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Genesis 18:1-10a
Psalm 15
Luke 10:38-42

Almighty God, the fountain of all wisdom, you know 

our necessities before we ask and our ignorance in ask-

ing: Have compassion on our weakness, and mercifully 

give us those things which for our unworthiness we 

dare not, and for our blindness we cannot ask; through 

the worthiness of your Son Jesus Christ our Lord, who 

lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, 

now and for ever. Amen.
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Genesis 18:1-10a

The LORD appeared to Abraham by the oaks of 

Mamre, as he sat at the entrance of his tent in the heat 

of the day. He looked up and saw three men standing 

near him. When he saw them, he ran from the tent en-

trance to meet them, and bowed down to the ground. He 

said, “My lord, if I find favor with you, do not pass by 

your servant. Let a little water be brought, and wash 

your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree. Let me 

bring a little bread, that you may refresh yourselves, 

and after that you may pass on-- since you have come to 

your servant.” So they said, “Do as you have said.” And 

Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, 

“Make ready quickly three measures of choice flour, 

knead it, and make cakes.” Abraham ran to the herd, 

and took a calf, tender and good, and gave it to the ser-
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vant, who hastened to prepare it. Then he took curds 

and milk and the calf that he had prepared, and set it be-

fore them; and he stood by them under the tree while 

they ate.

They said to him, “Where is your wife Sarah?” And 

he said, “There, in the tent.” Then one said, “I will 

surely return to you in due season, and your wife Sarah 

shall have a son.”
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Psalm 15 Page 599, BCP

Domine, quis habitabit?

1 LORD, who may dwell in your tabernacle? 
who may abide upon your holy hill?

2 Whoever leads a blameless life and does what is right, 
who speaks the truth from his heart.

3 There is no guile upon his tongue;
he does no evil to his friend; 
he does not heap contempt upon his neighbor.

4 In his sight the wicked is rejected, 
but he honors those who fear the LORD.

5 He has sworn to do no wrong 
and does not take back his word.

6 He does not give his money in hope of gain, 
nor does he take a bribe against the innocent.

7 Whoever does these things 
shall never be overthrown.
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Luke 10:38-42

As Jesus and his disciples went on their way, Jesus en-

tered 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 my-

self? Tell her then to help me.” But the Lord answered 

her, “Martha, Martha, 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.”
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SERMON

The gift you gave me last weekend, of my annual 

retreat to St. Meinrad, was wonderful as always and I 

am so grateful.  The class  was on centering prayer,  a 

very  old  discipline  which  is  finding  its  place  again 

within the church. We may talk about it in more detail 

sometime for those interested. 

As engaging as the class was, though, for me it is al-

ways about the Archabbey itself. I was quoted once in a 

retreat brochure as saying that the Archabbey was under 

a  special  dispensation  of  silence,  and  it  is  so  to  my 

mind. The Trappists at Gethsemane take a vow of si-

lence that the Benedictines at St. Meinrad do not, but 

the place is  still,  nonetheless. People don’t talk over-

much. The cell phone reception is poor. The sounds of 

God’s creation can be more clearly heard. 

Saturday morning I rose with the monks at 5:00 am 
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for Morning Offices at 5:30. As I walked from my lodg-

ing  at  St.  Bede  Hall,  the  birds  were  just  stirring  to 

wakefulness.  There  are  many  owls  about,  and  the 

grounds  were  filled  with  the  hooting  and  twittering 

which marks the beginning of the day at the Archabbey. 

Under my feet,  tiny gravels crunched companionably. 

At 5:15,  the great  bells  of  the Cathedral  Church bell 

tower began to peal, announcing the beginning of the 

day’s prayers.  As I  entered the little  side door to the 

church,  the  clean,  cool  air  of  St.  Meinrad  filled  my 

lungs. I don’t know what it is about the air in there. I 

thought at first that it was incense, but when I asked, 

Brother Maurus told me there was none in use. Never-

theless, the air “feels” like a Swiss morning. It’s very 

hard  to  describe,  but  unmistakable  as  you  enter  the 

door.

  Saint Meinrad is the patron saint of hospitality in 
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the Roman Catholic tradition. The Archabbey continues 

his embrace of hospitality, opening its doors to Chris-

tians  of  all  denominations,  feeding and lodging them 

and providing space for retreats in accordance with the 

Rule of St. Benedict which prescribes, “Let all guests 

who come be received as Christ”. They are very adept 

at it, too, but it is not their main work. Their main work, 

as they see it, is prayer. In the Benedictine motto “Ora 

et labora” (pray and work), it is “ora,” or “pray,” that 

comes  first,  just  as  Christ  answered  first,  “You shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 

your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your 

mind” before  he added,  “and your neighbor as  your-

self.” Love of God and attendance upon Him is first, 

and leads, I would suggest, to the second. So, if their 

main work is prayer, and their gift to humanity is hospi-

tality, receiving all guests as Christ, which sounds like a 
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lot of work, how do they balance their obligations? 

In our two texts today, we have two examples of 

hospitality.  In  the  earlier  one,  Abraham  greets  three 

strangers with hospitality which borders on obsequious-

ness. He’s all over himself and his wife and servants to 

serve these three strangers. In the later one, Mary has 

left Martha to do all that work while she sits at Jesus’ 

feet  and  listens.  When  Martha  complains,  Jesus  tells 

her, “Martha, Martha, 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.” Well, which is it? Pull out all the stops to be 

hospitable, or not?

After I paint myself into a corner like this, I like to 

step back from it and reflect on the certainty that I have, 

once again, asked the wrong question. Perhaps it isn’t 

the demands of hospitality which are the problem, but 
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the manner in which the demands of hospitality were 

undertaken. Perhaps the problem Martha is experienc-

ing is that she was worried and distracted. It’s hard to 

welcome your guests properly if you are up to your el-

bows in dishwater. 

There are two things I admire about the monks of 

St.  Meinrad.  First,  they respect  their  guests’ solitude. 

They do not open conversation with their guests as a 

general rule. Second, when a guest does open a conver-

sation, they are uniformly welcoming, by which I mean 

that they pay attention to you. You never have the sense 

of being patronized or blown off. They look at you and 

they listen.  I  think I  painted myself  into a  corner by 

equating Abraham’s great concern that his guests should 

be properly welcomed with Martha’s busyness. I should 

have looked more closely  at  Abraham’s actions  after 

the preparations had been made and compared them to 
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Mary’s  actions.  Both  Mary  and  Abraham  did  as  the 

monks of St. Meinrad do — they made their guest com-

fortable, but then they relaxed and gave to their guest 

their full attention.

It is this unwillingness to pay attention to one an-

other which strikes me so strongly in our time. Not to 

put too fine a point on it, we don’t do this at all well 

anymore. If Jesus had taught in the way we do today, 

He  would  have  prepared  a  Power-Point  presentation 

with  audio-visual  media,  distributed a  stack of  hand-

outs, shared his email address and website in the event 

there were any questions, and gone back to Nazareth. 

 We are so tightly wrapped up that I fear that we 

have lost the ability to relate to one another altogether. 

The word translated as “distracted” in Jesus’ statement, 

“Martha,  Martha,  you are  worried  and  distracted by 

many things” carries the connotation of being stretched 
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or pulled in many directions at once. If ever there were 

a good definition of contemporary society, that would 

be it. Here I am at the Chapel of St. Arbuck trying to 

write  this  sermon,  check my email,  update  my Face-

book, argue with someone on the Internet over some-

thing of little importance and somewhere in my mind, 

I’m being reminded that I have yet to go to the bank!

We believe that we exist in communion with God, 

as God’s children, God’s family. That is the reason I so 

often give you the benediction, “May the love of God 

the Father, the grace of God the Son, and the commu-

nion of God the Holy Spirit  abide with you until  we 

meet again.” We believe that we abide in God and God 

abides in us. If we have lost the ability to pay attention 

to human relationships, is it any wonder we have even 

more difficulty in paying attention to a relationship as 

demanding as one with the creator of the universe? And 
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more  difficulty  yet  in  convincing  people  outside  the 

church that there is value and worth in embracing the 

love offered by God?

What I am saying is that we must recapture the tal-

ent of hospitality. We must learn from the monks of St. 

Meinrad to welcome guests as Christ and Christ as well, 

for we are often most uncongenial to Him!

How  ever  did  we  get  to  be  so  inhospitable?  It 

wasn’t always so. There was a time within my memory 

and yours when we regularly spoke to people, face to 

face, rather than texting people over our phones. There 

was a time, not too long ago, in which we had regular 

contact  with  people  and  did  not  fear  them  so.  We 

learned  this  week  that  fear  of  “the  other”  has  real, 

deadly consequences and has become so ubiquitous that 

even a jury understands and accepts it.

I said that St. Meinrad was the patron saint of hospi-
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tality in the Roman Catholic tradition.  He became so 

because he rejected fear of the other in place of the call 

of hospitality. The account of his martyrdom is instruc-

tive. It began when two men decided to rob him.

So they went into the oratory, not intent on 
what he had urged them to do, but rather on the 
evil they had come to commit, and they came 
back to him quickly. The man of God gave 
them his tunic and cuculla, and added as well 
bread and drink, saying: “Take these things 
from my hands; indeed, once you finish what 
you have come to do, you can take for your-
selves whatever you want of these things here. 
For I know that you have come to kill me. But 
one favor I beg of you. After you have ended 
the course of my present life, place these can-
dles which you see and which I made for this 
very purpose, one burning at my head and one 
at my feet. Then afterwards quickly leave this 
place, lest those who are used to visit me come 
upon you and force you to pay the penalty of 
your crime.”
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Is that not remarkable? Does that not stand in sharp 

contrast  to  our  view of  the  other,  which  is  so  often 

framed in terms of brave and manly fantasies of what 

we would do if someone came to our home with felo-

nious intent? We so fear the stranger and what he might 

do that we arm ourselves, then provoke a fight which 

ends with a death and feel ourselves wise to have done 

so. So, too, does a jury who have undoubtedly suffered 

their own fears of what a stranger might do. We have 

become insular. Would we welcome the Lord into our 

house today as did Mary and Martha? We are taught 

that some have entertained angels unknowing. Have we, 

equally  unknowing,  turned  away  angels,  closing  and 

barring  our  homes  to  them,  and  arming  ourselves 

against them as well?

Both Abraham and Mary welcomed their  visitors, 

and were enriched thereby not only by what the visitors 
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said  but  by  building  a  connection  between  self  and 

other, erasing the artificial differences we impose upon 

our neighbors. We have made ourselves a worried and 

distracted people, as we confessed in our prayer of con-

fession today, “O God, we lead busy lives. Just coming 

to church on Sunday mornings often seems like a sacri-

fice. There’s so much to do, so much to worry about.” 

We have made hospitality all but impossible, save for 

meetings within our own tribe.

God more than hints that His Creation can be a gar-

den of delight if it is based upon love of God and neigh-

bor.  We  have  stubbornly  refused  to  listen,  and  have 

built our own creation, based on fear of neighbor. How 

long we will  permit  this  to continue is  in our hands. 

How long, church? How long?

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2013 J. Stewart Schneider
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