
 
 

 Sermon for Sunday, July 21, 2019 
SINGLE-TASKING 

Luke 10:38-42 
 

I don’t think it’s hard, at least not for me, to empathize with Martha in today’s gospel story. “She was distracted 
by her many tasks,” the text tells us. Upon learning that Jesus was going to drop in for a visit, she went into a 
flurry of activity. I imagine she swept the floor, opened the windows to freshen up the place, went grocery 
shopping, fired up the stove and cleaned some of the pots and pans left in the sink from the day before. After all, 
the Rabbi was coming and she wanted to make a good impression.  

Not only did she mutter under her breath trying to get all these things done on time, Martha was also miffed that 
her sister Mary did not lift a finger to help her. Instead, she pulled up a pillow and lounged at Jesus’s feet, while 
hanging on his every word. Wiping the sweat from her brow, Martha said to her honored guest: “Hey, don’t you 
care that I am working my behind off here. Tell my sister to get off the floor and pitch in.” Martha must have 
known Jesus pretty well, because this is definitely not the way to talk to strangers. And the way Jesus replied, 
confirms that notion. “My dear, dear Martha, you are such a busy body. Relax. Right now, Mary is doing the 
better thing and she will never regret that. Come join us over here and stay a while.” 

In today’s parlance, Martha suffers from a severe bout of “multi-tasking.” Multi-tasking is a prized ability in our 
crazy-busy world, and the pressures of daily life certainly force us into multi-tasking mode over and over again. 
Yet, it is a myth that we can do even two things at the same time. At least, we cannot do two things at the same 
time well. Take one of my favorite examples: texting while driving. According to the National Highway Traffic 
Safety Administration, texting while driving is six times more dangerous than drunk driving. It’s such a serious 
problem that forty-eight states have banned texting while driving. In Honolulu it is illegal to text or even look at a 
phone while crossing the street, and in the Netherlands they have banned—my personal favorite—texting while 
biking. Yet, even though the dangers are obvious and grave, more than 60% of all drivers in the U.S. think they 
can pull it off. 

T.S. Elliot was certainly prescient when he quipped that we are “distracted from distraction by distraction.” But 
our texts today go deeper than telling us that we are being distracted from distraction by distraction. That we are 
distracted is a given. How we are being distracted is always up for debate. And giving up our smart phones … 
well, that’s just not going to happen. However, from what we are being distracted is not up for debate according 
to the biblical texts today.  

The ancient prophets have a way of getting straight to the point, and what they are pointing out is never 
comfortable. Amos has the perilous task to deliver this message to God’s people: “The time is surely coming, says 
the LORD God, when I will send a famine on the land. Not a famine of bread, or thirst for water, but of hearing 
the words of the LORD.” And he prophecies to God’s people that they will “wander from sea to sea, from North 
to East [and] run to and fro, seeking the word of the LORD, but they shall not find it.”  

Like the ancient Hebrews we come to worship and read from the biblical text, beginning by saying, “Listen to 
hear God’s word.” And we conclude our readings by saying, “The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.” Taking 
our current context into consideration, we hear eerie echoes of Amos’s ancient prophecy. The stock market keeps 
climbing and unemployment is low, so there doesn’t seem to be “a famine of bread.” It’s been pouring so much 
rain this year that pretty much every drought has been obliterated. So, there is plenty of water, actually an 
overabundance of water. But what about the word of the Lord for which we give thanks every Sunday? Do we 
spend enough time on seeking it to know that we cannot find it? 

In a way, I am preaching to myself because that’s where I find myself these days. I am not hungry for food and 
not thirsty for water, but I have a hard time to keep my ear focused on God’s word. I am constantly “distracted 



 
 

from distraction by distraction.” I would love to not pay attention to what’s happening in the world, and in my 
world. But I am distracted by the world-wide political gamesmanship and a flurry of twittering. I am distracted by 
the demands of work in our time of transition as a congregation. I am distracted by my puppies who insist on 
jumping in my lap while I’m trying to do my morning devotion. I am distracted by the driver in front of me who 
keeps texting … just saying … There is no shortage of things that keep my eyes darting from one direction in the 
opposite direction in a nanosecond … which is a better way to translate the Greek than merely “being distracted.” 
It means we are tossed to and fro between things so vehemently that it’s a miracle we don’t suffer from permanent 
whiplash. 

No wonder, then, that in the midst of all the busyness of this world, we run from North to East, South to West, we 
flit to and fro between all the things that demand our attention, that we cannot seem to find the word of the Lord 
anymore. That, according to Amos is our real famine. Somehow, like Martha, we have forgotten the “better part,” 
have forgotten what it means to put God’s word first. And putting God’s word first does not only mean, to sit at 
Jesus feet and listen to him—although, it does mean that, too. But putting God’s word first also means, as Amos 
teaches us, not to “trample on the needy and bring to ruin the poor of the land.” It means “to not practice deceit 
with false balances and to forgo [our] pride.” I am now sweating underneath that black robe, and not because the 
heat index has already reached 100 degrees outside. I am sweating because this is God’s word to me, and to us. 
And it is not comfortable. 

Yet, I do take comfort that when Jesus says to Martha that Mary has “the better part,” he does not say that 
Martha’s part was “bad.” It was only misguided. The “better part” is to sit with Jesus, but getting the house in 
order in order to welcome a friend or a stranger is a good and necessary thing to do. Jesus only tells Martha not to 
stress out over it. And maybe, just maybe, that is how we can once again tune our ears toward God’s word. By 
acknowledging that multi-tasking is indeed a myth, and that paying full attention to only one thing at a time will 
return us to a healthier path. 

As is often the case, our poets point out much more succinctly the issue at hand. And they speak so much more 
eloquently than I ever could. So I want to close with words from two of our finest poets, Wendell Berry and 
Robert Frost.  

First Wendell Berry: 
 And we pray, not 
 for a new earth or heaven, but to be 
 quiet in heart, and in eye, 
 clear. What we need is here. 
 
 And then, Robert Frost, from “Prayer in Spring:” 
 Oh, give us pleasure in the flowers today; 
 And give us not to think so far away, 
 As the uncertain harvest; keep us here 
 All simply in the springing of the year. 
 
 For this is love and nothing else is love, 
 To which it is reserved for God above 
 To sanctify to what far ends he will, 
 But which it only needs that we fulfill. 
 
May it be so. Amen. 
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