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 During the class he and I co-led last week, Rabbi Alex from Congregation Shir Shalom 

told us that very often stories in the Torah are missing some information; they have gaps. Those 

gaps then provide the opportunity for Rabbinic midrash on the text. Midrash is commentary on 

the scripture, but it’s very different from the kind of commentary most of us are used to. Through 

midrash the Jewish sages aren’t just trying to uncover what the scripture is saying in its own 

context, but they’re also asking about what it can say to hearers today. It’s a way of entering into 

conversation with the text to learn what God is saying to the current generation. One writer, 

Sandy Eisenberg Sasso, calls midrash “God’s echo.” Listening for that echo to hear God’s voice 

is the purpose of midrash.  

 

 This story in Genesis about Abraham’s call is one that has generated many pages of 

midrash over the centuries. One thing about midrash that’s important to remember is it’s never 

done in isolation. Rabbis study Torah in community and they rely on the community, living and 

dead, to provide insight. Many of you remember Rev. Lew Bigler, I’m sure. Years ago he told 

me some time he spent in Israel studying with a group in one of the schools, I assume, in 

Jerusalem. As they were discussing the passage Lew made some comments like he would in any 

Bible study, but he found they sort of dismissed what he had to say. He later learned that 

whenever a point about the text is made, a past rabbi is cited to give that view authority. It wasn’t 

considered valid without reference to past observations. Once he figured that out and could quote 

former rabbinic sages, Lew found his observations were always welcome and he had one of the 

most meaningful educational experiences of his life.  

 

 Scripture comes from community and it’s intended to be interpreted in community. 

We’re never alone when we engage God in scripture. So what happens when we join Abraham in 

his first encounter with God? Well, right away we should be a little puzzled, as the rabbis have 

been for so long. Our first question is, “Why Abraham?” Why does God choose to address 

Abraham of all the people in the earth?  

 

 The traditional midrash on that question often imagines Abraham as a child or teenager 

coming to the awareness of God as one and not many through his own discernment and 

observation. Because he’s the only person to have that awareness and defends it in various ways, 

God chooses Abraham to be the father of nations. But there’s another possibility. One of the 

strengths of the communal nature of midrash is there are always other opinions to consider. One 

I came across recently is rooted in a parable told by Rabbi Isaac who lived in the 3
rd

 century. He 

tells the story of a man traveling who comes upon a sort of apartment building that’s burning. He 

asks, “Might you say this residence is without a leader?” The owner looks out at him and says, “I 

am the owner.” Rabbi Isaac goes on, “Similarly, because our father Abraham had said, ‘Might 

you say that the world is without a leader?’ the Holy One, blessed be He, looked out at him and 

said, ‘I am the owner of the world.’” 

 



 From this parable we learn that it may not have been God’s initiative alone that led to the 

choice of Abraham. Abraham looked out and saw a problem in the world. Like the apartment 

building in the parable, Abraham saw the world burning, falling apart. And he wonders what can 

be done about it. It’s that impulse that attracts God to Abraham. Abraham isn’t willing to accept 

the world as it is. He longs to repair it, to make it better. But to do that, he must take radical 

steps. He must leave everything behind: his land, his family, his whole life. He must find a new 

land, an entirely new existence.  

 

 In many ways Nicodemus reminds me of Abraham. I know he’s a Pharisee and a 

religious teacher, so he should be an opponent of Jesus, but if that’s his intention, then why does 

he come under cover of darkness? Why not confront him in the open? Nicodemus comes at night 

because he’s in the dark. He’s confused. And he knows something needs to change. His world is 

on fire.  

 

 But the answer Jesus gives him leaves him baffled. Jesus is speaking in riddles that 

Nicodemus just can’t understand. “How is it possible to be born over again?” How is it possible 

to leave your family and your country and everything you’ve ever known behind and go 

somewhere you’ve never seen or even heard of? Jesus tells Nicodemus the Spirit blows where it 

wills. Just like the wind you can’t tell where it starts or where it will lead. All you can do is allow 

yourself to be carried along with it. If change is what you want. Because you can also resist the 

wind. You can take cover and cling to things as they are. 

 

 Abraham could have done that. He could have declined to leave and let the world burn. 

His story begins right after we learn that God has scattered the people at Babel. Now there’s no 

unity, no hope of finding peace. Abraham is given a chance to repair what’s been broken, to 

become father of many nations, the world’s unifying hero. He goes where the wind of God’s 

Spirit blows. He allows himself to become entirely new, so God can establish a new thing 

through him.  

 

 That’s what Jesus offers Nicodemus. We don’t know what he decides. But we do know 

why the offer is made. God’s great love for the world compels God to give the world a new 

chance in Jesus. His life becomes the model we can follow to find life that is whole and lasting. 

But it comes at a cost. We have to leave everything we’ve ever known behind, just like Abraham 

does, if we want to be born anew.  

 

 That idea of being born again is pretty popular. You may have heard of it. It’s an 

overused phrase and has way more baggage than it deserves. But it’s a powerful idea and a 

beautiful metaphor. It captures better than anything else can what it’s like to enter the whole and 

lasting life God offers. Everything is new. Everything has meaning, Anything is possible. When 

we experience life that’s whole and lasting, we can repair the world.  

 

 One of my newest heroes these days is William Barber II. He is a brilliant organizer and 

preacher who refuses to stay silent in the face of poverty and injustice. He co-leads the Poor 

People’s Campaign that advocates for policies to relieve poverty and repair our broken society. 

And he understands it requires radical change. Policies that only rearrange the social order won’t 

bring the change we need. We have to leave everything behind—our privilege, our security, our 



comfort—if we want to find the land God will lead us to. Rebirth doesn’t happen by half 

measures.  It happens through our willingness to make the sacrifices needed so others can live.  

 

 But that’s a pretty hard reality to accept. It’s not easy to face the possibility that 

everything we’ve ever known about who we are and what our place is in the world has to 

change. But we see what’s happening. We see the division and the conflict; we see the inequality 

and injustice. We can’t remain blind to those things anymore than Abraham or Nicodemus could. 

The question is, what are we willing to do in response to God’s remedy, to God’s love revealed 

in Christ? Do we want life that’s whole and lasting or do we want our world to go on as it is? 

Nicodemus had a choice. Abraham had a choice. We have a choice.  

 

 Just as Abraham became the instrument of God’s hope for the world, so can we. Like the 

wind, God’s Spirit is blowing in a new direction. It’s blowing through us and calling us to leave 

the past behind, to repair a world that’s falling apart, and putting our trust in Christ to be reborn 

so all in need can find life that’s whole and lasting. So, go, where the wind is blowing and 

discover the new life God calls us all to find.  

 

Amen 


