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In the chapters between last week’s text and this morning’s, God has kept God’s promise
to re-create the world and the human family through Noah. And the human family has seized
multiple opportunities to let God down. In the eleventh chapter of Genesis, humans decide to
make a name for themselves by building a tower to heaven. In response, God topples the
tower, scatters humanity, and confuses their languages. Despite our tendency to think we
know best, God graciously continues to work in and through human beings for the sake of the
world God loves, which leads God to turn to a man named Abram and his wife, Sarai. [Read
Genesis 12:1-9]

My husband Dave and | flew to Salt Lake City this past week for our nephew’s wedding.
After the whirlwind of packing our suitcases for celebrations in an unfamiliar place two time
zones away with blessedly low humidity, we settled into our seats on our flight. | immediately
pulled out my air pods to listen to a novel and watched the little airplane icon follow the
dotted line on the screen in front of me. Instead of a full color map tracing its path, | watched
as it followed a straight line, and within a few hours we were on the ground exactly where our
ticket said we would be. | missed the map. Geography has always been a growing edge for me.
When | was in sixth grade, my dear Geography teacher Mr. Pritchett tried ever so faithfully to
help me learn states and continents and capitals of states and countries, but for some reason

my brain had a hard time making them stick. So when we walked out into a landscape that in



no way resembled the Old North State, | suspected that we had flown over Tennessee,
Missouri, Kansas, and Colorado on the way there, but | couldn’t be entirely sure. Without a
map, | could only guess.

When we meet Abram in chapter 11 of Genesis, he and his family have already been on
their way to Canaan. They are a long way from home in Ur and have been settled in Haran for
an extended period of time. While there, Abram’s father dies, leaving Abram as the head of the
family and guardian of his nephew Lot. We are told that Abram is married to Sarai who is
described as “barren. She had no child.”! And at the beginning of chapter 12, we hear God tell
Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that | will
show you.”? This command to go is not a gentle nudge but more of a shove: Get you going, the
Hebrew insists. And the call is not simply to move to Raleigh or South Carolina or Pennsylvania
or Utah or even Paris. The call is to leave everything that has shaped Abram’s identity, all that
has offered him security, everything that is familiar and go...to a land that will be named at a
later date. God calls Abram to leave behind all that he has known for the bulk of his adult life if
not longer and take his wife who has the dubious honor of being the first person to be called
barren in the Old Testament and go...just go. God gives Abram no map, no TripTik, no little
plane icon with a predicted arrival time, no hint about the destination. And Abram goes.

Without a word.
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In his book entitled Quietly Courageous: Leading the Church in a Changing World, Gil
Rendle writes about landscape in which the 21° church finds herself and how those of us who
pastor and lead God’s people in this moment would be well served by shifting our
understanding of church and the current landscape, along with our long-held beliefs about our
calling and mission. To illustrate his point, he talks about the history of maps, spelling out how
mapmaking changed following voyages by Columbus and Magellan. Rendle writes:

For the first time in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, mapmakers began to draw

maps with intentional empty spaces. It was the first admission that they did not know

what was out there, prompted by what they were learning through expeditions of

discovery about what was really out there. Prior to this time, maps simply left unfamiliar

areas out or filled them in with imaginary monsters.?
Complicated and problematic as these discoveries often were, the work of mapmakers shifted
helpfully and significantly based on what the explorers encountered. Their maps began to
reflect a healthy dose of admitting what they did not know and a new curiosity about the
unknown. Rendle contends that the church of the 70s, 80s, and 90s was in some ways back in
the age before discovery, when we were convinced that we knew what shape the map took
and that we lacked the needed humility about what we did not know about how the world had
changed and was still changing around us.? Rendle calls on 21 century church leaders to

embrace curiosity and to adopt a stance of humility, admitting that the answers that served us
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well before are unlikely to serve us going forward. In other words, we find ourselves in Abram
and Sarai’s sandals in a way, called to follow, called to trust, staring down an unfamiliar
landscape without a reliable map.

But God does not send Abram and Sarai off empty-handed. God promises to bless them,
or as one scholar notes, asks Abram to let God bless him. “Be you a blessing,” the Hebrew
literally reads.” No one can tell us why God chooses Abram. The text certainly doesn’t. But
after trying and trying again to make it work with the human family following the flood, God
picks a 75-year-old Mesopotamian man and his still-not-a-mom and just-about-ready-for-
Taylor-Glen spouse to build a nation and bless all the families of the world. This past week |
listened as a pair of scholars wondered if God chooses Abram and Sarai because they are such
an odd choice.® God doesn’t follow the easy path. God likes a challenge it seems. Regardless of
God’s rationale, through Abram and Sarai God makes a way, which seems at least on some
level to be the entire point.

So often we look for ways to find ourselves in the biblical text, to search for heroes and
heroines, people we are supposed to emulate and celebrate. Yes, I'd like to preach like Peter or
pray like Paul as the hymn goes, but when | focus so much on the human characters in the text,
| risk missing what God is up to and what the story tells me about who this Divine Character is
and what that One might be asking of me. First and foremost, God is the central character in

the story.
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And in this story God makes a big ask. God calls Abram to head out without a map AND
without any real itinerary beyond, “be you a blessing.” That’s A LOT of white space on that
map, A LOT of white space where | might be inclined to draw in some monsters, because | am
not crazy about the unknown. One of you recently posted that you were good with going with
the flow...IF you knew where the flow was going and how fast and when and where it would
end. Same, friend, same. Scholars this week pointed out that God seems to be saying, “Go be a
blessing wherever you go and I'll take care of the rest.”” Seriously God? Don’t you need my
input? Wouldn’t this whole thing work a bit better if | consulted on the map and the agenda?

We only get this episode in the saga of Abram and Sarai—or Abraham and Sarah as they
come to be known—this fall. If you read ahead, you’ll discover that Abraham and Sarah do not
always focus on just being a blessing. They do in fact try to take matters into their own hands
more than once, and it does not go well for them. Yes, God sticks with them, but when they
sidestep the “be you a blessing” part and try to map the future purely on their own, they
stumble and stray from what God has in mind.

What would it look like for the church, for us, for me to focus a bit more on being a
blessing? It sounds so passive, so tame, but being a blessing is not simply a hashtag or
something pretty on a decorative plague from Hobby Lobby. Being a blessing is not about my
comfort or about me controlling the agenda or drawing my own map. Being a blessing may put
me on the front lines looking out for my neighbor who does not have a place to lay her head or

speaking up for a stranger who fears for his family’s safety or his job because he speaks a
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different language than | do. Be you a blessing sounds a bit vague on the surface, but what if
that vague-sounding itinerary isn’t so vague after all? What if the map is not entirely blank
spaces at the edge of my borders? What if | have been drawing the borders too tightly all
along? What if | have been coloring in imaginary monsters because the place | am being called
to go or the work I’'m being called to do frightens me? What if | see monsters where God sees
opportunities for blessing?

As outlandish as it may sound, God is still determined to bless all the nations of the
world, through Abram and Sarai, and through you, me, and the church, too. In an age when the
very ground beneath our feet seems more than a bit shaky and the larger world appears to be
filled with actual monsters at every turn, we have a choice. We can stay as we are and where
we are, looking back and insisting that the way the church has always done it (whatever it is) is
the safest and wisest course of action, OR we can step out in faith, trusting the only One who
has remained ever faithful and go where that One leads. Be you a blessing, God says, because |
am determined to bless this embattled, baffling, beloved world through you. Be you a blessing,
and | will take care of the rest.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.



