
Called to Journey

Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18; Psalm 27; Philippians 3:17—4:1; Luke 13:31-35

First, God speaks. Nothing is there, no relationship between God and Abraham, until God

speaks. It is God’s initiative, God’s intrusive word, that creates the conditions for relationship. First

God speaks a word of reassuring promise (15:1). A great family, a family through which all the

nations of the earth shall be blessed, shall come from Abraham. Then Abraham responds by

expressing his misgivings about the situation of his childlessness (15:2-3). How in the world can the

promise be fulfilled in one who is so old, so barren of hope for the future? God responds to

Abraham’s misgivings with specific promise and reassurance about Abraham’s descendants (15:4-5).

God doesn’t tell Abraham how this shall occur, what biological processes shall be overcome, what

details must be fulfilled. God paints Abraham a reassuring picture of a future, a future with a family as

numerous as the stars in the heavens. Abraham responds in belief, in righteous faith (15:6).

This morning I am claiming that here, in this story, we see a pattern, a pattern duplicated in

dozens of similar call stories throughout Scripture. God calls, promising to use our lives for God’s

high purposes. The recipient of the call expresses fear or anxiety, then there is divine reassurance,

followed by faithful response to the promise of God.

There was old Sarah, aged, childless wife of Abraham. How old was she? Ninety something,

as I recall. Imagine her surprise when told by God that she was going to have a baby! She laughed!

Abraham had his doubts, but his wife Sarah just laughed at the thought of a child born to one so old.

Well, Sarah laughed her way from the geriatric ward to the maternity ward. When her child was born,

she named him Isaac which means “Laughter.”

The voice of God came to Jeremiah, asking him to become a spokesperson for God, to tell

Israel what God wanted them to do. Jeremiah protested that he was too young. “I’m only a kid!” he

1Called to Journey.ser.wpd



said. God told Jeremiah that he would be with him, help him, give him what he needed for the task.

Jeremiah became a great prophet, despite his youth.

There was Moses, hiding out in the Land of Midian, after he had killed an Egyptian in a fit of

righteous indignation. Moses was out keeping the sheep of his father-in-law. A bush burst into flame!

But the bush was not consumed. A voice came from the burning bush, a voice from God telling

Moses that God had heard the cries of his people in slavery. God was going to deliver the people of

Israel. And guess who was going to be sent to tell Pharaoh about the exodus? Moses.

Moses protests. He is not good speaking in front of a crowd. There is no way that the mighty

pharaoh is going to listen to a little nobody like him.

You know the rest of the story.

A young woman, poor, unmarried, living in a dusty little town in a nowhere place named

Nazareth, has a visit by a man in a white robe. “God has heard the cry of his people,” the messenger

says, “I’ve been sent to give you the good news that you are going to have a baby, a baby who will

redeem God’s people.”

“How can this be?” Mary wondered. Despite all of her misgivings, confusion, and wild

wondering, Mary said, “I don’t know what all this means, and I don’t know where all this is going, but

here I am, willing to be part of God’s purposes.”

There was George. George had never had the benefit of much education after high school.

Yet he always enjoyed reading, especially Bible study books. He had become a popular adult teacher

in the congregation. But George couldn’t have been more shocked when his pastor asked him to lead

the newly formed Young Adult Class on Sunday mornings.

“Me?” George asked in disbelief. “Those kids have all just gotten out of college. They are all

so smart. I’m getting old. They would laugh me out of the room,” protested George. The pastor
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persisted, George took a deep breath, and began to teach the class.

Today’s George’s Bible Study, called affectionately by the dozens of young adults who flock

there on Sunday mornings, “Bible – By George,” is one of the bright spots in that congregation’s life.

Her name was Addie. In mid-life, from out of nowhere, she was laid low by a rare and crippling

disease. In less than a year, she was transformed from a typically active woman to a paralyzed,

bedridden person. Addie prayed, “God, I’m terrified by what the future may hold for me. Help me to

find a way to serve you, despite my present infirmity.”

Today Addie serves her church by doing one of the few activities she can engage in – talking

on the telephone. She can’t walk, run, or move about her house, but she can dial a telephone. Bef ore

every church meeting, members get a reminder call from Addie. When someone is sick, that person

receives daily calls from Addie. Every older person in the congregation who is confined to home

receives a morning call from Addie.

Even in her situation, Addie found that God was calling her to continue her journey with God,

though down a different path than she had intended to go. That’s faith, the continued, daily

willingness to respond to God’s promise spoken over each of our lives. It’s all in discerning the voice.

In Anne Tyler’s wonderful novel Saint Maybe, she tells the story of Ian Bedloe. I can’t go into it

all here, but Ian commits a terrible sin early in his life. By this time in the novel he has spent most of

his life attempting to atone for the sad deed. As part of his atonement, Ian has dropped out of college

and has raised his brother’s three children. The most important aspect of Ian’s life is the Church of

the Second Chance. This church has provided Ian the support and community he needs.

One day, the pastor of the church, the Reverend Emmett, calls Ian in and has this

conversation with him.

“Brother Ian, while I was in the hospital I did some serious thinking ... I have been thinking I
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should face the fact that I’m not going to live forever.”

Ian opened his mouth to protest, but Reverend Emmett raised his palm. “Oh,” he said, “I don’t

plan on dying tomorrow or anything like that. Still, this kind of thing makes you realize. It’s time we

discussed my replacement.”

“Replacement?” Ian asked.

“Someone who’ll take over the church when I’m gone ... I believe you ought to start training for

the ministry,” Reverend Emmett told him.

Ian wondered if he’d heard right.

“... the good thing about a heart attack is it serves as an advance warning. It gives us a chance

to get you trained ... Lawrence Bible School, down in Richmond” – “Richmond! I can’t go to

Richmond!”

“Why not?”

“I have responsibilities here!”

“But surely those are just about finished now, aren’t they?” Reverend Emmett asked.

Ian sat forward, clamping his knees. “Reverend Emmett,” he said, “Daphne at sixteen is more

trouble than all the rest at any age. Do you know her principal has me picking her up at school every

day?”

“So two more years,” Reverend Emmett said. “Maybe less, if she straightens out before she

graduates. And I’m certain that she will straighten out ... Meanwhile, you can start with a few courses

here in Baltimore. Night school. Towson State, or maybe community college.”

Ian said, “But also.”

“Yes?”

“I mean, shouldn’t I hear a call to the ministry?”
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Reverend Emmett said, “Maybe I’m the call.”

Ian blinked.

“And maybe not, of course,” Reverend Emmett told him.

“But it’s always a possibility” (pp. 245-247).

As it turns out, both Ian and Reverend Emmett decide that he has not been called into the

ministry. However, when and if the call comes, I believe this is the way it most often occurs – with

one Christian speaking to another. I know that I would not be standing here today if Myrna Tubman

had not said to me one day, “You should be in the ministry!”

Belief in today’s paradigmatic story of Abraham is not a momentary phenomenon, an act at

one point in time. We love Abraham, the way he does not piously put his doubts under a smiling

facade, the way he protests the seemingly absurd promise of God. Faith does not mean “blind faith.”

At the end of this struggle and protest, we learn that “he believed” (vs. 6). God offers Abraham no

hard and fast evidence on which to base his belief in the promise. Belief is not the result of intelligent

apologetics here. Rather, belief, faith seems to come as gift, as Abraham’s willingness to journey with

God, to trust. Belief is long-term trust, a committed, continuous response to the promises of God. Out

of real doubts and deep questions, Abraham ventures forth with God. The venturing forth does not

erase those doubts and questions. Rather, he gathers up his doubts and just like all of us, stumbles

on behind God into a future on the basis of nothing but the promise. This is what we Christians mean

when we say “faith.” This is what it means to answer the call to make the journey. Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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