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Let me tell you a story about a man named John.  “John is a life-long Christian, well-

studied in the Bible, gives generously to his church and leads other passionately.  But last year he 

dropped out of church.  He didn’t switch to another church down the road.  He dropped out 

completely.  His departure wasn’t the result of an ugly encounter with a staff person or another 

member.  It wasn’t triggered by any single event.  John had come to a long-considered, 

thoughtful decision.  He said, ‘I’m just done.  I’m done with church.’  He is part of a growing 

group of ex-church members.  They have not abandoned their faith.  They have not joined the 

also-growing group of people with no religion affiliation who are often called the ‘Nones.’  

[They’re called that thanks to the check boxes on survey forms under the question of religious 

affiliation: Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Other, None.]  John wasn’t a ‘none.’ Rather, he had joined 

the ‘Dones.’” 

On the whole, the “Dones” were some of the most active people in their congregations, 

some of the most dedicated volunteers.  And now, they’re some of the most disillusioned.  

They’ve done the work; they’ve served on committees; they’ve shown up – and now they’ve 

realized that those activities, all those to-dos that they’ve done haven’t fed their spirits.  They 

want to be nourished, to find connection and formation and worship and space – not to be in 

endless committee meetings or developing guidelines for how to arrange flowers for the chancel.  

And when they can’t find that in their church, they’re leaving the church in order to save their 

faith.  As one “done” said, “I guess the church just sort of churched the church out of me.”  

Another said about his reason for departure, “At first, it was just survival, man.  Spiritual 

survival.  We had to get out.”1     

As the Church has been scrambling around doing chores in the kitchen with Martha, the 

Dones have been voting with their feet, walking out on us in order to sit with Jesus.  If we’re 

willing to hear their prophetic critique, it’s very convicting.   

Certainly, the church doesn’t have the corner on the market of getting too busy or letting 

that busyness crowd out what is most important.  The current issue of Harvard Business Review 

has an article titled “Too Many Projects,” all about how businesses do the same thing.  “The 

essence of strategy is choosing what not to do,” they quote and then go on to say: “It’s 

surprisingly hard for organizations to kill existing initiatives.  Leaders keep layering on 

initiatives.”  The article tells the story of a Fortune 500 company that realized – looking at all the 

duties they assigned to their store managers – that there were more duties on the list than were 

possible to accomplish in a standard workweek.  Instead of changing the duties, the bosses told 

the store managers: figure out how to juggle it.   

That’s usually the M.O. in our personal lives too: we just figure out how to juggle it.  

Which is not the same as prioritizing it.  Knowing that, a couple of years ago one of my 

professors at Kellogg School of Management had us write down six categories on a piece of 

paper: 

• Work/Career/Education 

                                                           
1 “The Rise of the Dones: The ‘Done with Church’ Population,” by Thom Schultz in Church Leaders. 
“Meet the ‘Dones,’” by Joshua Packard in Christianity Today Pastors. 



• Family/Friends/Colleagues 

• Spirituality 

• Health/Exercise/Sleep 

• Entertainment/Fun/Play 

• Social Responsibility/Caring for Neighbor 

And then he told us to budget the 168 hours we have each week between those six buckets.  

People routinely end up running into the problem of needing an extra ten hours in the week.  

Which is exactly how we end up spending too many of our 168 hours washing dishes in the 

kitchen with Martha without realizing that that only leaves us about 7.5 minutes to sit with Jesus.   

Now in defense of Martha who is cast as the busy-body in the kitchen tending to the 

unimportant things while neglecting Jesus in the next room, I will say: they’re at Martha’s 

house, so it’s a lot easier for her sister Mary to plop down on the sofa and ask Jesus what he’s 

been up to lately.  Martha is actually the one responsible for making sure things get done, and 

there are some things that have to get done.  As a mother with young children who walks my 

kids to school alongside other mothers with young children, we make a hobby out of 

complaining to each other about the invisible work women do: coordinating with the babysitter, 

making food for the potluck, scheduling the next well-child check with the pediatrician –  

so I have deep empathy for Martha when she tattles to Jesus that Mary isn’t doing much to help 

her keep things moving around the house.  But, if I’m being honest I also know that just maybe, 

perhaps not all of the things I’m scurrying around doing are quite as important as I’m making 

them out to be or that they might not possibly have to be done at this exact moment or maybe, 

just maybe they don’t always have to be done the way I think they have to be done. (I ask for 

your discretion in not sharing any of this with my husband, Nick, though because it would 

undermine my argument in so many of our fights.)   

In the book This is Where I Leave You, two siblings are saying goodbye to each other 

after a week of sitting shiva for their deceased father.  It could – and should – be a profound 

moment, but one of them overrides the conversation with details about impending flights and 

airport lines and timing.  To which the other responds: “Using logistics to deflect emotions.  

Classic.”  That’s what Marthas know to be true: the details and the to-dos keep us from being 

present to others, even to those we love the most, even to those with whom we would prefer to 

be spend our time.  Heeding the example of Mary to plop down on the sofa is about being 

present to Jesus, it is about presence, about worship – and as Jesus reminded people over and 

over again, what we do for each other, we do for him.  Heeding the example of Mary is about 

paying attention to Jesus and it’s about paying attention to each other.   

The trouble with that is, wrote the preacher Barbara Brown Taylor, “I have an easier time 

loving humankind than I do loving particular human beings.  Particular human beings hug my 

bumper in rush-hour traffic and give me the finger when I tap my brakes.  Particular human 

beings drop my carefully selected portabella mushrooms into the bottom of my grocery bag and 

toss cans of beans on top of them.  They talk on their cell phones while I am having a nice quiet 

lunch at Blimpie’s; they talk on their cell phones while I am trying to step past them on the 

sidewalk.  Particular human beings rarely do things the way I think they should be do them, and 

when they prevent me from doing what I think I should be doing, then I can run short on 

appreciation for them. 

“One remedy for my condition,” she writes, “is to pay attention to them when I can, even 

when they are in my way.  Just for a moment, I look for the human being instead of the obstacle.  

That boy who is crushing my portabellas in the grocery bag does not know the first thing about 



mushrooms.  He is, what, sixteen years old?  With such a bad case of acne that it has to hurt 

when he lays his face on his pillow at night.  His fingernails are bitten to the quick.  He is 

working so hard to impress the pretty young cashier that it is no wonder he does not see me.  But 

I see him, and for just a moment he is more than the bag boy.  He is a kid with his own demons, 

his own bad skin and budding lusts.  I do not want too much information about any of this, but I 

can at least let him be more than a bit player in my drama.  I pay attention to him, and the fist in 

my chest lets go. 

“’Heavy stuff on the bottom,’ I say, so that the kid looks at me.  ‘Take it easy on my 

mushrooms, okay?’ He cocks his head, grins.   

“’These things are mushrooms?’ he says, hauling them out of the bottom of the bag.  ‘I 

wouldn’t eat one of those on a bet.’ 

“I have a variation on this practice,” Taylor continues, “that I do on the subway, at least if 

I have a pair of sunglasses with me.  From behind the veils of my dark lenses, I study the 

particular human beings sitting around me: the girl with the fussy baby, the guy with the house 

paint all over his jeans, the couple holding hands, the teenager keeping time with both knees 

while he listens to music so loud it leaks from his headphones.  Everyone one of these people has 

come from somewhere and is going somewhere, the same way I am.  While I am sitting here 

thinking I am the center of this subway scene and they are on the edges, they are sitting there at 

the center of their own scenes with me on their edges.  Every one of them is dealing with 

something, the same way I am.  Sometimes I say the Lord’s Prayer under my breath while I look 

from one of them to the next, but this is optional.  Paying attention to them has already shifted 

my equilibrium.”2 

It’s not just on Sunday mornings that we’re called to pull away from the kitchen, to sit 

and be present.  All throughout the week, as we walk by people we think are bit players in our 

drama, Jesus calls out to us, saying: “You’re worried and distracted by so many things.  Mary’s  

chosen the better way.  And it’s something that can’t be taken from her.”  Amen. 
 

                                                           
2 In An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith. 


