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The story of Jesus at the home of Mary and Martha in Bethany and the conflict between the 
sisters is one of those stories from the Bible that I sometimes feel I must have learned in the 
womb.  It’s so familiar to me and yet I have no memory of when or where I first heard it.  Early 
on, it seems to me, I learned that people could generally be categorized into one of two types; 
one was either a “Mary” or a “Martha.”  That is to say, one was either a dreamer or a doer.  And 
somehow, despite what Jesus said, the hard-working Protestants around me always seemed to 
hold the “Marthas” in a little higher esteem than the “Marys.”  Then, when I was nine, my family 
of origin moved back to the St. Louis area and began to attend Kirkwood Baptist Church.  Our 
pastor was named Homer Carter and his wife was named Mary Martha.  To my childish ears, 
that just sounded wrong.  How could someone be Mary AND Martha?   
 
But the longer I’m around, the more I feel like my friend’s parents, who stuck her with that 
unwieldy name, were on to something important.  In our hectic lives, we need to be a balance of 
both Mary and Martha.  And it’s very likely that Jesus was on to something important, too.  (Go 
figure, huh?)  Of the two of them that day, Mary was the one who had chosen the better part. 
 
So as I’ve studied and considered this story this week, it’s come to me that the lesson of Mary 
and Martha is about balance and focus.  These concepts were very much a part of the discipline 
of acting, which I both practiced and taught for some years.  Truthful, effective acting requires a 
fine balance between concentration and relaxation.  The actor must be relaxed in body and in 
mind.  This allows for truthful physical and mental response to the actions of one’s partner or 
partners on stage.  At the same time, the actor must be laser focused on the immediacy of the 
moment.  Allow your focus to wander and you will miss an entrance or a cue or, at the very least, 
deliver a performance lacking in emotional truth.  This same need for balance and focus is seen 
in our real lives as well.  We must each find the balance in the many calls on our time which 
allows us to be healthy and to function in our daily lives.  And we must have the ability to focus 
on what is going on around us in real time, to discern what is most needful and give that our full 
attention. 
 
The problem, of course, is that we are often surrounded by a cacophony of voices, all claiming to 
be that thing which is most needful.  How do we know?  How do we judge?  It’s always a 
challenge.  Those of us who are in the workforce, unless we have extremely regimented duties, 
must grapple with this daily.  It’s probably not any simpler for y’all who are retired and we learn 
how to prioritize, of course, as students, balancing the demands of teachers and subjects.  What is 
the most immediate problem to be solved?  What future event requires planning now to be 
successful later?  When I was working in the theatre, I learned a rhythm from my bosses and my 
peers – a certain amount of time given to the current production, a certain amount of time given 
to the next production, a certain amount of time given to the show after that, a certain amount of 
time given to the next season.  There was a rising and falling cycle as each project approached, 
came to fruition, and wrapped up.  It’s not as easy to establish that cyclical rhythm in my current 
work.  As you might guess, I spend much more time reacting to circumstances than I do to a 
planned cycle.  Who’s in the hospital, who’s in crisis, which building system has broken down – 
all of these play a huge role in determining my focus for a day.  Then there’s the secondary pull 
of what’s going on in Lynnwood and the world beyond.  This week, for example, I’ve juggled 
setting up a new system for the legislative budget of the City with preparation for finalizing the 
hire of a department head and holding our “Love Your Neighbor” rally, plus prepping for a 
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public hearing and dealing with the ongoing campaign to discredit the mayor and council.  
What’s urgent?  What’s important but can wait?  What simply needs to be ignored? 
 
That shattering of focus, the feeling that one is herding cats, would have been familiar to Martha.  
It’s easy to imagine her bouncing around that house in Bethany, trying desperately to stay on top 
of preparation of a meal for more guests than she was expecting, making sure her guests were 
comfortable and had their immediate needs met, caring for her ailing brother, and wondering 
what in the world her sister thought she was doing, abandoning her in this crisis to sit with the 
men and listen to Jesus tell his stories.  Beautiful stories, of course, but there’s a time and a place 
for everything.  By the time Martha gets worked up enough to interrupt Jesus with her plea for 
him to send Mary back to the kitchen, I imagine she is, in that wonderful old country phrase, 
madder’n a wet hen. 
 
She is, as Jesus points out, “worried and distracted by many things.”  She feels herself at the 
beck and call of too many people, too many simmering pots, too many projects.  Most of us 
know this feeling.  How do we determine that one needful thing? 
 
My friends in my lectionary group suggested to me on Wednesday morning that the answer 
comes in the even more well-known story that comes immediately before this.  The story of the 
Good Samaritan, which I put aside last week to respond to the tragic killings of and by police, is 
told by Jesus in response to a question that is put to him.  In Luke 10:25-29 we read, “Just then a 
lawyer (which is to say, “an interpreter and teacher of the Mosaic law”) stood up to test Jesus. 
“Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” He said to him, “What is written in 
the law? What do you read there?” He answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your 
neighbor as yourself.” And he said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you 
will live.” But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”” 
 
When we discuss that story, we nearly always focus on Jesus’ response to the second question.  
But just as interesting is what Jesus and his fellow rabbi agree upon.  There is no doubt that 
everything starts for both of them with what Jesus calls elsewhere the most important 
commandment: you shall love YHWH your God with all your heart.  And my colleagues 
suggested to me as I now suggest to you that this, for Jesus, would always be the one needful 
thing. 
 
Unless our lives and our love of neighbor are grounded in our love for our Loving Creator, they 
can quickly become, like Martha’s housework, worrying distractions.  It seems that Martha’s 
actions are driven, not by her love of God, but by her sense of duty, her need to be the perfect 
hostess, and perhaps by a rivalry with her sister.  It is dangerous to undertake even the best work 
with motives like that.  The Rev. Dr. Thomas Long of Candler School of Theology in Atlanta 
tells a story of a friend who took “a church youth group on a mission trip to Jamaica. On their 
trip they visited one of the local elementary schools, and they spent some time observing in a 
classroom seriously overcrowded with children, most of them very poor, all of them needy and 
wiggly and noisy and unruly. It was a difficult, sometimes even chaotic, learning environment; 
but the youth group marveled to see that the teacher carried herself with great calm and patience, 
treating all of the children with love and respect, despite the poverty and the chaos. They decided 
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that the only way she could do this was that she must really love being a teacher. But they were 
surprised to hear her say, ‘Oh, I don't come here every day mainly because I love teaching. I 
come here every day because I love Jesus, and I see Jesus in every one of these children.’” 
 
To undertake the hard work of building the Beloved Community, we must be motivated by the 
love of God, not by the supposed virtue of the work itself.  The famous Puritan work ethic so 
prevalent in much of American society and the admonition that “idle hands are the Devil’s 
playground” are simply not going to be enough to get us through the work of the Kingdom 
without bitterness.  Hard work can be an idol.  It can be just another attempt to earn God’s love, 
which is freely given.  In comparing the way of Martha and the way of Mary, the great American 
contemplative Thomas Merton wrote, “The rush and pressure of modern life are a form of its 
innate violence. To allow myself to be carried away by a multitude of conflicting concerns… To 
surrender to too many projects, to want to help everyone in everything...is to succumb to 
violence. The frenzy of the activist...destroys the fruitfulness of one's own work because it kills 
the root of inner wisdom which makes work fruitful.” 
 
So, what does it mean for us to put the love of God first?  How do we follow the way of Mary 
and sit at the feet of Jesus?  Coming together on Sunday mornings is certainly a part of that.  We 
come, presumably, not just to see our friends, although that is a blessing.  We come to this place 
at this time to be in the presence of the Holy Spirit, for Jesus promised that whenever we gather 
in his name that he will be with us.  We come to open ourselves up to God in prayer and petition.  
We come to sing God’s praises and to worship God.  We come to hear the old, old stories of 
unseen things above, the things of Jesus’ glory, the things of Jesus’ love.  We come, hungering 
and thirsting after God and that is a good beginning to putting that first thing first. 
 
But putting our love of God first does not happen only in this building.  It can and should, in fact, 
happen wherever we are and at any time.  One of my many heroes in the history of the Church is 
a humble monk best known as Brother Lawrence of the Resurrection.  He was born sometime in 
1614 in France to an impoverished peasant family.  To secure decent food and clothing, as so 
many poor men have done down the centuries, he joined the army and was soon fighting in what 
we now know as the Thirty Years War, a bloody conflict that ripped apart much of Europe in the 
name of religion, Protestants versus Catholics.  Wounded, he left the army and, after a time as a 
valet, joined the Discalced Carmelite Priory in Paris.  There, he worked in the kitchen and, when 
that work became too strenuous for him, as a repairer of sandals. 
 
What Brother Lawrence is famous for, though, is his approach to that humble work.  He believed 
wholeheartedly in the advice of Paul to both the Colossians and the Ephesians and did everything 
he undertook, “as unto the Lord.”  Whether he was peeling potatoes or stitching sandals, his 
work was his prayer, done to the best of his ability.  He told a friend, who put his notes of their 
conversations into book form after Lawrence died in 1691, that he was practicing the presence of 
God, which is the name of the book.  Here are a few of the things that his friend, Father Joseph 
de Beaufort, remembered him saying: “That we should establish ourselves in a sense of GOD’s 
Presence, by continually conversing with Him. That it was a shameful thing to quit His 
conversation, to think of trifles and fooleries…  We must know before we can love. In order to 
know God, we must often think of Him; and when we come to love Him, we shall then also think 
of Him often, for our heart will be with our treasure…  That many do not advance in the 
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Christian progress because they stick in penances, and particular exercises, while they neglect 
the love of God, which is the end. That this appeared plainly by their works, and was the reason 
why we see so little solid virtue.”  Again, that’s from Brother Lawrence, published now for over 
300 years as The Practice of the Presence of God. 
 
Brother Lawrence, it seems to me, is a wonderful example of that balance I spoke of earlier – the 
balance between what we tend to think of as the Mary way, quiet contemplation, and the Martha 
way, faith in action.  He was able to carry his contemplation into his daily work but of course we 
must remember that, as a monk, he would have had built in times in his day for two hours of 
silence and for worship – eight short liturgies each day.  Few of us, of course, can undertake that 
sort of discipline.  I know that for me, even the twice daily worship at Iona Abbey or the three 
daily worship services at Taizé were a rare luxury.  But we can and must find specific times each 
day to step away from the hustle of daily life and into the presence of God.  We may do this with 
prayer or Bible study.  We may do this in silent contemplation of visual art works or music.  
Whatever inspires us or quiets us or reminds us that we are loved can help us be open to the 
Spirit in our lives.  My friend Paul Mitchell is no longer able to meet regularly with our 
lectionary group as he has been assigned as the new pastor at Vashon Methodist Church, not far 
from our beloved Camp Burton.  Incidentally, I would ask for your prayer for Paul and his 
family, as he is now living on Vashon Island and his wife and youngest daughter are still in 
Edmonds for the daughter’s senior year of high school.  Although he can’t be with us in person, 
Paul still contributes to our conversation.  This week, he posted a beautiful poem by the Persian 
poet, Rumi: 
 
Today, like every other day, 
 we wake up empty and frightened. 
 Don't open the door to the study 
 and begin reading. 
 Take down the dulcimer. 
 
Let the beauty we love be what we do. 
 There are hundreds of ways 
 to kneel and kiss the ground. 
 
It is so important for us to find that balance between devotion and action, practicing the presence 
of God in our everyday lives and also finding the time to fill our hearts with the beauty around us 
and the love of God.  As is so often the case, I’m saying this to you this morning in hopes that I 
will remember it better myself.  I’m not, I confess, a shining example of this balance in life.  As a 
boy, even until I graduated from college, I was a dreamer rather than a doer.  I sought escape 
from life in books and in plays and in music.  Confronted with the realities of married life and 
fatherhood within a year of my college graduation, I became an almost frantic doer.  I’ve not 
always held two jobs but I’ve filled my hours with work both paid and volunteer.  I still read a 
lot but not as much as when I was a child.  I rarely take time to just listen to music or 
contemplate paintings or dream.  I’m becoming more and more aware that I need to restore that 
balance to my life.  Some of you may have heard me musing about my sabbatical leave in two 
years and wondering how I can use that time to rediscover myself as an artist.  I’m hoping to do 
some dreaming on all our behalf next month as I take some vacation. 
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Be wise, my sisters and brothers, and do as I say, not as I do!  I encourage you to find balance in 
your own lives, if you’ve not already.  If you have, I hope you will encourage me by letting me 
know how you manage it.  (Not all at once today, though, please!)  And let us always remember 
that led by the love of God, strengthened by God’s love and God’s spirit and by good rest and 
quiet, we may accomplish remarkable things for the Beloved Community.  We can feed our 
friends and not be driven to distraction.  And wouldn’t Mary and Martha both be proud of us? 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, amen. 


