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 In Jewish study of scripture there’s a practice called midrash. Midrash is a sort of 

expansion on the story that tries to fill in the gaps. For this story about Abram’s call certain 

questions come to mind because it seems so abrupt and arbitrary. A natural question is, “Why 

does God call Abram?” There’s no indication from the text that he’s special at all. The midrash 

that’s developed over the years, probably from the Middle Ages, is Abram was the first person to 

discern there is one God. The story is that Terah, Abram’s father, made his living making idols 

of the gods. But Abram at some point in his life came to believe that all idols are false because 

God is one. And that’s why God calls Abram. 

 

 Nothing in Genesis says that about him, of course. But the thinking was God wouldn’t 

call just anyone to father the nations. Surely there was something about Abram that was 

different, that was special. I have my own theory about that, not as theologically sound as the 

tradition. I like to think God called anyone who would listen. Maybe Abram wasn’t the first. But 

only Abram said, “Yes.”  

 

 I think that’s all God really wants of any of us. And Abram is a great role model for that. 

Because he was not perfect. In fact, as we continue in his story we’ll find that he makes all kinds 

of mistakes along the way. Early on, after they move to Canaan, a terrible famine hits the land. 

They have to migrate to Egypt where there’s food.  

 

And just an aside, the movement of people around the world is probably the most 

common thing we do. If you look at the history of humanity you’ll find that we have always 

migrated. Whenever there’s famine or drought or war, people have moved. When circumstances 

become intolerable where we live, we’ve always solved that by moving to a new region where 

things are better. So, all the anxiety around people moving from South and Central America to 

escape unbearable circumstances is really unfounded. Populations have always had to move, and 

over time they’ve always been assimilated into the new culture becoming part of  the landscape 

like all the rest of us. 

 

But getting back to Abram and Sarai: In Egypt Abram became nervous that Sarai’s 

beauty would cause the Pharaoh to take her into his harem and kill Abram to do it. So he had her 

pose as his sister. That way Pharaoh showered him with gifts when he took her into his harem. 

Eventually it was revealed that they were actually husband and wife and the Pharaoh kicked 

them out, but they left a whole lot wealthier. The point is Abram was pretty much improvising 

all the time, which means he didn’t always get it right. But he was willing to risk getting things 

wrong so he could move forward in this long journey with God.  

 



Saying yes and taking risks are the two most important qualities of all the heroes in the 

Bible. I’d even say they’re the qualities that define every hero. Take Nicodemus, for instance. 

Here we have a man whose reputation among his peers was stellar. He was a member of the 

Jewish council, the governing body for the temple. Not just anyone is chosen for that role. He 

was there because he was a person of integrity and wisdom. Yet he was willing to put all that on 

the line to go out at night and meet with this renegade teacher, Jesus.  

 

You may remember that John’s gospel is a little different from the other three. The 

sequence of events are mixed around a little. In Matthew, Mark and Luke, Jesus parades into 

Jerusalem and the first thing he does is go to the temple and chase the money changers out. This 

is during the last week of his life; it’s sort of the climax of his ministry. But in John’s gospel that 

scene in the temple occurs really early, in the second chapter. So, when Nicodemus goes out to 

see him, Jesus has done some pretty radical stuff already. He’s already marked himself as a 

rabble rouser and troublemaker. Going out to see him, to find out more about him, took some 

guts on Nicodemus’s part.  

 

And what Jesus tells him is challenging. My favorite translation of Jesus’ words to 

Nicodemus comes from The Message, a translation by the minister Eugene Peterson. In 

Peterson’s translation instead of Jesus pointing the way to “eternal life”—which I think is more 

spiritual and otherworldly, most of us think of it as something that occurs after we die—instead 

of that Peterson uses the translation “life that is whole and lasting.” Life that is whole and lasting 

is something we can experience right now. When Jesus tells Nicodemus he must be born “from 

above,” or born “again,” he’s inviting him on a journey. He’s inviting him to leave his father’s 

house, to leave his country behind and discover a new reality, a new way of knowing God, a new 

way of living. 

 

It’s not easy to put aside a lifetime of habits and assumptions and learn to see the world in 

a new way. But that’s the journey we’re all called to make. And it’s a little different for each of 

us. For some this journey may open up vistas of acceptance toward people they’d never imagined 

they could know or value. Others may discover their deeply held beliefs about the world and 

how it works are inadequate and too narrow. I’m drawn over and over to a story I read once in 

Philip Yancey’s book What’s So Amazing about Grace about a man in Nebraska who was in the 

KKK and spent a lot of his time writing letters to the editor denouncing Jews. He had driven 

everyone close to him away and when he needed help because a health condition left him unable 

to care for himself, a cantor from a synagogue that he had targeted many times in his letters, 

reached out to him and brought him into the cantor’s home. Over the course of his time living 

with the cantor and his family, this man so full of hate was born again. He didn’t have a religious 

conversion experience, he discovered a new reality. He left everything behind and renounced his 

earlier beliefs.  

 

It can happen. It can happen to anyone who needs to let go of an old life and allow the 

Spirit to blow through them and take them places they’d never thought possible. That’s what 

Jesus means when he says you must be born again. It’s what God is doing with Abram by 



instructing him to go to a new land and become the father of nations. By saying yes, by being 

willing to risk, we can discover the path to life that is whole and lasting. But so long as we 

refuse, so long as we protect ourselves from risk, insisting on knowing every possible outcome 

and avoiding mistakes, we’ll never reach the Promised Land; we’ll never experience the life 

Jesus offers.  

 

So, the question we all must ask is, do we have the guts to take the risks needed to say 

“Yes!” to God’s call? If you feel the tug of some new venture, some new road not taken, pay 

attention to it. Be willing to risk, to leave behind your father’s house and go into a new land. It 

won’t be easy and you’ll make lots of mistakes, but by saying “Yes!” you’ll begin a journey 

worth every setback. The wind blows and we don’t know where it comes from or where it’s 

going, but if we’re willing to let it, it will take us places our hearts are longing to be, places the 

world needs us to be. Don’t be afraid to let go; trust God’s voice and say, “Yes!” 

 

Amen 


