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More control is better. Right? In a recent study: two groups of college 

students, a group of Americans and a group of Japanese, were asked to list all of 

the life decisions they wanted to control themselves on a sheet of paper. Then, they 

were asked to turn over the paper and list all the decisions they wanted others to 

control for them. The results were interesting. “The Americans filled up the side 

for decisions they [wanted to control] for themselves. [Things like] Where to live. 

What job to take. The other side was almost blank. The only ‘decision’ [Americans 

usually] wanted to hand off to others was, ‘When I die.’ [By comparison] The 

Japanese filled up the [side of paper] with things they wanted others to [control]: 

what they wore; what time they woke up; [even] what they did at their job.” The 

Americans wanted four times more control than their Japanese counterparts.  Of 1

course they did! We’re Americans. It’s hard to give up control.  

But, here’s the catch. According to the journalist reporting on this study, we 

“now have more choices over more things than any other culture in human history. 

We can choose between [more] foods, media sources, lifestyles and identities. We 

have more freedom” than ever. And much of that’s good. But making decisions 

well is what’s difficult. It’s becoming more & more meaningful to choose well.  2

If that’s true in all the other areas of our lives, then it’s certainly true in our 

faith. Learning to choose well has always been near the heart of Christian faith. 

 http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/03/opinion/the-choice-explosion.html1

 Ibid.2

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/03/opinion/the-choice-explosion.html
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Because Christians have always lived in a world where it’s easy to be “worried and 

distracted” by many things. These days we’re worried & distracted by where to 

live, where to work, when to wake, what to wear, what to drive, or what to post 

online. And ironically the more control we have over so. many. life. decisions. the 

less easy it is to choose well. The more control we crave, the less we may 

recognize the “one thing” necessary we hear on the lips of Jesus today. “Martha, 

Martha, you’re worried & distracted by many things. One thing is necessary.” 

Today the question on the lips of Jesus is how to choose well in our lives. 

What’s the one thing necessary? Is it really about having more control? Or is it 

maybe about something else? Today that question arrives in the form of another 

story about hospitality in Luke’s Gospel. If you’ve been paying attention for the 

past few weeks then you know we’ve been on a roll with hospitality stories. Three 

weeks ago we heard about a Samaritan village that refused hospitality for Jesus on 

his way to Jerusalem (Lk. 9:51-62). Two weeks ago we heard about 70 disciples 

who were sent by Jesus like sheep among wolves, and their survival depended on 

the hospitality they received from strangers (Lk. 10:1-20). Last week, it was the 

parable of the good Samaritan who provided radical, costly, life-saving hospitality 

for a wounded stranger - thereby becoming a neighbor for someone in need (Lk. 

10:25-37). We could summarize all those stories as the crisis of inhospitality (Lk. 

9:51-62), the mission to provoke hospitality (Lk. 10:1-20), and a command to 

create hospitality with anyone we meet (Lk. 10:25-37). 
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So today we might expect another story that affirms hospitality. We might 

expect a story that reinforces hospitality as some kind of rule for “choosing well” 

in our lives. Maybe we going to hear about hospitality as the “one thing” necessary 

for Christian life. But instead we find the opposite. Instead of affirmation, we find 

a rebuke. Instead of an episode that reinforces hospitality, we find a scolding that 

takes those previous stories about hospitality and turns them on their head. 

Today’s surprising episode with Martha & Mary illustrates one of the most 

fascinating (and maddening) things about Jesus. He never really gives us a simple 

rule that we can put in our pocket and pull out whenever we need to make a 

decision. He never simply rattles off a list - not even when it comes to hospitality. 

He always invites us into a relationship where we have to listen and respond if 

we’re going to choose well. And that process begins by listening to Jesus himself - 

the bearer of God’s Kingdom in our midst. In a world filled with distractions & 

worries, maybe we Christians are never really going to “choose well” until we first 

listen to Jesus, until we we draw near & sit at his feet. 

Martha’s problem isn’t her welcome of Jesus. Her problem is that she’s 

treating hospitality like a rule; like her own little piece of moral high ground that 

allows her to control others. One of the clues that she’s not choosing well is all of 

her “me talk.” “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to prepare the table 

by myself? Tell her to help me.” (Luke 10:40). That’s a lot of “me talk.” It’s a sign 

that she’s not choosing well. Ironically the more control she has over so. many. 
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decisions. the less easy it is to recognize the “one thing” necessary. “Martha, 

Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things. One thing is necessary.” 

It’s about a living relationship with Jesus, where we listen & respond. 

Our reading from Genesis is about the same thing. It just comes at it from a 

different angle. It’s about learning to choose well by listening to the God of our 

faith. And just like the Gospel, it’s a question that we find in a story about 

hospitality. At first hospitality just seems like a way for an old nomad, Abraham, to 

add some interest & color to an otherwise dreary day. Three mysterious visitors 

appear in the haze of his midday nap, and all of a sudden he’s rushing around like 

Martha in the Gospel. All of a sudden Abraham is worried & distracted by many 

things. First he "hastened" to the tent to talk with Sarah. The he "ran" to the herd to 

instruct a slave, who then "hastened" to prepare it. I suppose the main difference 

between Martha & Abraham is that he already had plenty of people to do his work. 

Of course he did. He’s a patriarch so he didn’t need to complain. But even still, 

even for an old nomad with plenty of people to do his work, this story doesn't 

really begin until Abraham stops rushing from all of his worries & distractions.  

It doesn’t begin until, "he stood by them under the tree while they 

ate," (Gen. 18.8). It doesn’t begin until he stops rushing and starts listening; until 

he joins them at table - like Mary sitting at Jesus’ feet. And the story that follows 

for Abraham, is a story of God's promise; a story about God’s gift, a gift that even 
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exceeds Abraham & Sarah’s unbelief.  The story that follows is about God drawing 3

near to Abraham & Sarah when they stop rushing & start to listen. 

The story of Abraham’s encounter with these 3 mysterious guests has 

captivated people of faith for thousands of years. In the 15th ce. a Russian 

iconographer named Andrei Rublev used this story with Abraham and his 3 guests 

to produce an icon that’s simply known as Rublev’s Trinity. He depicts the visitors 

as Father, Son, & Holy Spirit, sitting at table near the oaks of Mamre. And the 

perspective of the icon invites the viewer into the place of Abraham. The icon 

invites the viewer to complete the circle by joining these divine figures at the table. 

It invites us to draw near, and to listen. 

And as we do, as we enter the icon in the place of Abraham, we begin to 

notice these figures arranged in the shape of a circle. Within the circle we also find 

the shape of a cross. We may even notice the silhouettes of the Father & the Spirit 

evoking the outline of a chalice that contains the Son - reminding us of our sacred 

fellowship in the Eucharist every week. The icon itself becomes an invitation to sit 

and to listen with God in prayer.  

A priest named Henry Nouwen, one of our generation’s great spiritual 

masters, had his own description of Rublev's Trinity. He called it "The House of 

Love." He said, "For me the contemplation of this icon has increasingly become a 

way to enter more deeply into the mystery of divine life while [staying] fully 

 cf. Brueggemann, Genesis, pp. 158-93
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engaged in the struggles of our ... world." (19-20) The contemplation of this icon 

became a way to find the one thing necessary in a relationship with the living God.  

Nouwen said, “As we place ourselves in front of the icon in prayer, [we’re 

invited] to participate in the intimate conversation that is taking place among the 

three divine angels and to join them around the table." (20) He said, ”The longer 

we pray with the icon and the deeper our heart is drawn toward that mysterious 

place where circle and cross are both present, the more fully we come to 

understand how to be committed to the struggle for justice and peace in the world 

while remaining at home in God's love." (Behold the Beauty of the Lord, 26-7) 

I can think of no better way for Christians to learn the meaning of choosing 

well than by joining God in prayer. I can think of no better way than by entering 

the circle of divine love with Father, Son, & Holy Spirit. Because entering the 

circle of divine isn’t just for our own benefit. It’s also so that God can use us. The 

more we enter the circle of divine fellowship and the more we share the cross of 

divine love, the more we begin to resemble a living icon of God’s love. The more 

we learn that, truly, the one thing necessary in our lives is to become people who 

reflect the image of God’s love for the world. Amen.


