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Genesis15:1-12, 17-18; Psalm 27; Philippians 3:17-4:1; Luke 13:31-35
The story of Abraham’s relationship with God in the book of Genesis is a fascinating saga of trust, testing, promises, faith, failure, and faithfulness.  If I said nothing more to explain this statement, you would assume I am referring solely to Abraham in his relationship to God, but in fact, most of these issues refer to God in his relationship with Abraham as well.  That is what makes the story about God and Abraham so very poignant.  We learn much about the character of God as God reveals God’s self to Abraham.

Abraham is the great patriarch of our faith; but he was not always so great.  When he was in Egypt, he passed his wife Sarah off as his sister, even to the point of allowing her to be taken into Pharaoh’s harem.  
Sarah caught Pharaoh’s eye as she and Abraham were making their way through Pharaoh’s territory.  Abraham, in order to save his own neck and find favor with Pharaoh, connived with Sarah so that she pretended to be his sister.  Pharaoh then would not be tempted to have Abraham killed so that he could have his wife.  It was only through the Lord’s intervention that Sarah was saved from spending the rest of her life in a harem.  God was faithful even when Abraham was not.
In today’s reading, we find Abram (not yet Abraham—his renaming comes later) bemoaning the notion that he would die childless because his wife Sarai was thought to be barren.  As a leader among his tribe, this was a terrible state of affairs.  In tribal societies having children is a sign of God’s blessing and is important in carrying on family bloodlines in the tribe.  Abraham was greatly distressed to think that his servant Eliezer of Damascus would inherit his estate.  
God knew Abraham’s distress and promised him that he would not only be a father, but also that he would have children as numerous as the stars and that he would be the father of many nations.  By God’s grace, Abraham became the father not only of Isaac, but also of “many nations” as God had promised him.  But getting there was fraught with doubts, fear, and anguish.  
Abraham and Sarah were getting on in years and still no heirs.  Instead of continuing to wait for God’s promise to be fulfilled the normal way, in God’s time, they take things into their own hands and decide to help God out a little.

We can understand their frustration.  We pray and pray for something important.  We are convinced that what we are doing or what we want is right and good and even pre-ordained by God.  Yet, sometimes it seems we struggle and struggle and wait and wait.  We accept that faith is believing that which we cannot see, but every once in a while we would like to know where we are going.  We want to get past our faith being tested day after day as we wait on God.  Sometimes it seems as if the more we trust God, the longer God takes to show up and make good on his promises, and we are tempted to help God out a bit.

Later in Genesis, we read that Abraham and Sarah felt the same way, and they decide that Abraham should have a child through Sarah’s maid Hagar.  Well, we know how that turns out.  Hagar has a son and constantly rubs it in Sarah’s face, making her miserable.  However, the Lord has compassion on Sarah and she bears a son, Isaac, to Abraham, even though she is well past the age of childbearing.  
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Yet the rivalry between the women continues.  Abraham gets tired of the crying fits and sends Hagar and her son Ishmael away.  And here we see a story of family dysfunction, a soap opera that has consequences to this day.  
The two sons of Abraham become the two nations or tribes that have been fighting down through history.  Isaac becomes the tribe of Israel and the Jewish faith.  Ishmael becomes the tribe of Islam and the Muslim faith.  Abraham truly became the father of many nations.  

It all began with one man’s relationship to God.  Or maybe we should say one God’s relationship with a man.  You see, God is always the initiator of relationship.  God is the one who acts first in initiating faith.  As we read in 1 John, we love God because he first loved us.  And when we begin to walk with God in daily relationship with God as Abraham did, we live for God.  We hear God’s voice and follow him, even when the odds seem ridiculous, as they often must have to Abraham and Sarah.  

God had told Abraham to uproot himself from the Godless society in which he was living, and instead go to the land of Canaan, where he would establish a society of people for God himself.  They would be a people who would live according to a Torah, yet to be written.  

God calls us as his children to do the same thing.  In many respects, we face the same societal pollution that Abraham did.  He made the “unpopular” decision of devoting his life to God, rather than giving into society’s pressures.  We, too, have a major decision to make.  Either we live an autonomous existence, responding to no higher authority, doing what we wish, and spinning our wheels operating in our own human wisdom and physical strength.  Or, we live the way Yahweh calls us to live.

For many of us, this choice—as huge as it is—is not presented objectively to begin with.  We live in a society that champions personal freedom, individual expression, and living the American dream, whatever that has become.  From our most impressionable years, we are inundated with a cultural creed that does not place God first and foremost in our daily routine.  Like Abraham, at whatever age we honestly face this conflict, we are asked to question our lifestyle
The Ramban, a 13th Century Torah expositor, Torah being the Old Testament teachings that faithful Jews lived by, comments that for Abraham, leaving behind his land, kindred, and home demonstrates the great difficulties one faces in objectively choosing God in light of one’s established ways, friendship circles, and family pressures.  The Alshich, a 16th Century Torah commentator, notes that the specific order of an earlier Genesis verse’s three references to Abraham’s upbringing suggests the increasing difficulty of putting God first.  The struggles we face are not new, as these two Jewish scholars made clear many centuries ago.

Additionally, the closer to home we get, the harder it becomes.  One seeking to adapt Torah into his lifestyle will likely find it easier to do when certain practices do not affect his relationships with co-workers, friends and family.  We are worried about losing ties, of being different, of making others uncomfortable with us, or of even betraying those who love us who might not be people of faith.  Family members or friends may try to sidetrack us or question our intention or authenticity, especially and most often if their own faith in God is weak or nonexistent.  We are tempted to compromise what we believe to be objective truth in order to maintain or save stability in our prized relationships.
Perhaps that is why God called Abraham out of his environment and to a new place.  There the temptations to get sidetracked would not be as great.  In the new place Abraham’s relationship with 
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God could flourish, God’s purposes realized, and Abraham’s dreams fulfilled.  Abraham is obedient, even though he messed things up with passing Sarah off as his sister, and even though he jumps ahead of God and finds his own way of having an heir, rather than waiting on God’s timing.  

Interestingly, Abraham’s relationship with God is such that he feels free to ask God questions.  In this passage today alone, Abraham asks God how all of this will take place twice, and God is faithful to answer him.  Yet God honors Abraham’s response to God’s call on his life:  to be in the world but not of it—to be faithful to Yahweh alone—to trust God even to the point of being willing to sacrifice his son of promise, Isaac.

We see yet another spiritual truth:  God’s faithfulness and mercy are not dependent on human perfection.  God’s faithfulness and mercy are all the more powerful and gracious because we do mess up.  God keeps on forgiving us and persists in loving us.  God continues to make the relationship new.  And when we stay the course, regardless of how long it takes for God’s promises in our lives to be fulfilled, God shows God’s self faithful.

I love that we can ask God the hard questions.  Abraham asks, and God answers.  And God not only answers Abraham, but also God makes a promise and gives him a sign so that he knows that God is truly with him.  As the one who initiates the covenant between Abraham and himself, God is the one on the line.  In today’s reading we see that the “Lord made a covenant with Abram…”  Abram was fast asleep as God performed the ritual.  The promise is made by God.  Abram has only to accept, believe, and trust.  Abraham decides to accept God’s covenant and makes the choice to live for God.

God has also made a covenant with us.  We call it the New Testament, or the New Covenant.  Jesus Christ is the sacrifice on the altar and God promises us salvation.  Our part is to accept, trust, and have faith that God’s mercy and faithfulness are ours.

The readings for this second Sunday in Lent remind us of the power of response.  The decision for Jesus and the gospel is before us once again.  We have a choice, just as Abraham had a choice.  We can accept or reject.  We can allow, or block, the light of the Spirit of God.  We can act like the people of Jerusalem in today’s gospel and rebuff God’s overtures of love in Christ; or we can respond with the faith of Abraham and step into the stream of active, obedient trust.  
The choice for either fulfillment or of fragmentation lies with us.

Yes, we are busy, hurried, sophisticated people.  Our cups runneth over with information, multi-tasking, networking, and running our children to numerous commitments and events.  But this week’s readings call us to something else.  They ask us to choose that “first thing” among the many others.  They call us at this time of Lent to rekindle our faith, and let the Holy Spirit bring us back to the most basic questions for Christians at every stage of life and in every set of circumstances.

Is Jesus Christ your Lord as well as your Savior?  Is he the one in whom you put your trust and faith?  Are you faithful to put him first in your life?  God is the one who initiates love, mercy, and forgiveness toward us in the person of Jesus Christ, and God is faithful.  Like Abraham, we have only to make the choice.
