
SUNDAY, MAY 29, 1983 

"CHOOSE THE GOOD PORTION" 

LUKE 10:38-42 

IN THE BIBLE STORY
. 
READ EARLIER FROM LUKE'S 

GosPELJ MARY IS SAID BY JESUS TO HAVE CHOSEN 
"THE GOOD PORTION)" WHILE HER SISTER MARTHA 
WAS DISTRACTED WITH TRIVIAL DETAILS. As JESUS 
PUT IT, "SHE WAS ANXIOUS AND TROUBLED ABOUT 
MANY THINGS) AND THEREBY WAS .MISSING .SOME 
OF THE MOST IMPORTANT THINGS IN LIFE." 

WHAT IS THIS GOOD PORTION THAT JESUS CHR.IST 
IS TALKING ABOUT? 

1. FIRST OF ALL) CHOOSING THE GOOD PORTION 
MEANS CHOOSING GOOD RELIGION OVER BAD. IN 
THE PAST MONTHS I'VE COME ACROSS SEVERAL 
SURVEYS WHICH INDICATE THAT AMERICANS IN 
OVERWHELMING NUMBERS BELIEVE ING.OD. 
RECENTLY I WAS AT A GATHERiNG IN WHICH PEOPLE 
WERE TALKING ABOUT THESE SURVEYSJ AND SOMEONE 
TURNED TO ME AND SAID) "ISN'T IT WONDERFUL 
THAT so MANY PEOPLE BELIEVE IN Goo?" 

I ONLY NODDED POLITELY! I WANTED TO SAY, 
"AND DO YOU THINK GOD IS PLEASED WITH THIS 
ENDORSEMENT?" MORE POINTEDLY, I WANTED TO 
ASK) "WHAT KIND OF Goo DO YOU SUPPOSE IT IS 
IN WHICH SO MANY PEOPLE SAY THEY BELIEVE?" 
THE FACT IS THAT RELIGION IN GENERAL IS POPULAR 
IN OUR TIME, AND MANY PEOPLE BELIEVE THAT 
ANY RELIGION IS BETTER THAN NONE. Bur SUCH 
IS NOT THE CASE. Nor ALL RELIGION IS GOOD ) 

AND SOME RELIGION IS VERY BAD. 

RELIGION CAN BE LYRICAL AND LOVELY AND HUMANE 
AND UPLIFTING) BUT IT CAN ALSO BE WICKED AND 
DAMAGING TO THE HUMAN SPIRIT. 

Too MANY PEOPLE TODAY ARE EASILY TEMPTED INTO 
DIVIDING HUMANS INTO TWO GROUPS) THE RELIGIOUS 
AND THE IRRELIGIOUS, AND THEN SUPPOSING THAT 
BEING RELIGIOUS CONFERS A CERTAIN SUPERIOR 
QUALITY UPON THEM. RELIGIOUS BELIEF DOES 
NOT AUTOMATICALLY MAKE PEOPLE MORE SENSITIVE 
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TO HUMAN .PAIN AND SUFFERING. LOOK AT WHAT 
RELIGION HAS DONEJ AND WHAT SOME SUPPOSE GOD 
HAS ENDORSED: THE INQUISITION ) THE CRUSADES ) 

THE RITUAL SACRIFICE OF HUMANS) UGLY 
SUPERSTITIONS ) BARRICADES BUILT AGAINST EVERY 
ADVANCE OF SCIENCE. JUST A FEW WEEKS AGOJ 
350 YEARS LATERJ THE POPE FINALLY ADMITTED 
THAT THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH WAS IN ERROR 
IN CONDEMNING GALILEO. 

ON THE OTHER HAN DJ IT WAS .RELIGIOUS GROUPS 
WHO BUILT THE FIRST HOSPITALS) THE GREAT 
UNIVERSITIES ) AND HOMES FOR THE POOR AND THE 
HOPELESS. AND . IT HAS. BEEN RELIGION THAT HAS 
PRESERVED CULTURE ) GIVEN MEANING TO LIFEJ 
COMFORTED THE SUFFERINGJ OFFERED COURAGE TO 
THE LIVING AND DIGNITY IN DYING. 

IT'S A MATTER OF CHOOSING THE G.OOD PO.RT I ON J 

BEING ABLE TO DISTINGUISH GOOD RELIGION FROM 
BAD RELIGION. THAT WAS THE PROBLEM IN JESUS' 

TIME. HE NEVER DEALT WITH IRRELIGIONJ BUT 
RATHER WITH ONE KIND OF RELIGION AGAINST 
ANOTHER KIND: A MORALLY SENSITIVE AND CARING 
RELIGION SET OVER AGAINST A RELIGIOUSNESS 
THAT REALLY DIDN'T CARE MUCH WHAT HAPPENED 
TO PERSONS. 

HERE ARE SOME OF THE MARKS OF GOOD RELIGION: 
GOOD RELIGION ALWAYS ENLARGES THE HUMAN SPIRIT 

AND DOES NOT SUPPRESS OR CONFINE IT. GOOD 
RELIGION IS OPEN AND GROWING AND SENSITIVE 
AND CURIOUS. NOTHING THAT SUPPRESSES HUMAN 
CURIOSITY ) NO RELIGION THAT KEEPS ONE FROM 
LISTENING TO OTHERS AND LEARNING FROM THEM 
IS WORTHY OF THE PHRASE ) "GOOD RELIGION." 

GOOD RELIGION IS INCLUSIVE) NOT EXCLUSIVE. 

IN ONE OF HIS TALL TALESJ MARK TWAIN TELLS 
HOW EXERCISED HE HAD BECOME ABOUT THE 
CONSIDERABLE AMOUNT OF DISCORD AMONG GOD'S 
CREATURES AND HOW HE HAD DECIDED TO TAKE THE 
MATTER IN HAND .. 

So I BUILT A CAGEJ AND IN IT I 
PUT A DOG AND A CAT. AND AFTER A 
LITTLE TRAINING I GOT THE DOG AND 
CAT TO THE POINT WHERE THEY LIVED 
PEACEABLY TOGETHER, ·THEN I INTRODUCED 
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A PIGJ A GOAT., A KANGAROO ., SOME BIRDS., 

AND A MONKEY. AND ., AFTER A FEW 
ADJUSTMENTS., 'THEY LEARNED TO LIVE 
IN HARMONY. So ENCOURAGED WAS I BY 
SUCH SUCCESSES THAT I ADDED AN IRISH 
CATHOLICJ A PRESBYTERIANJ A JEWJ A 
MUSLIM FROM TU�KESTANJ AND A BUDDHIST 
FROM CHINA ., ALONG .WITH A BAPTIST 
MISSIONARY THAT I CAPTURED ON THE 
SAME TRIP. AND IN A VERY SHORT WHILE 
THERE WASN'T A SINGLE LIVING THING 
LEFT IN THE CAGE. 
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THIS STORYJ AS WE ARE PAINFULLY AWARE., CONTINUES 
IN MANY PLACES AND IN MANY WAYS TO BE TRUE. 
TRAGIC CONFRONTATIONS AND COLLISIONS -­
RELIGIOUS., POLITICAL� AND IDEOLOGICAL -- . 
PERSIST IN DESTROYING HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS. 
Ir's IN THE NEWS EVERY DAY. MUCH OF HUMAN 
HISTORY SEEMS TO BE THE HISTORY OF VIOLENT 
CONFLICT. IT IS ONE OF THE TERRIBLE IRONIES 

OF HISTORY THAT RELIGION HAS BEEN AMONG THE 
PRIMARY SOURCES OF THIS CONFLICT. WHILE 
RELIGIOUS BELIEFS HAVE BEEN OFFERED AS THE 
TRUE BASIS FOR HARMONY AND SALVATION ., BOTH 
HERE AND IN THE HEREAFTER., THEY HAVE SERVED 
EQUALLY WELL AS THE BASIS FOR ALIENATION ., 

HOSTILITY ., AND DESTRUCTION. HOLY CITIES 
BECOME JUSTIFICATIONS FOR THE MOST UNHOLY 
SENTIMENTS AND ATROCITIES. THE GRACIOUS WORD 
OF GOD BECOMES A VEH I.CLE FOR DI SP ENS I NG GRACE 
TO OURSELVES AND DAMNATION TO THOSE WHO 
DISAGREE WITH US. 

Goon RELIGION IS A MEANS TO AN END., NOT AN 
END IN ITSELF. RELIGION IS NOT FOR THE SAKE 
OF RELIGION; IT IS FOR THE SAKE OF HELPING 
MEN AND WOMEN TO LOVE GOD AND ONE ANOTHER. 
BAD RELIGION CALLS ATTENTION TO ITSELF; IT 
MAKES RELIGIOUSNESS THE-GOAL OF ITS ENDEAVORS., 

AND IT ALWAYS ENDS WITH A LOT OF SILLY LITTLE 
RULES AND REGULATIONS. Goon RELIGION POINTS 
BEYOND ITSELF } LIFTS ITSELF ABOVE THE TRIVIAL } 

AND MAKES ITSELF A SERVANT OF Goo AND HUMAN 
NEED. IT REMAINS CURIOUS AND CONCERNED FOR 
THE HUMAN CONDITION EVERYWHERE AND TRIES TO 
DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT! CHOOSE THE GOOD 
PORTION. AND CHOOSING THE GOOD PORTION MEANS 
CHOOSING GOOD RELIGION OVER BAD. 
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2 . . SECONDLY, CHOOSING THE GOOD PORTION MEANS 
NOT BEING AFRAID OF UNCERTAINTY AND CHANGE, 
IN THE BIBLE STORY MARTHA HAD TO BE CERTAIN 
OF EVERYTHING ALL THE TIME, WHILE MARY WAS 
NOT AFRAID TO TAKE TIME AND LISTEN, SHE KNEW 
THAT SHE DID NOT KNOW EVERYTHING, THAT THERE 
IS ALWAYS MUCH MORE TO LEARN, AND THAT THE 
WORLD WOULD CONTINUE TO CHANGE. 

To SOME DEGREE THE -FUTURE IS A .LWA YS UNCERTAIN. 
THAT'S PART OF THE MYSTERY OF LIFE. WHO CAN 
PREDICT WHERE YOU WILL BE LIVING TEN YEARS 
FROM NOW OR WHAT YOU WILL BE DOING OR WHAT 
KIND OF POSITION YOU WILL BE FILLING? THE 
SIMPLE FACT IS THAT OUR LIVES ARE DIRECTED 
AS MUCH BY THE UNCERTAINTIE·S OF CHANCE AS 
THEY ARE BY OUR OWN DETERMINATION TO FOLLOW 
A PLANNED PATH, No MATTER HOW CAREFUL WE 
ARE IN STEERING THE COURSE OF OUR LIVES IN 
A PREDETERMINED DIRECTIONJ OR GUIDING THE 

LIVES OF OUR CHILDREN IN SOME DESIRABLE WAY, 
THE UNCERTAINTY OF THE FUTURE IS BOUND TO 
INTERVENE. How DOE-S ONE DEAL WITH SUCH 
UNCERTAINTY? 

UNCERTAINTY IS THE STUFF THAT MAKES ADVENTURE. 
THOSE WHO TREAT IT AS SUCH WILL SEIZE THE 
UNEXPECTED TWISTS AND TURNS IN THEIR LIVES 
AS OPPORTUNITIES TO EXPLORE NEW GROUND AND 
DISCOVER UNKNOWN TALENTS WITHIN THEMSELVES. 
THOSE WHO DWELL ON THE NEGATIVE ASPECTS OF 
THE UNCERTAINTY PRINCIPLE ENDANGER THE NORMAL 

· STATE OF THEIR HEALTHY MIN·DS. THEY LIVE IN 
CONSTANT FEAR OF TOMORROW OR ELSE BECOME A 

PART OF MOVEMENTS THAT PROMISE SIMPLE ANSWERS 
TO ALL QUESTIONS OF THE FUTURE. THIS IS WHAT 
CULTS ARE MADE OF. IT IS ALSO WHY c·ERTAIN 
SECTARIAN MOVEMENTS WITHIN THE CHRISTIAN FAITH 
HAVE ALWAYS TRIED TO PREDICT THE END OF THE 
WORLD TO THE EXACT DAY AND HOUR, SOME PEOPLE 
CAN'T STAND ANY UNCERTAINTY, 

ONE HISTORIAN HELPS US PUT THE FUTURE INTO 
PERSPECTIVE. HE SAID, "EXCESSIVE FORETHOUGHT 
AND TOO GREAT SOLICITUDE FOR THE FUTURE IS 
OFTEN PRODUCTIVE OF MISFORTUNE; FOR THE AFFAIRS 
OF THE WO-RLD ARE SUBJECT TO SO MANY ACCIDENTS 
THAT SELDOM DO THINGS TURN OUT AS THE WISEST 
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PREDICTED; AND WHOEVER REFUSES TO TAKE ADVANTAGE 
OF PRESENT GOOD FROM FEAR OF FUTURE DANGER, 
PROVIDED THE DANGER NOT BE CERTAIN AND NEAR, 
OFTEN DISCOVERS TO HIS ANNOYANCE AND DISGRACE 
THAT HE HAS LOST OPPORTUNITIES FULL OF PROFIT 
AND GLORY FROM DREAD OF DANGERS WHICH HAVE 
TURNED OUT TO BE WHOLLY IMAGINARY." 

THE COURSE OF HUMAN LIFE IS NEITHER DETERMINED 
SOLELY BY THE ACTS OF THAT INDIVIDUAL, NOR 
IS IT GOVERNED PURELY BY CHANCE OVER WHICH 
THE INDIVIDUAL HAS NO CONTROL. ONE'S DESTINY, 
THUS, IS SHAPED BY A· COMBINATION OF CHANCE, 
WHICH BY DEFINITION WE CAN DO NOTHING ABOUT, 
AND ONE'S OWN ACTIONS, WHICH WE CAN DO SOMETHING 
ABOUT. 

I BELIEVE THE WORLD AND OUR LIVES ARE OPEN­
ENDED, FILLED WITH INFINITE POSSIBILITIES. 
AND WE SHOULD DELIGHT IN· THIS FACT. Too OFTEN 
WE ARE ALTOGETHER TOO COMPLACENTJ TOO RIGID J 

TOO DOGMATIC ABOUT OUR ASSUMPTIONS AND 
CONCLUSIONS. 

Do NOT BE AFRAID OF UNCERTAINTY, OF QUESTIONING 
BASIC ASSUMPTIONS .. THE LUST FOR CERTITUDE 
KEEPS ONE FROM BEING OPEN TO NEW KNOWLEDGE 
AND NEW EXPERIENCE, 

EARLIER I MENTIONED GALILEO. IT IS SAID THAT 
WHEN GALILEO SHOWED HIS TELESCOPE TO THE 
LEADING SAGES OF HIS DAY, THE RESPONSES 
GENERALLY FELL INTO THREE CATEGORIES. SOME 
PEOPLE WERE PROPERLY STRUCK BY WHAT THEY SAW 
AND.WERE NOT AFRAID TO BEGIN TO SEE THE 
UNIVERSE IN A NEW WAY, THEY WERE NOT AFRAID 
OF THE UNCERTAINTY AND CHANGE WHICH NEW 
KNOWLEDGE BRINGS. THEY WERE WILLING TO 
CONSIDER A NEW POINT OF VIEW. A SECOND GROUP 
PEERED AROUND AT THE OTHER END OF THE TELESCOPE, 
CONVINCED THAT GALILEO HAD PASTED SOMETHING 
ON THE GLASS, THEY WERE SO CERTAIN OF THEIR 
PRESENT POINT OF VIEW THAT ANYTHING WHICH 
CONFLICTED WITH IT HAD TO BE FALSE. THE THIRD 
GROUP REFUSED EVEN TO LOOK THROUGH THE LENS. 
THEY DIDN'T WANT TO SEE ANYTHING WHICH MIGHT 
CAUSE THEM TO RE-EXAMINE THE BELIEFS ON WHICH 
THEY THOUGHT THEIR LIVES DEPENDED. THAT'S 
HOW FRIGHTENED THEY WERE OF UNCERTAINTY AND 
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CHANGE. BETTER TO STAY WITH THEIR PRESEN.T 
BELIEFS. I HOPE YOU WILL ALWAYS BE IN THE 
FIRST GROUP -- AMONG THOSE WHO ARE NOT AFRAID 
TO LOOK THROUGH THE TELESCOPE AND AT LEAST 
CONSIDER ANOTHER POINT OF VIEW. EVERY MAJOR 
LEAP IN HUMAN PROGRESS HAS COME ABOUT BECAUSE 
OF SOMEONE HAVING THE COURAGE TO QUESTION 
AND RE-EXAMINE A BASIC ASSUMPTION. 

3. THIRDLYJ CHOOSING THE GOOD PORTION MEANS 
NOT BEING AFRAID OF DIFFICULTY. THERE IS 
AN· OLD ADAGE IN NAUTICAL CIRCLES WHICH SAYSJ 
"No SAILOR EVER DISTINGUISHED HIMSELF ON A 
SMOOTH SEA." WHAT WE CALL HUMAN GREATNESS 
IS NEVER ACHIEVED APART FROM DIFFICULTY AND . 
CONFLICT. 

THUS ONE DOES NOT HAVE TO BE VERY OLD TO KNOW. 
FROM PERSONAL EXPERIENCE THAT THE COIN OF 
UNCERTAINTY DOES HAVE TWO SIDES. THE ONE 
CAN BRING FAME1 FORTUNEJ AND EVEN TRIUMPH; 

THE OTHER CAN BRING MISERYJ SUFFERINGJ AND 
EVEN TRAGEDY. THE WELL EDUCATED PERSON MAY 
HAVE NO TROUBLE DEALING WITH A CHANCE EVENT 
THAT LEADS TO AN EXCITING NEW OPPORTUNITYJ 
BUT WHEN CHANCE DEALS A DISAPPOINTING SETBACK 
OR A PERSONAL TRAGEDYJ EVEN THE MOST BRILLIANT 
MIND· MAY BE WOEFULLY INADEQ·UATE. 

THERE IS NO DOUBT IN MY MIND THAT WHAT I 
EARLIER DESCRIBED AS GOOD RELIGIONJ HAVING 
A MATURE FAITH AND AN ACTIVE SPIRITUAL LIFEJ 
CAN HELP A PERSON DEAL WITH THE FLIP SIDE 
OF THE COIN OF UNCERTAINTY. THIS SPIRITUAL 
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PART OF EACH ONE OF US PROVIDES TWO FUNDAMENTAL 
INGREDIENTS USEFUL IN DEALING WITH THE ADVERSITIES 
OF LIFE� AND THESE INGREDIENTS CAN HELP ONE 
TURN TRAGEDY INTO TRIUMPH. THE TWO SPIRITUAL 
INGREDIENTS TO WHICH I REFER ARE FAI.TH AND 
HOPE. FAITH IS EMBODIED IN THE BELIEF THAT 
AS A CHILD OF A LOVING GOD1 A HUMAN IS NOT 
PLACED ON EARTH TO LEAD A LIFE WITHOUT PURPOSE; 
AND HOPE IS THE STRENGTH THAT THIS FAITH PROVIDES 
FOR DEALING WITH ADVERSITY. 

WE ALSO NEED TO REMEMBER THAT PAIN AND 
\._/ SUFFERINGJ A LITTLE OR A LOT) ARE PART OF 

THE PRICE ONE PAYS FOR ACHIEVING VICTORY AND 
RECOGNITION) SMALL OR GREAT. WHO CAN BOAST 
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OF AN ACHIEVEMENT OF ANY SATISFACTION WITHOUT 
HAVING ENDURED SOME ANGUISHJ DEPRIVATION J 

OR EVEN SUFFERING? WHO HAS NOT FELT THE PAIN 
OF FAILURE WHEN TRYING SOMETHING FOR THE FIRST 
TIME AND THEN EXPERIENCED. THE THRILL OF SUCCESS 
AFTER TRYING MANY TIMES OVER? OR WHO HASN'T 
SUFFERED ANXIETY FROM A LOST JOBJ ONLY·TO 
HAVE DISCOVERED MORE CHALLENGE AND SATISFACTION 
IN A NEW ONE? AND WHO HAS NOT DISCOVERED 
THAT THE GRIEF OVER THE DEATH OF A CLOSE 
FRIEND OR RELATIVE HAS MADE YOU MORE 
REFLECTIVE ON YOUR OWN LIFE AND PUT YOUR OWN 
WORRIES AND CARES IN BETTER PERSPECTIVE? 

CHOOSE THE GOOD PORTION! AND THAT INCLUDES. 
AT LEAST THESE THREE THINGS: CHOOSE GOOD 
RELIGION OVER BAD. Do NOT BE AFRAID OF 
UNCERTAINTY OR OF QUESTIONING BASIC ASSUMPTIONSJ 

AND REMEMBER THAT HUMAN GREATNESS IS NEVER 
ACHIEVED A'PART FROM DIFFICULTY AND CONFLICT. 
AND ABOVE ALL� REMEMBER WHEN YOU CHOOSE THE 

GOOD PORTION J Goo's LOVE AND POWER ARE 
SUPPORTING YOU ALL ALONG THE WAY. AMEN . 
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