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Grace to you and peace…

What an exciting morning as we begin this new journey together as pastor and people of Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church.  And what perfect scripture lessons to begin with, for they all speak about stepping out in faith and trusting God’s promises.  I’m going to focus primarily upon the first lesson and Abraham, but all 3 lessons speak about walking by faith and the promise of God’s blessings.


Most of you are probably familiar with Abraham, the Old Testament patriarch to whom the world’s 3 great religions, Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, all trace their roots.  Abraham’s story actually begins 3 chapters earlier than our lesson today, in Genesis 12.  There, we read that the Lord said to Abram, who later would be called Abraham, “Go from your country… to the land that I will show you.”  Leave your friends and relatives, your home, your surroundings, and go.  And then, 3 verses later, we read these amazing words, “And Abram went.”  In some ways, those 3 words may well be the most important words in all of scripture.  “And Abram went.”  For what if Abram, didn’t go.  What if he had said, “Lord, I’d like to go.  It could be exciting.  But this is my home.  This is where all my family is.  This is where I’m established.  Besides, I’m 75 years old and the thought of starting over in some unknown place is just too overwhelming.  I can’t do it.”  Well, if he had said no, who knows how God’s plan of salvation might have changed.  God would have obviously found someone else, but the whole story would have been different.  For it is from Abraham and his descendants, that the Saviour, Our Saviour, is born.  It all begins with Abram.  But Abram did not say no, Abram went, not even knowing where God would take him.  

I’ve thought often of Abraham, the last several years, as I sensed God was leading me to a new place of ministry, I just didn’t know where.  When God worked out this new call and it l became final, there were plenty of surprised people in Minnesota.  You’re going to Salt Lake?  Are there even any Lutherans there?  Or even, tongue in cheek, I didn’t even know you were Mormon!  Some people thought we were dropping off the end of the earth.    But we knew what a beautiful place this was.  We knew there were at least a few Lutherans around.  More importantly, t when you sense God calls, and things come together in ways you never could have expected, you need to go.  And so, here we are, and we’re excited to be here.


And I also know, I’m not alone in coming to this new place.  Just out of curiosity, how many of you have come to Salt Lake City, from somewhere else?  Could you raise your hands?  And what are some of those places?  So you see, many of you are like Abraham, called to a new place and to a new community.  And for those of you for whom this has always been home, you are a great resource to help  the rest of us, find our way.

So Abram went.  The question is why?  What led him to go?  What gave him the courage to pack up his family and possessions and go to an unknown place?  Well, there was the call, but with God’s call also came the promise of blessing.  This promise to him is stated more than once, in fact it is given several times.  It’s first stated in Genesis 12:2, “And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great,” and then ending, “and by you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”  It’s repeated in today’s lesson, Genesis 15.  By this time Abram had gone to Canaan, but he wasn’t so sure about having many descendants.  He and Sarah were old and childless, and Abram was beginning to question God’s promise.  And so the Lord says, “Look towards the heavens and count the stars, if you are able to count them.  So shall your descendants be.”  And later in Genesis 17 God makes the promise again, telling Abram he now has a new name, Abraham, and that he will be the ancestor of a multitude of nations.  It is with this promise  of blessing that Abram went.  He didn’t know where God was leading.  But he did have God’s promise.  

It is for this reason that, when the writer of Hebrews, our second lesson, begins to list people of faith, Abraham is listed first.  Abraham is the great model of faith.  The Apostle Paul points to Abraham as well in Romans 4 where is writes, “And Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.”  For what is faith?  It is trusting in the promises of God.  It is stepping out into the unknown, believing in God’s presence, and going where God leads.  Abraham did that and for that reason is Biblical model of faith.


Today we begin together this journey of faith at Our Saviour’s.  I don’t know precisely where God will lead.  But God does, and we step out in faith, trusting in God’s guidance.  And just as Abraham was promised blessings by God, so also do we go, believing we will be blessed as well.  I don’t yet know just what the blessings will be, but as we begin there are two blessings I hope for, and two blessings I believe will come.

The first is the blessing of Christian community.  In the mystery of the Holy Spirit, God has called us together in this place.  We’re running the race, we’re carrying the baton for Our Saviour’s Lutheran, right now.  Churches, because they are made up of imperfect human beings, go through times of difficulty, transition and change.  There are ups and there are downs.  But as long as there are faithful believers, trusting in the Spirit, gathered around the Word and the sacrament, there is the church. God has brought us together so that we can worship and learn and serve and support one another.  I know Our Saviour’s has a long history of being a place of love and fellowship, and my hope is that we can build on that so that all might know the blessing of Christian community.  My hope is that all who come might feel a strong connection to this place, regardless of the service they attend or their particular stage in life.  From the youngest child through the wildest teen, from the young family to the oldest adult, my hope is that we all might know the blessing that comes with being a part of the body of Christ.

When I was between calls this past year, I learned something quite important by being on the other side of the pulpit.  When we joined a new congregation, I experienced first hand how important it is to find at least one place of ministry, to be involved with.  I chose to join the choir, and that became my path into the life of that church.  Almost no one, other than the pastor and perhaps the church secretary and a few key leaders, can know everyone in the church.  This is especially true when you’re new and there is more than one service.  But by choosing just to be involved with just one area of  ministry, you begin to feel a part, like you’re contributing something, get to know a few people, and become much more a part of the church family.  Many of you are already involved in this congregation, and some of you are involved in many areas.  But if you are not, or if you are new, I would encourage you to seek out one ministry of interest, become involved, and begin to know the blessing of community.  And I would further encourage those of you who are involved, to welcome that new person to your group and make sure they are able to feel a part of it right away.  It makes a huge difference to people that are new and seeking to find their place in the body.

So I hope for the blessing of community for this church in the days ahead.  And I also hope for the blessing of growth.  In this area I think first of spiritual growth.  I hope that by being part of this body we can all learn to better understand God and to grow closer to God as a result.  This happens as we do such things as study and discuss God’s Word in classes, worship together, sing together, pray together, teach our children the faith , visit the sick or others in need, and carry out acts of service and kindness in the community.  That’s how we grow, that’s how our Spirit’s are fed, and that’s how we gain a greater sense of God’s presence.  And so my hope is for the blessing of spiritual growth as we journey together.

And I also hope for the blessing of numerical growth as we reach out to the community around us. This will take time.  I know this will be a challenge as the number of people specifically of Lutheran background is pretty limited.  But in today’s world, I’m not sure how much that really matters.  I am quite certain there are all kinds of people, regardless of background, who have drifted from God or perhaps never even considered God and God’s love, that we can reach.  If we’re excited about God’s love in Christ and what that means to us, others will be attracted to that.  We have something to offer this community and the world, God’s love and grace in Jesus Christ.  I pray we might reach out and then truly welcome those that may be seeking a church family.  

 In the 1950’s swimmer Florence Chadwick set out to do what no woman had ever done.  She already had been the first woman to swim the English channel in both directions.  Now her goal was to be the first woman to swim from Catalina Island to the California coast.  She was 34 years old.  It was the 4th of July, 1952.  She had been swimming for nearly 16 hours.  As she looked for the coast she saw nothing but a solid wall of fog.  Her body was numb.


The fog was so dense, she could hardly see her support boats.  Sharks cruised towards her lone figure, only to be driven away by rifle shots.  Against the frigid grip of the sea she struggled on – hour after hour.  Alongside Florence, in one of the boats, her mother and trainer offered encouragement.  They told her it wasn’t much farther, but all she could see was fog.  They urged her not to quit.  She never had.  Until then.  With only a half mile to go, she asked to be pulled out.  She could go no further. Still thawing her chilled body several hours later she told a reporter, “If I could only have seen land, I might have made it.”  


Two months later she tried again.  The same dense fog blanketed the coast.  Only this time it was different.  She learned something from failure.  She learned to swim with faith.  She didn’t have to see the land, rather she focused on the unseen goal, the coast clearly pictured in her mind.  She knew it was there and that she could make it.  Nothing could take that hope from her, for she swam by faith.  Florence Chadwick became the first woman to swim the Catalina Channel, eclipsing the men’s record by two hours.

Abraham set out on a journey, not knowing where he was going, but believing in God’s promise.  He walked by faith, trusting in the promise of God’s blessing.  He made mistakes and stumbled along the path.  But in the end, God fulfilled His promise and made Abraham the father of a great nation, of which, through Christ, we are now a part. 
Today we start on our own journey.  We also walk by faith, not yet knowing all God has planned.  But we, like Abraham, go with the promise of God’s blessing.  As we begin, let us step out boldly in faith, trust God’s promises, and go where God leads.  Amen 
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