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“Hard Work Doesn’t Cut It” 
Preaching Text: Luke 10:38-42 

17 July 2022: 6th Sunday after Pentecost 
SUMC, Salado, Texas 76571 

 
“Confidence is 10% hard work and 90% delusion”  

(Tina Fey, Vogue Interview, 2010). 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
 When we invite someone over to watch a movie, then it is best if we provide a movie to 

watch. Likewise, when you ask someone over to taste some fine barbeque ribs, then you better 

have the cooker cranked up. When Martha welcomed Jesus into her home for dinner, she 

offered to Jesus and his disciples an implied contractual obligation to provide a meal—and, as 

many of you know, cooking a meal takes real work. If this is all true, then why does Jesus seem 

to criticize Martha when he says, “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.” Hear the day’s lesson from Luke: 

38 Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named 
Martha welcomed him into her home. 39 She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the 
Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. 40 But Martha was distracted by her many 
tasks; so she came to him and asked, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do 
all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.” 41 But the Lord answered her, “Martha, 
Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; 42 there is need of only one thing. 
Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her” (Luke 10:38-42). 

 
 Luke tells this gospel story as if the reader/hearer is to favor Mary over her sister Martha. It 

is easy for the task-oriented among us to discount sitting and listening over and against doing 

and working. Perhaps this story reminds us about what we miss when “we are all work and no 

reflection/prayer/ learning/contemplation.” Martha’s works imply, and perhaps the story tells 

us, we should be more like Mary.  
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Being busy is rather easy for most of us! And we know Jesus sometimes says stuff when we 

are not listening to him that we are glad we did not hear . . . “love your enemies,” “turn the 

other cheek,” “let the dead bury the dead,” and “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye 

of a needle, than for a rich one to enter into the kingdom of God.” 

 Yet, perhaps we have entertained a false contrast. Maybe Luke suggests we need both 

work and reflection; we need both work for Jesus and listening to Jesus. One of Aristotle’s best-

known fragments of ethical thinking philosophers call the “Means—Extremes” concept in The 

Nicomachean Ethics. In a nutshell, Aristotle wrote that virtues are a point of balance between 

two opposite vices. For example, the virtue “courage” lies between the two vices of cowardice 

and recklessness. Recklessness is too much confidence and not enough fear, cowardice is too 

much fear and not enough confidence, courage is just the right amount of each. In fact, 

Aristotle expands this idea to most virtues and vices. Another example of “Means—Extremes” 

that Aristotle coined was temperance (or self-control), which lies between self-indulgence and 

a lack of sensitivity to your own needs, and modesty which is between bashfulness and vanity. 

All of this has to do with a balanced life. 

Of course, this notion that balance is not only a virtue, but possibly the chief virtue of 

human life is often counterintuitive for us in America. We tend to emphasize conflict, winners 

and losers, right and wrong. There are certainly different perspectives, but rather than framing 

these differences as dichotomies of “either/or”, we can frame them as organic wholes of 

“both/and.” The sooner we learn this lesson as a culture, the sooner the healing can begin. 

If Joel Green is correct when he writes that “Jesus’ encounter with Martha and Mary 

clarified the nature of the welcome he seeks not only for himself but also for his messengers—
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that is, for all who participate in the drawing near of God’s dominion”—then a community that 

is hospitable to Christ is a community marked by the attention the community gives to God’s 

word. A church that is “worried and distracted by many things” certainly will be a community 

that dwells in the shallows of frantic potlucks, anxious stewardship campaigns, and events 

designed simply to perpetuate the institution. Decisions will be made in meetings without a 

hint of God’s reign. Food and drink will appear at table without Christ being recognized in the 

breaking of bread. Social issues may be addressed, but the gospel is missed in acts that partake 

of politics as usual (Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary - Feasting 

on the Word – Year C, Volume 3: Pentecost and Season After Pentecost 1: Propers 3-16). 

 I am suggesting, with respect to the story of Mary and Martha, which taken along with the 

previous story (parable of the Good Samaritan) that we see a balance in the Christian life 

always exists. Sometimes we put the one beaten and robbed on our beast and take him/her to 

an inn. Sometimes we sit at Jesus’ feet and listen to the master as we learn of and worship God. 

My retired Okie preacher friend, Guy Ames, relates this story some years ago: 
 

In my younger days, as I traveled through Nepal, I had an opportunity to drive up into the 
Himalayas early one morning to watch the sun rise. Our tour had been long and I was tired 
and feeling sick, so the morning of the early tour I pulled the covers over my head and 
went back to sleep. I’ve always regretted that decision. I had a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to see the sun rise over the highest mountain range in the world, and I passed 
it up because I was sleepy. Mary wouldn’t pass up the most important thing: spending time 
with the Master. 
 
I wonder what would happen to the church if we placed as much importance on spending 
time with the Master as Mary did. I wonder what would happen to committees and classes 
and teams and ministry if we sought to spend as much time in listening prayer and hearing 
the words of Christ as we do in getting the job done (Guy Ames—adapted from The 
Abingdon Preaching Annual 2007). 
 
Luke’s Jesus reminds us that we each need balance between action/reflection. 
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