From Martha to Mary, Part II 

Multitasking, rushing, and over-committing: escaping the whirlwind to hear the still small voice of God. 

Scripture Reading: Luke 10:38-42
Last week we looked at how to handle the potential distractions that technology has brought into our lives. We examined the idea of simply “unplugging” – turning off all the electronics and focusing quietly on God. Then we considered the idea of “infusing” with faith and purpose the tools technology has brought to us, using their potential to bring us and others closer to God.

Today I’d like to go beyond the distractions around us and consider some of the habits that start within us, in our minds and hearts that may keep us from having the close, consistent walk with God we desire. These are the habits of thoughts and living that keep us preoccupied. I believe they are at the heart of “The Martha Syndrome.” Along with living in a very distracted age, and failing to notice God in the midst of all the distractions, we are a very preoccupied people. Distractions come from outside of us; preoccupation has to do with the way we think on the inside. It means that we fail to notice God because our minds, day and night, are filled with all kinds of thoughts, worries, plans, and all kinds of mental clutter. Like Martha, we are concerned with many things. I’d like to briefly tackle four habits that prevent us from noticing God, and suggest how we can change the way we think to make room to be present with God.

a. Multitasking. Many today congratulate themselves on their ability to do more than one thing at a time. We tell ourselves we are getting so much more accomplished and making the most of our time. Sometimes that could be true, depending on what two things you’re doing. If one of the things your doing is completely automatic, say, walking on a treadmill, you may be able to concentrate on reading since most of us don’t have to think about walking. There are drawbacks and dangers, and myths, though, and they are worth considering:
i. First, It’s an illusion. Multitasking, at least when both tasks require thought, is an illusion – studies show that our brains are switching back and forth between the things we’re doing; people cannot in fact concentrate or think about two things at once. Aza Raskin is an interface designer, and was the creative lead for the Firefox browser. He works to improve the experience we have as users interacting with computers, and so he has thought a lot about multitasking. He writes on his blog, 
“Not being able to think about two things at once means that we can’t truly “multitask” things that we need to think about. Instead, we cycle through tasks in quick succession. But be warned, there are costs. At each switch we risk losing our train of thought and even if we remain on track, it takes time to re-situate ourselves with where we were before the switch. The net effect is that it takes more time to multitask a set of actions than it does to do them sequentially.”
 Raskin includes a few fun experiments you can do that prove his points. Try, for instance, to think about the taste of chocolate while at the same time adding 47 and 56. You’ll feel yourself switching between the delicious taste of chocolate and the task of adding the two numbers, not actually doing both at the same time.
ii. So, as Raskin demonstrates, multitasking things that require thought is inefficient. Time management trainers tell us to focus on one thing at a time – you’ll do each thing better and get more done in less time. You may choose to listen to books on CD, for instance, on a long, monotonous highway drive. Once you hit the off ramp or some traffic, however, you’ll lose either your concentration on the road (dangerous) or your focus on the CD (unproductive). I’ve also learned that turning off the noise and focusing on the drive in silence has its own rewards. Why?
iii. Multitasking can engage our minds to the point where we don’t have enough bandwidth left to notice God. If we do just one thing, we may be able to see the hand of God in it. If we just listen to Bach, we might catch a glimpse of God’s gift to that great musician. If we only run, feeling our pulse and breathing, listening to our body, we might be able to cooperate with God in caring for our bodies. If we stop and listen to the news, we might be able to think about God’s working in the world and pray accordingly. On the other hand, if we run on the treadmill at the gym while listening to the best bits of Bach on our iPod and watching CNN with closed caption, well, is there any room left to notice God? 
As an experiment (or as a spiritual discipline) try doing just one thing at a time. Do it well, with care and love. Do it purposefully, and with a sense of the presence of God. “Whatever you do,” says the Apostle Paul, “work at it with all of your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men” (Colossians 3: 23-25). Ecclesiastes 9:10 says, “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might...” 
b. The next habit of thought and life that crowds out our ability to focus on God is rushing or hurrying. Debbie Lloyd, a counselor, wrote an article recently in the Daily Astorian, with the headline “The Stress that no one Talks About.” I’d like to share an excerpt: 
“Like all forms of stress, hurrying affects our health: our blood pressure, heart rate, cholesterol level, digestion, immune system... Doctors are seeing an increase in stress-related illnesses among children. Hurrying also affects us emotionally. We become frustrated, short-tempered or bored. We make more mistakes. We fool ourselves into thinking we are enjoying life more fully. Eric Hoffer has said, “The feeling of being hurried is not usually the result of living a full life and having no time. It is, rather, born of a vague fear that we are wasting our life.” 
 

c. Over-committing. This leads to the third habit: over-committing. Debbie Lloyd also notes that “Parents are often guilted into filling their children’s lives with too many activities – sometimes because parents are busy hurrying with their own jobs and activities – with the belief that this will result in a better child. This transfers our hurrying stress to our children.” What is over-committing? Over-committing is scheduling more activities – work or leisure – than we can accomplish with grace and balance. If we rush around the house or workplace, speed on the road, end up keeping people waiting, eat on the run, and usually go to bed too late, we’re probably over committed. The Bible says in Psalm 127:2 “It is in vain that you rise up early and go late to rest, eating the bread of anxious toil; for he gives to his beloved sleep.” Like most of you I struggle with how much God asks of me in a given day. I have concluded that under usual circumstances, as a rule, he asks no more than I can do with grace and balance. The rest is vanity, an illusion, chasing the wind. Worst of all, it too often crowds out any hope of living with a continual awareness of God. It was Mary who chose the better part, and Jesus promised it would not be taken from her.
Review/ Application: 

· Experiment with doing just one thing at a time, and doing it as an offering to the Lord with all your heart, with all your mind, with all the strength God gives you.
· Consider taking on the spiritual discipline of slowing. Slowing is intentionally taking a longer time to do things, planning more buffer time, counteracting the habit of hurrying so that we can notice God. You can read about it in the Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, starting on p. 78.
· If you are over-committed, consider carefully the consequences for you and those around you. Is your schedule really giving you the quality of life you want for yourself or your family? Does it leave room to seek and enjoy the presence of God, moment by moment, day by day?
Jesus gave his life on Calvary’s cross so that we could be forgiven and have abundant, eternal life by grace through faith in him. I hope that each one of you has come to saving faith in Jesus. My prayer is that as we remove the obstacles that stand in the way of a closer relationship with God – including the preoccupation that comes with multitasking, hurrying, and over-committing, we will see real day-to-day progress in our awareness of God and his working in our lives.
� http://www.azarask.in/blog/post/you-cant-multitask/
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