
Letting Go 

Memory is a peculiar thing.  When you get to be my age, it can play some tricks 
on you.  You can’t remember the name of the street you live on or your wife’s cell phone 
number, but you have the most distinct recollections of the tiny town you lived in nearly 
60 years ago when you were six years old. In my family, the one year we spent living in 
the tiny farm town of Roosevelt, Oklahoma has gained legendary status.  We can go on 
for hours about that town and the sliver of our lives that was spent there.  It is the scene 
of some of the most vivid memories of my childhood.  The white-haired lady across the 
dirt street who sent me to get her a paper once a week, and let me sit in her porch 
swing when I had nothing else to do.   The Methodist pastor who was unique because 
this was 1960, rural Oklahoma, and she was a woman.  But she gave good piano 
lessons, and I can still hear my older sister playing “Silver Skates” for her recital in that 
dark, musty sanctuary.  Of course, it may be that I am like Mark Twain, who is reported 
to have said, “When I was young I could remember anything, whether it happened or 
not.”  But I think the truth is that it is those defining experiences that remain in your 
memory.  

That’s why we have stories like this one about Abraham and Sarah from the 
Book of Genesis.  And it’s why we return to them over and over again.  These are the 
stories that our ancestors in the faith heard from their ancestors in the faith and 
eventually wrote down to preserve them for their descendants, even the most unlikely 
ones, like us.  And this particular story is one you may have heard from this pulpit many 
times.  Eight times in the past 10 years, to be precise.  Like those childhood memories, 
it contains something of a defining experience.  But it also is a story that finds new 
meaning every time it is retold.  And in our current context, we may hear it differently 
than the other eight times.

Now these are the descendants of Terah. Terah was the father of Abram, Nahor, 
and Haran; and Haran was the father of Lot. Haran died before his father Terah in the 
land of his birth, in Ur of the Chaldeans. Abram and Nahor took wives; the name of 
Abram’s wife was Sarai, and the name of Nahor’s wife was Milcah. She was the 
daughter of Haran the father of Milcah and Iscah. Now Sarai was barren; she had no 
child. Terah took his son Abram and his grandson Lot son of Haran, and his
daughter-in-law Sarai, 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.

Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your 
father’s house to the land that I will show you.  I will make of you a great nation, and I 
will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  I will bless 
those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families 
of the earth shall be blessed.” So Abram went, as the LORD had told him.

Genesis 11: 27—12: 1-4a 



The first thing we need to understand about Abraham and Sarah is that they 
were ordinary people.  Even though they have become models of faith, even though 
Abraham is claimed as the father of three monotheistic faiths—Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam—as their story begins, they are just ordinary people.  Abraham was not an 
ordained priest or pastor.  He wasn’t a highly educated theologian.  He certainly wasn’t 
Presbyterian.  He wasn’t even a Christian.  We can’t even say for sure that Abraham 
and Sarah were religious people at all, that they engaged in any kind of spiritual 
practices or religious rituals.  They were just an ordinary couple, trying to make a decent 
living, perhaps someday raise a family.

When his father, Terah, decided to head west to seek his fortune, and moved the 
family from Ur to the land of Canaan, Abraham, being the conventional, loyal son that 
he was, dutifully went along.  They only got as far as Haran, and Terah looked around 
and said, "Well, this seems to be about as good as it gets.  I can't imagine that the land 
of Canaan would be any better than what we have here," and so they settled there.  

And Abraham and Sarah settled with them.  They put down roots, established an 
identity, built up some equity and security.  You can imagine that they were comfortable 
there.  The Book of Genesis later reveals that they were able to accumulate some 
wealth.  They had everything a young couple could dream for, except for one thing.  
They had no future.  In the stark language of Genesis, the text flatly states:  “Sarah was 
barren,” and then just in case we missed the point, repeats for emphasis, “She had no 
child.”

And then, having settled comfortably in Haran, Abraham hears a voice—the 
voice of God.

I can imagine there was a bit of skepticism at first.  I can imagine Sarah asking 
“Are you sure it was the voice of God?  What did it sound like?  Did it sound anything 
like Manny, the practical joker?”

But no, Abraham is clear.  It was the voice of God, who says, “Go forth from your 
land, from the place of your birth, from your roots, from your father's house to a place 
you've never seen before.”  God is very clear and specific about the places from which 
Abraham and Sarah are to leave, but somewhat vague about where they are to go.

But they went.  And it is only after Abraham and Sarah respond to God’s call and 
set out on this journey that God promises them that they will have the child they have 
always wanted.  And from this child God promises that they will have as many 
descendants as there are stars in the sky or grains of sand on the shore.  It is a 
ridiculous promise to a couple who are getting on in years and have not been able to 
have a single child even when they were younger.  But we know what happens.  The 
joke turns out to be on them, and when they have a son, they even name him “laughter” 
because of the utter hilarity of it all.



It is a pivotal moment in the story of the Bible and of our ancestors in the faith.  
God calls Abraham and Sarah and they respond in faith; they leave the comfort of 
home, let go of the security of land and wealth, and commit themselves to some 
unknown future, and the rest is history—and in ways that went beyond their wildest 
imagination, it becomes our history.

Now, at this point, Dennis Bratcher raises a curious question.  He asks: “What 
kind of God would call someone to leave all the security of home and take such a risk?”  
It is a good question.  Why is it necessary for Abraham and Sarah to leave in order to be 
blessed and to be a blessing to the world?  Why couldn't God give them children and 
make them a great nation right where they were in Haran?  Isn't God big enough to 
accomplish great things from there just as easily as from anywhere else?  Why do they 
have to go?

Dennis Bratcher responds to these questions by saying, “Part of my personal 
struggle at this point is that I come from a rural background where the idea of having 
roots, being anchored in a place, and having family around is important. . . .  I don't want 
to be told that I have to leave that kind of security and identity behind.  I want God to be 
able to do marvelous things in my life without interfering with me a whole lot. . . .  I 
would rather that God just change everything around me to make it all better and just 
leave me alone.”

“But,” he says, “what we learn from this story is that the problem is not just that 
Abraham needs a change of environment.  It also that Abraham himself needs 
changing.  And the uncomfortable fact is that he will likely not change much in Haran in 
his father's household.  As long as he is secure and at home, there is no need of 
change even though no change means no future!”

Now, I don’t know about you, but that hits home for me. Not just personally, but 
maybe even more so in the life of a congregation. We have a tendency to find a groove, 
settle into it comfortably, and as long as we can make the budget each year, as long as 
we can maintain the building, as long as the pastor’s sermons find that sweet spot—not 
too boring, but not too radical—as long as no one rocks the boat, we don’t really see the 
need or the urgency for change. We are satisfied to just roll along the groove, repeating 
the same programs year after year.

The story of Abraham and Sarah, Bratcher says, “teaches us that faith journeys 
are the only way into God's future, [and] that moving beyond the security of where we 
are is the path to newness and growth.”  (The Voice. Christian Resource, Inc.  crivoice.org)

A journey of faith, however, doesn’t always involve a geographic move.  
Sometimes the longest journey is not the move from Haran to Canaan, but the one that 
happens within ourselves, the transformational journey.  And often this is the more 
difficult journey.  

The God who called Abraham and Sarah to set out on a journey of faith is the 
same God who calls us.  The summons that Abraham and Sarah respond to, the 
journey that Nicodemus sets out on are the same summons and journey we are called 
to:  to move out of our own places of barrenness and to set out on a journey that risks 



our security and comfort, to stake our life on a future we may not understand, and be 
led toward a transformed life so that we can do more than just maintain what we have 
but rather be an agent of change and blessing in the world around us.

Just how such a journey will be shaped will differ with different individuals and 
communities. But the words of the hymn by Carl Daw that we will sing in just a moment 
remind us that:

Faith begins by letting go, giving up what had seemed sure,
Taking risks and pressing on, though the way feels less secure:
Pilgrimage both right and odd, trusting all our life to God.

For some of us, it may mean leaving behind the comfort of a life-style that is 
wasteful, and to risk a bit of our own wealth and give up some convenience for the well-
being of others who share this global home with us, and for the well-being of the planet 
itself. 

For many of us, it may mean letting go of the hidden, silent, unacknowledged 
privilege that comes with being white in this country, for the sake of millions who share 
this country with us.

And what I hope we are discovering and will embrace in the coming year or so, is 
that for some congregations the journey of faith may mean leaving behind some old 
mind-sets and expectations, some traditional and comfortable ways of being the church, 
in order to be led into new possibilities of ministry and mission.  It may mean letting go 
of an understanding of church membership that consists mainly of gathering 
occasionally with like-minded folks to be entertained for an hour or so by worship.  It 
may mean moving toward a new understanding of what it means to be the body of 
Christ outside this building in places we don’t normally go, among people with whom we 
don’t usually mingle.

Walter Brueggemann says that the story of Sarah and Abraham and the 
promises of God are contained in a paradox.  The paradox is that “to stay in safety is to 
remain barren and lifeless; to go out in risk is to embrace life and hope.”  (Genesis, 118)  I 
have brought this quote to our attention many times in the past few years, but I wonder 
if it doesn’t have new meaning in our current context, whether that context is the 
transformation of the church, the transformation of our individual lives, or the 
transformation of our culture.

Like Abraham and Sarah and Isaac and Jacob and that whole roster of biblical 
ancestors, we continue to be a pilgrim people, always called to be willing to let go of the 
security and familiarity of the present, to be open to the risks of moving out toward 
unfamiliar places, and to trust the path that God opens up before us.

Let us pray:
Eternal God, you call us to journeys where we cannot always see the ending.  

Give us grace to go on with courage, trusting that your hand is leading us, and your love 
surrounds us wherever we are; through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who walks with us.  
Amen.
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