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Sermon for Pentecost 9C 2019 
Look to the Stars 

 
 
What and how can we describe or define faith? 
When my daughter was young, 
and when I try to offer some description of faith 
to children or Confirmands, 
I take a page our Jesus’ teachings 
and use everyday occurrences to help as illustrations. 
For example . . . 
We have faith, we believe, we expect, we trust . . . 
that the sun will rise again in the morning. 
We have faith, we believe, we expect, we trust . . . 
that when we sow a seed, a plant will grow. 
 
Boiled down to its essence,  
this definition or illustration of faith for them  
is that even though we don’t see something now, 
we believe it will still come to pass. 
A version or interpretation of the verse from the letter to the 
Hebrews that says: 
Now faith is the assurance of thing hoped for, 
the conviction of things not seen . . .  
 
Looking back, I wonder if I might have done my daughter  
and those children a disservice by giving them  
a too-watered-down version of what faith really is. 
After all, there is a pretty remarkable difference  
between the faith I described  
and the deeper faith of a mature seeker. 
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If we want to see that difference, 
we need only turn to Abraham . . . and, I will also name, Sarah. 
Because we don’t have our Judeo-Christian story without Sarah. 
 

If you are familiar with the biblical record of faith, 
Abram or Abraham is one of the pillars of our faith. 
In fact, Jews, Muslims, and Christians each look to Abraham 
as the first patriarch (or father) of their faith in God. 
Abraham is honored as a great man of faith because,  
after all, he leaves behind his homeland  
in search of a “new place”— 
a place about which he knows nothing, 
a place that he seeks solely on the strength of promise— 
the promise of God’s blessing  
and God’s presence with him on the journey. 
In the biblical narrative, he seems to do this easily, 
without much question or even struggle. 
And, can I just point out . . . his wife, Sarah, 
also goes along on this major adventure of relocation, 
of seeking God’s promised land. 
 

How can you and I understand this migration or search? 
It is no small thing to leave your homeland behind. 
Frankly, I am in awe of anyone who leaves  
their country, their hometown, their family and friends, 
to seek a new life in a new country, a new hometown, 
new family and friends. 
Yes, there is great anticipation and expectation, 
but there is also the fear of the unknown, the unfamiliar, 
the rejection of those who don’t understand our language, 
our traditions, or care about our needs,  
our desire and commitment to begin anew, 



	 3	

to make a contribution and belong to a new country, 
a new hometown, a new set of friends, even family. 
 
If you want an example of a 21st century Abraham, 
we need only look to our own former member Luke Ye. 
Luke came to America—not only seeking employment  
and the freedoms of living in the democratic republic  
of the United States, but also a freedom to worship Christ. 
In China, he could only dream of worshipping Christ in public, 
in the open as we do—here every Sunday, to be sure, 
but we can do so on any day at any time as we choose. 
In China, it is a crime to be a Christian . . .  
or a Jew, or Hindu, or Muslim or Buddhist.  
This is so because the Chinese government 
wants its people to worship the state, the government, its leader. 
God—and our love of God above all— 
is a threat to the idolatry of country, government, and leaders 
that they say must hold sway  
over the lives, the hearts and minds of the people. 
So, when we, who know Luke,  
hear the story of Abraham and Sarah,  
we need to also think about Luke as we consider their story. 
And, also for that matter, any other seeker,  
from whatever country they come from,  
who look and need sanctuary— 
so we can offer a welcome  
and give them a chance to contribute and grow their lives here, 
where we enjoy so many freedoms and blessings . . . 
especially the freedom to joyfully and publically proclaim  
the Good News of Christ—not only here in this sanctuary 
but everywhere, in any state, city or hometown of our country. 
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That was a small sidestep in my sermon, but not a big one . . . 
Because, while it takes some faith to move from the familiar, 
Abraham and Sarah have to move not just distance but also 
past experiences that give them comfort. 
 
You see the center of God’s promise  
isn’t ultimately just about a place or geography. 
God’s promise is about offspring, family, progeny— 
that which represent not concepts,  
but living, breathing, feeling human beings, 
children who are innocent and vulnerable, 
dependent above all upon our empathy and compassion. 
 
God tells Abraham and Sarah  
that they are going to be the parents of a great nation,  
a people who will be blessed 
so as to be a blessing to the entire world. 
Do you know that you and I,  
each and every one of us is a descendant,  
an heir of Abraham and Sarah?  
As Paul writes in Romans, all who are baptized into Christ, 
are heirs of all that Christ has to give. 
And we can make no distinction among those who are baptized. 
If you are baptized . . .  
then you are a member of the body of Christ  
and there are no boundaries, no distinctions, no differences. 
But even if one is not baptized into Christ, 
how can we argue that our call as disciples of Christ 
does not mean we do not seek to aid you if you are a stranger, 
or hungry, or thirsty, or imprisoned, anyone who is in need? 
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Now it is true that Abraham and Sara  
have faith enough to leave behind their homeland,  
nevertheless, they both get hung up on the question of an heir. 
 
Now you may recall that last week’s gospel lesson  
began with a problem among the heirs of a man  
in the crowd who tells Jesus he wants him to tell his brother  
to share his inheritance with him. 
Here in the reading from Genesis,  
it is Abraham who questions God. 
How can God’s promise of a legacy to Abram’s heirs be 
possible, if Abraham and Sarah are childless? 
Not only are they without progeny or heirs, 
they are actually past the age where having a child  
is even a possibility. 
Talk about a miraculous conception! 
This promise is definitely about a change of life, 
the possibility of life  
where there no reasonable person would expect life! 
 
Of course, as all reasonable people do,  
Abraham tries to solve this dilemma  
by reasoning that the only way this can be accomplished  
is if a slave in his household becomes his heir. 
His mind can come up with no other solution. 
Yet God assures Abraham that God has no intention 
of leaving Sarah out of the promise: 
she will bear a child. 
Sarah is an heir of the promise, too. 
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Then God directs Abram to lift up his head, 
to look up to the heavens, 
to try to comprehend the vastness, 
the infinity of the stars in night sky. 
What an important and astonishing moment! 
 
Before their heir is even a twinkle in their own eye, 
God points to the heavens  
and offers an illustration of the vastness of God’s grace, 
of God’s immeasurable mercy and steadfast love for us,  
a spectacular unlimited view of God’s justice,  
God’s peace and unity. 
 
Abraham’s mind is overwhelmed and silenced so his heart  
can open to unanticipated, unimaginable blessing and grace. 
This is the moment, I think, 
when Abraham’s faith goes from the description  
I used for my daughter and the Confirmation class  
that faith is believing what has occurred in the past  
will happen again, 
to something deeper as in believing what has never occurred  
will happen for the first time. 
 
Our concrete human thinking is not helpful  
in this deepening faith experience. 
In fact, our concrete thinking— 
which can only draw on past experience to predict the future, 
becomes an obstacle to a maturing faith. 
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If we want to walk on this faith journey 
we must look beyond our comprehension, 
set aside our history or prediction for the future, 
and allow ourselves to be swept up  
in the mystery of new creation. 
Looking at the stars is a good start! 
 
So . . . here’s a question: 
What would you love to try or do if you knew you couldn’t fail? 
 
This question challenges us to look beyond our present 
circumstances, our challenges and the elements in our lives that, 
while very real, often cast a larger than necessary shadow. 
Frankly, we seem to be wired to overestimate risk and danger. 
 
Yes, it is true we live in a harsh world where underestimating 
risk and danger can be deadly  
and underestimating sinfulness  
in all of human-kind (including ourselves!) 
is possibly the most deadly. 
Yet, and yet, we could just as truthfully argue  
that in the goodness of God’s creation, 
we often lose more to underestimating possibility, 
and God’s goodness. 
 
So right here, I’m going to ask for forgiveness  
from those of you who see things differently about these things, 
but what if we are underestimating great possibility in those who 
come to us at our borders seeking sanctuary, new place,  
new family and friends, new life— 
and, I have to say it, especially the children? 



	 8	

Since everyone in the world—with no exceptions— 
are God’s children just as we are, 
are we, the baptized body of Christ, 
not called to –how does Jesus put it?— 
sell our possessions and give alms? 
That means, are we not called to share our blessings? 
And what else did Jesus say?  Oh, yes: 
Make purses for yourselves— 
that is, as I hear it an interpret his words,  
to invest in others, to find your wealth in doing good for others, 
so that (and here is Christ’s promise) 
we have an unfailing treasure in heaven? 
 
By not investing in our neighbors and in those in need, 
we lose, because the thief of fear and hatred 
has broken into our house and stolen our joy and goodness. 
 
What if someone had asked Abraham  
what he would do if he knew he could not fail? 
Would he have answered by pulling up stakes, and journeyed? 
Well, yes the answer would be that is just what he did. 
That is what claiming and living God’s promise to us does— 
it enables us to do things and go places, 
we’ve never even dreamed of,  
and, mostly likely, might not want to dream of 
because it’s just not part of our concrete thinking and doing. 
 

So, here’s another question: 
what’s the difference between a command and an invitation? 
Only the force of how a statement strikes you. 
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A command implies coercion (overbearing force); 
an invitation implies freedom  
(of the one who offers and the one who responds). 
And, in case you haven’t noticed, 
let me emphasize that God’s promises always lead to freedom. 
 

Because we have Jesus’ promise, that is, God’s good pleasure  
and God’s heart’s desire to give us every good thing, 
we are suddenly free to give away, to care for others, 
to lose ourselves in service, to welcome others, 
and find space for them, a place for them at the table. 
In all these ways,  
we find our security and confidence not in our earthly 
possessions or accomplishments  
(or the war horse as the psalmist points out)  
but rather in our relationship with God. 
 
What an astoundingly different message that is 
than the one we hear in our culture  
and from too many of our political leaders. 
Rather than tell us not to be afraid, 
too often our leaders relentlessly  
tell us all about all the things we should fear. 
And such fear always tends to limit our sight  
and paralyze our compassion,  
making it difficult to imagine a hopeful future— 
let alone working and living toward it. 
 
So, I’m wondering, what if we modify the question  
I asked earlier so that it motivates us into action,  
into compassion? 
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After all, while it’s important to be freed up  
to dream of life without limits,  
it’s also important to be equipped to live  
with very real challenges that confront us. 
What if we change the question slightly and ask: 
What would we do, dare, attempt,  
not if we knew we couldn’t fail,  
but rather, if we believed that failure didn’t matter? 
Not “didn’t matter,” as in “there are no consequences,” 
but rather “didn’t matter” in the sense  
that “it’s not the end of the world.” 
What then? 
 
Indeed, Abraham and Sarah fail—at times spectacularly— 
and the followers of Jesus also experience multiple setbacks, 
dangers, disappointments . . . oh yes, and failures! 
Yet, they carried on, they continue the journey of faith. 
They trusted that their future and self-worth were neither 
secured by their successes nor  
eroded by devastating setbacks or failures. 
 
Dear friends, what would this faith community be like 
if we exercised our spiritual imaginations  
and organized our lives and our living around that which cannot 
be taken from us and cannot be destroyed? 
Which is faith in God’s promises, 
faith in God’s good pleasure,  that God will give us all the 
riches—the goodness—of God’s kingdom  
all the more when find our wealth, 
our treasure in those whom Christ died for, in the gifts of the 
Spirit, in righteousness of mercy and compassion. 
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What would we do, dare, attempt,  
not if we knew we couldn’t fail,  
but rather if we believed that failure didn’t matter 
because it is the way and with whom we journey  
that matters? 
 
The unexpected hour is now. 
Let us not miss out on it! 
 
 
 
 

 
 


