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Goodie Two Shoes, Ugly Ducklings and the Black Sheep in the Family –
Discovering Our Faith Family Roots
Father Abraham

Corey and I are planning a trip to Ireland in July.  I’ve been told that I have Irish ancestry on my father’s side, so I joined Ancestry.com and have been doing some family research.  It’s been fun.  I’ve learned that the Earley’s are actually from England, it’s my grandmother’s side that’s from Ireland – the O’Connell’s.  I feel like I’m learning more about myself as I pour over records.
	This summer we’ll do some faith family research of our own.  We’ll look at the stories of key figures in our faith’s early history.  By coming to know them we’ll learn more about ourselves, and by exploring their encounters with the holy, we will likely learn more about the God we worship. 
	Today, we’ll start with Abram, who becomes Abraham.  He’s the great father of our faith.  We share him with Jews and Muslims.  We’ll begin with what we often overlook – the begats, the genealogies that seem so boring.  But they are like census records – at the surface they seem just like boring old lists, but the actually hold a wealth of information.

If you count the names in the genealogy, you’ll see that it’s 10 generations from Adam to Noah, and then 10 generations from Noah to Abram.  Biblical genealogies aren’t about recounting historical fact as if you were doing genealogical research for the Daughters of the American Revolution.  Biblical genealogies are about telling a story, sharing meaning – not fact.  Adam was the beginning, Noah the new beginning, and Abram the beginning of the people of God. 
So through the genealogies we have a continuous story from Adam through Abram.  But then the story is threatened – Sarai was barren.  She had no child.  (We know the complexities of human fertility mean that the fact that Abram and Sarai had not had children was more than just a result of something being wrong with Sarai.  This is one of those places where we might cringe at the unequal treatment of women in the Biblical narrative.) But if we move beyond our 21st century commentary we see that the immediate question in the minds of the first hearers of this story is how will the story continue?  How do we get from there to here?  Barrenness threatens the future – not just of a family, but of God’s people.  Walter Brueggemann wrote:  “But barrenness is not only the condition of hopeless humanity.  The marvel of biblical faith is that barrenness is the arena of God’s life giving action.” (Brueggemann, 1982, p. 116)
It is into those barren places that God speaks good news and brings new life.  It is in barren places where God does her best work.  
As we continue reading we also learn that Abram’s family got stuck.  They were actually on their way to Canaan, the place to which God will call Abram to go.  “Terah took his son Abram and his grandson Lot son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarah, his son Abram’s wife, and they went out together from Ur of the Chaldeans to go into the land of Canaan; but when they came to Haran, they settled there.  The days of Terah were two hundred five years; and Terah died in Haran.”
We don’t know why they settled in Haran.  It’s interesting to me that Haran has the same name as Terah’s son who had died in Ur of the Chaldeans.  Is that significant?  The poet and story-teller in me thinks it might be telling us that Abram’s family got stuck in the death of Haran, and couldn’t move forward?  We know what that stuckness if like.  Crisis happens that gets people and families stuck – divorce, death, job loss – folks get stuck in bitterness, regret, grief.  In that stuckness it’s hard to follow God.
But God calls us out of stuckness.  God called Abram from Haran, to continue the journey into Canaan.
That’s the thing with God’s call – it’s about movement and change.  It’s dynamic not static.  It calls us out of stuckness to a journey.  John Claypool wrote: “Instead of giving this man something to hang onto, a secure anchor that would hold steady amid all the changes, Yahweh gave him a call to adventure and a promise to provide for him as he went.”  (Claypool, 1985 p. 14)
This doesn’t always feel like good news.  The world changes so fast around us that sometimes we want to just hunker down and stay still.  We don’t want a God who calls us to step out or move forward.  We want a haven of rest right where we are – not a promised land out there.  
This is moving season for United Methodist Clergy.  Several of my friends and colleagues are in the midst of saying goodbye to congregations they know and love, or at least know.  They are sorting through papers and packing boxes.  Soon a moving truck will come and they’ll have to figure out where everything goes.  Invariably the couch won’t fit the same way in the living room.  Over the next few months they’ll go to find something in the basement only to be reminded that they don’t have a basement in this house.  They’ll have to rediscover quirks in the new home – what light switches go with what outlets, how the door sticks in the winter, and which bathroom faucets need an extra turn to not drip.  
I don’t think this story about God’s call to Abram means that in order to be faithful to God we have to be constant nomads, literally living out of suitcases and boxes, and never put down roots.  I really like Northbrook.  We even planted a Japanese maple in our back yard.  I’d like to be here long enough to see it grow a bit.  
That being said, Claypool reminds us that one of the great 20th century theologians, Jorgen Moltmann, “pointed to this dynamic character as the distinguishing feature of biblical religion.  Pagan religions…center on creating stability in the midst of chaos.  The exodus religion of Abram regards change and movement not as enemies to be resisted but as ways God does his work and calls human beings to fulfillment.” (Claypool, 1985 p. 14)
At some point my relatives from the old country got on a boat, likely out of Liverpool, traveled across the ocean and made a home for themselves in the United States – specifically Ohio.  
Even if we never pack a box or fill a suitcase, our journey with God will call us to change and movement.  You can’t get unstuck and stay still.  You can’t be healed of barrenness and not change.  Though God may not call us to cross oceans into the new world, God does call us to leave who we were and come into a new way of being.  We are called to constant change as we are always learning about God, growing in obedience and understanding and love.
This leads to the next things we learn about Abram, about ourselves and about God.  Perfection is not a prerequisite for God to begin God’s work.  Claypool says, “perfection rightly belongs at the end of God’s dealing with us, not at the beginning or in the middle of the process.”  If we were to spend time reading the next several chapters of Genesis we would discover that Abram might have responded to God’s call but he also made some big mistakes.  In their travels he often doubted God’s ability to care for him and so did some real crazy things.  From the story we learn that Sarai is beautiful.  And Abram, afraid of getting into conflict with local leaders, pretends that she isn’t his wife and lets her be taken into the ruler’s harems.  Then God has to do some quick work to rescue her.  Abram doubts God’s promise of children with Sarai, so he takes Hagar into his tent and she has a son for Abram and then Abram, at his wife’s bidding, sends this servant woman and his son out into the desert to die.  He’s not always a real savory character. 
	But God doesn’t call those who are perfect.  But God does call us to grow in obedience and love.
At annual conference every year, those who are being ordained are asked in front of the whole gathered body if they are “ going on to perfection.”  The right answer is yes.  There is usually some discomfort and twittering (which also occurs during the question about debt).  It’s strange, isn’t it?  this notion of going onto perfection?  The next question clarifies the Wesleyan idea – do you expect to be made perfect in love in this lifetime?  the answer is, “by God’s grace, yes.”  This year as the conference floor is chuckling a bit at the audacity of these questions the Bishop said, “If you are not heading toward a life of perfect love then where are you going?”  That’s the question isn’t it?  If we are not heading towards perfect love than where are we heading?
We don’t expect to be made perfect at math, or housekeeping, or pole vaulting.  We don’t expect to have perfect bodies or singing voices or hair.  We do expect that God can make us perfect in love.  Not that we won’t ever make mistakes, but that we will always do all out of the motive of love.  This isn’t our doing, this is God’s doing.  So we don’t wait until we are perfect to start our journey with God.  Instead, we trust that God will work on us to bring what God has started to fulfillment.   
That’s what God’s call out of stuckness and barrenness means – a call out of the old and into the new.  A call to change and move, to leave old patterns and habits that led to death and kept us stuck, and to embrace new freedom that leads to love.
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