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This story is not about Abram and Sarai personally – we know almost nothing about them except that she was barren and that both were up in years. The focus is on following the call – even if it seems impossible. The focus is that you are never too old or young to follow.  It is not about the past but about the present and future. God called to Abram – leave your country, your family, your parent’s home, and go to a place that I will show you.

Sometimes we can’t see what we need to see if we don’t allow for change. I cannot live into God’s new day if I refuse to let go of yesterday. Faith often calls us to let go of the old and familiar and to go to that which is new and different. Faith calls us to let go of certainty – and to trust in the One who made us and loves us. It is about relationship, not about old ways of doing things or thinking about things. Walter Brueggemann, renowned Biblical scholar, has said – the only thing certain anymore is uncertainty.

I remember feeling called when I was a youth and young adult. I had grown up in one church all my life. It was a great church. And I did not want to leave. I struggled with that – and would pray – God, don’t I just need to stay here. Give my energy to keeping this good church going. It was hard for me. But I knew I had to get an education, so I left for that. And as I was around other people, as I learned more about the Bible from professors that knew a lot more than I knew, I began to grow and change. And when I would go home to visit – as wonderful as those times were – I also realized that I didn’t fit in that church so much anymore. When I look back now – I see that church has not changed much. They have a ministry that is very important to them, and they pretty much do things the same way they did when I was there 30 years ago. If I had not followed the call, and left all that was familiar and comfortable behind, then I would not have grown and changed and become the marvelous, wise person that you see standing in front of you today. 

A call is important. It has a way of grabbing hold of us and not letting us go. It haunts our imaginations. It tickles us and pulls and prods on us. And we have to learn how to follow it. What is it that gives us the courage to let go of life as we know it to do something new and different.

I know a woman who spent 20 or more years being an at home mom raising her children. She was very bright, and her husband had a very good job making a good salary. But when the kids were grown and off to school, and they were living in New England, she said to him – I want to move. I want us to take that little bit of land we have down on the NC/Virginia line and I want us to build a house and move there. Well, remember, he had a good paying job in New England. How would this work?  She said- we will figure that out. But the school system in that part of NC is very poor. Not many good teachers want to go there. But this woman felt called to go and teach these kids. She is a gifted teacher – and once she got there she just loves teaching these kids who have never been able to travel or see much of the world beyond their one little community. Her husband talked to his company, and they made an arrangement where he could work out of the house part of the time, and could fly up to the office other times. It has worked out well – although at first it seemed a pretty strange and impossible idea.

I know a young adult who graduated from a very good school, could have gotten a high paying job, bought a nice house, driven a nice sports car. But instead he decided to travel – and not to tourist spots in Europe, but to Haiti, to Kenya, even to inner city Baltimore where he lived for a couple years. He is not back in Haita working with physically and mentally challenged, poor, children. I asked him recently why he did this. He said – I just feel called to do this. So I asked again – what do you think comes next for you – and he said – I’m not sure, but I know that these experiences have changed my life and will be part of whatever I do from now on.

What I know about both of these people is that they grew up in the church. They grew up hearing the stories of our ancestors – people like Abraham and Sarah. These stories were part of their spiritual imaginations. And somehow that has the power to change us. Those stories remind us that we are called to follow where God leads – even if that doesn’t lead us where the culture or our family thinks we ought to go.

God often leads us away from what is known and familiar and comfortable. Sometimes God leads us into the wilderness where we are hungry and tempted and frustrated. Where there are no easy or quick answers. Where all certainties seem to have escaped and run away. 

Earlier in the week, Shannon, Jasmine (who preached for us 2 weeks ago), and I attended a UCC clergy retreat at the Blowing Rock Conference Center. There were about 30 of us altogether – and Steve Sterner, one of the national executives of the UCC, was our guest leader. We were talking about the strange days we are living in as the church, how the culture has changed, and who we are in the midst of all the changes. And he took us back to the story of Jesus being led into the wilderness by the Spirit of God – the text we explored in worship last Sunday. And I want to quote what he said – about a sermon he was preaching to a national UCC group later in the week:

"(I'm preaching on the Markan temptation story..., and I picked Mark because Mark is the Twitter Gospel, and I like it.)... I think the United Church of Christ has been in a moment when God has re-named and re-claimed us, and has led us into the wilderness, .... If you think about that temptation story as a synopsis of Isaiah's vision of a peaceful kingdom (all the animals and angels ministering to creation),.... So we're in this wilderness, and can listen to the voices of temptation of evil or we can keep our eyes focused on the vision of the realm of God.... We're going to emerge from this wilderness, able to more clearly and passionately articulate the vision of God's Realm as the Still Speaking God is laying out for us. Unfortunately, we're spending too much time in the wilderness looking for the evil, and we need to change the direction of our gaze to the vision that will get us out of this mess."

And then he said – I feel a lot of hope for the church. I trust that if we follow where God leads us, we will come out of this wilderness with a new vision for how to be the church in our day and time. 

I was challenged and comforted by those words. I had begun to lose my sense of hope. As we have watched our country be mired into 2 wars over the last 10 years – and now considering new military action with Libya. And the cost of this is that we don’t have money to put into schools and children and our community needs – such as helping the homeless, providing good mental health services, making sure no one goes hungry, and so forth. As we are watching a new Congress try to unravel the hard won victory on health care reform last year – it is easy to lose hope. 

But if we keep our focus on the One who gives us life, and calls us to life – if we keep our focus on God’s vision and hope for the world – if we trust that God is indeed still speaking and living and loving in our midst – then what have we to fear. What more hope do we need?

Where is hope? It is the active, dynamic relationship with the God who still calls us. It is not in how we have always done it – although I hasten to add that we don’t just throw everything out as if it is worthless. Being on this journey means we have to sort and clean and wonder – like cleaning your house before you sell it and move. But hope is ultimately found in the Holy One – in the One who was and is and always will be. The spiritual task is to learn to let go of all else and trust in this One.

So, what do you need to let go of? As you came into worship today, you were given a rock – just a small piece of gravel. During the time of our offering, you will be invited to come forward and place your rock on the altar – as a symbol of what you are letting go of in order to follow where God is leading. What will that be for you? What do you need to let go of in order to trust more and embrace the hope of God’s vision?

During Lent we remember that God is with us, and with God there is hope. Let us never forget. Amen.
