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Welcomed, Taught, Sent 

Martha wasn’t wrong. Nor should any passage of Scripture be taken entirely on its own 
without put it into the larger story and narrative not only of its immediate context, but of the 
Bible as a whole. There are countless examples throughout Scripture of hospitality, welcoming 
others is something we are instructed to do. Like Lumiere, Mrs. Potts, and the other household 
items determined to give Belle a warm, even over the top welcome in Beauty and the Beast, we are 
promised that there is a place at the table with our name on it, and there is rejoicing because we 
are there. Hospitality was a major part of ancient Jewish culture and customs. As reminded by 
Scripture, they had been strangers and foreigners themselves before, and so were called to extend 
a welcome to the stranger. When you look up hospitality in the ancient Hebrew tradition, it is 
called both a core value and a moral institution. Hospitality was important. 

The story of Abraham and the visitors in Genesis 18 is a story about hospitality. Three men 
arrive, unexpected, and Abraham immediately sets everything aside to attend the them. It is 
unclear why Abraham seems to sense that these visitors are or represent the Lord (in Christianity 
this passage has sometimes been depicted as Abraham being visited by the Trinity), but 
somehow, he knows. Abraham kicks into over the top hospitality mode to take care of these 
visitors. Water is brought to wash their feet that are dusty from traveling as well as fresh water 
for them to drink. Sarah uses the fancy flour to make bread, and a calf is slaughtered and prepared 
for them to eat while they are invited to sit and wait in the shade under a tree to escape the heat. 
He doesn’t just feed his guests, he provides a feast for them with milk and curds as well. After 
they eat, they ask where Sarah is, and proclaim that Sarah will have a son. Sarah, who had longed 
for a child for decades, and is now post-menopausal, and Abraham, who is likewise quite old, 
will soon have a child, Isaac. 

So if Abraham is applauded for hosting the Lord by pulling out all the stops, and Jesus also 
talks about God welcoming us in such a way, doesn’t it make sense that Martha wants to do the 
same. The Lord is coming to her house, and she wants to make everything nice for him. Brian 
Petersen, a professor of New Testament studies, points out that following Jesus’ sending of the 
70, which we read just a few weeks ago, with instructions to accept any hospitality that is given 
to them, “there is nothing inherently wrong with [Mary] attending to her tasks. Indeed, they are 
an image of discipleship.” 

So what’s going on here?  

Martha seems like an older sister to me, and maybe that’s because I too am an older sister. My 
sister will probably yell at me for sharing this story, in part because it’s one of those stories that 
even though it happened almost 2 decades ago I still bring up more often than I should. We were 
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on vacation with our parents, I think I was 15 and she was 12, and we rented a two-person sea 
kayak for her and me to go out kayaking for a while. Well, in my opinion, somebody got tired or 
lazy or both, and decided she liked the trip much better if she just laid back in the back of the boat 
and enjoyed the ride while she let her older sister paddle for both of them. I don’t remember how 
focused I was on paddling versus enjoying the experience, but I do think there is something 
similar to be said for the situation. The water was fairly gentle, nothing would have gone wrong 
had we both stopped paddling to just enjoy being out on the water and taking it all in. It also was 
okay for me to choose to paddle. When I chose to focus on blaming my sister for not also paddling, 
I miss the point entirely. We weren’t out there to go as far as we could in the time we had, we 
were just doing this for fun. Nor does this story represent the entirety of our relationship, or 
Annie’s behavior, even at the age of 12. Annie is not a generally lazy person, nor should we 
conclude that Mary was. Maybe they were both on to something that Martha and I missed.  

Peterson goes on to point out that we don’t have to reject Martha in order to understand the 
point that Jesus is making about Mary. This isn’t a this or that kind of moment, it’s a moment of 
teaching, a moment of helping everyone present, everyone who would hear this story in years to 
come, recognize something bigger. This text comes literally on the heels of last week’s text, the 
story of the Good Samaritan. “Mary… is portrayed as a disciple sitting at the feet of Jesus and 
listening to him. She violates the cultural expectations in ways that Martha does not. This is the 
sort of thing that Jesus does, breaking the cultural constraints and setting people free for the 
kingdom. That’s necessary if we are actually going to love our neighbors and love God.” Neither 
the Samaritan nor Mary would have been seen as acceptable exemplars of faith, the Samaritan 
because of being ethnically and culturally other, and Mary because she is a woman, yet these are 
the two whom Jesus has lifted up. Mary is able to see what Jesus offers, she wants to be taught by 
him. It’s not that Martha doesn’t, but she’s also worried about a boatload of other things 
surrounding provided Jesus with the best hospitality that she is able to give, and to do so, she 
needs help. She feels that she is hosting Jesus, and while in a sense she is, she also is not willing 
to give up control and let Jesus be the host, the host that welcomes all.  

We have been welcomed, and we have been taught, and we need to never cast aside as 
unimportant the time that should be spent sitting at the feet of our Lord absorbing and learning. 
But just as the passage on the Good Samaritan ends with the direction to “Go and do likewise,” 
we are taught by Jesus so that we can then go and do likewise.  

In the letter to the Colossians, the author talks about Jesus making the Word of God fully 
known, and revealing the mystery. While I contend, especially with hindsight, that the Old 
Testament reveals the wideness of God’s mercy and love, I think it took Jesus for people to truly 
begin to get it, and to understand that yes, even the gentiles were included. The message of God’s 
welcome isn’t one for just those in the inner circle, or even in the circle, it is a message that we are 
to take to the ends of the earth. We are welcomed with a welcome that never goes away, a 
welcome we are reminded of each time we participate in the Lord’s Supper and come to the table. 
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We are taught, needing to set aside the distractions of many things so that we can focus on the 
one thing, Jesus Christ. A life of discipleship, however, isn’t the kind of lessons you go through 
and graduate from, but rather lessons you need to keep hearing and attending your whole life 
long. Throughout this cycle, we are sent.   

I picked the Chagall image on the cover of the bulletin mostly because it was colorful and I 
found it interesting and appealing, but it actually was informative when I later did some reading 
on it. Art is left for interpretation even more so than the written word, but Chagall seems to 
incorporate into this painting a fair amount of challenge to traditional readings of this text and 
how it or its motifs have often been portrayed by other artists. This includes asking the question 
of how far Abraham’s, and our own, hospitality will go, a question which Jewish commentators 
were also concerned about with this passage. In the top right of the painting, the story continues, 
as it does in Genesis, moving on to the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. A commentary notes how 
“The angels’ visit demonstrates Abraham’s personal hospitality. The Sodom story, though, puts 
his charity to a more global test. We know the patriarch will open his home to strangers, but will 
he stick up for people of ill repute? Chagall’s image emphasizes the connection between personal 
and social duties. We must stick out our necks, even—maybe especially—for those who can’t 
possibly be angels.” 

When we are sent, God asks us to give up the control that Martha so wants to hold on to, and 
to open ourselves to the ways in which Jesus shows us a kingdom that might not look exactly like 
we expected, or maybe even what we want. Hospitality does play a big role in this kingdom, too, 
both God’s, as well as the way we represent that welcome to others. At the Christian Association, 
where I am the campus minister, we have dinner every Wednesday night during the school year, 
and most Wednesdays, I get caught up in making sure everyone has what they need, that any 
dishes that need to be refilled get refilled, etc. This past year there was a student who started 
cooking, but once it comes time to eat, I’ll sometimes take over so she can go and eat. Yes, there 
are moments I feel tinges of resentment that I am the one doing all the work, though the truth is 
others often offer to help, and I choose to allow them to be present at the table. When I stop 
running up and down the stairs and stand in the doorway and just watch, it can truly look like a 
kingdom of God kind of table, and knowing that they experience God’s welcome fills my heart 
and soul. To get there, I need to let go of the many things to see the one thing.  

God sends us out each with unique gifts and ways to proclaim God’s welcome, a welcome 
that is truly for all. Maybe that is through table hospitality, but there are so many other ways to 
proclaim it as well, including how we are present to any situation, how we choose to engage. 
Maybe your gift is staying calm in stressful situations, and helping co-workers see past their 
frustration with one another to a solution or compromise. Maybe you can make a person feel 
truly seen, even in a chance encounter, or remember that kind of details that when you follow up 
with a neighbor or friend assures them they are cared for. You may be someone who can sit with 
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others when the worst happens, and provide a comforting presence. There are countless gifts of 
body, mind, and spirit with which we can witness to the good news of the Gospel.  

Sunday morning is a microcosm of the life of faith, where we are welcomed in and fed, taught, 
and then sent back out. It’s even in how the Presbyterian church has literally shaped our order of 
worship. It happens beyond Sunday mornings though, for everyday Christ welcomes, teaches, 
and sends us forth. Amen.   


