
 1 

 

Sermon – May 8, 2011 

“Keeping Your Balance” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Luke 10:38-42  

 

Prayer of Preparation: 

We give you thanks, O God, for ancient, living stories.  Through these stories, 

you nurture our imaginations, touch our feelings, increase our awareness, and 

challenge our assumptions.  Bless the words I speak and open our hearts to the 

power of your Spirit as we listen and take into our lives, your living word.  

Amen.  

 

    

   I was a Phys. Ed. Teacher in my first life.  I majored in Physical Education and 

then flew off to Australia to teach physical education to Aussie kids. They taught 

me about cricket and netball.  I taught them about softball and basketball.  I came 

back, got a Master‟s Degree in Physical Education.  I worked with Eugene Parks 

and Recreation and then got the call into the ministry.  And one of the reasons I 

was open to God calling me into the ministry was because I really felt there was 

more to life than focusing on the physical.  I was looking for a more balanced and 

whole approach to life and the work I did.   

 

    I had learned about gymnastics.  I liked gymnastics.  I wasn‟t very good at 

gymnastics because well, I like to be connected to the ground, or at least my seat 

firmly in a saddle.  I could do a really good cartwheel, but I couldn‟t do one 

without my hands on the ground—an aerial cartwheel.  Yikes!  And then there was 

the balance beam.  I didn‟t like the balance beam at all.  I cannot believe what 

gymnasts can do on a balance beam---leaps and flips and handstands.   I‟m in total 

awe!  It‟s about balance, keeping your balance. 

 

  The Gospel of Luke was written with balance in mind, I believe.  Luke, in 

gathering together all the stories he had heard about Jesus, gives us a balance view 

of Jesus and his disciples.  He would tell a story about a woman and balance it with 
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a story of a man.  He wrote about the life of Jesus and balanced it with the story of 

the beginnings of the church in Acts of the Apostles.  Next week I‟m going to 

preach on the parable of the Good Samaritan, today I‟m talking about Mary and 

Martha.  Two stories right next to each other—providing balance.  Because, the so-

called “punch-line” of the Good Samaritan is “go and do likewise.”  And, today‟s 

story of Mary and Martha concludes with “sit down, listen, and learn.” 

 

  We know from the Gospel of John that Mary and Martha lived in Bethany.  We 

know they had a brother named Lazarus.  Luke doesn‟t mention Lazarus.  From 

this very short story, we learn Martha was an active, busy person—she‟s the older 

sister, it‟s her house, it was Martha‟s duty as a good hostess to welcome and 

provide for the material needs of Jesus, her guest, as a “holy one of God.”  Maybe 

Martha had already heard the parable of the Good Samaritan and took it to heart.  

So, she heard that her friend Jesus was on the road, nearby, and she sent the 

invitation to Jesus, “Come on over to our house and in a couple hours I will whip 

up the best meal in Bethany.”  Martha was doing what Jesus said to do.  She was 

being a good neighbor.  She was going and doing likewise.  She received the 

hungry and needy one into her home.  She was working like crazy to do the right 

thing. 

 

   And then there was Mary, lounging at the feet of Jesus as he explained to her the 

finer points of being a disciple. 

 

   “Hey,” Martha said, wiping her dishpan hands on her apron, “Jesus, how about 

telling that egghead sister of mine to get in here and help me out? „Go, do 

likewise;‟ right, Jesus?” 

 

   “Not exactly, Martha,” said Jesus.  “Settle down and let‟s talk.  Doing is okay.  

But there‟s also much to be said for doing nothing, for stopping and listening.  

Mary knows.  I‟m not just passing through town on my way to Jerusalem.  I‟m on 

my way to Calvary, passing through life to death. A few weeks and I‟m outta here 

for good.  Then you will need the Word more than food.  Your fresh-baked rolls 

are delicious, Martha, but as they say, „You cannot live by bread alone.‟” (Dt. 8:3, 

Lk.4:4). 

 

   We need balance in our lives!  Sometimes we lean too much in one direction, and 

we are in danger of falling.  When Jesus told the Parable of the Good Samaritan, it 

was in response to a question asked by a lawyer wanting to know more about 

gaining eternal life.  This lawyer was wrapped up in the intellectual. He was unable 

to get off of his dead center and act on what he believed.  It is possible Jesus 

recognized a serious deficiency of living service in the lawyer‟s life. 
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   Martha, on the other hand, was consumed by service, by the nuts and bolts of 

hospitality, by her responsibilities.  She seemed unable to allow herself time for 

spiritual nurturance.  She resented Mary who was spending time listening, in 

conversation, in study and in prayer—something Martha also needed to be healthy 

and vital and well, balanced. 

 

   For the lawyer, Jesus told a parable and said, “Go and do likewise.”  For Martha, 

Jesus showed her the example of her sister, who had “chosen the better part.”   

 

  I think Jesus is telling us that when we lose our balance, we can recover it.  When 

we fall off the balance beam, we can pick ourselves up and try again.  The reason I 

was not good on the balance beam wasn‟t because I wasn‟t coordinated enough.  It 

wasn‟t because I didn‟t have good teachers.  It was mostly because I didn‟t 

practice.  Another reason is because I just couldn‟t take my eyes off my feet.  You 

have to know where the balance beam is, at all times, without looking at your feet.  

That takes practice and attentiveness and concentration and a focus point ahead of 

you. 

 

   Martha was distracted by much serving.  The lawyer was distracted by much 

studying and learning and knowing.  They were missing what was right in front of 

them.  They were missing what they needed.  The lawyer needed to go and do.  

Martha needed to take a break, sit down, and listen.  Something I bet neither one of 

them practiced very much.  It takes practice to grow into a balanced, mature 

disciple—a whole person.  It‟s not all about being closed in a room or taking walks 

in the woods, or being silent and listening for God to speak—but it does take that. 

It takes feeding your soul.  It is also not all about working in a soup kitchen or the 

food bank, or helping to build a house, or providing hospitality to everyone else—

but it does take that.  It takes “going and doing likewise.”  If our lives are to have 

the grace and glory of Christ-like-ness, we need to practice both solitude and 

service.  We need both action and analysis.  We call it spiritual practices and it 

includes both being and doing. 

 

   Martha and the lawyer had something in common.  Both the lawyer and Martha 

had lost their focus on God.  No matter what we are doing—our focus needs to be 

on a greater power, God, Christ, not down on our feet.  Not on our own navels.  

Having balance does not mean being totally self-absorbed.  It means we are 

looking to God. 

 

  The lawyer asked Jesus, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  The lawyer 

knew the answer.  He gave the right answer.  But then he asked, to justify himself, 

“Who is my neighbor?”  Martha was busy serving.  Her question to Jesus was, 

“Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself?”  

What‟s with these questions?  It‟s the perspective from where they came.  Asking 
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questions for the purpose of gaining an advantage over another was the perspective 

Jesus was addressing.  Was the lawyer asking the question with no intention at all 

of implementing the answer?  Or, was he simply trying to outwit Jesus?  Both 

these stories make a shift in the perspective.  And Jesus shows us life is not about 

having clever answers.  Jesus did not say to the lawyer, “Great answer!  You are 

my best pupil!”  Jesus said, “Go and do.”  Jesus did not say to Martha, “You are 

right, Martha and in line for many blessings because of your hospitality.”  No, 

Jesus said, “Mary is doing what is needful.”  The Samaritan‟s focus was on helping 

someone in need, establishing community, and thus finding God.  Mary was sitting 

down and listening to her Master, and being in relationship with God. 

 

   We have a God who tells us over and over again, “I am a God of relationship.”  

God wants us to open the door to relationship. God wants to be in our lives.  By the 

way, the very first thing Martha did was open the door for Jesus to come in.  And 

yes, it is true that the conventional rabbi did not go to a single woman‟s house, 

much less waste his wisdom in teaching women.  Jesus was far from a 

conventional rabbi.  He made both Martha and Mary disciples.  He gave them each 

the truth they needed to hear.  “Get out of that kitchen, Martha, and sit down and 

listen!” 

 

   Not that Jesus is giving us spiritual warrant for letting dishes pile high in the 

sink.  If we censure Martha too harshly , she may abandon serving altogether, and 

if we commend Mary too profusely, she may sit at Jesus‟ feet forever.  Balance.  

Keep your focus on God and relationships.  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 or just plain necessity.  If you were to ask Jesus which example 

applies to you, the Good Samaritan or Mary, his answer would probably be YES—

both--- keep your balance—and one more thing, no matter what, you will never 

walk through life alone.  God is with you!   Amen. 

 

     

 


