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You might remember that movie "City Slickers." It was about three guys ~ childhood 

friends, who were now approaching middle age. Every year, they took a vacation doing 

something a little daring and completely different from their daily grind. The plot of the 

film revolved around their decision to spend their time together going on a cattle drive 

with a bunch of old cowboys. It was their job to move a herd across the plains with the 

hope that they might find out something about themselves and something about the 

meaning of life. 

The boss of this cattle drive was an old guy named Curly, who lived up to all the 

stereotypes about cowboys – tough and a man of few words. He was also the one who 

surprised everyone with his unexpected wisdom. 

In one of the more thoughtful scenes in this movie, Curly was riding alongside one of the 

city slickers ~ a character played by Billy Crystal ~ and their conversation turned 

philosophical. 

As they were riding along, Crystal turned to Curly and said, "Your life makes sense to 

you." To which Curly replied: "You city folk. You worry a lot. How old are you? 38?" 

"39," Crystal said. 

"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 paused a minute and then he went on, "You know what the secret to life is?" 

"No, what?" asked Crystal. 

And then Curly said, "One thing. Just one thing. You stick to that, and everything else 

don't mean nothing." 

"That's great," said Crystal, "but what's the one thing?" 

Curly looked at him for a minute, and said, "That's what you've got to figure out." 

One thing. Just one thing. What is that one thing? I’ve really been thinking about that 

question this week. 
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In our Scripture for this morning we hear that same phrase – only one thing. So, let me 

offer you a little bit of the backstory -- it began with Jesus showing up with his disciples at 

the doorstep of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus just in time for dinner. I know I’m speculating 

here, but when we only have five verses, we have to fill in the blanks with our 

imagination. What we gather from the scriptures is that these siblings regularly hosted 

Jesus at their home. And, they lived in a Middle Eastern culture where hospitality was a 

prized value. People were expected to welcome guests who arrived at their doorstep, 

whether they were anticipated or not. It is still like that in many places in our world. It is 

one of the things our daughter, Sarah, loves most about the culture. Whether she has 

lived in Egypt, Israel, or Turkey, families have welcomed her to their tables and into their 

homes. I have to admit that it’s a pretty alien concept to many of us in Naples in our 

gated communities. Think about it, a group of people arrived at Martha’s home with little 

notice, and she found herself scrambling to provide a meal – and remember that there 

was no Costco or Fresh Market to run to, either. So, Martha took charge and rushed 

around to welcome her guests with food and drink. 

 

Martha was doing exactly what she was supposed to be doing. She welcomed Jesus and 

his disciples into her home and was preparing the meal that would sustain them as they 

rested after a long day. Preparing and serving a meal, what the Greeks called diakonia, 

has always been at the heart of the church's understanding of service. In fact, this term – 

which Luke uses to describe Martha's work – is where our word 'deacon' comes from. 

And we know from our own deacons that they work hard to serve. 

 

The problem ... the problem was not with Martha's hospitality, but the spirit with which 

she offered it. What Martha was trying to do was to welcome Jesus, to make him feel at 

home by providing a comfortable place for him to unwind. Unfortunately, Martha 

was distracted by many things. Well, that's the word our translation uses, at any rate. 

According to the original Greek, Martha has been 'drawn away.' Her many tasks 

have drawn her away from that which really matters. She was so preoccupied with doing 

what had to be done, that she missed the opportunity to be with her honored guest. And, 

Mary was doing something unheard of for a woman in that culture – sitting and taking in 

the teaching of a famous rabbi. So, I think what’s surprising here – and there is always a 

surprise with Jesus -- is that he affirmed what Mary was doing. She seems to have chosen 

the one thing – even though I’m not so sure we understand what Jesus meant by “only 
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one thing is needed. But, I can assure you that there are lots of theories about what that 

one thing was. 

 

Some have suggested that the one thing needed in this story was to take time for study in 

the life of faith. This story elevates the value of being a learner. Jesus encouraged a 

woman to take the time for spiritual growth in a culture that only allowed for men to be 

instructed by teachers. 

 

Some have pointed out that the one thing needed was to stop being so anxious about the 

small stuff, and to step back long enough to choose the right stuff. A lot of the time, many 

of us have to be 'doers' as Martha was. It's just that it’s important to let go of the worried 

and distracted part. Our anxiety feeds the anxiety and tension all around us. It is easy to 

go and go until we suddenly realize that we are running on fumes. We have nothing left 

to give. 

 

Some believe that the one thing needed pointed to the superiority of the contemplative life 

of reflection over a life of action. Far too often, I have heard this story used to compare 

Mary and Martha, with Mary’s response emerging as the clear favorite. But, Luke’s 

gospel is also full of stories about the importance of living life in service to other people. 

 

Some have suggested that the one thing needed was to focus on life’s important priorities 

-- balancing the competing demands of life and choosing well in the moment. Despite the 

way this story is too often heard, I am not convinced that the ways of Martha and Mary 

are necessarily an either/or option. I think it is a situation of both/and. For many years, I 

heard this was a story about who measured up in Jesus’ eyes. I don’t think this story is 

about who is better – Mary or Martha. This is not a story about comparison but about 

balance. Not about who is better, but when is better. Not about what is better, but why it 

is better. 

 

So, this week, I found myself really wanting to ask Jesus – “What did you mean by the 

one thing?” And then, I realized we might get some insight by looking at the stories that 

bookend this one in Luke’s gospel. Immediately before this was the story of the Good 

Samaritan, whose main point is to love our neighbor, whoever that might be. The story 

following this one is Jesus’ teaching of the Lord’s Prayer to his disciples, reminding them 

about the power of regularly turning to God in prayer. Is the placement of this story 
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between those two passages significant? I think it is. It helps us to understand what the 

one thing is. Could the one thing be stepping back enough to figure out what is important 

at that moment? 

 

So, for me, the one thing needed seems to be about balancing the dance of priorities in 

life. It’s about BOTH Loving God AND being available to serve our neighbors. The ONE 

THING here seems to be not only what are we going to do, but who are we going to be? 

Jesus sets out both as goals – the doing of ministry and the being in the presence. 

 

What would it look like to both do and to be? What gets in the way? There’s a little 

booklet that has been around for a long time called “The Tyranny of the Urgent.” The 

main premise of those few pages is this: Don’t let the urgent take the place of the 

important in your life. The urgent likes to demand, insist, require, and command your 

life’s activities. It will beg for our attention and will even make us believe that we’ve done 

the right thing by responding so immediately. But you and I probably know this sad truth. 

While we spend our lives placating the urgent, the important waits for us to take notice. 

You and I both know that the important things rarely scream for our attention. Instead, 

they simply wait for us to listen carefully and pay attention.  

 

So, in the interest of full disclosure, this week, I read this on Facebook: “If you live in a 

pastor’s home, you have the right to remain silent, because anything you say or do may 

be used in a sermon illustration. Just so you know – I got permission to tell this one. One 

of our children taught me that lesson when she was about three years old. I was just too 

busy for her, so she finally jolted me with these words, “Listen to me with your eyes, 

Mama.” I am deeply aware that if I am 'worried and distracted by many things' --- no 

doubt that also adds to the anxiety of everyone else around me. Ironically, too, when my 

heart and mind get that 'busy,' I also become less clear about what it is I am actually 

called to do. How often are we so busy doing or serving or accomplishing something 

important that we miss the opportunity to be present with someone in a meaningful way?  

 

As we learn from Mary, we cannot love our neighbors as ourselves until we have rested 

in the love of God. And – AND unless we serve our neighbors like Martha, we do not 

love God with heart, soul, strength, and mind. Both are essential to the journey of faith. 

So, I want to encourage you this week to sit down and listen; take your time at the feet of 

Jesus, feasting on the Word of God. Fill up on the peace and wisdom Christ brings, so 
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that you can pour yourselves out in serving those who cross your path. And then get up 

and go. 

 

So, in the end, I think I’m with Curly, and with Jesus. I’m still figuring out the one thing 

that is needed, but I think I may be getting it. Early in my ministry, I had a pastor mentor 

who always touched me with his authentic Christ-like character. Every single Sunday until 

he retired, he shared this simple benediction as he ended worship – Love God and serve 

God’s children. It doesn’t get much simpler than that, does it? And maybe, when it comes 

down to it, that’s the one thing. 

 


