On the move — sermon on Genesis 12:1-9 Christine Erb-Kanzleiter

On the move - sermon on Genesis 12:1-9

According to the Methodist lectionary, we were invited to look at the story of
Noah and the flood last Sunday, and at Abraham’s and Sarah’s story this
Sunday.

Since we (or I) said Yes to this challenge last Sunday, why not follow the line
again this Sunday — as a kind of continuation of what we started a week ago?

In the flood story we were confronted with this utter silence between God and
humankind. There is no communication between God and his people throughout
all 4 chapters of the flood story. And when someone does speak, it is only God.
Last Sunday I told you that communication, real communication, between God
and a human being can only be found again when we get to Abraham’s story...
And, here we are today...

But let us recall, how it all starts in the Old Testament of our Bible. Can you
remember: God looked at everything he’d made, and it was very good. That is
how it all begins.

But then things go wrong. The first man and the first woman on earth have to
leave God’s beautiful garden. They grow older, they have children and the first
serious conflicts arise with Cain and Abel. Eventually the earth becomes a vast
trouble spot, a battlefield, a place of violence and corruption. And the God of
Genesis 6 decides to wash the earth clean with a great flood, and start all over
again.

If you remember last Sunday’s sermon, you will surely remember that at the end
of the flood story it is not humankind who has changed, but it is God who’s
changed once and for all. Human beings were still the same...

God once and for all offers his grace, grants his creation freedom, lets go of
control and sets his rainbow in the sky as a sign to never destroy life on earth
again.

And when some chapters later, after the building of the tower of Babel, he comes
to the point that his whole beautifully meant earth looks ruined and spoilt again,
God does not decide again on destruction, but chooses one special person who
may understand God better than all the others do and starts all over again with
him and his family. And this is when God finds Abraham.

After all that painful silence between God and humankind through so many
chapters of the book of Genesis, talk between God and a human being is now
possible again. God talks. Abraham listens. And eventually Abraham responds.
God calls Abraham out. Promises him his own land, and children as many as
there are stars in the sky. Abraham sets off — with his people and his possessions.
He follows God’s call, and he is blessed to be a blessing to all he will meet.

The only person he forgets to talk to about this blessing is Sarah, his wife.
Sarah knew nothing of what God had said to Abraham. He had neglected to
share with her all along. And so she is left alone on this move, wondering what
this whole leaving home, journeying about and trying to find a new land is all
about.
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In a British magazine of the Methodist church I found a beautiful piece of text
written from Sarah’s perspective that I would like to share with you now:

On the nove

- Sarah’s story of living with a restless man.

Vell, we've arrived! I’"mnot quite sure where we are, but Abrahamis
out there building another altar, so he nmust think that it’'s a very
signi ficant place.

Not that it means we' |l be staying here. There's no guarantee of
that. This is the second altar he's built since we left Haran and |
t hought the first one neant that he was putting down new roots.

It was a lovely place. Shechem they called it. There was a vast
tree there with wonderful shade and vegetation and water. A very

pl easant spot. | could have lived there quite happily.

But, just as |I'd started to get used to it, he finished his altar,
made his sacrifices and then announced that we were on the nove
again. | wasn’t too happy about it, but he was determ ned that this
wasn’t where we were supposed to settle and that the Lord had
greater plans for us all.

So now we are anong the hills. Apparently we're not far froma place
call ed Bethel — and Abrahamis buil di ng again.

I wonder when he will be satisfied that he’s found the place where
we are nmeant to live. That’'s the problemw th these visionary people
— you never quite know where they’' ||l be |eading you next. And ny
husband is certainly a man with a vision. He's sure that he is being
driven on by the Lord, not just to find a new place to live, but
also to found a whol e new nati on.

How anbi ti ous can you get?

Sonetines, in the evening, we sit around the fire and he tal ks about
hopes and dreans and he really has the power to make nme believe in
them He says the Lord has nade him so nmany pronises — about his

of fspring inheriting this new |l and and about his own nanme being
revered as that of a great nman

He's very inspirational, but | have to wonder howit's going to
happen. He's seventy five and |’msixty five and there has never
been any sign of a child. Al though he reassures ne that |'mstil
beautiful, the one thing he can’t reassure ne about is ny age.

Does God nmean that Abrahamwill found this new nation through a
child from soneone else? It would be wonderful if the mracle could
happen through me, but is that really likely? For now, |et ne say
that it's just — just — possible, but as every year goes by ...
That's only one side of the story. This new land is the other. And
I’mnot sure exactly where it is and don’t know how far we have to
travel before we finally put down roots.

But it’'s sonmething of a famly tradition, this noving on.

Abraham s father Terah was the one who started it.

Now there was a character! He had three sons and one of them died
before he did. That was Haran — | think the place we used to |live
was nanmed after him though I'’mnot quite sure. Anyway, when Haran
died he left a son called Lot and Lot becanme a part of Terah's own
famly. Hi s other sons, ny Abraham and his younger brother Nahor,
both married and we all |ived together in one big group, with Terah
as the father figure.

"1l never forget the day he called the nen together and told them
that he was noving us all from U, where we lived. W were all young
then and it was an exciting adventure, packing our bel ongi ngs and
moving in a great caravan of people all |ooking for a new place. W
settled in Haran and lived there happily for many years until Terah
died at the ripe old age of two hundred and fivel

It was rather a shock when | found out that Abraham wanted us to
follow his father’s exanple and start to travel all over again.
I’"mnot as young as | used to be and | was happy enough in Haran

But once the idea was fixed in Abrahamis mind, there wasn’t nuch
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point in trying to change it, so | started to think positively about
it and work out what m ght be good about noving on.

A change may shake me up a bit.

I had beconme a little set in ny ways and this new chal |l enge has
certainly made nme rethink nmy future.

WIIl | stand up to the journey?

VWhat will the new place be like?

WIIl God fulfil his promses to ny husband? If so, who will be the
one who has the child that will found this new nation?

Could it possibly be ne?

Can God really performa niracle |like that?

Maybe ...

But, for now, it’s tinme for supper.

VWho knows? W nmay be noving on again tonorrow.

Sarah is not blaming or accusing Abraham at all. She believes him. And she
believes in him and his God. She takes the whole challenge very positively. She is
open and curious. But of course she has her doubts and questions.

She is more down to earth than Abraham seems to be, but she is flexible enough
to move with him and to try to make the most of it.

And that hasn’t changed in all those almost 3000 years since Abraham and Sarah
set off for the promised land. We can find very similar stories in the 21st century,
and we can surely find very similar stories if we just look around in this church
this morning and try to remember the bits and pieces we may know about each
other’s life stories.

Let me share Dorota’s story with you:

I'"mfine!

We noved to Britain 18 nonths ago from Poland with our ten year old
daughter. My husband was a seaman, working away from honme, when he
was offered the job on the Isle of Man. W didn’t know anyone when
we came. The cost of living here is very high, but now we are

t oget her.

I thought it would be easy to find a job when we cane here, and
there was plenty of work available in the hotels. However, the pay
is |ow and because mgrants are desperate for noney they have no
choice but to accept what is offered. | was |ucky to have a choice,
and | chose instead to go to college to learn English, and to do

vol unteer work in the Well café which is run by the [ocal church, to
i mprove ny | anguage.

I wanted to learn to speak English. It's such a useful |anguage. I|f
you can speak English you can do so rmuch nore, because it’'s the nost
common | anguage in the world. It was hard at first. | was trying to
make friends but | kept being rude wi thout nmeaning to and wi t hout
realising what 1’'d said wong! It was frustrating, too. At college
they taught us what to say in practical situations, but when | rmet
people | had a |lot of problens with conversation. | had so nuch
wanted to say but | didn't even know howto start. | felt like a
deaf person. Sonetines |I’'d just turn off and stop trying. How do you
| earn those kind of |anguage skills?

And coming to a new country is not just about |earning a new

| anguage; there’s a whole new culture too. For exanple, in Poland if
soneone asks “How are you?” we tell the truth: good, bad, worried,
happy. In Britain the answer is “I’'mfine.”

In Poland | stayed hone with ny children, but here it seens that
your work is your life, and if you don't work then you are treated
as if you don’t have a life. In Poland, those who work make an early
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start, but they can be home by three o' clock and spend the rest of
the day with their famlies.

Now | love it here. It's a very safe place to live, a small island
with alowcrinme rate. It’'s a very rel axed atnosphere. Everything |
need is here, except ny son of course, and it’'s a very beautiful
place. My work in The Well coffee shop has really hel ped ne. My

col | eagues are patient with me and they always correct nme when |
make m st akes. They showed nme how to live here.

I don’'t know about the future. | don’t worry about it. But | do get
honesi ck. What conforts nme is the people in church who share ny
faith, and the know edge that God's always called his people out to
be on the nove.

Again no blame. No lament. No accusation... neither of a person nor of the
political or economic or whatever else situation...

But instead Dorota talks about the comfort she finds in the stories and in the
people of faith, and in the fact that God’s people somehow were always called to
move on and travel light, - if you recall the NT reading which we heard earlier on
in this service.

But back to our OT passage and the people in it - on the move:

Abraham, Sara and Lot set off with all they have and with all those who belong
to them. They follow an aim which is not clearly described. They arrive in
Canaan and find a land which is already inhabited by others.

God walks along with them, promises this land to their descendants. They build
an altar and move on. Later on they build another altar and move on again...
heading down South.

In between a famine forces them to find refuge in Egypt. They are economic
migrants.

Eventually they return to the altar which they had built last; and they separate...
decide from now on to go different ways, because the country couldn't possibly
feed them all. Abraham and Sara arrive at Mamre, where he builds another
altar... a sacred place again...

What begins in Genesis 12 is the long story of a journey...

People set off together, they separate, they flee from hunger and return, they
fight and cut off relationships, they are searching for a place to stay and bread to
eat. And all that is always happening in the light — or in the shadow sometimes?
— of God's promise of blessing.

That they felt God with them, that they expect his presence to be real, can be
seen from the building of the various altars... places of worship, of gratitude and
hope...

Abraham, Sarah and Lot are living and believing in the constant tension between
promise and mission, between making oneself at home and setting off again,
between calm and challenge, between having found friends and moving on again.

And it is in their lives as it is in ours:
People are changing... situations... societies... political circumstances are
changing — and sometimes one has to set off to something new...
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Partners, family, friends can be so different after a couple of years... That can
cause much pain. It can make us feel extremely uncertain and exposed. But it
could also be a chance which we can take on in faith and trust and curiously and
calmly see what happens next...?!

Talking so much about uncertainty, moving and changing it becomes clear that at
the same time when we imagine the move, we also need places — or spaces — to
feel safe, be still and have a break.

Not necessarily real places where we stay for long, maybe just moments, spots or
thoughts in which we remember our roots, in which we are reassured of our
mission and strengthened by God's blessings. Places from which we can again set
off — strengthened, comforted and full of courage for life. And maybe or hopefully
times and places, where we — unlike Abraham — share our thoughts and dreams
and visions with those who they may involve.

Abraham is building altars — not only in our biblical passages of today but many
more. He establishes places to thank God for being with him and blessing him.
There he reassures himself and those who are travelling with him of God's never-
ending care. He goes back to these places at certain times in his life or stages of
his journey. He creates and appreciates places where one cannot forget but must
remember God's story with us all and his care for us all.

Places where we hang on and hold onto can be just as manifold as we are. And
they can help us to survive on our different journeys. They can be thoughts in our
heads, recalled feelings in our hearts, a hand we feel, a story that touches or very
concretely a spot which we create in our homes, on our desks, in our pockets or
handbags, a keepsake that reminds us of sacred moments...

Whether you do it practically, or whether you take it as a mental thing:

feel encouraged to create altars in your everyday life and on your life journeys.
Take the chance to hold on a minute... Ask yourself:

Where are you right now on your journey as a child of God or a disciple of Christ?
Which spirit is leading your life?

Could it be time to change something about the way you live and pray and
practise your faith? Are there things, you'd love to let go? And new things to be
brought into your life? Could there be a call which you can hear? A destination
you'd have to turn to — hesitantly, fearfully or even curious of the challenge that
it could hold?

We all know, moving on is not at all as simple as it may sound in Abraham's
story. And we are not asked to leave a time or a place just for the sake of leaving.
We are asked to look at our lives and our faith seriously and clearly - and be
open to changes that we might come across or are asked to undergo for God's
sake or our own or our family's sake...

Whatever will happen in our lives, whatever happens in the lives of the Sarahs
and Dorotas of this world, whatever we will decide or must decide, wherever we
go or stay, may we always be reassured of God's walking with us in never-ending



On the move — sermon on Genesis 12:1-9 Christine Erb-Kanzleiter

grace, of his speaking with us, of his protecting and blessing us and never leaving
us alone.

And if we would like to, let us do what Abraham did:

Built our little altars that make us not forget that God is with us on our journey.

God wants to be our companion, he is with us on our ways, he is sharing our
stories, he is rejoicing in our joy and he is feeling our pain. And he always has a
land for us to stay, a mission to fulfil and sisters and brothers as our support.

Let me finish the sermon... and my thoughts for now with an affirmation of faith
which 1s dedicated to those who are on the journey...

We believe in God

who created us from nothing

and goes on bringing to birth

new things beyond our imagining.

We believe in Jesus Christ

who entered our unknown journey
and experienced all our living,
who walked in our earthiness

and can still be discovered

1n our midst.

We believe in the Holy Spirit

who calls us on to truth

in light beyond our seeing, who stirs within our being
like a melody of possible music,

who dances on before us

in the freedom of passionate life.

Amen.



