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 Abraham is a central character for three world religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam).  

Abraham is our common patriarch – our common ancestor, a character from antiquity, venerated 

by all three of these worldwide religious bodies for his faith, for his willingness to trust God. 

In our first lesson this morning, we find Abram (the courageous, if doubtful, hero, who 

would later be renamed Abraham) camped out under the starry skies of the Negev dessert.  

Abraham (let’s call him by the name we know), at this point in his life, is racked with doubt; he is 

filled with uncertainty and fear.  God had previously promised that he would become the father of 

a great nation and have many descendants, but he and his wife, Sarah, remain childless. 

Abraham, as a 75 year-old man, had dared to leave the comfort and security of his home to 

bring his wife to the land of Palestine.   Abraham had done what God had asked of him, but still 

his aging spouse had produced no children. And to make matters worse, the people of Canaan 

(current day Palestine) didn’t appear all that interested in handing over their land to this yet-to-be-

born nation.   Surely what God had promised was impossible.  There was no way that he would 

ever be the father of a great nation. 
  

So, in today’s first lesson, Abraham complains to God that he has been given them no 

offspring, and that his only heir will be Eliezer of Damascus, the child of one of his slaves.  But 

God speaks again, and taking Abram out of his tent under a cloudless desert sky, says “Look toward 

heaven and count the stars - if you are able to count them.  So shall your descendants be.” 

 Somehow, Abraham is able to trust that promise and to go on, although it will be some time 

before he is to see his child or his children’s children.   Still, in the face of the seemingly impossible, 

Abraham gives God his absolute trust. How does one find the faith to take that next single step, 

when the task seems so far beyond what we could possibly achieve?  
 

 We should note – that here, as in every instance in which Abraham and Sarah have heard 

the promise, neither of them initially believes it.   And the Book of Genesis makes clear that these 

promises from God are in no way given as a reward for their faith or their goodness. But finally, 

Abraham relents and believes, that is, he trusts God, and as Genesis says, “the Lord reckoned it to 

him as righteousness.” 

This is the first appearance in the Bible of what would later be called “justification by faith, 

not works.”   The apostle Paul, in both his letters to the Romans and to the Galatians, urged new 

Christian converts to follow Abraham’s example, not thinking that by any accumulation of good 

deeds could we be set right with God – but rather only by God’s gift to us of faith, of trust. 
 

Faith, for Abraham and for you and for me, is not the acceptance of dubious propositions – 

or the mouthing of creeds that were written by others.  No faith is a gift from God that allows us to 

live our lives without fear.  And faith is our acceptance of the promise of the gift of grace. 
 

Grace is not an easy word to pin down.  We may find it easy to sing about “Amazing grace, 

how sweet the sound,” but grace is not easily defined.  And rightly so because it is, at the same time, 

both God’s free gift of love and acceptance of us, and also the consequence of our acceptance of 



and trust in the loving presence of God in our lives.    And in either case, grace is not really the 

result of anything you and I do.  It is always a gift from God that can be accepted or rejected. 

All too often, we inexplicable choose not to embrace that gift of grace and sometimes even 

rebel against it.  [Maybe that’s why we need this season of Lent, year after year.]  Instead of 

embracing God’s loving acceptance and presence, we insist on turning our attention to ourselves, 

to those things that make us feel good about ourselves and that make us feel like we were in 

control.  We are drawn time and again toward that which centers around us as individuals, and 

which serves our needs.  Consequently, we continually put the wellbeing of our lives ahead of that 

of our neighbors, near and far.   That’s what Paul is taking about in today’s epistle to the 

Philippians, encouraging us not to be focused on self and our needs, but instead to “stand firm in 

the Lord.”  Nevertheless, whether we stand firm or not, whether we continue to doubt as did 

Abraham and Sarah, God’s grace, God’s promise of a partnership with your life, still comes to you 

and me. 

 

 I have told this story over and over, but perhaps in Lent it is worth repeating once more. 

Now some fifty years ago, when I was still in college, I made the rather strange decision to forego 

law school as I had planned, and to give seminary a try.  My fraternity brothers were incredulous, 

saying “but you’re not that good of a Christian!” And they were right.  Still, I found myself making 

the long and somewhat fearful drive across country from Los Angeles to Virginia Seminary.  With 

every passing mile, the dread in me mounted; clearly, I’d made the wrong choice.  I wasn’t 

sufficiently religious, or good enough, to attempt to become a professional Christian. Even after I 

had arrived and discovered others who felt the same, it took most of my seminary years to even 

begin to accept the notion that I might have made the right choice. 

 

 I think it was on my first morning in the cafeteria at Virginia Seminary, as I received my 

breakfast tray with scrambled eggs and toast, I couldn’t help but notice a glob of a sticky white, 

grainy substance that the very kindly cook put on my plate.  “What’s that?” I asked, pointing to 

the glob.  “Them’s grits,” came the reply.    “But I didn’t order grits.” “No matter, grits just comes.” 

Grits just comes. 

 Well, like grits, grace just comes.  Grace just comes to us, as grace came to Abraham and 

Sarah, no matter what.   The free gift of grace comes to us before we have said yes, before we have 

believed anything, before we have done anything. Grace, like grits, just comes. 
 

 We are now in the season of Lent.  And Lent, as I tried to express last week, is not intended 

to be a time for you and me to feel bad about what sinful people we are.  Lent, from my 

perspective is not intended to be a time in which we dwell on all those should’s and ought’s that we 

constantly use to define ourselves as “miserable offenders.”    I should have been nicer to him or her.  

I ought to have been more forgiving and less judgmental.  God’s going to get me for that! 

 No. But what if you and I could focus on some different biblical metaphors for our 

relationship to God?  What if our Lenten image was based on other pictures of God’s relationship 

to humanity? 
 

 I am reminded of Garrison Keilor’s somewhat hapless Lutheran pastor in the imaginary 

town of Lake Wobegon.  Pastor Inquvist, you may recall, is in constant trouble with the 



conservative faction on his church board, and at one point they accuse him of being “soft on 

Catholicism.”    Well, my sermons, some might say, are “soft on sin.” 

 But what if we were to focus in Lent on some of the other images and metaphors for God 

that can be found in the Bible?   Rather than always imagining God as the lawgiver, sitting in court 

as the judge of our sinfulness, what might it be like to think of God with the term that Jesus used – 

‘abba,’ father, a loving parent that is always seeking us? 
  

 In today’s gospel Jesus is heading to Jerusalem when he is warned by some seemingly 

friendly Pharisees that Herod is seeking to kill him.  But Jesus responds that he would not be 

intimidated, saying tell Herod that he will continue to Jerusalem, to the place where prophets were 

killed.   But then his tone changes, and he laments over the fate of the city, “O Jerusalem, O 

Jerusalem, how often have I want to gather your children like a hen gathering her chickens under her wings, 

but you would not have it.” 
  

 A few years ago a film was shown at a Sundance Film Festival.  The movie, titled ‘Son of 

Man,’ portrayed Jesus as a black man, and has his life set not in first century Palestine, but in 20th 

century South Africa. 

 This black Jesus is no fair-haired, blue-eyed Westerner, but instead is born to a feisty, 

African virgin, in a shanty-town shed.  The movie apparently was filmed in one of the sprawling 

black townships near Cape Town, and its African Jesus gathers his followers out of the factions of 

armed rebels, demanding that they chose the near-impossible and lay down their guns to confront 

the world’s rulers with a vision of non-violence. 

 Portraying Jesus as a black man, living under apartheid, is perhaps one way to bring home 

the truth that Jesus “lived in an occupied state and preached equality at a time when that wasn’t 

very acceptable.”  But as the movie’s director said, “the important thing about the message of 

Christ is that it is universal.  It doesn’t matter what he looked like.”  [Mark Dornfold-May] 

 And placing the Christ story on the world’s poorest continent, a setting sometimes 

dismissed by foreigners as a hopeless mess of conflict and corruption, is intended to offer hope to 

us today, hope, like that of Abraham in the midst of what seemed to be a hopeless situation. 
 

Garrison Keillor’s Lake Wobegon, “where are the women are strong, all the men are good looking, 

and all the children are above average,’ sounds to me a lot like the Jerusalem to which Jesus was 

headed – a place where people didn’t see themselves as needy.   But there were some people, often 

the ones who were the most hurt or injured by life, the ones who accepted Jesus, who could hope 

even when life seemed hopeless. 
 

Over Jerusalem, perhaps like Lake Wobegon that didn’t seem to need him, Jesus laments, 

showing himself to be the face of the compassionate God, seeking the lost. 

Jesus, I think, here is modeling an image of God who is a compassionate seeker, the gatherer of the 

helpless and the giver of underserved grace.  And seeing God that way changes the way I 

understand my own sinfulness. 

Sin, seen from this perspective, is not so much about law-breaking or my disobedience, but 

rather sin should be understood as a kind of unfaithfulness, the way I have of putting of other 

things before God, of going after other lovers. 



Sin, to this way of thinking, is not so much a matter of our being miserable, failed human 

beings – but instead it is not choosing to accept     the loving relationship that God constantly offers 

to us. 

What this season of Lent, leading up to Good Friday, means to remind us, as doubtful, 

dubious, and fearful Abraham learned, is that we need not be afraid even when things seem 

hopeless.  For the caring, the compassionate, the seeking God still loves you no matter what.       

And God’s grace, like grits, just comes. 

    Amen. 

 


