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In the name of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
Balance. It's something we take for granted when we walk, sit or stand. The ability to stand upright and not fall over is something that we often don't even think about. Our balance is controlled by our middle ear in a process that I am sure doctors could explain, but is beyond me. 

But the middle ear is just one component. Did you know that if you lose you big toe you have to learn how to walk again? Wiggle you big toes a bit, feel them press against your shoe. Now the next time you stand, just think a bit about how that one toe on each foot helps you stand upright.

But balance is more than that. We also have to balance things in our life. Balance our work versus our family life, or the interests of one group against the needs of another. I am always fascinated at how our finance minister Trevor Manual has to balance the budget each year. Or at least try too. Just balancing our cheque books each month can be hard enough, but how do you balance then needs of big business against the needs of the poor? 

You see these are often seen as opposites, one interest competing against the other. And take our gospel reading. Mary is seen as the classic spiritual example, sitting at the feet of Jesus. Jesus even commends her for choosing what is better. And then we have Martha, the classic worker example, always doing or worrying about something. 

The spiritual versus the practical. We see that in our own lives, and in the lives of those around us. It's often easier to see the workers because they are doing things, but then we notice those that don't seem to be doing anything. I must be more of a worker, because my first reaction is often like that of Martha, "Get up and do something!" I want to cry out.

And yet they are not irreconcilable parts of our Christian life, and shouldn't compete against each other. Just as we need both practical and spiritual people in the church, we ourselves should also be both practical and spiritual. 

A classic example of these two facets in one person is our patron saint St Francis whom we remember today. Although you might know him more for his spiritual side, for his preaching to birds and wild animal, you have to admit that that is not very practical. 

He was also extremely practical. Indeed one of his first actions, part of his becoming what he became, was an experience he had after his pilgrimage to Rome. In a little ruined church in San Dami-ano on the outskirts of Assisi, he heard a voice from the crucifix ordered him to restore the building. And so he did. At first physically rebuilding it, with stone and mortar, and then he realized his greater calling to rebuild the church as an organization rather than just the physical building. To do this he confronted the church in the very place it least wanted to be confronted. By renouncing wealth, he shone a spotlight on the wealth and opulence of the church. 

His other actions included travelling to the holy lands, and even trying to convert the Sultan of Egypt. To this day the Franciscans are responsible for the caring for the religious sites in the Holy Land. All practical things. And yet St Francis remained a deeply spiritual person, even receiving the marks of the stigmata before his death. He seems to have balances the practical with the spiritual quite well. So, how can we?

Firstly I think by not allowing one aspect to control our lives. This is what Jesus was talking about in our second reading. It's not that we all have to forsake riches or money and live like St Francis did, begging and trusting completely on God for everything, including where our next meal will come from. No, in this passage it is the rich man's wealth that is his stumbling block. And it is very common nowadays for money to be more important than people, let alone God. One sure way of testing how important money is to you is to give it away, like Jesus recommends in this passage.

Perhaps not all your money, you still need to live, but at least some of it. This is why tithing is such an important part of Christian life. It's not something we have brought over from our Jewish heritage to ensure that the parish or church organization gets lots of money. No, it's rather a recognition that what we have is:

not ours to start off with, but rather comes from God, and then 

that money does not have a hold over us. 

It does not control us, we control it. We can choose what we wish to do with our money. 

And this is not unique to Christianity. Suzie Almun, in her tips on how to become rich has the idea that if you hold onto your wealth, then you don't allow more to come to you. She advocates giving money away to the church, charities or any other organisation that assists others. Another image that is often used is that of the two seas in the Holy land. The Sea of Galilee is vibrant life giving sea full of many varieties of fish, that provides food for those around it. The Dead Sea on the other hand is a hostile uninhabited place, around which nothing grows and in which nothing lives. And what is the difference between the two? The Sea of Galilee has a river flowing into it, and a river flowing out of it. The Dead Sea only has a river flowing into it. So as you receive money, allow it to flow out. There are many other images from literature and real life of people that are too scare or unwilling to let go of their money.

Now it might not be money for you. Each person I believe has a weakness, a gap in their armour. Even St Paul writes about the thorn in his flesh. And I thank God that we do. After all, we are all human. We are not perfect, but rather we have imperfections within us so that we might need God. So if it's sex, alcohol, drugs, gambling, gossip or any other kind of addition I could repeat my previous passage and substitute any of those additions into it. Like: do we save our sexuality for marriage and within marriage, or do we squander it. Or do drugs rule our lives, are they the thing we can't give away. All things like this prevent us from balancing our lives as they pull us in one particular direction, away from God.

Secondly, we can find our balance by finding the centre around which to balance our lives. And that centre is God. Now you might think that this is more spiritual than practical, but the world is filled with “spiritual” people that do not believe in God. The “New Age” movement is characterised by practices that in themselves are not evil, or even wrong, but the reason behind them, the centre of their practices is. 

Likewise we can rush around doing things; even doing good things; but if we don’t do them for the right reason, then like the fruit of a poisonous plant, they leave us feeling not quite right. 

Thirdly, and this might seem obvious, to find balance we should first check to see if we are out of balance. If you don’t know that you have a problem, it’s impossible for you to fix it. A classic example of this is an alcoholic. Until an alcoholic admits that they have a problem, they will continue to think that they just drink to be social, or that they can stop at any time. If after checking, we find that we are out of balance, we should work towards rectifying it. One of the easiest ways of doing this is by doing the other side of the equation. So if we find we are being too practical, we should cultivate our spiritual side, or if we are being to spiritual, we should be practical and get our hands busy. I’m not suggesting that we all have to be equally balanced, but rather that extremes on either side aren’t healthy.

Fourthly and lastly, I want to remind us all that whatever we do we need to involve God, and in particular, the Holy Spirit. If we try to go it alone, in our own strength, we might succeed for a while, but we are ultimately doomed to failure. People often don’t like to hear this; that they can’t succeed on their own but when it comes to God matters, God matters. And when it comes to life matters, then the creator of life should surely have something to do with it? Perhaps we can see the Holy Spirit as the big toe in our balancing act. Without the Holy Spirit we are stunted, and while we might learn to walk again, we will battle to achieve our former ease and speed. With our big toe however we can confidently stand and with the Holy Spirit we can confidently achieve balance in our lives.

And so my prayer for this week is that as we walk or stand, we may be reminded of the role the Holy Spirit plays in our life, and that we will examine our own life to see if there is anything pulling us out of balance, and then strive to achieve that balance. But more so, that all our work and spirituality might be directed towards God.

Amen.

And so let us stand, wiggle our big toes and profess our faith, the faith of the church on page 108.

