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“Abraham and Sarah: Go!”
Hebrews 11:1-3, 9-14         Genesis 12:1-4 June 03, 2018

The call of God. It’s one of those topics that is both broadly 
universal and deeply personal. It creates feelings of comfortable 
confidence for some and unnerving anxiety for others. When we 
are convinced that there is a divine call upon us, we are capable of 
the best and worst of human behavior. What is clear to me is that 
most of us want to experience the call of God. We desire that sense 
that we are doing the kinds of things that God asks of us, that 
we are moving in a divinely-ordered direction. And, equally clear 
to me, is that most of are uncertain about this most of the time. 
The call of God is complicated to discern. It involves personal 
fulfillment and meaningful contribution beyond ourselves. In a 
piece titled, “The Summoned Self,” New York Times columnist 
David Brooks writes that “Life comes to a point not when the 
individual project is complete but when the self-dissolves into a 
larger purpose and cause.”i  I think that’s a beautiful definition 
of the called life—and I wish I had that “dissolving” experience 
more often. My sense is that most of us share that wish. In fact, 
I think this is what draws us to a place like this each week—the 
yearning to hear the call of God, to know that what we are doing 
with our lives matters.

Among seminarians and those preparing for ordained ministry, 
there is a cynical but helpful piece of advice that is passed from class 
to class. It goes like this—no matter what series of events actually 
led you to pursue this vocation, you’re going to need a riveting 
narrative. This is because you will be asked, dozens of times, to tell 
your call story. And when the question is asked, by nominating 
committees, sessions, presbyteries, professors, and your great aunt 
Gertrude, the best responses always include booming voices from 
above, heavens torn apart, burning bushes, and parted seas. The 
more dramatic the story, the more pleasing to those who asked for 
it. There is, in and beyond the church, an assumption that this is 
how God calls—in dramatic display and overwhelming presence. 
You can understand how this might be a disappointment to those 
of us who have not had those experiences yet. 

This morning, as we begin our journey of ministry together, we 
also begin a series of sermons reflecting on stories of divine call in 
scripture and how they might speak to us today. My hope is that 
we will discover together how God’s call comes in many forms to 
a diverse cast of characters. There is no script. There are no flawless 
faith heroes. And yet, in each case, that universal and personal call 
of God is an invitation to mindful, reflective, faithful living. 

We begin with a call story that is foundational for three 
faiths and a kind of archetype for many that follow. After eleven 
chapters of primordial history chiefly concerned with asserting 

the creativity and supreme power of God, the twelfth chapter of 
Genesis zooms in to focus on one human couple. We’ve heard 
their names before in a dizzying list of descendants following the 
fall of the tower of Babel, but we have no reason to expect the 
central role they will play in the movement of God in the world. 
So we are justifiably caught off guard when Genesis 12 begins 
with the voice of God speaking to Abram, “I want you to go. Go 
from your house and your family and your country. Go to a place 
that I will show you in time. Just go.”

The clarity of God’s call here is enviable, but I must admit that 
the story of Abraham and Sarah troubles me. For one thing, I don’t 
really like to move. Much to my surprise, I have discovered that 
there are some people who enjoy it, find it thrilling. I remember 
listening to a woman, now well into her nineties and in assisted 
living as she described moving with her husband and daughter 
twenty-two times in twenty-three years. She loved the adventure 
and freedom of it—the new places to explore and people to meet. 
To me, it sounded a bit like torture. I still remember when my 
parents called a family meeting in the early summer of 2000. 
There had only been two previous family meetings that I could 
remember and both of those resulted in siblings—I assumed that 
would not be the case this time. Instead, my parents announced 
that the family would be moving from North Carolina to Jefferson 
City Missouri, the only capital city I had missed on the test in 
fifth grade. I was about to start college fifty miles away from our 
current home. My family’s new home would be 900 miles from 
campus. The situation was even more daunting for my younger 
brother, the third of four siblings about to start middle school. 
For almost two years, Josh called his new state of residence, 
“Misery,” without a hint of humor—a dagger to my parents. The 
memory of this has haunted me a bit in recent months as we 
prepared to make our move to this strange and unknown place 
called Indianapolis. I have been encouraged by our four-year-old’s 
enthusiasm about the move until I realized that Samuel thought 
we would be moving into a hotel permanently. Elevator, pool, 
housekeeping, breakfast buffet…what’s not to love?

Moving under any circumstances is difficult for those of us who 
prefer stability. And then there is this minor detail missing from 
God’s call to our faith ancestors—the destination! They are not 
told where they will be going.

Here’s where I wish the book of Genesis recorded some doubt 
or resistance on Abraham and Sarah’s part. I wish they had asked 
some questions, expressed some hesitation, asked God for a five-
year plan or at least a destination that they could Google for 
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directions. Instead, I have to confront the discomforting truth 
of what actually happened. Act One: Go! At Two: We’re going…
we’re going! Me? Well, it takes a while. I’m more like the six-year-
old I saw at a hotel pool this week. The father standing in the 
pool encouraging his son to jump in. The time-honored method. 
1, 2, 3… Nothing happens despite his patient persistence. Finally, 
the child says, “Hey Daddy, count to ten instead, okay?” 

Our ancient parents leave the safety of their known world 
and step out into an unknown future. It is a story of trust and 
a challenge to each of us who wants to know what is to come 
before we take any action. As one scholar says, “Such a departure 
from security is the only way out of barrenness. To stay safe is to 
be barren, to be without life. But to leave in risk is to have hope.”ii 

To go is to have hope. And so, hearing the call of God, Abraham 
and Sarah respond with faith and hope. They go. It was the 19th 
Century naturalist John Burroughs who coined the proverb, 
“Leap and the net will appear.”

So what about us? What are we to do with this story? How 
might it speak to us of God’s call? Well, is there anybody out there 
this morning who has a little bit of anxiety about the future? A 
little worry about what lies ahead for our family…our church…
our nation…the world? Is there anyone who is clinging to the 
safety of a known world even as you feel the tug of something 
greater? Does anyone know deep down that it’s time to go? Is 
anyone stuck on the threshold, wondering how to carry all this 
baggage or deciding what you can stand to leave behind?

Perhaps we are more like Abraham and Sarah than we imagine. 
Like them, we have been given a call and a promise. Like them, 
we have to make a choice. I want to be honest with you on this 
first Sunday of our ministry together. I do not know what the 
future holds for Second Presbyterian Church. I have no way 
of knowing what’s ahead. Faith is not a crystal ball. But I do 
know this—God’s promise to Abraham and Sarah is the same 
as God’s promise to us—the promise of presence, the promise of 
blessing…if we follow the call to go with God. 

But there is another key to this story, another way that we 
are connected to these faith ancestors, one that we have not yet 
considered. God makes it clear that these two ordinary human 
beings are absolutely essential to God’s plan for blessing the 
world. God needs them in order to create the future that God 
has in mind. It turns out that God is not picky about that kind of 
thing; God is looking for people who will say yes, not people who 
are perfect, but people who will go with God into the unknown.

This too applies to us. One of the things that has drawn me to 
this congregation from the very first time I heard about you is 
the courage that is woven into every part of your story. Time and 
again, this community has chosen to venture forward in faith 
rather than be content to live in the past, no matter how vital that 
past has been. You have led the way because you have believed in 
an on-the-move God who calls people and congregations to go. 
God’s people are always at our best, and our most faithful, when 
we are on the move. 

The call of Abraham and Sara is a good word for our church 
today as we move into unknown territory. Some of us might be 
tempted to say, “No thank you, I believe we’ll be staying right here 
where we are.” We could stay where we are, but don’t we have the 
sense that God is calling us to more than that? More meaning and 
purpose, more adventure? The truth is that our security lies not in 
the certainty of the known past but in the faithfulness of the living 
God. Our future lies not in hunkering down, turning inward, caring 
only for ourselves, tending only to survival. Our future vitality lies 
in our God-given call is to be a blessing to the whole world. We 
can’t do that when our feet are glued to the place we now stand. 
We are called to go. Called to serve. Called to leap. 1, 2, 3… Amen. 
 
__________________________

i http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/03/opinion/03brooks.html
ii Genesis, Walter Brueggemann, John Knox Press, 1982, p.118.


