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Rector
The word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision, "Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great." But Abram said, "O LORD God, what will you give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?" And Abram said, "You have given me no offspring, and so a slave born in my house is to be my heir." But the word of the LORD came to him, "This man shall not be your heir; no one but your very own issue shall be your heir." He brought him outside and said, "Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them." Then he said to him, "So shall your descendants be." And he believed the LORD; and the LORD reckoned it to him as righteousness.

         - Genesis 15:1-6

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval. By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible.

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going. By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God. By faith he received power of procreation, even though he was too old-- and Sarah herself was barren-- because he considered him faithful who had promised. Therefore from one person, and this one as good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.”

All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed that they were strangers and foreigners on the earth, for people who speak in this way make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. If they had been thinking of the land that they had left behind, they would have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; indeed, he has prepared a city for them.









          - Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16

The Collect

Grant to us, Lord, we pray, the spirit to think and do always those things that are right, that we, who cannot exist without you, may by you be enabled to live according to your will; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

____________

When you’re a wanderer on the earth, you have no roots. And you don’t have a home, or even a mailing address. You’re on the move, stopping only for a while to let your sheep graze or to take shelter against the elements. With no place to call your own, you live on the edge of existence. And that can raise your anxiety level. Wondering “what’s next?” wears on you, causing thin skin and mistrust.

But there is another issue that dogs wandering people. Beyond the question of your own survival lies the probability that you will have no descendants. For the want of foundations and proper stability, the future of a family becomes doubtful. And without children a family or a clan faces extinction – the end of the line.

Those were the problems that Abram and his kin had to face. His circumstances were scary and his prospects were marginal. Once he made up his mind to leave Mesopotamia and move to Canaan – with no map, no AAA, and no computer telling him which way to turn – he became a wanderer. His clan must have thought he was totally mad.  To them he had traded security for insecurity, throwing away a homeland and sedentary life to take a terrible risk. He would have no assurance of a place, or of a people to carry on his name and his memory. Instead, he would walk the very thin line separating life and death.

But Abram wasn’t aimless. He was motivated; he was committed to a mission.   

What made him so brave that he would risk it all? Why did he drop everything and set out on an odyssey toward an unknown destination? The Genesis story tells us that Abram had a vision. He felt a strong tug from the power that exceeded anything he had ever encountered. The power spoke to him, calling him by name, saying, “Don’t be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward will be very great.”  

But he was afraid, even though the voice had said, “I am your shield.” A protector would be a good thing to have. However, this vision had startled him, intruding into his ordinary life. Abram was understandably anxious, especially now that he realized that it was the LORD God who was speaking to him. It isn’t every day that God calls your name. Still, there was that other thing the LORD had said: “your reward will be very great.” That was quite a claim. It enticed him; it seemed to be an offer that he couldn’t refuse. Well, he could have, but something told him that he should check it out. So, Abram bargained with the LORD, saying that he was old and about to expire without an heir. What he had was going to be co-opted by someone else. Abram asked the LORD, “What can you do for me?” 

God must have smiled at his shrewdness. I say that because God didn’t swat Abram like a pesky flea; instead God showed Abram his future. The LORD understood his desires and his sense of desperation. And he knew that Abram was afraid, and in need of help. So, he took him out at night and made a promise that would’ve made a man like Abram dance. His future would be full of heirs; his descendants would be as numerous as the stars in the sky. 

At first, this appeared to be his great reward. It was his hope, after all. He wanted an heir, but the starry night blew his mind with joy. So Abram’s response was to accept with pleasure. Genesis records that he “believed the LORD; and the LORD reckoned it to him as righteousness.” God made a covenant with him, promising him descendants and a land to possess forever. That is how Abram became Abraham, which means “father of many nations.
” In other words, he saw the opportunity and he took it. Transaction complete.

Wait a minute, though. What about that “reckoning as righteousness” business? What did that have to do with Abraham’s deal with God?

The blood and soil of the promise appear to be the end of the story. But that is not the case. God offered them as benefits, but they were not the ultimate reward. God’s great gift is a relationship with him.  

We are created in God’s image, but despite that, we cannot get along with God in anything like a healthy relationship. Our bond is so far out of balance that we cannot restore it. Any reckoning of our accounts would leave us hopelessly in the red. We can’t fix the relationship ourselves; we can’t make it be reconciled. The truth is we need help.

God’s offer is to assist us because God loves us; that is the great reward.

And faith is the key to the treasure. “Abram believed the LORD; and the LORD reckoned it to him as righteousness.” All Abram had to do was to trust the reconciler. And the LORD saw his trust, and called the account settled. That’s called getting it right, by the grace of God.  

I find it interesting that people focus almost exclusively on lineage and land in the story of Abraham. It’s as if the belief-thing was inconsequential. And faith is the linchpin of the whole of the great saga featuring Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Without Abraham’s trust in God, to whom he had not been previously introduced, we would not exist. The LORD God of the patriarchs had to start somewhere, gathering his people by a personal invitation, and Abraham was receptive. His believing opened the way forward; it forged a relationship that founded a people. It was all very personal.   

The Letter to the Hebrews is on the right track, however. It emphasizes the personal dimension of faith. Its author clearly understands that faith is neither a thing, nor about a thing. Rather, faith is an attitude. It is how one person regards another – including fellow humans and God himself. In the section appointed for today, we hear about Abraham’s attitude toward the LORD God. It is trust to the fullest: 

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going. By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God. By faith he received power of procreation, even though he was too old-- and Sarah herself was barren-- because he considered him faithful who had promised. Therefore from one person, and this one as good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.”

Faithfulness is about relationships. It is how people relate to people, and how people relate to God. Even a cursory glance at the Bible supports that point. In biblical times, and up until the modern era, faith pertained to persons – our attitude toward them, our trust in them, and our acceptance of them. Ironically, though, nowadays faith is equated with affirming the truth of a series of facts, or loyalty to a set of ideas. In our time, all too often, faith is more about ideology than attitude, litmus tests rather than living in relationship.

Marcus Borg is New Testament scholar who has recently turned to writing novels. After reading his first attempt at this new form of expression – Putting Away Childish Things: A Tale of Modern Faith, I am eager to read more of the same. Borg is concerned about the deep divisions in Christianity today, as well as the ways in which people are expressing their faith in the 21st century. His main character is a young woman, a professor of religious studies in a small, prestigious liberal arts college. Kate Riley is exceedingly bright, and well liked by her students and by most of her peers. But she is caught up in controversy following the publication of a book on the Nativity of Jesus. Her departmental colleagues have decided that she has lost her objectivity, and that she’s far too “faith-based” in her approach. On the other hand, the conservative Christians on campus think that she’s a secular liberal bent on destroying the Christian faith. Both extremes want the college to deny her tenure. 

Kate is an Episcopalian who leads a faithful life. She prays, and worships, sees her vocation as interpreting the Scriptures for the modern mind. But she seems neither fish nor fowl to her antagonists, who feel that she move on, and explore new options. Meanwhile, she is anxious and confused.

As she was wrestling with this dilemma, Kate was conducting a class discussion of faith in the modern world. She had her students read H. Richard Niebuhr’s The Responsible Self, in which he espoused just what she herself needed to hear. Faith, said Niebuhr, is “fundamentally trust or distrust in being itself.”
 The famous ethicist went on to write, “Of the theories I hold about God and man and human history I may say that they constitute ‘no faith of my own’ but that of the church. But trust and distrust are my very own. In this faith, by this faith, I live.”

Borg’s character was herself poised at a decision not unlike Abraham’s. She agreed with Niebuhr that faith is a matter of trust. Would she, or wouldn’t she? Opening her heart to possibilities of much good, she said to her class: “ . . . anxiety, worry, and fear all flow from the lack of trust . . . This is what Jesus meant when he said, ‘Why are you anxious, you of little faith?’ anxiety and little faith, little trust, go together. A century and a half ago, Kierkegaard put this meaning of faith this way: faith is like floating in seventy thousand fathoms of water. Think of the image. Faith is trusting that the water will buoy you up. If you do, you’ll float. But if you thrash around or become rigid with fear, you’ll sink.”

A poem by Denise Levertov, “The Avowal,” gathered up the strands of thought that Kate shared with her students, all of whom (with all of us) face the highly personal choice of faith – of deciding to trust or distrust the intentions of God for each and all. This is what she read:  

As swimmers dare

To lie face to the sky

And water bears them,

As hawks rest upon air

And air sustains them;

so would I learn to attain

freefall, and float

into Creator Spirit’s deep embrace,

knowing no effort earns

that all-surrounding grace.

Faith is an attitude. It is how the self lives in relation to the world, and to all other selves. In the story of Abraham, we see faith as trust writ large – trust in the Creator God, the one who has made all that is, seen and unseen. Abraham’s belief in God is a positive, personal response to life. He could have rejected God’s offer, content to stand pat on what he had, hunkering down among people and things that he thought he could control. But he didn’t. He opened his outstretched hands and received the blessing of intimacy with all that God promised. His openness turned one man’s family into the people of God. Abraham embraced the life he had been offered. He lived each day as an occasion of grace. It was his “avowal” that trusting God was his choice, that believing God is the only way to travel. 

A few weeks ago I had my first root canal. And although I approached that “adventure” with a sense of trepidation, I got through it, and whole thing turned out to be a relatively painless process. However, while I was sitting (lying) in the endodontist’s chair, it struck me that, for me, a root canal (particularly with today’s technology) was virtually guaranteed to be a success. It wasn’t going to require an act of faith. After all, I am pretty healthy – my cardiovascular system is functioning well and I can breathe without assistance. Thus, when the Novocain numbed my jaw, I could withstand a couple of hours with a variety of dental tools and appliances, drills, microscopes, vacuum hoses, and other things in my mouth. All in all, it didn’t take much trust on my part, to believe in my doctor, my dental assistant, the anesthesia, and the value of the whole visit. 

That said, however, the experience struck me in another way.

When the procedure began, I felt my heart rate increase. And when the various gizmos were being arranged in my mouth (which was held open with a rubber block), I had to concentrate on remaining calm. It occurred to me that occasionally someone might panic for fear of choking, or the like.

Then it hit me: my father had endured not one but several of these procedures. For him this was no simple thing; each time was a life-or-death matter. Dad was on life support – an artificial breathing device – for the last thirty-five years of his life. In addition, the same polio that disabled his breathing had destroyed many of his major muscle groups, leaving him a paraplegic. 

And he endured oral surgery.     

He did it without flinching. At the time, I told him that I thought he was the bravest man I knew. But he said, “No I’m not; I just do what I have to do.” He did it so well that it was easy to forget that he was disabled and dependent on a machine and us to keep him alive.

What was his secret?

I believe that it was trust. Despite the hand that he’d been dealt, Dad trusted in the goodness of life. He believed in God; he believed in his country; he believed in our family; and he believed in the skill and commitment of those who cared for him. It was a basic faith. And it served him, and those who loved him, very well. Trust was his open window to the world. Through it poured abundant life – each new day of which was greeted as a gift to be enjoyed and shared. 

These thoughts, entertained while I was a patient receiving the care of others, have stayed with me. Faith is basic. It is the attitude we adopt to relate to the challenge of life. If we are suspicious of it, hesitant to accept the grace of opportunity, we languish in fear. But, in spite of hardship or unknowns lying ahead, if we believe that this is the day that the LORD has made, we will rejoice and be glad in it.

Abraham was the father of many nations because he trusted God. My Dad was the father of two sons who learned to trust the goodness of God with his help.

I pray that you will think of those who have helped you believe, and give thanks. Amen.

� Genesis 17: 5-8: “No longer shall your name be Abram, but Abraham; for I have made you the father of a multitude of nations. I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall come forth from you. And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your descendants after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your descendants after you. And I will give to you, and to your descendants after you, the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I will be their God.” 


� H. Richard Niebuhr, The Responsible Self (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1963, 1978), p. 118.


� Ibid., p. 120.


� Marcus J. Borg, Putting Away Childish Things; A Tale of Modern Faith (New York; HaperCollins, 2010), pp. 330 ff.


� Marcus Borg quotes Denise Levertov’s poem, “The Avowal,” in his novel, Putting Away Childish Things: A Tale of Modern Faith (New York: HarperCollins, 2010), pp. 330-331.
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