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Genesis 12.1-4 [11.31-12.4] 

 

I am not quite sure if there is ever a right time to draw lessons for our faith from tragedy, and I have 

certainly heard some pretty crass endeavours to do so in the weeks following the Christchurch 

earthquake. Outside of the physics of geological reality meeting human habitation, there is perhaps 

nothing to say. Earthquakes referred to about 20 times in the Bible, and the fear and awefulness of 

God’s good creation sinking back into its primordial chaos permeates the biblical narrative. So its not 

as if this is something new, or as the scriptures make clear because those people are particularly evil 

and suffering God’s judgement. 

 

I have in fact spent some time in Christchurch since February 22, and will be there again for 3 days 

following my time here, having lived there longer than anywhere else, and still having strong family, 

church, work and friendship connections. My doctoral research was centred on studying some 

Christchurch churches, and among other things I am aware of the fact that the earthquake and the 

destruction of so many church buildings has given a heightened intensity to the discussion in that city 

of what kind of church does the church in Christchurch need to be as it moves into its very different 

future. What I mean by heightened intensity is that this is a discussion that had been going on for 

some time, as indeed it is here in Taranaki (why I am here) and throughout NZ. The intensity of this 

discussion was ramped up somewhat in Christchurch by the September quake and now even further 

by this quake. For one thing churches such as your Anglican and my Presbyterian have too many 

parishes or local churches – so how do we restructure in a different kind of way instead of just 

replacing what has been lost. So because the church is ultimately God’s and its future in God’s hands, 

then maybe out of the suffering of Christchurch will emerge a church that is stronger and reshaped in 

ways that are more relevant to our changed context that will provide models the rest of us can learn 

from.  

 

As I have thought about this, without wishing to appear crass in the aftermath of Christchurch and 

now Japan, the image of an earthquake is an apt one for what appears to have hit the church as well as 

our society over the past few decades. A period of massive seismic change has affected us and 

changed our landscape as much as that of Christchurch has been and we have not known how to adapt 

in the wake of it. Indeed one writer who has been very helpful for my thinking about the church in this 

period of massive and challenging change, Leonard Sweet, titled one of his books on the topic Soul 

Tsunami. He writes: 

The seismic events that have happened in the aftermath of the postmodern earthquake have 

generated tidal waves that have created a whole new world out there. In your lifetime and 

mine a tidal wave has hit. We are now in transition and in transit out of ‘terra firma’ and into 

‘terra incognito.’ A sea change of transitions and transformations is birthing a whole new 

world… The Dick and Jane (he’s American so for us read Janet and John) world  of my 50’s 

childhood is over, washed away by a tsunami of change. 

 

Our reading today is about God making a new beginning for God’s people, and ultimately for all 

humanity, out of a situation of absolute disaster. But for that fresh new beginning to happen it 

required those who God was wanting to work with and through to embrace the change God was 

calling them into and launch out in faith literally into terra incognito, a land they did not know,and so  

not knowing what the future was going to be – except that it was going to be very different from 

where they had been – terra firma, a land that was stable and settled. Archaeologists tell us that Ur 

was a city of some substance with significant buildings and sophisticated infrastructure. So a very 

significant text for us to reflect on today. 

 

It is important always when reading scripture to look at any text in its context, what goes before and 

after it, and very important to see this text as coming after the first 11 chapters of Genesis. Following 

God’s acts of creation in chpts 1&2, when God sees everything he has created as good what follows in 

the next 9 chpts is one disaster after another as every dimension of life is tragically pulled adrift from 

the original goodness of God’s purpose. Human beings, the apex of God’s creation, made in God’s 

own image, are adding to their catalogue of evil as generations roll past – jealousy, anger, murder, 

vengeance, violence, corruption, drunkenness, sexual disorder, arrogance. Every inclination of human 
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hearts is shot through with evil. Technology and culture are advancing, but the skill that can craft 

instruments for music and agriculture can also forge weapons of violent death. Nation experience the 

richness of their ethnic and linguistic diversity along with confusion, scattering and strife. Sounds 

very much like our world after the seismic waves of change that have rolled through it over the past 

few decades. Where can God with his mission of creating a good world with human persons sharing 

in a loving relationship with him and each other go from here? What can God do next? 

 

God does something that only God could have thought of. God sees an elderly, childless couple in the 

land of Babel itself and decides to make them the launch pad of his whole mission of cosmic 

redemption. One can almost here the sharp intake of breath among the angels when the astonishing 

plan was revealed. What sort of answer is this! 

 

But the call of Abraham and Sarah is the beginning of God’s answer to the evil of human hearts, the 

strife of nations, and the groaning brokenness of  the whole of God’s creation. It is the beginning of 

the mission of God and the mission of the people of God. No wonder Paul in Galatians saw in this text 

the gospel in advance. It is God’s glorious surprise. God’s gracious initiative. In spite of all that has 

occurred in the previous chapters, God still intends blessing for the nations – and he will launch that 

through the people he calls to follow him. And this is still God’s mission and God’s way in the world. 

 

vv. 1-3…. 

 

This promise of God to Abraham, the Abrahamic covenant, is one of the key unifying threads of the 

whole Bible. Here we stand at the fountainhead of Israel’s self consciousness of being God’s elect 

people. That is they believed they were a people uniquely chosen by God for a relationship with 

Godself, but it is utterly crucial, and so often Israel forgot this, that this divine election of one person 

and one people takes place in the context of, and on the global stage of, God’s dealings with all 

nations, who have been the focus in chpts 10 & 11. One nation is chosen, but all  nationans are to be 

the beneficiaries of that choice. And of course we know that in the end that one nation would be 

represented by one person, Jesus the Messiah, through who God’s redemptive blessing would become 

available to all nations. And that is why Paul understood God’s mission through Christ, into which we 

as the church are called, as the fulfilment of this promise of God to Abraham in Gen 12.  

 

This is critical in how we understand the whole controversial doctrine of election. Is a tendency to 

speak of it solely as a doctrine of salvation – that is to say the elect are those who are saved (which of 

course some limit to 144,000) That then leads on to all kinds of controversy that has raged down 

through the centuries as to whether God is fair in choosing some to be saved and not others – 

particularly aimed at those who are Calvinists such as we Presbyterians. Don’t want to get into that, 

but the point I do want to make is that the first time we really see God choosing and calling someone 

it is precisely not so that Abraham and Sarah and their family alone get saved, but rather that by being 

blessed they should become an agent of blessing – that all people on earth will be blessed through 

you.  

 

God’s election of one is not the rejection of the rest but for their benefit. Something we in the church 

so often forget. It is as if a group of trapped cave explorers elect one of their number to squeeze 

through a narrow flooded passage to get out to the surface and call for help. The point of the choice is 

not so that she alone gets saved, but that she is able to bring help and equipment to ensure the rest get 

rescued. 

 

And so starting with one man and his barren wife then, as only God could, transforming them into a 

large family within several generations, then into a nation called Israel, and then, through Christ into a 

multinational community of people from every nation – tongue and tribe  - all through the story of this 

book God has been moulding people for himself but also a people for others, that through you… all 

peoples… will be blessed. And that is the story we are called to enter into and continue. In other 

words the origins of the church, the community we belong to as followers of Jesus, go back not just to 

Pentecost, or even to Jesus calling the first disciples, but all the way back to Abraham. And the 
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missionary impulse we find in the story of the earliest church in Acts, is no sudden change in direction 

but the outworking of the logic of the whole of the biblical story. 

 

Is much talk today about being a ‘missional church’. But while the term may be new, about two 

decades, if we really understand the church from a biblical perspective as that community chosen and 

called Abraham to be the vehicle of God’s blessing to all the nations, what else can the church be but 

missional? This is who were are and what we are here for. Indeed as a friend of mine said recently 

“All this talk of missional church’ sounds to me like talking about a ‘female woman.’ If it’s not 

missional its not church.’ Part of the reason for the talk though is that a church that has become 

overinstitutionalised has forgotten that this is its raison d’etre, the pulse that gives us life. 

 

But if we are to inherit not only the privilege of the Abrahamic blessing, I will bless you, but also the 

responsibility of being a blessing to all peoples, what is required of us? Surely that we respond as 

Abraham did to God’s call, which for Abraham meant leaving and going, trusting and following.  

 

Being engaged in God’s mission meant leaving and going, just as for Jesus it meant leaving his Father 

and going into the world. For Abraham and Sarah it meant leaving the settled, secure, comfortable 

lifestyle in Ur and then Haran, and becoming homeless people on a journey, living in a tent. And so in 

the great recital of the heroes of faith we are called to follow in Heb 11, Abraham and Sarah are 

presented as people who claimed no home, but only pursued a risky promise from a God they trusted 

and so were willing to follow. It was not for no reason that the early followers of Jesus were called the 

people of the way. They also had embarked on a journey which also meant leaving their secure 

familiar environments. And so it is for us today if we too are going to follow Jesus in the world.  

 

This is a challenge for us when the dominant world views of our culture, which I must add have 

become the dominant views of much of the church, seek out and privilege settlement, stability and 

security. In a world of constant change we yearn for the status quo. And in a time when God is calling 

us in the church to leave behind some of the secure ways we have known, and follow him into an 

uncertain and unknown future, into uncharted territory, learning new ways of being God’s people, we 

are reluctant to up stakes, put our trust fully in God, and follow with Jesus into God’s new future. But 

if we really read the biblical story and understand it, obedience to God, following Jesus, almost 

always involves leaving our comfort zone, being willing to risk entering what we are uncertain about, 

and hanging our faith on God alone. Reason this text in lectionary this week is Lent is a season that 

helps us let go of old commitments and burdens and sets us free to journey into new territories, new 

promises and  new hopes. 

 

But as we do so this same story tells us that is not just any god whom we are putting our trust in, but 

the God who in Genesis 1 & 2 created the heavens and earth out of nothing, the God who created the  

nation of Israel out of the barreness and old age of Abraham and Sarah, and above all the God who 

raised Jesus Christ from the dead and began his new people, we the church, out of the hopelessness of 

a cemetery and the barrenees of an empty tomb. Change is scary for most of us. Leaving our comfort 

zones is disquieting. But as we embrace this in following the call of God we know this is the God in 

whom we trust and so can do so with a confidence that can overcome our human frailties. 

 

Waiting execution by the Nazis, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, penned these words as the opening stanza of a 

hymn a fortnight before his death. By gracious powers so wonderfully sheltered, and confidently 

waiting come what may. We know that God is with us night and morning, and never fails to meet us 

each new day. 

 

This is the God we are called to follow and trust in a world and church turned upside down by seismic 

waves of change, both literal and metaphorical. But as we do so become inheritors both God’s 

promise of blessing to Abraham and of God’s mission through Abraham, that we who, as Paul puts it, 

are by faith the children of Abraham and Sarah become participants with Christ in God’s promised 

mission of bringing people from all the nations on earth into the sphere of God’s redemptive blessing. 

This is who we are and this is what we are called to do.  

  


