male chauvinists, like me, up here in heaven?”  “See for your self,” St. Peter replied.  There in front of him stood a long line of men stretching out as far as his eyes could see. And directly above was a sign which read, “This line is reserved for men who are controlled by women.”  

“How awful,” said the male chauvinist.  “Oh, but here is another line,” interjected St. Peter.  There a short distance away was a sign which read, “This line is reserved for men who control women.”  The chauvinist was shocked to see that there was only one man standing beneath the sign.  The chauvinist approached the man and inquired, “Sir, why is it you’re the only person standing in this line?”  To which the man replied, “I don’t know.  My wife told me to stand here.”

I believe, if he had the opportunity, Jesus might have enjoyed telling this story. After all, our Lord had a sense of humor.  I suspect Jesus would have found the humor in this story because of his unique relationship with women.    

Today’s gospel is the familiar story of our Lord’s encounter with Martha and Mary.  For me, two things come to mind regarding this text.  First Luke tells us, while welcoming Jesus into her home, Martha was distracted by her many tasks.  Her sister, Mary, on the other hand sat at Jesus’ feet listening attentively to his every word.  Mary complains to Jesus that her sister has left her to do all the work by herself.  Jesus tells Martha that Mary has chosen the better part.  Although the test does not tells us what Martha said next, I suspect she probably said to herself, “It may be true that Mary has chose the better part by sitting at you feel and listening to you.  But who is going to prepare the food, serve it and clean up?  The point is we should not be hard on Martha because she was distracted by her many tasks.  The reality for you and me is that in our efforts to serve the Lord, we too can become easily distracted.  For example, when was the last time you and others, were involved in a joint task and you ended up doing most of the work or you worked hard planning a particular event and very few people attended?  We tend to complain it isn’t fair.  Whether this is true or not, the point is such statements can distract us from faithfully serving the Lord.  As I mentioned in a recent sermon, in our attempts to compare ourselves with others, God is not interested in who is ahead of whom.
Another observation regarding today’s text is that since Jewish women, at that time, were not permitted to study the Torah, the fact Jesus openly discussed spiritual matters with Mary was a unique event in itself.  The point is Jesus stepped out of the comfort zone of his culture by engaging in a conversation with a woman.  
Now this may not seem strange to you and me, but it was certainly unusual at the time of Jesus.  You see, our Lord lived in a patriarchal society in which men ruled and women obeyed.  It was the custom, for example, that a daughter remained under the authority of her father until she came under the authority of the man to whom she was given in marriage.  Since the bride was considered to be the exclusive property of her family, she had to be bought and paid for.  Jacob, you may recall, had to work seven years before he could marry Rachael.  I wonder how many of us would be married today if we knew we would have to work seven years before we could marry our respective spouses.  If you are sitting next to your spouse, you better be careful how you answer this question.

It was also common practice that if a husband found some indecency in his wife, which could be just about anything he decided, he had the right to give her a bill of divorce and throw her out of the his house.  The wife, of course, had absolutely no rights.  Even in the synagogue men and women were segregated.  In fact, women were not even counted as members of the congregation.  In order for a Jewish congregation to exist there had to be a total of at least ten men.  Nine men plus all the women in Israel would not be sufficient to establish a Jewish congregation.  To put it bluntly, women, at that time, were considered to be inferior and second class citizens.

Jesus, on the other hand, offered a radically new and different model of relationship between the sexes.  Consider, for example, the stories of our Lord’s response to the Pharisees seizing a woman in the act of adultery, the prostitute who wiped the feet of Jesus with her hair, and Jesus encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well.  It was women to whom Jesus first appeared after he rose from the dead.  Although it was the disciples who first proclaimed the Resurrection to the world, it was women who first received the revelation on which the proclamation was based.  Although women were last to the cross, they were first at the tomb.  

The point is it was not so much what Jesus said, as how he related to women.  He treated women as fully human, equal to men in every respect.  Never once in his ministry did Jesus exhibit a feeling of superiority over women just because he was a man.  Next to the Creator, some might say Jesus was the original Equal Rights Amendment advocate.  But our Lord was concerned about something more than women’s rights.  Jesus was deeply concerned about spiritual growth which is inherent in all human relationships.  As Christians, should not this be our concern as well?  
The Episcopal Church, in my opinion, is strengthened by the fact that women serve as bishops, priests and deacons.  In particular, I feel blessed that I now have the opportunity to serve with the first female priest on staff here at All Saints, Janice Watts.
We are called by virtue of our baptism to seek and serve Christ in all people.   At times this may be challenging, especially in light of the fact that we may disagree with others or find their attitudes, behaviors and life styles to be unacceptable.  

Think of someone you know whom you find it difficult to relate too.  To be more specific, think of someone you can not stand to be around.  The question is, are you willing to step out of your comfort zone respect their dignity and treat them as an equal, even if you feel they don’t deserve it?  If not, then perhaps now is a time to begin to do so.  Amen.          

