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Dwelling in Parched Places 
Mary Sellers Shaw 

 

Jeremiah 17: 5-8 
Luke 10: 38-42 

 
 Life can be filled with to-do lists. Each week, I make a list on a long sticky note of all the 

things I need to accomplish and stick it on my desk. Then as the week goes on, I cross items off 

and add to it, and the following Monday morning I use the list from the week before to write… a 

new list. And so on and so on. More often than not, this list is a reminder of all that I have yet to 

accomplish rather than a marker of my success, punctuated by the fact that certain weekly items 

never go away. And for me, this is a good way of helping me stay organized- I need to write 

everything down by hand. Those of you who are J’s on the Myers-Briggs personality test will 

certainly understand this. We all have these lists, though, whether written down, typed on your 

phone, or even just running through your head. What are we eating for dinner tonight? Who has 

a sports practice this afternoon? Do we have any clean laundry? The tasks range from the day-to-

day stressors to the big events that keep you up at night.  

 These to-do lists of all the short- and long-term things we need to be accomplishing keep 

us from resting. Because when we keep a running list of all the things we should be doing, even 

our time off ends up as a time of productivity instead of a time of rest. We live in an age where 

being busy is seen as a badge of honor; it’s a necessity to get ahead or even just to stay afloat 

with all our various commitments.  

Mental health is one of the biggest challenges our society now faces. The World Health 

Organization recently acknowledged burnout as a medical diagnosis, “resulting from chronic 
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workplace stress that has not been successfully managed.”1 Meanwhile, nearly 40 million people 

in the United States experience some sort of anxiety disorder each year, of which only about a 

third receive treatment.2  And this stress and anxiety spills over to your personal life and your 

relationships with family and friends. 3 We are constantly dwelling in parched places, strained 

for nutrients, for rest, and for revitalization. We consistently lean into the ways of the world 

instead of looking to God. And it’s this that both our scriptural texts warn us of this morning.  

When we trust only in earthly things and drain ourselves of nutrients and rest, we are left 

parched and to wither spiritually, emotionally, and even physically. However, when we invest in 

ourselves, our spiritual life, and our bodies—when we turn to God and to Sabbath for renewal—

we strengthen our roots so we can take in the much needed waters that God has to offer us. God 

quenches our thirst so that we may go back out into the world filled and ready to face all that 

awaits us.  

This is why we must listen to how Jesus responds to Mary and Martha. Martha was so 

distracted by her list of things to do and her concerns about how to be hospitable to Jesus that she 

forgot to actually spend time welcoming him and being in relationship with him. When Martha 

complains to Jesus that Mary isn’t pitching in enough, he tells her, “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.” (Luke 10:41-42). Chosen the better part—the part that 

holds stories, relationships, time sitting at Jesus’s feet and listening. Martha was so busy getting 

ready that she almost missed the moment entirely.  

                                                           
1 World Health Organization: https://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/burn-out/en/  
2 https://adaa.org/understanding-anxiety  
3 https://adaa.org/workplace-stress-anxiety-disorders-survey  

https://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/burn-out/en/
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My grandmother always taught me to be ready for anyone to come over to your house 30 

minutes before they arrive. This rarely happens for me, and the sentiment probably stemmed 

from being ready for any early-comers. But the thought of being ready early and then putting the 

preparations away brings a sense of peace—to not be scrambling with the oven or the last-minute 

tidying, but rather to be ready to welcome someone in when they arrive. To take a pause and 

enjoy the company of others instead of stressing over whether or not everything is perfectly put 

together. It doesn’t have to be perfect to be good. All the items on your list don’t have to be 

checked off in order to help one another feel complete.  

What are the many things you are worried and distracted by? Maybe it’s the state of your 

home—or maybe it’s the state of our nation. Our hearts break for those who are without homes 

or food or good education, for the devastation of our planet, and for the division that seems so 

rampant among us— and yet it is overwhelming to even begin thinking about how to “fix” it all. 

And it’s in this time that Wendell Berry calls us to sit still— 

When despair for the world grows in me  
and I wake in the night at the least sound  
in fear of what my life and my children's lives may be,  
I go and lie down where the wood drake  
rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.  
I come into the peace of wild things  
who do not tax their lives with forethought  
of grief. I come into the presence of still water.  
And I feel above me the day-blind stars  
waiting with their light. For a time  
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free. 
 

Our grief, anger, and simultaneous hope for the world will not go away when we take Sabbath. 

But when we make space for rest, we give ourselves grace and make space to witness how the 

Holy Spirit is at work among us.  
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These past two weeks have been ones of deep grief for our congregation. With the loss of 

three church members, it’s sometimes easier to distract yourself with focus on all the details- 

making sure the funeral bulletin is correct, that everyone knows how to process into the service, 

that the liturgy is written, and the sermon ready for Sunday. And so we as a staff give thanks for 

all of you in this time- this community has come together to share stories and to love, and 

repeatedly you all have approached us and asked, “How are you doing? Are you getting some 

rest?” The moments of rest and of worship together are the ones that have made space for the 

sorrow to shine through. And we feel this deeply right now as a community. Grief, though, is 

how we show our love. This Sabbath rest makes space for the holiest of moments- the 

community’s witness to the resurrection. And so whether we laugh or we cry, when we take 

Sabbath, we proclaim that God moves amongst it all.  

Jeremiah reminds us that we cannot survive alone, looking solely to what the earth 

provides. To sustain ourselves alone or only with the material things of this world—to live by 

our lists and our worries and our desires for what could be instead of what is—is to live in a dry, 

barren place where life does not flourish. Instead, we must look to God for nourishment and for 

strength, trusting that when we prioritize caring for our rootedness in God, we will grow. We 

know that in places of drought, it is hard to find life. Where there is water, there is sure to be life 

growing nearby. When we turn toward God, then, and allow ourselves to be filled, we are more 

likely to see and recognize the community living and growing around us, also being filled from 

these waters. Stress, worries, and anxiety without care can all lead us to feeling alone. But we are 

not alone, and Sabbath rest leads us to still waters where we may be nourished and filled for the 

work that is still to come.  
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Are you dwelling in parched places, leaning on the to-do’s and worries of this world? Or 

do you look to God for all that gives life? Let yourself come to the stillness— if even for a 

moment—to refresh, to drink of the waters, and to rest. Let yourself sit at the feet of Jesus and 

listen to the stories of the wonders of God. May we give one another grace to step back for a 

moment and decide, “This is not for today,” and to instead sit together with only the task of 

being—of living into our call as beloved children of God. Amen.  


