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Sermon

You may be familiar with a story shared in the Gospel of Luke in the Bible. Jesus has 
been traveling around Judea visiting with people and sharing his teachings. He stops at 
the home of Martha and Mary, two sisters living in the small village of Bethany. Just like 
any dutiful host, Martha wants to make sure her guest is well-cared for and so she is 
busy in the kitchen preparing the food. Here sister, Mary, on the other hand, stays near 
Jesus’ side, at his feet as the scripture says, listening attentively. Martha finds this pretty 
annoying. And she says to Jesus, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do 
all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.” Jesus replies, “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.”

Jesus’ statement reflects an orientation in the ancient Western world towards 
contemplation. This way of thinking placed a higher value on the life of the mind which 
was an avenue for transcendence over the day-to-day activities of life that were simply 
required for survival. 

The tension between action and contemplation has been around for a long time. It is 
one we continue to struggle with today as the pendulum has swung to the other extreme 
and our culture, especially in the West, has come to value active production over rest, 
renewal, and stillness, and our spirits feel the depletion that comes with constant active 
engagement and doing.
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Our worship theme during the month of March is “engagement.” We ask, “What does it 
mean to live a life of engagement?” I think that many of us in recent days have not 
found it challenging to find things to be actively engaged in - issues and causes to get 
behind, community events to participate in, active ways to make our voices heard and 
our outrage known. In fact, we might feel like the requests for our engagement and the 
demands for our urgent action never seem to end.

Setting said all of the civic and political activity that calls for our engagement, I think 
many of us here are just geared towards being very active people. People who “do” a lot 
- and much of our doing is towards very meaningful ends - helping others, participating 
in multiple classes or workshops a week, raising children, working in jobs you love, 
raising money for important causes.

All of this “doing,” however, even when it’s meaningful and fulfilling, has its shadow side.

We can reach a point where our lives are defined by busyness, and we plummet into 
exhaustion. The very nature of active engagement with the world puts our spirits outside 
ourselves. Without enough time and focus internally on our spirits, this level of activity 
can take a toll.

In this frenzied pace, whether in our own lives or witnessed around us, I believe it is 
vitally important to return to this ancient quandary of how to find the balance in action 
and contemplation, how to live a life of engagement that finds a middle path between 
the extremes of frenetic activity and detached passivity.

The writer Parker Palmer takes on this quandary in his book, The Active Life: A 
Spirituality of Work, Creativity, and Caring. He begins by writing, “This book…is the 
result of my long journey toward the knowledge that I am not a monk.”

Anyone who has given some consideration to living a spiritual life may have felt the lure 
of monastic living at one point or another.

I know that along my own spiritual journey I have often felt drawn to the contemplative 
lifestyle of monastic communities - the renunciation of modernity, the complete devotion 
to the life of the spirit, the prayerfulness. I have, on occasion, participated in retreats 
that involved removing myself from the outside world and focusing on quiet and 
reflection. These short retreats have been refreshing, but the intrigue and brief but 
alluring taste of monastic life have never been strong enough to overcome the stronger 
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pull towards my full and active participation in society through civic and communal 
engagement. I am definitely one of those people who values having an active life and 
who has a strong orientation towards “doing.”

Yet, this tension between action and contemplation remains alive for me - especially 
now in this time when our shared public life is so troubling and destabilized and there 
are many ways in which I feel my participation can make a difference. I feel the 
seemingly competing forces of my need to be involved and my need to just stay out of 
the chaos and tend to my own soul.

I think, though, that action and contemplation don't have to be mutually exclusive. When 
we understand contemplation to only be those times of complete withdrawal or sitting in 
silent meditation, then it might seem impossible to bring the two together. But, 
contemplation can also be understood as any time we are tuning in to our own spirits 
and the deeper truth of reality. Contemplation happens any time we are in touch with the 
true purpose of our actions and not just the desired results.

The ancient Hindu text, the Bhagavad Gita, speaks to this tension between action and 
contemplation and points out how our attachment to the outcomes of our actions can 
lead us astray.

The Bhagavad Gita dates back roughly two thousand years. It is part of the 
Mahabharata, an epic tale of the struggle between two branches of a single ruling family 
- the Kauravas and the Pandavas. Arjuna, the head of the Pandava army, has asked 
Lord Krishna, one of the major gods in Hinduism, to support him in the battle. 

The 700 verses of the Bhagavad Gita, arranged in 18 chapters, are a conversation 
between Arjuna and Lord Krishna before the battle begins. Arjuna is having doubts 
about fighting in this battle where his enemies are his own relatives, beloved friends, 
and revered teachers. He turns to Krishna for advice, and through the course of the 
Gita, Krishna imparts upon Arjuna his wisdom and teaches him about the various paths 
of spiritual discipline which aim to unite the individual soul with the supreme soul - this 
discipline in Hinduism is called yoga. Many of us are probably familiar with the 
Westernized version of yoga which emphasizes asanas, or the physical postures of 
yoga practice. But, this is just one aspect of the much broader spiritual path of yoga. In 
the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna speaks of four different types of yoga: bhakti, or devotion; 
jnana, or knowledge; karma, or action; and raja, or meditation. 
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There is a much to learn from the entire Gita, and the part that relates most to our topic 
today, I think, comes from Krishna’s teachings on karma yoga or the yoga of selfless 
action.

Lord Krishna says to Arjuna:

“The wise see that there is action in the midst of inaction and inaction in the midst of 
action. Their consciousness is unified, and every act is done with complete awareness.

The awakened sages call a person wise when all [their] undertakings are free from 
anxiety about results; all [their] selfish desires have been consumed in the fire of 
knowledge. The wise, ever satisfied, have abandoned all external supports. Their 
security is unaffected by the results of their action; even while acting, they really do 
nothing at all…

They live in freedom who have gone beyond the dualities of life. Competing with no one, 
they are alike in success and failure and content with whatever comes to them. They 
are free, without selfish attachments; their minds are fixed in knowledge. They perform 
all work in the spirit of service, and their karma is dissolved.”1

The line here that really grabs my attention is, “even while acting, they really do nothing 
at all…”

I think what this means is that even in the midst of action, contemplation is present. 
There is so much awareness of the ultimate purpose of the action that they’re not just 
doing for the sake of doing but have reached a deeper truth and meaning.

Some of us might call this kind of awareness mindfulness.

I think of it as staying attuned to the truest part of your self, some might say to the divine 
part of your self, even amidst action that puts your spirit outside yourself. It is the 
marrying of an internal knowing with an external showing into an integrated whole. 

Returning to Parker Palmer, in his book, he suggests that instead of speaking of 
contemplation and action as separate ideas, we might speak of contemplation-and-
action as hyphenated, connected and unified ideas rather than separate. He writes, 

 The Bhagavad Gita, trans. Eknath Easwaran. Chapter 4, Verses 16-23. Nilgiri Press, 1985, 2007.1
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“When we fail to hold the paradox together, when we abandon the creative tension 
between the two, then both ends fly apart into madness. That is what often happens to 
contemplation-and-action in our culture of either/or. Action flies off into frenzy—a frantic 
and even violent effort to impose one’s will on the world, or at least to survive against 
the odds. Contemplation flies off into escapism—a flight from the world into a realm of 
false bliss.”2

There are different ways that we often attempt to live with the creative tension between 
action and contemplation. We may just keep them entirely separate and feel like we 
need to choose between the two. An extreme example might be a workaholic CEO or a 
political activist who never takes a break, or the aesthetic who flees to a remote 
mountainside cabin and lives in complete isolation from the world.

Some of us might choose instead to hold the tension by alternating between fully 
engaging in action and fully disengaging. This is what Palmer calls the “vacation 
approach” to life. You are constantly on the go filling your days with continual activity 
and then you turn it off and disengage for a while. After a short break, you are back in it, 
quickly picking up the frenzied pace once again.

What if, instead, we were able to more fully embrace the paradox of action and 
contemplation and integrate the two in our daily living?

There are many practices that we can come back to to help us integrate action and 
contemplation. These are illustrated in a wonderful graphic called “The Tree of 
Contemplative Practices.”3

At the base of the tree, you see connection and awareness come together. The 
branches of the tree enumerate various practices that are creative, relational, 
movement-based, rituals, and stillness practices. What they all have in common is an 
engagement with the inner spirit. This kind of engagement then allows our active 
engagement out in the world to be grounded and connected to our inner selves.

With this integration, action is not merely instrumental, a way to get from point A to point 
B. It becomes a contemplative affair as well - a path of discovering inner truth and fully 
expressing our inner self. Contemplation becomes more than a luxurious time of rest 

 Parker J. Palmer, The Active Life: A Spirituality of Work, Creativity, and Caring. Jossey-Bass, 1990. p. 152

 http://www.contemplativemind.org/practices/tree3
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putting the worries of the world behind us. It becomes a way of changing and shaping 
our consciousness which can impact the world in profound ways.

This integration can be a part of our daily lives. Palmer gives these examples:
“Our contemplative action may be raising a child, making things with wood, delivering 
mail, managing a company, operating a computer, volunteering to feed the hungry, 
writing a book. Our active contemplation may involve staring out a window, reading a 
book, thinking long and hard, grieving a painful loss. Whatever our action, it can express 
and help shape our souls and our world. Whatever our contemplation, it can help us see 
the reality behind the veils.”4

In bringing together action and contemplation, we bring into alignment our engagement 
with the outside world and our engagement with our inner world. This emerges as 
expressive action - actions that we take not to achieve a goal outside of ourselves but to 
express a conviction, an inner truth.

Mark Belletini writes:

“Didn’t Muhammad wait quietly in his cave?
And didn’t Jesus sigh silently by the blue lake?
And Guan Yin, didn’t she sit in silence
thinking about what to do before doing it?
And what was Siddhartha the Buddha doing
anyway under that tree if not just sitting quietly?
And Susan B. Anthony, didn’t she push back
from her desk, and take a breath now and then?
And Florence Nightingale, didn’t she
put down her nurse’s hat
and think silently about what to write
in her essay on mysticism before she actually wrote it?
And Sophia Fahs, didn’t she stop telling
stories sometimes and just sit there?
And didn’t Black Elk just notice the sunlight
glancing off his chair sometimes?
And Starhawk, does she only talk and write, or
does she too keep silence?”

 Ibid, 18.4

Page �  of �6 7



May we also find moments of rest and contemplation amidst our active engagement.
May we tune in to our deepest selves for the purpose in our pursuits.

May we engage deeply and fully with the world holding fast to our own inner truth.
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