A Time for Stillness
Luke 10: 38-42
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“Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things.”  Well, the same thing could be said about most of us, right?  In fact, if you’re anything like me, “worried and distracted” could be an apt description of you on lots of days.  We’d like to be people who are calm, who can always take things in stride, with a steady serenity, daily living the serenity prayer:  “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference.”  We’d like to be people who are calm, and we’d like to be people who are focused, not distracted by this or that, but focused on what’s really important.  Brief as our time on earth is, we’d like to live every second of it focused on what really matters, spiritually focused as God’s beloved children in conversation with God, joyfully trusting God along each day of life’s adventure, daily focused in the beauty of what God created for us to enjoy, focused in the beauty of love, daily focusing ourselves on and in the relationships we have with one another, those relationships that are such an important gift in our lives.


We’d like to be people who are calm and focused.  But lots of days we wear Martha’s shoes, rushing here and there, worried and distracted by this or that.

And even when we aren’t literally rushing around, even when we are sitting seemingly still, lots of times we really aren’t still; our minds are whirling in worry about something or someone.  We’d like to be calm and focused, but most every day finds us bent out of shape by something or someone, thrown out of balance, worried, distracted, stressing out.  True, some of the things which cause our stress level to skyrocket are really, in the big picture, quite trivial.  If there’s anything we do really, really well, it’s making mountains out of mole hills.  As they say in 12-Step programs, we “awfulize;” we convince ourselves that little things are absolutely catastrophic.
On the other hand, though, some of our worry and stress is founded in big things, connected to big problems that can be overwhelming and may banish serenity:  financial woes, major illnesses, breaks in relationships.  Add to that our worry about the state of the world:  violence between nations and in our own neighborhoods, the volatility of the financial markets, poverty and the widening gap between rich and poor, oil spills, medical insurance, attempts to take education back into the Middle Ages, and on and on.  Add to all that our daily chores, all the tasks we really do need to do as mature, responsible adults.  And to all of that add the unhappy surprises – the car that breaks down, the air conditioner that quits working, those repair bills that somehow have to get paid.

Life is stressful, as you well know.  We have to live most days multi-tasking, as we say, trying to juggle all those balls and keep them in the air.  And when someone or something tosses us yet another ball to juggle, what happens?  Well, often that one more ball pushes us over the edge, and we explode, much like Martha did.  And who gets the brunt of our explosion?  Again, much like Martha, we take it out on people close to us, the people we most love.

Stress, it isn’t good for our blood pressure.  And neither is it good for our relationships.  At the very least, stress distracts us from tending our relationships well.  At worst, well, those stress-propelled explosions can wreak havoc in the relationships we most treasure.
We’d like to be calm, focused people.  But, even with trivial stuff set aside, there really are big things in life that we of course are going to worry about.  Unless you are an ostrich with your head stuck in the sand, unless you are out of touch with reality and living way out in Lala Land, you’re going to worry about some things, maybe about lots of things.  And sometimes you’re going to worry because you have the heart of a Christian, because you care about other people and empathize with their plight and problems.
Life is stressful, with worrisome problems in our personal lives and in the world at large.  So, when we hear Jesus chiding Martha and by implication chiding us for being worried and distracted by many things, we may well get a little ticked off at Jesus.  But listen:  Jesus wasn’t chiding Martha or us.  He was loving Martha and us.  He was saying in effect that in the midst of this life’s inevitable stress, we need to tend our own selves, really need to give ourselves some time for stillness.  Ah, but hearing that may itself prompt an explosion:  “Take time for myself, for stillness – how, where will I find time for that?  I don’t have enough time to do all I have to do.  I sure don’t have time to stop and just be!”
So okay, maybe you don’t have a whole day for stillness, or even a whole hour, but how about a few minutes?  See, it really just takes a few minutes.  Try it.  Right now, make yourself as comfortable as you can in the pew.  You can close your eyes if you want to.  You can take off your shoes if you want to.  Just let your body relax.  Let the muscles in your neck and shoulders be loose and light.  Take three slow, deep breaths – feel your breathing slow and steady, slow and steady.
Slowly now let’s go together on a sacred journey into the stillness, no hurry, no rush, but slowly and ever so easily drift into a beautiful place, a peaceful place, a quiet place – maybe sunrise at the beach, or on the soft grassy verge of a deep, wide, lazily flowing river, or atop a wildflower-spangled hill from which you can see forever, some place which brings to your mind signs of the sacred, the beauty of sacred grandeur, the gentle caress of sacred tenderness.  Feel the air soft.  Feel the tranquility.  Feel the security of old sacred wisdom.  Feel yourself safe.  Smell the perfume of the sacred; breathe it in.  Breathe and just listen, just listen, just listen.  Perhaps you’ll hear the voice of the sacred speaking love to you and telling you something you need to hear, a teaching, a guiding, a lifting of your heart.  Or perhaps you won’t hear the voice of the sacred, but that’s okay, very, very okay – the stillness itself is all you need to hear, and the stillness is sacred.  Listen, just listen, just listen…
Now slowly, peacefully return here.  The peace of sacred stillness, bring it back here with you.  Be aware now of this room, the beautiful stained glass windows, the old wooden pews burnished with the patina of traditions and music and millions of prayers.  Be aware of your brothers and sisters around you.

Be once again here, but remember – that place of sacred stillness where you went and just listened, you can go there every day if you want to, just for a few minutes to relax in the arms of love, to breathe in peace and just listen.  Nobody, nothing can take that sacred place away from you.  That time, brief as it may be, that time for stillness, sacred stillness – nobody, nothing can take it away from you.  I guess you can take it away from yourself, if you choose never to go there.  But that time of stillness, it’s what you and I need.
“There is need of only one thing,” Jesus said.  “Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.”
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