Becoming Feop]e of Blessing ~ The Rev. Denise SCHiavone

“The word of the | ord came to Abram in a vision.” Abram, then about 75
years old, hasjoumeged from (lr, in Mesopotamia) to the land of (_anaan,
where (God sPeai(s to him: “Do not be afraid, Abram, | am your s}wielcl; your

reward shall be very great.”

At the center of this saga lie the fact that Abram and his wife Sarai have been
childless all these 3ears—lii<el3 a source of great Pain and clismay, ina culture
that values Producing heirs and mu]tiplging one’s descendants—a culture that

considers barrenness ajuc{gemcnt from (od.

In response to God’s ca”, Abram has traveled more than 700 miles from
Mesopotamia to the borders of Prescnbc}ag ]raq, another 700 miles into Syria,
some 800 down to Egypt) and then Fina”g into (_anaan - what is now |srael. A

trek of over 2,000 miles that m«ilg took several months. ]magine, ilcgou wi”,

wa”dhg from (Jtah to Margland.

Abram makes it to (Canaan, and now (God Promises him: | ook toward heaven

» o«

50 shall your descendants

and count the stars, hcyou are able to count them.

be.»

| can imagine Abram, now three quarters of a century old, mu”ing this over.
(God’s covenant that Abram will be [Tather of Mang Nations must seem, at this

Point in his life, most unlikely. [Fow must Abram have felt about this vision?

Not surprisingly, Abram has some questions for (God. [1e asks how he can
know he will possess the land (God has promised. [-le must wonder, will GGod
really give him a child now, after all this time? Yet despite the unlikeliness of it all,
even still, “he believed the | ord; and the | ord reckoned it to him as

righteousncss.”
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We also know that despite Abram’s belief, it was farfrom a smoothjoumeg
from there. Abram goes childless for another two decades. |_ater in (Genesis we
learn that Abram impregnates their servant [ {agar and laughs when (God tells
him Sarai too will become pregnant, saying, “\Will a son be born to a man a

hundred years old? \Will Sarah bear a child at the age of ninety?”

W}‘sat secemed a most unlikelg scenario decades ago n Canaan now seems
Preposterous. But indeed, Abra}‘sam does bear many descendants and live to
realize (God’s Promisc, t}‘:ouglﬁ his life Pilgrimage is filled with many ups and

dOWﬂS.

What do we do when our reality doesn’t seem in synch with (od’s Promises’? ]n
the oFtcmPaimCul uncertainties of our cvcryclay ]ivcs, how do we hold fast to the

Promise of the resurrection and the reign of GGod’s eternal kingdom?

[ achand every dag we awaken to the dark realities of our world: the evil
Perpetuated by those who take innocent lives and persecute the vulnerable, the
evil done }33 those whose “(God is the be”yj whose glorg is in their shame, whose

minds are set on earthlg things.”

QOur hearts break over images of bombed maternity hosPitals and churches and
throngs of Frightened People forced to flee their homes—and heartbreak turns

to c]isgust and rageaanc] Perhaps a Fce]ing of helplessness.

From Sgria to South Sudan to A]Cghanistan to Ukraine, to the streets of our
own communities here in America, man’s violence against one another rages on.

In such a barren and broken wor]cl, how do we stand firm in the | ord?

One Place we can start is }33 examining 5cripture’s stories of lives transformed.

Abram and Sarai, once barren, become Abraham and 58[‘8!’1, the Fathcr and
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Mother of Many Nations. T hey choose time and again, despite the odds, to
obey (God—and they see his promises are fulfilled. Saul, persecutor of Jews,
becomes the apost!e Faul. Despite the harclships of his own imprisonment and
ailments, he weeps for the enemies of the cross, and devotes himself to lifting up
communities in the name of Christ. Certainly, their realities did not always seem

to match God’s Promisc. th theg embraced the unexpected, and followed
God’s call.

Dcspitc the devastating realities we cxperience every c{ag, Perhaps the Promisc

of Gocl’s king&om is also unFolc{ing forusin uncxpec‘ccc{ ways.

At the end of ["ebruary, as Russian troops began invading (lkraine, the
(krainian government set up a hotline called “Come PBack [From (kraine
Alive?—a hotline established not for their own people, but for Russian families
trying to get information about their husbands, sons, and brothers sent off to
Fight.

Since Fcbruarg Z‘%th, more than 6,000 calls from {:amilg members and friends,

Primarilg in Russia but some from across Europe and the US, have been
made to the “(Come Back From Ukraine Alive” hotline.

One woman called and asked operators in Russian, “[ello, is this where one

can find out iff someone is alive?”

A hotline staff member spokc of another woman imquiring about her fiancé: nlt
touched me she was asking Formcorgivcness. 51’16 cht saying, ‘f:orgivc us, we did

not want to attack you. T!’)is is not our war. \We did not want to do this."

Anot!ﬁer hotline oPerator spoke to the deep sadness she feels for these

Pcoplc, many who hearken from the country thatis imvading her own.
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“AWe will help find their relatives who were deceived and who, without ‘mowing

where and whg theg are going, find themselves in our countrg.”‘

What an extraorc{inarg act of kindness and blessing) in the midst of such

devastation.

W}‘sen faced with dark realities, how do we hold fast to light of (God’s covenant,
to the Good News of C}wrist?

[_ent gives us the opportunity to consider this challenge. T o consider how we,
like Abraham, can offer our questions and doubts to (God, and make space to
listen for his response. | o consider how we, like ["aul, can persevere through
hardships and afflictions, and lift up our brothers and sisters. T o consider how
we can let go of the things of this carth that keep us from fulfilling (God’s

purpose for our lives.

Lcnt calls us to reflect on how we can turn toward Goc], and open our hearts
and minds to the unexpected ways we may be called to grow (God’s kingc]om on
earth, striving to imitate the examPle of our] ord Jesus (hrist, who gave himself

up to sugering and death, in the light of GGod’s Promise.

Thisjourneg can seem overwhelming and Fraught with dangers. Sometimes we
can clearl3 see the “enemies of the cross,” such as on our T\/ screens and
social media news feeds, reflected in the face of one evil man. Other times the
“enemies of the cross” may be harder to recognize: the evils of our own
consumption, our negligencc of those in need, our destruction of (God’s

creation, and our addictions to money, P]easure, recognition, and success.

! https://www.cnn.com/2022/03/07/europe/ukraine-hotline-russian-soldiers-intl-cmd/index.html
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]n aworld such as this, where do we begin?

Ina letter to a fellow disciple in 1378, St (_atherine of Siena wrote, “Ie will
Provide the way and the means, such as you could never have imagined. | eave it
all to Him, let go omcgoursclmc) lose 3oursel1c on the (ross, and you will find

3oursel1c entirelg,”z

Tl‘n’s message of lcttiﬂg gois as relevant for us toc{ay as it was centuries ago.

Stcphanie Spc”crs, Bishop Curry’s Canon for Evangelism and
Reconciliation, sPeaks to this in her book, 7 he (Church Crackea’@pcn:

D/srulotfon, Dcc//nc, and New /'7’opc for Bc/ovcd Commun/ty. 5hc says that

letting g0 allows us to become Pcoplc of blessing: «_that is, Pcoplc who give our
lives away for the sake of lovc)” People who choose “generosity over dominion,
celebration over humiliation, mutualit}j over chauvinism, [People who] resist the
way of emPire, because it regards one culture and its Practices, aesthetics, rules,
and institutions as the best of all and ideal for everyone, and because it Places

human creation above the revealed will and way of (God”

Spe”ers says People of b]essing “resist the urge to build up and hoard power,
Possession, and Privilege, because—as Jesus showed us—real love gives itself

away as bold, generous blessing to others.”

The People of Christ (hurch alreadg bless others in so many ways. [n how we
lift cach other up, in how we minister to those on the margins, in how we give
gcncrously of our God~given ghcts. Yet, becoming People of blcssing is a

li{:c]ongjoumeg of transformation—one filled with ups and downs in the

2 From “Saint Catherine of Siena,” by Johannes Jorgenson, published 2012 (original copyright 1938)
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everyday tension between sin and sorrow, and our quest to let go and to imitate

the examP!e of Christ crucified.

Ourjoumeg toward the Cross ogers us unexpected ways to become People omc
Hessing. Despite the temptation to become bitter and hard, to further move

into our divided camps, to retreat to the sa]cetg of our own realities, we can, like

Abraham and Faul, stand firm in the | ord’s Promises.

We will be imPchcct in this quest. We will have clucstions and doubts. We will
fumble and Faltcr,just as the saints before us, succumbing to the self-

centeredness of our humanity time and time again.

Yetwe know Jesus will “transform the body of our humiliation that it may be
conformed to the body of his glory.” Jesus cries out, “ Jerusalem, Jerusalem,”
expressing his longing to time and again gather its children under his wing, |n all
our flaws and failings, along with our acts of blessing both big and small, (God
who is merciful loves us all the same—empowering us to let go, turn to [im, and

follow where e leads, saying “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the

Lord."



