
 
 
July-August 2013 Message for Congregations and Lay and Rostered Leaders 
 
Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ –  
 
May grace and peace be yours in abundance (I Peter 1:2a). 
 
You may remember the 1991 comedy “City Slickers.” It was about three men, friends now approaching 
middle age, who spend some vacation time each year doing something in stark contrast with their city 
lifestyle.  
 
They decide to vacation together on a cattle drive helping a posse of seasoned cowboys move a herd of 
cattle across the plains with the hope that, in the process, they might get in touch with their true selves, 
and learn something useful about the meaning of life.  
 
The boss of the cattle drive is a leathery old cowboy named Curly. He’s mean and he’s tough, and he can 
do anything with a rope, a whip, or a knife. But in his hard and rugged way he is also very wise.  
 
In one scene Curly is riding alongside one of the city slickers and their conversation takes a philosophical 
turn. Against the backdrop of an open sky, clear streams and jaggedly beautiful scenery, the man on 
vacation turns to Curly and says with longing: “Your life makes sense to you.” To which Curly replies: “You 
city folk. You worry a lot. How old are you? Thirty-eight?”  “Thirty-nine,” the man says. “You all come up 
here about the same age. You spend fifty weeks getting knots in your rope and you think two weeks up 
here will untie them for you. None of you get it.” He pauses a minute and then he goes on, “You know 
what the secret to life is?” “No, what?” says the man. “One thing. Just one thing. You stick to that, and 
everything else don’t mean nothing.” “That’s great,” says his companion, “but what’s the one thing?” 
After a moment Curly replies, “That’s what you’ve got to figure out.”  
 
Maybe I’m catching you, in this summer season, with some knots to untie in your own rope. Or maybe 
you’re getting closer and closer to being able to focus on that one thing that matters the most in your life.  
 
What do you suppose that one thing is?  
 
Let’s walk with Jesus who, while on his way to Jerusalem, stops to visit Mary and Martha. You know the 
story – Martha has been working in the kitchen non-stop while Mary sits at Jesus’ feet – listening. Martha 
has just about had it with Mary – the kitchen is 34 degrees Celsius and heating up – there’s vegetables to 
peel and meat to slice – and she approaches Jesus: “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do 
all the work by myself?  Tell her to help me.” And Jesus responds: “Martha, Martha, you are worried and 
distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing.”   
 
Often we understand that “one thing” to be time. Time for reflection upon life and what it all means – 
time for leaving the dishes to sit at the feet of Jesus. Time to simply “be” – instead of “doing.” But as 



compelling as we find this approach to the text, there is a danger to it for we risk diminishing the 
importance of Martha’s busyness, and romanticizing Mary’s reflectiveness.  
 
“If we sensor Martha too harshly,” writes Fred Craddock, “she may abandon serving altogether. And if we 
commend Mary too profusely, she may sit there forever. There is a time to go and do. There is a time to 
listen and reflect. Knowing which and when is a matter of spiritual discernment.”  
 
Such discernment is key to this text – the ability to discern the time.  
 
Throughout Luke’s Gospel, the Kingdom of God, in the presence of Jesus, is continually drawing near. And 
when it draws near, we have the timely opportunity to receive if we discern what it is and recognize what 
matters the most.  
 
In Martha’s case, it’s not the busyness by itself that’s the concern, but the timing of it. Paul Tillich put it 
this way: “There are innumerable concerns in our lives and in human life generally which demand 
attention, devotion, passion. But they do not demand infinite attention, unconditional devotion, ultimate 
passion. They are important, often very important, for you and me and for the whole of humankind. But 
they are not ultimately important.” 
 
Sometimes the faithful thing to do is to drop everything and to sit still and listen like Mary. Other times 
the faithful thing to do is to get busy and to commit to some important task all of the ability and passion 
we can muster like Martha.  
 
And if we were to ask Jesus which of these two things we need more of: Mary’s reflectiveness or Martha’s 
activism I wonder if he wouldn’t simply answer, “yes.”   
 
One response is not better than the other. 
 
These summer days, be watchful for the ways in which the Kingdom, even now, is breaking in around you, 
perhaps in the form of a chance encounter with a person in need, or some mighty injustice that has 
gotten your attention. Or a spiritual awakening that puts you in touch with your beating heart. Or a thing 
of beauty reminding you the world is more than what we read in our newspapers. Who knows what form 
it will take, this Kingdom of God that is ever drawing near and coming among us? Look for it in the midst 
of the routines and tenure of your life; and pray for the ability to discern it when it draws near.  
 
Then, having discerned its presence, the rest is easy. You’ll know what to do next … only one thing. One 
thing! 
 
The God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power 
of the Holy Spirit (Romans 15:13). 
 
In Christ Jesus –  
Shalom, 
+Larry 
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