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Intro

“Leave your land, your family, and your father’s household for the land that |
will show you,” we read in Genesis 12:1. If Abram does this, the Lord
continues, “l will make of you a great nation and will bless you. | will make
your name respected, and you will be a blessing.” If we were to put ourselves
in Abram’s sandals, we can see that he’s being invited to put his trust in a risky
promise. There’s alotto gain in that promise —descendants and blessing --
but the cost to him and his family is high. He will need to give up everything
he has ever known and walk into a virtually unknown future. He has much to
gain, but he’s also giving up his heritage. Just from a practical standpoint, he
is facing a difficult journey, taking with him his wife, his nephew, his flocks, his
servants, and all his possessions. He is not a young man, and the length of
the journey is a mystery.

In the gospel lesson, Matthew the Tax Collector hears God’s call, this time
extended through Jesus. “Follow me.” Here, there was no promise made
explicit, but Matthew already would have known something of what it meant
to be a disciple of a Rabbi. He would physically as well as spiritually follow the
teacher, learn Jesus’ way, share his life. Matthew, too, left a full life behind;
he, too, entered a virtually unknown future. He, too, pursued a risky promise.
He didn’t know where following this teacher would lead him.

We, too, are invited to pursue the risky promise of following our Lord. We
know that saying “yes” will lead to a life lived fully in God’s presence. Thatis
the promise. But we don’t know what twists and turns our journey may take,
what the costs will be. What will change for us? What will we leave behind?
Where will we go that we didn’t expect to find ourselves?

What does it mean to pursue God’s risky promise?

. Give Up Past and Present for the Sake of the Future
A. What Abram Anticipated



In his younger years, Abram likely anticipated that when he reached the age of
75 years he’d be the head of a clan made up of his descendants, living a life
similar to that of his ancestors beforehand. Already, then, his life is different
than what he’d expected — he and Sarai are childless. Still, he is a respected
elder in the tribe, a man with flocks and servants. His days are familiar, the
way his people have lived for generations. As part of a nomadic family, he
would have expected to pick up his tents and move from time to time. But at
this age particularly, he wouldn’t have expected to leave his tribe behind and
take his small family off in a new direction, away from all that they had always
known.

B. Then God Called

Then the Lord called him to do exactly that — to leave behind his extended
family, his land, his ancestral home and go to a far-off and as-yet-unknown
place. Andthe promise at the end of the journey seemed beyond the realm of
possibility for this childless couple: descendants, as well as land and
blessing! And Abram went, trusting in the One who made the promise, not
knowing where he was going or what would happen along the way.

C. The Disciples

When Jesus called Matthew away from tax collecting, and when he called
other disciples away from fishing or their respective livelihoods, it was not so
different from God’s call to Abram. They gave up livelihoods; they put
following Jesus ahead of their families; they gave up homes for the life of an
itinerant preacher; they took on the risks of following one whose teaching
upset the status quo. As a matter of fact, their very lives will eventually be at
risk, but they won’t know that until later.

D. Sources of Security

Abram gave up his past and present for the sake of the future God promised.
The disciples gave up livelihoods and families to follow Jesus. Today, we also
have a sense of security that comes from familiar patterns of living, people,
possessions, from the love and respect to which we are accustomed. God is
always calling us. Jesus invites us, “Follow me.” Are we able to leave behind
those things that give us security, to radically change our lives in answer to
God’s call? It may not be a physical journey on which God will lead us; in fact,
itis much more likely to be a spiritual one. Some of you are already taking



that kind of journey - participating in Safe Space and Bridge Builders, studying
social witness policy of the Presbyterian Church (USA), or other endeavors
that reshape your understanding of what it means to fully love our neighbors.
Such stretching and changing may alter our relationships with others who
aren’t experiencing a similar transformation. Are we able to give up past and
present comfort and security for the sake of a future with God?

Il. Step Out in Faith, Trusting God

A. IndianaJones’ Leap of Faith

In the movie “Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade,” Indy is following
instructions in a journal that bring him through a cave to the edge of a deep
chasm. The journal tells him that he needs to step forward across the gap,
but there is nothing visible for him to step on. It appears that a step forward
would result in his death. He chooses to believe the instructions, figuring
there was something more going on than he could see. Indy stepped out in
faith, and a bridge appeared under his feet; he was able to cross the chasm
safely.

B. Abram’s Leaps of Faith

Abram had to make leaps of faith in his journey of following God’s call. He
was promised an heir when his wife was beyond the age of childbearing, and it
turned out that the God who invented the rules of human biology could also
break them. The promise of an heir was tested when God commanded
Abram to sacrifice his son, the fulfillment of that promise, and Abram trusted
God enough to ready the sacrifice and raise the knife before an angel of God
stopped him. He didn’t always live his faith perfectly, but in these key
moments he trusted that God was at work in ways he couldn’t see.

C. Facing Times of Crisis

Life has its way of bringing us to times of trial, points of crisis. We may face a
serious illness or an untimely death. A job may be lost, a business may close,
a natural disaster may occur. A friend may betray us, grades in school may be
worse than what we’d hoped for, a decision made about our future may turn
out to have been a wrong choice. Following Jesus’ way may cost us a
relationship. When facing such trials or crises, pursuing the risky promise
means to trust that God has a future for us beyond this painful circumstance.
Step forward, believing that God is at work in ways you can’t yet see.



lll. Look for God’s Life-Giving Action in the Barrenness

A. Artist Makes Beauty out of nothing

An artist makes beauty out of nothing. A marble sculptor looks at a piece of
stone and sees a figure in it, then sets about taking away everything that is not
part of that sculpture. A painter takes color and putsiton acanvasina
pattern that speaks to those who view it. A friend from an earlier stage of my
life was a metal sculptor; he welded together pieces of scrap metal to create a
beautiful dragon.

B. God’s Best Work

God does some of God’s best work out of nothing. God took the chaos that
existed at the beginning of time and shaped from it the creation that we know.
Out of barrenness, God created a child for Abram and Sarai, then renamed
Abraham and Sarah, from whom would come a great nation. Out of the death
of Jesus, God brought him forth in resurrection. By the power of the Holy
Spirit, God took a diverse conglomeration of people of different religious
background, socio-economic statuses, and nations and made them into one
people that came to be called Church.

C. “Nothing” Close to home

| would imagine that each of us can find some “nothing” pretty close to home
— some emptiness, some barrenness, some unknown present or future. Trust
God with that thing, that situation. Look for God’s life-giving action in the
barrenness - trust that God can bring a glorious thing from that emptiness.

Conclusion

To be people of faith is to pursue the risky promise of life lived fully in
communion with God.

It means to give up the past and present for the sake of the future.

It means to step out in faith, trusting that God is already where you are going.
It means to look for God’s life-giving action in the midst of barrenness.

To be people of faith also means to begin to realize that taking these steps is
not that risky after all, because we’re stepping into an unknown future but
following a known God.




