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A Homily by           “being God’s blessing”
The Rev’d Jo Popham    Second Sunday in Lent

March 20, 2011
Genesis 12:1-4a

Romans 4:1-5, 13-17

4000 years ago – give or take a few decades – during the Bronze Age – Terah took his

son Abram and Abram’s wife Sarai and others of his family and began a journey

westward to the land of Canaan. But when they got to Haran they settled there northeast

of Canaan near the modern day border between Syria and Turkey. We call this the cradle

of civilization in the ancient near East. They pitched their tents there in the valleys of the

Mesopotamian and Nile Rivers. These ancestors of Israel were nomadic people who

raised sheep and goats and donkeys and camels. Terah died there in Haran. Around their

campfires at night they preserved their stories by telling and retelling them. They told the

story of God making a covenant – a pact – with Abram. If Abram would leave his family

and the land Terah had settled, if he would leave his pagan past and if he would go to a

place that God would show him, then God would honour Abram. God would bless

Abram. God would make Abram’s name renowned – Abram would be great. God also

would use Abram as a vehicle of good fortune, would make Abram a blessing to others.

God would show favour to those who showed Abram favor – God would bless those who

blessed Abram. But God would exclude those who showed Abram disrespect. And finally

as more people came to trust the one God, they too would be blessed as Abram had been

blessed. Whew – that is a lot of blessings.

We must remember that these stories in Genesis – and story of the covenant God

made with Abram – promises of blessings made by God and promises Abram made to

God – that these stories were recorded and put in the form we have today at a much later

time – hundreds of years later – during the later period of the monarchs. They were

written and reset in a time when the people of Israel already had seen the fulfillment of

the patriarchal promises. People then understood Abram’s story to be the reason for their

possessing the land where their king ruled. Abram’s faithfulness to his promises to God
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was the reason the people were thriving. Abram’s faithfulness in fulfilling his covenant

with God was the reason for their wellbeing and good health. They saw  – and we now

see  – the message of Abram’s story in Genesis as blessings granted by God not human

achievements – free gifts of God not blessings that we human beings had earned. We

need to see Abram’s story of promises and God’s blessings from the perspective of when

it happened and later when it was written before we apply the message to our own

generation. Only after we understand the historical perspectives of the patriarchal stories

can we apply them to our current political context in the Middle East. But we can relate

the stories of God and the ancients – the patriarchs of the Bronze Age and the people who

lived under the Kings of the Iron Age – to us post-modern people living in this

Information Age.

Go, God said to Abram and Sarai. Some of us may know that Sarai means princess

because we have a princess Sara in our families. But in ancient times the bearers of this

name were often devotees of Ningal, the consort of the moon god that was worshipped in

Ur and Hanan. Go, God said, leave your pagan ways behind Sarai, and go – go where I

tell you. So Abram and Sarai broke with their past and by faith set out not knowing where

they were going. We know the next part of the story that was passed down by oral

tradition and later was written during the times of the Kings. Abram showed his trust and

faith in God and by keeping his covenant with God. And so began a communal

relationship between God and God’s people. The journey of God’s people would go

through Shechem where Abram reclaimed a pagan altar for the one God, to Bethel where

Abram built another altar to show God as the God of the whole land, and on and on in

stages through famine and the trials in Egypt, to eventually end in the land of Canaan.

All God’s people owe their existence to Abram and his faithful act. Not just Abram’s

actual descendants but we all have inherited the blessings that Abram experienced. We

too are heirs of Abraham by virtue of our faith. Paul said as much in his letter to the

Romans: “it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be

guaranteed to all his descendants… to those who share the faith of Abraham (for he is the
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father of all of us…” (Romans 4:7). Indeed Abram means exalted father. So are these

promises of blessings guaranteed to us as descendants of Abraham? Yes, if we have faith.

Both Jew and non-Jew, both keepers of the law and those outside the law are worthy of

God’s blessings. At this time of the church year when we examine ourselves, we might

be more aware of our humanness than at other times outside of Lent. God’s promises,

God’s grace, God’s blessings, and God’s free gift of love are not dependent on our

sinlessness but rather on our faithfulness. Paul acknowledged that we are human; it is

impossible – impossible – to keep every law; sin is inevitable; but trust and faith in God

trumps human nature. To be blessed we need only trust in God and have faith in the

power of Christ’s resurrection to receive blessing upon blessing.

Look around. We are blessed. We have a beautiful worship space bathed in God’s

light. We have generations of our Christian brothers and sisters nearby. We have wine

and bread – and later soup and buns – to feed us. We also provide for others by

contributing 1766 lbs. of food to the Calgary Interfaith food bank just last year, and that

does not count the 365 lbs. of pasta we contributed to the Drop-Inn Centre last Christmas.

I was talking with a parishioner last week about how blessed she feels that she is able to

soon have her ankle rebuilt. Indeed many of us have been likewise blessed by modern

medicine. We walk with assurance that our bodies will hold us up, and we do so without

pain. We are blessed. We live in a safe part of the world where we are not threatened by

severe storms or earthquakes or Tsunamis. Rather we are blessed with Chinook winds to

temper the cold and melt the snows. We are blessed. We have family and friends nearby.

Look around. We are so blessed.

But lest we forget, life’s blessings are not a measure of who we are but of who God is.

Abram did not earn these blessings that we now enjoy except by his faithfulness. Yes,

God said to Abram, Go, Go. Leave your father’s house.  Go, leave Haran and go for you

cannot go where God is not. And Abram did go. He trusted in God; he had faith in God.

Abram received blessing upon blessing. And through Abram’s faithfulness we became

inheritors of those blessings.
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But, perhaps the most important message we should hear is not just that we are

blessed, that we too are chosen, that we are heirs of Abraham, but that we are to carry on

the faith. We too are to be a blessing to others.


