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“First Things First”
Psalm 1; Luke 10:38-42 July 17, 2016

I will be the first to admit that I am not very good at doing 
nothing. I like to keep busy, work on projects, and fill every 
minute. If I finish a project, I quickly find two more. I find 
deep satisfaction in doing things and being with people.  

Sometimes, frantic activity has a way of catching up with 
us. So it is with Martha. One day, Jesus visits the home of 
Mary and Martha. They are the sisters of his friend Lazarus. 
From the way the story is told, it appears that Martha is the 
head of the household. She is the one who greats Jesus; Mary 
is described as her sister. Like the responsible “older sister” 
Martha is the one who works the hardest to serve her guest.  
She goes to great lengths to prepare a special meal. Soon 
the work starts working her. While Mary sits at the feet of 
Jesus, Martha is sweating in the kitchen. As Martha kneads 
and punches down the dough, she fumes, “Look at all I still 
have to do. There she is – doing absolutely nothing.” With 
every movement of her skilled hands, Martha’s anger and 
resentment grow. Undone by her work, Martha complains 
to Jesus, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to 
do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.”

When we are tired, frustrated and worn out by our 
labors, when we feel that we are having to do it all ourselves, 
or when we believe so deeply in a project and wonder why 
others don’t care as much as we do, we too want to cry out 
to Jesus. I don’t think anyone could have said it any better 
than Martha, “Lord, do you not care?” We have expressed 
it in our church:  “Lord, do you not care that I am the only 
one who is committed to working with the youth, teaching 
Sunday School, sorting clothes, managing a shift in the 
food pantry, or working on the landscaping?” Or at work: 
“Lord, do you not care that I am the only one who takes 
responsibility for this project, comes in early, stays late, or 
takes pride in what we do?” Or at home: “Lord, do you 
not care that my brother gets away with everything, that I 
have to do all the housework, that I am the only one who 
apologizes or that I have to pay all the bills?” You fill in 
the blank. Like Martha, we expect a sympathetic word. Of 
course Jesus cares, but what we get is not what we expect. 

“Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by 
many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has 

chosen the better part, which will not be taken away 
from her.”

What has Martha missed? What has Mary done that 
Martha has failed to do? She has done the essential thing.  
She is getting her priorities right. By sitting at the feet of 
Jesus, Mary assumes the position of a disciple before a 
rabbi.  Listening to Jesus is the essential thing, the better 
part that Mary has chosen. In fact, the phrase we translate 
as “the better part” is the technical term in Greek for the 
choice part of the sacrificial offering. The implication is 
that Mary has set her sights on the things of God.  She is 
like the person described in Psalm 1: 

Happy are those [whose]… delight is in the law of the 
Lord, and on his law they meditate day and night. They 
are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield 
their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. 
In all that they do, they prosper.

It is no accident that this psalm is placed first in the Book 
of Psalms.  Through her devotion to Jesus, Mary becomes 
the well-watered tree that produces an abundant harvest.  

I do not think that Jesus is simply lifting up the 
contemplative life over the active life of service. There were 
times in the history of the church, when the monastic life 
was seen as inherently more “spiritual” than the life of 
ordinary Christians. Jesus is not saying that you have to live 
in the wilderness, join a convent, be ordained as a deacon, 
spend the day navel gazing, or go to seminary to please God. 
He is saying that we need to put first things first.  Jesus is 
not putting down a life of service. In fact, he said that he is 
among us as the one who serves. He took up the towel and 
basin and washed the disciples’ feet; he fed the hungry and 
healed the sick. The problem is that Martha is distracted and 
disturbed by “much serving.” She misses the significance of 
the moment. Her hands and heart, her body and soul are at 
odds with one another. One person said that her soul needs 
time to catch up with her body.  

When our lives are fragmented by so many concerns 
or wrapped up in so much busyness, then we lose sight of 
Jesus who is the foundation of all life. We push aside our 
essential need for communion with God. We get so caught 
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up in trading stocks, managing carpools or pursuing pet 
projects, that we forget the real business of life. The Rev. 
Ernest Campbell once noted that the trouble with Martha 
is that she escapes from the mysterious into the mundane.  
Jesus told the disciples to seek first the kingdom of God 
and everything else would pretty much take care of itself. 
(At least, that is my paraphrase of his words.) Before we 
know what to do, we need to be at the feet of Jesus.  

At times we prefer the manageable to the mysterious. 
When we are engaged in a thousand activities, we find we 
have a readymade excuse for not pausing long enough to 
pray, take stock of our lives, study the Bible, worship or 
commune with God. If we are tired all the time, exhausted 
by our efforts to hold the universe together, then how can 
we make room for God? 

When we take time to sit at the feet of Jesus, we can 
listen for his guidance about what he calls us to do and 
then begin to see Jesus in everything we do. We need to 
simply be before we can do what is right, good and pleasing 
in the eyes of the Lord.  

Eugene Peterson is the author of The Message, a well-
known poetic rendering of scripture. One summer, when 
he was a young adult, he came home from college “full of 
unfocused energies and subterranean feelings that were 
looking for an outlet and not finding any” (pp. 183-184, 
Under the Unpredictable Plant). He tried talking with 
his minister and then with a saintly parishioner, but the 
help both offered was not what he felt he needed. Finally, 
someone suggested he talk with Reuben Lance, a rough-
looking, intimidating, sarcastic jack-of-all-trades. Eugene 
explained to Mr. Lance that he wanted to meet with him 
to talk about these feelings that he thought had to do 
with God. Lance agreed to meet with him after supper on 
Tuesdays and Thursdays in the church basement. They 
met that summer, talking about God and about everyday 
things. They prayed about their life experiences. Peterson 
said that instead of smothering him with sentimentality, 
psychology, religious lingo or heavy teaching, Lance gave 
him respect, distance, space and even freedom to discover 
God for himself. Through Reuben Lance, he was able to sit 
at the feet of Jesus.  

We cannot know what to do until we know who we are.  
We cannot know who we are until we take the time to sit 
at the feet of Jesus. There is nothing more important for 
us to do as the body of Christ than to worship and glorify 
God. Through our worship of God, through our study of 
God’s word, and through our life of prayer, we become the 
people God wants us to be. Then Christ can use us as his 
hands and feet. In other words before we can get into the 

kitchen, we need to sit at the feet of Jesus.
As a congregation, we have always had a surprisingly large 

number of seminary students under our care. Some years 
ago, we spent time at a Session meeting reflecting upon 
what students need to learn in seminary in order to be 
faithful pastors. We talked about a sense of call and gifts for 
ministry. We listed the need to study the Bible, theology, 
pastoral care, administration, ethics, church history and 
a multitude of other subjects. Then Dr. Glenn Bell asked 
the question, “What is the most important thing a pastor 
does?” There were many responses. After a long pause, one 
elder gave his answer, “The most important thing a pastor 
does is to prepare us to be spiritual leaders for the world.”  
He put first things first. Those words have stayed with me. 

When we, like Mary, choose the good portion by sitting 
at the feet of Jesus, then everything else pretty much falls 
into place


