Two millennium have passed since creation.  About 400 years since Noah and the flood…and there seems to be no end to the increase of sin in the world.  The history of the world is not going so well!  These humans whom God created with so much hope and so much love, instead of loving back, continue to love themselves more.  God must have  wondered about his decision to give them the ability to choose between right and wrong, between obedience and selfishness.  

And yet, beings who do good because they have no other choice don’t seem to interest God very much.  Beings who, knowing full well the full extent of their choices, and still choose to do the right thing are what our God desires.  You’d think that God would just give up on helping them out, but he does the opposite.  God chose a man who had the kind of faith through which God could do wonderful things!  This passage is a focal point, a turning point, a momentous time when God does something new.  
Hour glass image?
From dealing with all of creation, God narrows it down now to bless one man and his offspring, through which he broadens it again to bless all of creation.  There’s this simultaneous narrowing and expansion of God’s action in history…God calls a single individual and then promises that he will inherit the whole earth.  
So, who was this man?  Middle aged and prosperous, with fertile lands but a barren wife.  A perfect man?  Far from it!  He falters, he lies to protect himself, but God remains faithful.  Fortunately for us, scripture shows us not only the faith and strength of Abram, but enough of his weaknesses to give us hope that God can and does work through imperfect folk like us too!

Map
Let’s look at the setting.  It says Abram grew up and married Sarah in Ur…in modern day Iraq, actually about where Kuwait City is today. Ur was a  major city-state with an advanced culture.  With his father and extended family, Abram and Sarah traveled to Haran – up on the Syrian/Turkish border…also an advanced cultural city.  They would have traveled about 600 miles to get there, stopping often to graze and water their flocks.

It is here – in Haran – that God calls Abram to pack up and move.  Abram didn’t ask for a new country, to be a great nation, to be blessed or to have a great name.  This was god’s idea!  And, as in our Noah story, when God gave him that complicated task of building the ark, this is no small feat for Abram!
In Genesis 13 it tells us a bit about Abram:

13:2
And Abram was very rich in cattle,


in silver,


and in gold.

:5
And Lot also, who went with Abram,


had flocks,


and herds


and tents.

:6
And the land was not able to bear them,

that they might live together;

for their substance was great,

so that they could not dwell together.
This trek was like moving a small town!  (Abraham journey pictures)In Genesis 14 it says that Abram took 318 of his trained servants to rescue Lot, and although that’s after they have been in Canaan a while, they hadn’t been there long enough to train up more servants!  So, 318 men plus women and children that’s probably around 1000 people!  And their belongings, and their tents and their animals, and their food!  You get my point.  No small undertaking!

Abram actually had even more than these physical difficulties to deal with.  He was leaving the safety and security of his family.  God acknowledged this in God’s call:
Genesis 12:1  

The Lord said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people, and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.”
(Concentric circles)
In a patriarchal culture, it’s hard to leave your own country.  There is no government, so welfare system, no security for people in trouble.  Your family IS your security.  It is survival of the mighty.  Your immediate family is your first line of defense if you need food or shelter, and after that, the extended family.  God is asking Abram to let go of all that security.  If God fails to provide, Abram will be in serious trouble.
And he goes!   There are even more acts of enormous faith coming in our next few stories, but it is the faith of this one man, leaving home and country to go he knows not where – stepping out in faith – through whom all the people of the world will be blessed!

God narrowed his focus from all people to this one man, promising to make his name great, to make of him a great nation, to bless him and through him to bless all people.  To be a nation means land and descendants, and right now, Abraham and Sarah have neither!  And they’re old!  Abraham is already 75 years old.  They have no children, which  makes them a family without hope, without a future.  God’s word brings the promise of life, the promise of a future to this barren situation.  God speaks a word of hope into this barrenness.  A word of hope into a family without any hope. 
We will follow Abraham and his journey of faith for a couple more weeks, but at this one event, this turning point in the story of God and his people, we watch in awe as God breaks in once again, rescuing and redeeming his creation.  Blessing, not cursing is God’s plan – for Abraham, for you and me, and for the world…
…and for the world!  At the heart of God’s plan for God’s world is that Abram is blessed to be a blessing, and in him all families of the world will be blessed.  A little later he will be told that his descendants will be as numerous as the stars in the sky and the grains of sand on the seashore.
Stars in the heavens…sand on the shore images
Y’ know, I guess at some level, I have known that Abraham is recognized as the father of faith…and not just the father of Christianity…but the father of faith of all three religions of the world who worship one God.  Abraham is claimed by Jewish tradition as the ancestor of the Israelites through his son Isaac.  Abraham is claimed by the Muslim tradition as their ancestor through his son Ishmael.  When I read The Faith Club, a book written by three women in New York City after 911, trying to help children understand their religion in a city wary of Muslims and in a world wracked by religious conflict, I have to admit I was surprised to read – and how did I not know this?  We should know this! 

Jewish children and Muslim children read the same stories of faith that our Christian children read…the stories of Adam & Eve, Jonah and the Whale, of Noah’s Ark and the 10 Commandments…of Moses and the manna in the wilderness.  The women writing the book were astonished.  We shouldn’t be.  We pride ourselves on religious tolerance, but think about it.  Tolerance?  That’s not so very positive…to tolerate something or someone.  It’s not exactly a call to engage and to understand someone else.
As we listen to the story of God’s call to Abraham, watching from our vantage point centuries later, and seeing the fulfillment of the promises, are we counting those others as stars in the sky and grains of sand on the shore?  We’ll talk much more about the Muslim claim to Abraham when we have the story of Hagar and Ishmael in two weeks, but what about our Jewish brothers and sisters?  For them, just as these early stories lay out God’s plan for God’s chosen people, so the characters in them are a model for the Jewish people AS A PEOPLE.  From the Jewish perspective, one of the most important Biblical characters to understand is Abraham.
He personifies the self-image of Jewish people – his strength, his drive, his idealism; his hospitality and kindness; but mostly his uncompromising dedication, heart and soul to the ultimate goal of perfecting the world.  Abraham’s personal life and the lives of his descendants are a mini-version, a microcosm of what Jewish history is all about.  Surely Jewish people see themselves as start in Abraham’s sky!
Abraham didn’t live to see the promise fulfilled.  He followed in faith.  In fact, lots of the heroes of the Bible didn’t get to see God’s promises fulfilled.  They obeyed, they walked in faith, and trusted God to take what they did and use it to work his will in his world.

Listen to what it says in Hebrews 11, where we are given the rest of the story:
11:1
Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.  This is what the ancients were commended for.
:4
By faith Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did

:5
By faith Enoch was taken from this life so he didn’t experience death

:7
By faith Noah built an ark

:8
By faith Abraham obeyed and went

:20
By faith Isaac blessed Jacob

:21
By faith Jacob blessed each of Joseph’s sons

:23
By faith Moses’ parents hid him

:29
By faith the people passed through the Red Sea
11: 39 These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised.  God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect.
By faith Abram 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 we are called to set out for a place…to love and obey this promise making, promise keeping God.  If we’re too comfortable, too secure, too much in control to go…then we’re not really trusting God.  And the real message of Abram is to listen.  If we never hear the call in the first place, we will never know where it is he wants us to go.  
For us, for Christians, we who know the risen Christ, we have an even fuller understanding of this God who fulfills his promises.  How he planned it all along and how he did and does fulfill his promises to us in Jesus. 

Acts 13:32  “We tell you the good news.  What God promised our fathers he fulfilled for us, their children, by raising up Jesus.”  
God promised that through Abraham all the world would be blessed.  The prophesy came true in Jesus…a direct descendant of Abraham…through whom the world is blessed with salvation. Right after that wonderful listing of all of the great heroes of faith in Hebrews 11, then we are called to 
Hebrews 12:1 …run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith…
We, too are called to set forth on a journey.  To leave greed and travel to contentment.  To travel from fear, anxiety, envy, regret, apathy and bitterness to arrive at God’s destinations: safety, peace, service and forgiveness.
The repeated comparison of God’s people to the stars in the heavens teaches us a core truth: like stars we are to bring a little bit of light to the dark places of the world.  Where there is suffering, sadness, or heartbreak, we are sent forth by God to bring light and love and peace.  

The truly good news, writes Pastor Craig Barnes, is that “all of the roads belong to God,” and that “the Savior can use any road to bring us home.”  Quoting C.S. Lewis, he reminds us that the God who called Abraham can even use the wrong roads on our life journey to take us to the right places. (Searching for Home: Spirituality for Restless Souls, M. Craig Barnes)
God is calling.  When he called Abraham, there weren’t any burning bushes or dead frogs, or water spouting from rocks.  We probably won’t get those signs, either.  But we have his Word, we have the voices around us, and we have the still small voice of his Spirit.  Listen.  Where is he calling you to go?

Let’s pray together this wonderful prayer from page 304 in our red hymnal:
O God, you have called your servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown.  Give us faith to go out with good courage, not knowing where we go, but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting us; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen
