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From the book of Genesis, I'll read the very end of chapter 11 and the beginning of chapter 12
(CEB). Listen with me for God’s word to us.

3%Sarai [Abram’s wife] was unable to have children. *' Terah took his son Abram, his
grandson Lot (son of Haran), and his son Abram’s wife, Sarai his daughter-in-law. They left
Ur of the Chaldeans for the land of Canaan, and arriving at Haran, they settled

there. ** Terah lived 205 years, and he died in Haran.

'The Lord said to Abram, “Leave your land, your family, and your father’s household for
the land that | will show you. * I will make of you a great nation and will bless you. I will
make your name respected, and you will be a blessing.
* I will bless those who bless you,
those who curse you | will curse;
all the families of the earth
will be blessed because of you.”

* Abram left just as the Lord told him, and Lot went with him. Now Abram was 75 years
old when he left Haran. > Abram took his wife Sarai, his nephew Lot, all of their
possessions, and those who became members of their household in Haran; and they set
out for the land of Canaan.

| did not want to leave Houghton. | grew up there and could name most everyone in town. My
parents taught me to ride a bike, giving me independence. | pedaled up and down our hilly streets
and meet up with friends who had known me from birth. We kids constantly explored the woods,
the creek, the airstrip, the college campus. | played racquetball in the college gym, and some older
kid showed me how to log into the college mainframe computer so | could get addicted to an
early adventure game called Dungeon.

| don’t remember feeling afraid of the world beyond our little town. | loved to travel and see new
things, always knowing we’d come back to home base. When | started 7" grade my dad took a
sabbatical and we lived in Michigan for half a year. That quiet Grand Rapids suburb felt like an
exotic metropolis compared to my hometown with its single flashing traffic light.

Then we returned home, and in that familiar environment | had my first kiss, learned to drive on
those rural roads. | discovered that words and ideas and true friendships lit me up. | walked every
day to my high school and | played soccer on the field next to our house. Periodically | argued
with my dad about music or politics or sometimes faith, knowing that even when our opinions
clashed, we loved each other. It was a safe environment.

So | did not want to leave. | chose to stay for college, signing on for at least four more years in my
hometown.

Maybe Abram didn’t want to leave, either. His father Terah already had migrated the whole family
from Ur, a city near the Persian Gulf in what's now Iraq. They all migrated northwest along the



Euphrates River some 1500 kilometers to Haran, in what’s now Turkey. Today that route would be
incredibly dangerous, and it must have been fraught with hazards thousands of years ago, too.

We aren’t told why Terah moved his family, but the Bible tells us that he was headed toward the
land of Canaan. We also don’t know why the family stopped at Haran, hundreds of kilometers
short of Canaan. But the text says “they settled there.” So Abram and his beautiful wife Sarai put
down roots in Haran, the closest thing they had to a home. Family members lived in their
neighborhood, including the aged patriarch Terah. Abram himself was already 75 years old, and
he was probably crunching the numbers on how soon he could retire.

“The Lord said to Abram, ‘Leave your land, your family, and your father’s household for the land
that | will show you.””

The crazy thing is: he does it. Lots of times in scripture people argue or bargain with God. Not
here. Abram doesn’t even ask any questions. With just that word from God, Abram and Sarai grab
their nephew Lot, pack up all they can of the household, and go. They seem to know they’re not
coming back.

What makes Abram and Sarai take God'’s outlandish idea seriously? Why now?

Maybe old Terah'’s death is one reason. He dies at 205 years old. Terah is the last of a prehistoric,
almost mythical kind of people. The stories in the first eleven chapters of Genesis are there to help
us understand the world, to explain who God is and what kind of creatures we are. So Terah dies
and takes with him that prehistoric world. Starting with Abram, the book of Genesis makes a big
shift. “We are no longer looking at the huge canvas of the whole world, but at a tiny corner of
it.”" From here on the stories tell the history of a specific family, the people of Abram.

Many of us here know that when a parent dies, our grief may be accompanied by a new sense of
freedom. Perhaps now Abram’s free from worrying over his father’s health. This might grant him
the bittersweet freedom to leave Haran and complete the journey that his father started.

Maybe desperation also nudges Abram and Sarai to uproot and follow God somewhere new. They
have no children, which in their culture means they have no future. Their family line has hit a
dead end, making Abram only a wannabe patriarch. Why not at least go on a retirement
adventure? God tells the childless couple, “I will make of you a great nation and | will bless you.”
That must have sounded unreal to Abram and Sarai. Like if God told me, “I will make you a
greater athlete than Alysa Liu.” It just doesn’t fit reality.

Still, they go. They start the journey. They walk toward a land they’ve never seen, toward rumored
blessings in their future. Abram and Sarai open themselves to a new homeland, new family
members, even new names — Abraham and Sarah — that will be given to them by God.

! Lapsley, Jacqueline. “Commentary on Genesis 12:1-9.” Working Preacher.
http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2225




From this story we discover something about God: God likes to choose one person, or one family,
not for special privileges, but to help bring about life for many. My Hebrew professor from
seminary, Jacqueline Lapsley, writes
God’s call to Abram is a call to serve, to be a blessing to others, but it is also a declaration
of love: God loves Abram, and God loves the world and so sends Abram on a journey that
will bless the whole world....
Later, God will work through the one [person] Jesus, the incarnation of God on earth, for
the blessing of the world. Particularity, working through one for the good of the many, is
the modus operandi of God.?

You heard Jesus say to Matthew in our gospel reading, “Follow me” — and the next verse shows
Matthew and Jesus hosting a meal for “tax collectors and sinners.” (Matthew 9:9-10). That's how
God works: loving and blessing the world through particular people.

For Abram, following God into the unknown is faith. Many generations later the apostle Paul [in
Romans 4] holds up Abram as a hero of faith because he trusted that God gives life to the dead
and creates things that don’t yet exist. By the time Abram and Sarai will have a child of their own,
Isaac, they’ll be a hundred years old. Fertility in hundred-year-old bodies reveals resurrection
power. Somehow Abram trusted God to give life to the dead, indeed.

I’'m no hero of faith like Abram. | doubt and wonder all the time. Maybe you do too. Still the God
of Abram is faithful to each of us. “In Christ we [too] are blessed so that we might share that
blessing with others.”?

We have to be careful with that phrase, though — “blessed to be a blessing.” It once came up in a
circle of church members discussing the book Waking Up White.* Someone pointed out that racial
privilege is not a blessed position from which some of us generously share blessings with people
who don’t have what we do. God in Christ doesn’t bless any of us with privilege. Instead, racial
privilege reveals the world’s injustice. For those of us who benefit from such privilege, faithfulness
requires our repentance and renunciation. The more that God frees us from our privilege, the more
we're freed to go be a blessing, the more we’re able to step out in faith.

God did not bless Abram with privilege. His blessing consisted of a future with hope. God blessed
Abram with the promise that his people would bring hope to all the world. He just had to trust
God enough to leave home and take the first steps.

As | told you, | stayed in my hometown for college. Familiarity kept me there, at least partly. On
that campus | could navigate with my eyes closed, | thought | knew what to expect. But God goes
to work on us wherever we are. Even in surroundings that felt so comfortable, my professors and
my new friendships and the books | read all stretched me. New perspectives from history and new
challenges from around the globe began to summon me beyond my home.

? Ibid.
? Ibid.
* That conversation was at Second Presbyterian Church, Nashville TN.



Two months after | graduated my dad died. | grieved fiercely. And as | look back, Dad’s death also
granted me a new freedom to go. Finally | was ready to leave home and to trust the invitation of
God tugging at me, drawing me toward different lands and unknown future gifts. It felt bittersweet
to leave my home, to leave the place where my father is buried. But stepping out in faith set me on
a long journey that has brought me to life and ministry here, in this eleventh state I've called
home. Who knows, maybe Kentucky is the promised land.

This week as I've pondered Abram’s journey and my own journey there are other journeys | can’t
stop thinking of. One is this journey of discipleship, during which we all seek to follow Jesus as he
walks toward the inevitable cross and beyond into resurrection life. Wherever you find yourself
along the path of Christlike discipleship, may you be increasingly liberated from whatever keeps
you from stepping forward in faith. | also know that some people in this room are on life journeys
you did not expect, journeys that feel more about life and death than about spiritual freedom.

Which may let you empathize with the journeys of refugees across our world. Right now over 117
million people around the planet, including 49 million children, have been forced to escape from
their homes. Over 30 million persons are refugees, outside their country of origin.> Imagine how
bad life would have to be for you to run from your home, knowing you may never see it again.

These our siblings are religiously persecuted in Myanmar, or escaping chaos in the Republic of
Congo, or fleeing violence by drug cartels in Mexico, or made homeless by brutal warfare in
Sudan or Syria. Out of desperation, they’re on journeys they never expected to take, and they are
afraid their lives have hit a dead end. Even with currently atrocious national leadership regarding
refugees, you and | can help Kentucky look more like a promised land for those who have arrived
here. A land of rest and restoration, and even a future with hope.

In Abram and Sarai’s story, in the refugees’ stories, in your story and in mine, God is in the
business of making hope where there is no hope. If your own journey contains any sense of
desperation, if you see a dead-end wall in front of you or your family, this good news is especially
for you. God makes hope where there is no hope.

In love, God called Abram to step out in faith, creating a people who would bring hope to the
whole world. And Jesus Christ, the very face of God in that love story, summons you and me
beyond home, to be among those who bless with world with hope.

In the name of God the Origin,
God the Wayfarer,
and God the Future.

> Statistics from UNHCR Refugee Data Finder: https:/www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics




