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     I have a scanner program on my smartphone which sends alerts for emergencies all over 

the country, and then provides the real-time emergency communications between those 

who are dealing with the crisis. One evening several weeks ago I received an alert from an 

emergency in Arkansas involving the search for a lost hiker deep in the Ozark Mountains, 

and as I listened live to the rescue crews, what unfolded was a remarkable story with an 

amazing ending. 

     The hiker had been lost for several days but was able to communicate with his family 

through his rapidly dying cell phone. The young man was an experienced hiker and well-

equipped to endure this type of ordeal, but as the days went on his supplies were dwindling 

and his exposure to the elements was taking its toll. He was also lost in a trackless 

wilderness in a mountainous region, where the thick forests created an almost 

impenetrable blanket for air rescue.  

   Once the rescues teams had isolated the general area where he wandered off a trail, they 

enabled hundreds of searchers to start combing the area, but they were having no luck. By 

the fourth evening they knew they were close, but they were beginning to worry that their 

time was running out. Caught up in listening to the search, it was around 2 am central time 

when I heard the leader of the team speak to all the police and fire searchers over their 

network, acknowledging that they could see each other’s flashlights as they searched, but 

that it wasn’t helping.  

    Suddenly, and remember I was listening to this as it happened, the team leader called 

everybody to listen carefully on the frequency. He said, “When I say so, I want everyone to 

turn off their flashlights – everyone. We know he has a flashlight and he is looking for us. 

Once we turn off our lights, anyone who sees a light anywhere nearby report.” Agreeing to 
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do so, the search team waited for the order from the team leader. The leader said, “Now – 

turn them off.” There was about 30 seconds of absolute silence on the scanner, when 

another voice called in saying, “I’ve got him – he’s close – I’m going toward that light.” 

Another voice chimed in to say, “I see him too. He’s about a hundred yards from me.” The 

leader said, “nobody turn on your flashlights – just wait.”  A few minutes later a 

triumphant voice said, “I have him. He’s ok,” and I heard the cheering on the frequency as 

the searchers congratulated each other and their leader for successfully saving the lost 

hiker. Just listening to it on the scanner I was caught up in their emotion and amazed at the 

simple ingenuity in using darkness to find a lost soul in the night by focusing every 

searchers attention to one light. 

     I think there is a lesson in that story for all of us – that sometimes the most dangerous 

distractions are the very things which appear to be least distracting, if not downright 

necessary to achieve a specific purpose. The traditional thinking is that it takes a lot of 

lights to find a lost person in the night, but it turned out that that, in the Ozarks, a life was 

saved when everyone focused on the one light that they needed to see, not the many lights 

they needed for someone else to see. In the New Testament, the story of Mary and Martha 

from the gospel of Luke describes a spiritual illustration of the same principle for we who 

both believe and seek to understand what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ. 

     “Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named 

Martha welcomed him into her home. She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s 

feet and listened to what he was saying. But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so 

she came to him and asked, ‘Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the 

work by myself? Tell her then to help me.’ But the Lord answered her, ‘Martha, Martha, 
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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.” 

     This story takes place in Bethany, a village just a few miles away from the gates of 

Jerusalem, where Mary and Martha lived with their older brother, Lazarus. Although we 

do not know the circumstances, all three had become well acquainted with Jesus and 

considered themselves disciples. The proximity of the family’s home to the city of 

Jerusalem made it a convenient place for rest or as a temporary residence for Jesus and his 

apostles as they repeatedly travelled for religious festivals and other purposes, and it was 

more than likely that the household was one in which Jesus had stayed more than just this 

instance described in Luke. 

     Assuming that, at a minimum, the house could accommodate Jesus and apostles, it must 

have been a rather large residence for its time. In preparing my sermon I was looking at an 

Etiquette website which listed 11 rules for being a gracious host, and as I compared them to 

Martha’s actions as the host of Jesus and the apostles, it appears she met every 

requirement for being gracious except one and I quote: “Don’t sweat the small stuff. Your 

guests are way more important.” I think Martha, like so many of us, literally defined her 

service to Christ through the small stuff, which is why she became anxious enough that it 

led her to confront the very one she was hosting: “Lord, do you not care that my sister has 

left me to do all the work by myself?” I think Martha was a little bit on the passive-

aggressive side. Certainly she had given up on saying or doing anything that might distract 

or influence her younger sister from listening to Jesus.  

     Martha was searching for Christ with a thousand little lights of hospitality, while Mary 

had decided to let the light of Christ find her, and Jesus reminded Martha, and all in the 
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household, that Mary had chosen well: “Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be 

taken away from her.”  In the gospel of Matthew Jesus tells his disciples, “the Son of Man 

came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” Many of those 

same followers, whether intentionally or unintentionally, tried to distract Jesus from his 

stated purpose, but he kept his focus on his Father’s will. Mary felt that it was God’s will, 

first of all, that she learn from Christ, and to that end she set every other distraction aside 

and came to the light to be found by the love of God. Martha focused on the many ritual 

requirements of being the head of  her household, not realizing that in the presence of the 

Messiah she had become a part of a greater and eternal household – one in which her only 

call was to serve the Lord – not the rules of etiquette.  

     How many dangerous distractions keep us from daily encountering the light of Christ’s 

presence. In C.S. Lewis’ book “The Weight of Glory,” which is a collection of sermons that 

Lewis preached during World War II, he talks about the danger of life’s distractions, and 

in so doing provides a vivid example of  Mary’s actions as compared to Martha’s demands: 

“We are always falling in love or quarreling, looking for jobs or fearing to lose them, 

getting ill and recovering, following public affairs. If we let ourselves, we shall always be 

waiting for some distraction or other to end before we can really get down to our work. The 

only people who achieve much are those who want knowledge so badly that they seek it 

while the conditions are still unfavorable. Favorable conditions never come.”  

     Let’s apply Lewis’ words to our story. For Mary, conditions were not favorable for her 

to sit at the feet of Jesus. There was a household to manage and guests to care for; there 

was an older sister who had reasonable and culturally correct expectations – even more, 

her poor older sister was left alone to do the mountainous tasks of caring for a 
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distinguished guest and his chosen leaders. Mary could have easily said, “Well, I will wait 

until later.” How many times do we say that to ourselves everyday in regards to things we 

feel are important, but not important enough to set aside our distractions? Mary is taking a 

risk in setting aside Martha’s demands and focusing her attention on Christ in an 

uncustomary way. Jesus could have easily joined Martha in her rebuke, but he doesn’t. 

     Are we willing to take Mary’s risk, and go the places where the light of Christ can find 

us? The first rule in hiking is this – if one becomes lost, don’t search for a way out – be still, 

and let the searchers find a way to you. This morning Christ is searching for us – he has 

something for us to learn, and something for us to do. But until we set aside the dangerous 

distractions that are turning us from one direction to the next, we will not hear what we 

need to hear, and we will not do that for which Christ called us. Christianity is not busy 

work – it is a focused relationship on a daily journey with the Son of God, and some the 

busiest we need to be is stillness, and quiet, and heartfelt listening. Are we willing to seek 

the one light in the darkness, not that we may find it, but that it may find us? 

  

 

      


