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Do you ever feel like a busy person? I sure know I do.  Of course, in our 

culture, being busy is frequently viewed as a badge of success. It means that 

your time is valuable and that you’re making the most of it. Even if our 

schedules aren’t busy, we find ways to occupy ourselves. Lots of people stay 

busy on their phones, for example. In 2016 a computer research group 

determined that the average iPhone user touches their phone 2617 times daily. 

The top 10% of users touch their phone more than 5400 times daily. I imagine 

that number has only grown since 2016.  

 

What I’d like to suggest and draw out today is the way that Jesus’ encounter 

with Mary and Martha challenges the way we as a culture not only tend to be 

busy but how we tend to do busy.  

 

The story is simple, but powerful. Martha welcomes Jesus into her home. And 

her sister Mary, we’re told, sat at Jesus’ feet. If we’d been living in the first 

century listening to this story, our mouths would probably be hanging open at 

this point. People who sit at the feet of a Rabbi or teacher were disciples, and 

that was a place that was really only available to men at the time. As Mary sits 

at Jesus’ feet, she takes the posture of a disciple. It’s hard for our 21st century 

eyes to see it, but Mary sitting where she does is a pretty radical subversion of 

gender roles on both Mary and Jesus’ part.  

 

So Mary is being discipled by Jesus. Then it says, “But Martha was busy with 

her many tasks/”preparations that had to be made.” We don’t know exactly 

what Martha was doing, but both the original greek word for “preparations” 

and the general context itself indicate that she was focused on providing 

hospitality for Jesus and his disciples. 

 

Think about it from Martha’s perspective. She’s getting overwhelmed with all 

of the preparations that she has to do, and meanwhile, here her sister is 

playing the male disciple, and Jesus is going along with it. Instead of going 

after Mary, who probably already knew Martha’s opinion on the matter, 
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Martha goes after Jesus. “Lord, don’t you even care that I’ve been left to do 

all this work by myself? Tell her to help me.” 

 

Jesus’ response is ‘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.’ 

 

Three years ago, I preached on this story of Mary and Martha. After the 

service, one of the most faithful hard workers in the church came up to me and 

said, “You know, I really don’t like that story about Mary and Martha”  

 

“What about it don’t you like?” I said.  

 

She answered, “I always feel sorry for Martha. Things had to get done and she 

was the one left to do them.” Then she added, “I know what it’s like to be the 

only one left with a pile of work that needs to get done.” 

 

Can you just raise your hand if you’ve ever felt like that with this story? 

 

This story is challenging because it seems to confront what we value and 

prioritize. Jesus doesn’t tell Mary to go help Martha. Instead, Martha, the hard 

worker that so many can relate to, is revealed to have her priorities mixed up. 

 

Adding to the challenge is that what Martha was doing was good, in and of 

itself. She was working to show hospitality to Jesus and those with him. Jesus 

had showed up in Mary and Martha’s town to proclaim in the kingdom of 

God, and Martha had said, “You can stay in my house, Jesus. We’ll take care 

of you.” She’s working to do what she said she would do. 

 

Before we go and say bad things about Martha, it’s probably worth humbly 

asking ourselves, “Would I have opened my house to a traveling preacher?” I 
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doubt I would have. Again, let’s remember, Martha didn’t know Jesus was 

going to be in the Bible, that he would die for her sins and rise from the dead.  

 

Martha was doing something good and bold in its own way. But Jesus says 

this to her: Mary has chosen the better part. Martha was doing something 

good. Mary was doing something better. 

 

Here’s the core observation I’d like to make today: there may be times in our 

lives when we need to exchange something good for something better. (Oh, 

and no one is allowed to use that to go find a new spouse! We’re talking about 

how we spend our time).  

 

“Mary has chosen what is better.” Even the word “better” kinda grates on us, 

doesn’t it? Couldn’t you have said it differently, Jesus? And yet, again, there 

may be times in our lives when you need to exchange something good for 

something better-- something more important, more needed, more impactful, 

or simply more in line with God’s will for you. 

 

If Martha was going to do the better thing, to join Mary at the feet of Jesus, 

she would need to hit the pause button on her domestic tasks. 

 

Of course, hitting the pause button on a good thing will have some negative 

consequences. Maybe the room Jesus would sleep in wouldn’t get prepared. 

Maybe the food wouldn’t get prepared or it would even get ruined. 

 

Be that as it may, Jesus was literally visiting Martha’s house, and Martha was 

so busy and absent that she was going to miss him. 

 

And that’s the core concern of this story: that someone could be so 

preoccupied in busyness that they could completely miss Jesus when he 

showed up. 
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I wish the story told us what Martha did after this. Did she return to the 

kitchen in a huff? Did she rip off her apron and fling herself at Jesus’ feet? 

And if so, which Martha would Jesus have gotten at his feet? Would it have 

been spiteful, busy, preoccupied Martha? Or would it have been a Martha who 

was fully present to Jesus with love? 

 

I don’t know about you, but sometimes I feel like there are two versions of me 

that Jesus gets, depending on the day. And every morning when I wake up, I 

have to ask myself, “which David is Jesus going to get today?” 

 

● Will I sit at his feet as a disciple, hanging on his every word? Will Jesus 

have my full attention? Will Jesus get that David today? 

● Or will he get the David who is so caught up with the frenetic pace of 

life in this cultural moment that even though Jesus is available, I won’t 

even give him the time to save my soul?  

 

The amazing, counter-intuitive thing, is that when we slow down, we can 

finally catch up with God. See what I did there? When we slow down, we can 

catch up with God. In order to receive Jesus’ word spoken to us, we have to 

slow down to Jesus’ speed. We have to, if you will, go God-speed. 

 

Now, slowing down to Godspeed is still counter intuitive. Jesus was one of 

the busiest people ever. He was constantly in demand. And of course he 

would be. He was saving people from the power of evil. He was forgiving 

their sins. He was healing people. 

 

There was even one time when Jesus was at home and the crowd around his 

house was so great that some people carried their paralyzed friend to the top 

of Jesus’ roof, ripped his roof open, and lowered their friend through it. And 

the story is pretty funny because you imagine Jesus looking up at his roof, and 

looking at this man, and the first thing he says is “your sins are forgiven.”  
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The point is that Jesus was a busy guy, constantly in demand. Yet he had 

mastered two things: (1) being fully present to people when he was around 

them, and (2) consistently stealing time to be alone with God. 

 

And I think this is where Martha went wrong. She wasn’t present to Jesus. She 

wasn’t present to God. Maybe the next day she’d wake up early to get herself 

centered before the busyness of the day crashed in. I don’t know. 

 

When Jesus was working, if you will, he went Godspeed. He doesn’t zoom 

around sirens blaring from one crisis to the next. He walks. He operates at 

about 3 miles per hour. He doesn’t operate on our busy time schedule, but 

God just redeems the time around him. It drives the type A folks mad if they 

haven’t learned to trust Jesus. 

 

I don’t think it’s Martha’s busyness, per se, that’s the problem. It’s the spirit 

she’s working under. She needs to slow down. She needs to not be so busy 

while she’s busy.  

 

A pastor named John Ortberg once sought some spiritual counsel from a wise 

friend. After telling him the state of his heart amidst all the many tasks of 

family life and ministry, he said, “what should I do?”  

 

There was a long pause. The answer came back,  “You must ruthlessly 

eliminate hurry from your life.” After a long pause, Ortberg said, “Ok, I’ve 

written that down, what else?” Another long pause…. “There is nothing else. 

You must ruthlessly eliminate hurry from your life.” 

 

Jesus was a busy guy, but he was always fully present to those around him. He 

had eliminated hurry from his life.  

 

I believe the reason that Jesus was able to do this was because he also knew 

the necessity of stealing away time to be alone with God. It seems like at 
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every opportunity, Jesus is sneaking away from the crowd and even from his 

disciples to be alone with God. We’re not machines. Our spirits need to be 

refreshed in God’s presence every day. And it’s from that place of 

refreshment in God’s presence that we’re able to be present to those around 

us.  

 

Jesus was always available to be led by the Holy Spirit. For that to be the case, 

he had to set boundaries on his busyness. He was not on call 24/7. There were 

times of rest. There were times of solitude. And these are practices that he 

cultivates in his disciples. I think it was Eugene Peterson who said, “The 

gospel trains us in attentiveness to what is here.” Spending time with God is 

good in its own right, but when we do it, God’s priorities become our 

priorities.  

 

I think one of the 7 habits of highly effective people is that you can’t just 

prioritize your schedule, you have to schedule your priorities. You have to 

take time apart with God, because no one is going to give it to you. 

 

John Wesley, one of the founders of the Methodist movement in the 1700s 

was one of the busiest people in the history of the world. He often preached 

three sermons in a day, travelling many miles on horseback in between. He 

pastored the revitalization of the church in England and a real transformation 

of society. Yet most mornings he woke at 4am and prayed for two hours 

before launching out into the busyness of the day. If you go to his house in 

London, I’ve been told you can see the grooves his knees wore in the 

floorboards in the last twelve years of his life. 

 

We need to slow our spirits down to God speed. To hit the pause, or even the 

stop button on the good thing, so that you can be available to the better thing-- 

God’s will, God’s plan, God’s kingdom. Don’t miss an opportunity for Jesus 

to save you, not as just a once and done thing-- but to save you from that 

Martha spirit… today. 
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How we start our day matters. We choose whether to begin our day as Mary 

or as Martha. We ruthlessly eliminate hurry or we don’t. I don’t know about 

you all, but certainly for most folks my age and younger, one of the first 

things we do in the morning is pick up our phone and look at our notifications. 

We check facebook, instagram, snapchat, texts. What did we miss while we 

were unplugged for a few hours? Look at all the people who aged themselves 

with FaceApp. Wow, I better get on that. That’s the Martha spirit. It lets the 

busyness of life rush in first. The Martha spirit is the spirit of this cultural 

moment.  

 

The Mary spirit, on the other hand, is counter-cultural. It’s sitting at the feet of 

Jesus when that’s not an acceptable thing to do. In our day, one of the most 

subversive, countercultural things you can do is to leave your phone at the 

other side of the room in the morning. And then sit at Jesus’ feet by opening a 

physical, paper bible. Take time and listen. Generally speaking, you start your 

day with the least anxiety you’ll have all day. Why not rest in that for a while 

and receive God’s love for you? All of the busyness will be there when you’re 

done, but you’ll be in a much better place to deal with it in a way that will 

leave you present to God and present to others. 

 

 

I’ll close with a quote from Brother Lawrence, a 17th century french monk, 

who learned how to worship God while cooking and washing dishes.  

“We can do little things for God; I turn the cake that is frying on the pan for 

love of him, and that done, if there is nothing else to call me, I prostrate 

myself in worship before him, who has given me grace to work; afterwards I 

rise happier than a king. It is enough for me to pick up but a straw from the 

ground for the love of God.” 

 

So if you work, may you do it for the Lord with great love. May you cultivate 

a Mary spirit, moving at God-speed, ruthlessly eliminating hurry from your 
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life. And may you become more and more present to the God so that you may 

receive all that God has for you. 


