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Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Tenth Sunday 

after Pentecost.   Welcome to those of you in the sanctuary and those online.   

Most churches strive for oneness, but there are two kinds.  The first is oneness like an 

exclusive club, insiders vs. outsiders, us vs. them.   

On the other hand, Jesus, Paul, St. Francis and countless saints and mystics have shown 

another kind of oneness.  They have seen that all people, all creatures and all God’s creation are 

truly one, and they have created around them communities with open borders that extend 

extravagant hospitality to all, loving stranger or even enemy as a neighbor with one shared self in 

God.   

This perspective comes at the most mature stage of consciousness, we have to grow into it.  

Ideally church is a place where we learn forms of prayer that help us evolve into spiritual 

maturity.  We grow also by practice, by experience, by acting as that good kind of one, so please 

linger after the service today and extend your care to one another, reaching out especially to those 

you do not know and those you know are struggling so all may feel at home and included in this 

loving community, both in person and on Zoom.   

 

Call to Worship:  The word worship comes from Old English meaning worthiness that we 

recognize and honor—people would kneel before nobles and call them “your worship.”  Jesus 

was seen as a Lord like that.   

The poet Donald Hall would call this a dead metaphor. The context of human lordship is 

gone, so what do we mean by calling this worship, what are we doing here?  

Among other things we are recognizing a higher power. a spirit of infinite creativity, of 

love and life and light, whose worthiness we honor and celebrate, to whom we humbly turn 

asking for gifts of guidance, strength, healing and forgiveness, asking to be transformed so that 

we may transform the world around us to be a realm worthy of that higher power. Worship means 

something like that, so if you are game, let’s do it together now… 



There Is Need of Only One Thing 2 

Children’s Time:   Today we are returning to a favorite fable about the cat and the fox.   

You probably remember that the fox was boasting to the cat about all the different ways it 

could escape the hounds.  “I can run down the stream until they lose my scent, I can run in circles 

and confuse them and then slip off, I can go in and out of holes in a stone wall or dive down into 

my den.” The cat said, “I know only one way, but it always works.” The fox said, “Oh, I know a 

hundred ways to escape the hounds…” and it kept throwing out options and the cat kept saying, 

“Well, I know only one way, but it always works.”   

Suddenly, they heard the hounds coming their way and whoosh, in a flash the cat went 

high up a tree and was safe, but the fox got lost in confusion about what to do and things did not 

go so well for it.   

So there is one thing I’m always talking with you about, one answer to every question, one 

thing I recommend in every situation like the cat going up its tree…Prayer, of course!  But you 

could doubt the veracity of what I say because life is not as simple as dogs and cats, and prayer 

does not work as clearly as climbing a tree.  Sometimes prayer can even lead us into more danger 

because it increases our courage and strength of soul and moves us to do something brave for the 

sake of love.  Or sometimes it seems as if prayer does nothing.  We pray and life still goes to the 

dogs.   

But if we know how to go up this tree of prayer, if we practice quieting our minds and 

opening our hearts and listening for the Spirit, something does happen even if we don’t notice it. 

It subtly changes our way of seeing, and our way of being.  Life has more love and light in it, we 

can handle hard situations better, we see how to use our gifts to help others, and when we change, 

then others around us change a little, too.  So let’s try it now.  The words are not the important 

thing but what you do in your heart as you say the words…   

Let us pray together the Lord’s Prayer… 

 

There Is Need of Only One Thing  

Recently we heard the story of two sisters, Martha who was stressed in the kitchen cooking 

for Jesus and Mary who was sitting at Jesus’ feet immersed in his loving presence and taking in 

his every word.  Martha insisted that Jesus tell Mary to help her.   
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Of course, Marcia Bushnell was right during our conversation time two weeks ago when 

she said that Jesus should have gotten up and helped Martha instead of rebuking her.  We all burst 

into spontaneous applause at the idea.  I’m sure that’s exactly what Jesus would do—he was even 

wiser and kinder than we are.  In fact I’m sure that’s what he did do thirty seconds later, but it 

was a teaching moment and he had an extremely important point he wanted to make before going 

to the kitchen.   

He said, “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.”   

“There is need of only one thing.  Mary has chosen the better part.”  What does the one 

thing needed mean in our daily lives, and what will that better part do for us, and why does it 

matter?   

The very next verse says, “Jesus was praying in a certain place, and after he had finished, 

one of his disciples said to him, ‘Teach us to pray.’”   

Prayer is the one thing needed.  Prayer is our way of sitting at Jesus’ feet like Mary, 

opening our hearts wide to his presence and taking in the Spirit’s word that is flowing through 

him.   

Human wisdom and God’s higher power come to us through the humility of quieting our 

ego’s ambitious, anxious thinking, sitting at that higher power’s feet and listening to the still, 

small voice of the Holy Spirit within us. 

It feels counter-intuitive, but the greater the challenges we face the greater the benefit from 

what looks to the ego like doing nothing.  Prayer is the door that opens onto the sacred way 

through whatever situation lies before us.   

The prayer that Jesus taught comes from the humble place where we recognize and honor 

God’s higher power and our need for it.  It is very short.  Give us daily bread, keep us from 

straying into trouble and forgive us when we do.   

Jesus spends much more time talking about how to pray than what to pray. He tells us to 

have a persistent practice even when it feels fruitless.  He says that prayer is a quest—asking, 

searching, knocking—and we can have faith that if we practice this kind of prayer, God will give 

us our daily bread.  But the kicker in all this teaching comes at the end: 
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“If you…know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will our heavenly 

parent give the Holy Spirit to those who ask.”  Jesus has been talking about bread throughout the 

passage, but suddenly the crust of that bread is broken open and there inside we find the core of 

what Jesus has had in mind all along.  The one thing needed, the better part, the one thing for 

which we should be asking, searching and knocking, is the Holy Spirit, the same Spirit that 

guided and empowered Jesus.  As Psalm 138 says, “On the day I called, you answered me, you 

increased my strength of soul.”  Spiritual guidance and strength make up the daily bread that we 

most need and they are what prayer at its best can deliver. 

Picture Martin Luther King Jr. at age 26 sitting all alone in his kitchen one midnight during 

the Montgomery Bus Boycott.  He is being harassed by the police, his phone rings morning, noon 

and night with death threats against his beautiful wife and new baby, and for all their efforts the 

African-Americans of Montgomery seem to be making no headway against systemic racism and 

the white supremacists.  King is exhausted, he feels he can’t go on.  He humbles himself in prayer 

like Jesus in Gethsemane, asking, searching, knocking for guidance and help and waiting in 

silence.  Finally, he feels an inrushing of the Spirit and hears a voice telling him to get up and 

serve.  It increases his strength of soul and enables him to work the miracles he accomplished the 

rest of his life. 

Why does it matter that we pray and connect to the Spirit and gain its guidance and power?  

Ask the universe that question.  Earth was a barren watery rock for its first billion years.  Then 

miraculously life came into being.  Rapid climate change wiped out almost all life on earth five 

times—imagine 96% of all species dying out—but it kept surging back, developing more 

complex forms of being. 

Human consciousness evolved over hundreds of thousands of years to the age when Jesus 

and the Buddha and other spiritual masters around the world emerged teaching about this one 

thing needed: to turn our consciousness toward the sacred way, toward the Spirit, opening to the 

source of love and life and light that created us, the source of sanity and health, the source of 

oneness and the loving way of being that those teachers had attained.   

Why does it matter that we turn and open to the source of life that created us?  Because the 

universe wants life to flourish, but there are destructive forces at work in humans, as well.  The 

force of selfish greed tears the world apart, but the force of love and light fills adults with care for 
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children, fills churches with care for communities and the earth, fills artists with inspirations that 

inspire others.   

It clearly matters to the life-creating spirit of the universe that we attain the ability to see 

and love all people and all the earth as one.  Compassion and the Golden Rule arise from that 

oneness, as do justice, peace and health.   

The Spirit gives us each gifts, and they are not for ourselves alone.  God gives us our daily 

bread so that we may give daily bread to others.  God gives us the Holy Spirit so that the Spirit 

may flow through us, using our gifts to bless others in various ways and help life flourish   

It matters that we take the time to pray and learn how to live contemplatively and 

heartfully in the midst of this insanely self-destructive world.  It matters because this is the better 

part, this is the sacred way, this is the path to a new level of consciousness in our culture that can 

create the realm of God on earth and prevent mass extinction and lead to greater life. 

So let us do the one thing needed, opening our hearts like Mary, praying and waiting for 

the Spirit to show us what we can do in our life now to serve the love and light that created us.... 

 

 

   Haiku by Mel Goertz: 

          When the buds opened, 

   there were two rose hollyhocks 

           on a gray morning. 

   


