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Like most people, | have a list of things that I'm
afraid of. Snakes, number one, near the top.
Actually, the top. If there is even a suggestion of a
snake in the area, I'm the other direction. No,
thank you. Needles are on this list too. A few weeks
ago, | had to get my blood drawn for my annual
physical and the nurse took one look at me and
decided she needed help, so a second nurse had to
come in and hold my hand and talk me down. It
was okay.

The procedure was not that complicated, but | was
a very complicated patient. And heights,
sometimes I'm okay with heights. | like hiking. | like
skiing. I'm fine on airplanes, but things like a high
rope adventure course, hard pass. No, thank you.
Now, not all of us are afraid of the same things. In
fact, if needles don't bother you the way they
bother me, or if you're interested in overcoming
that fear, this would be a wonderful time to remind
you about the blood drive here next Friday.

My children, unfortunately for me, did not inherit
my fear of heights. This summer we were at
Belmont Park, land of fun, when they discovered
the high ropes course. They immediately started
begging me, "Mom, can we please do it?" | wasn't
worried because they're four and six and | thought,
"Well, surely there's a height limit that they will not
meet." | said, "Well, if you're tall enough, you can
doit."

They walked over to the measuring stick, and to my
really complete surprise, they were like inches
above the minimum. They said, "Oh yes, we can do
it." They were so thrilled and | was not. | didn't
want to break my promise to them, but | also didn't
want to just send them up there alone. So, |
decided that this was my time to overcome the
fear and | would be brave and | would go with
them. It would be fine.

We climbed the stairs, we got into the carabiners,
all that stuff. As we're going up, I'm repeating the
most common command in scripture. Do not be
afraid. Do not be afraid. Do not be afraid. At first, |
was fine. We were okay. Well, there was a long line
in front of us. The kids were so excited and |
thought okay, maybe I'm going to be okay. Maybe
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it's going to be fine. But we got closer to the top
and the person in front of me went off.

| reached that platform, and in front of me I'm
looking down at this narrow plank suspended in
midair. | looked at the plank, and | looked back at
my children, these big grins on their face, and |
looked down at the concrete below me, and |
looked back at my children and the guy who's
directing on this said, "Your turn." | said, "We're
going back down. | can't do it."

So back down the stairs we went, passing by all
these people who were probably grateful they got
closer in line now. But | just couldn't do it. |
couldn't take the next step. | couldn't leave the
platform of this familiar place where | knew | would
be safe. Maybe that's a different kind of fear than
being afraid of snakes. Every one of us knows what
it's like, what it feels like to stand on a platform
and step into some unfamiliar territory: a new job,
a new city, retirement, parenthood, a loss, the
transition from one landscape into another.

This is not the fear of danger. It's the fear of
uncertainty that we will lose direct control of our
outcome, fear that comes when we exchange what
is known for what is unknown. What if | fail? What
if I'm wrong? What if I'm making the wrong
decision, or | don't have what it takes? What if I'm
not ready? What if this carabiner is really not going
to hold me?

| imagine that Abram knew that fear. When God
says to Abram, "Go from your country, your
kindred and your father's house to the land that |
will show you," he's not inviting Abram on a short
journey or a trip to the country for a nice change of
scenery. God is calling him to release everything
that has defined his sense of safety, everything that
Abram knows about his identity, everything he
understands as inheritance, everything familiar,
everything that he had built his entire life around.

And God is asking him to take a step toward a place
he does not yet know and does not know he will
possess. In spite of every obvious sign of reason,
God promises to Abram, a 75-year-old man with a
barren wife, a great nation. Paul later says in
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Romans that at this point Abram is as good as
dead, which is not exactly the kind of line you
would want on the top of a resume if you're
applying for the role of a patriarch.

And yet, God sees the promise before Abram can
really see his path. He promises Abram three
things: children, land and a nation. At this moment
in the story, not one of those promises looks like
it's remotely within reach, but God speaks a future
that stretches beyond what Abram can currently
imagine, naming what is not yet visible as though it
already belongs to him. The question hanging in
the air is simple and unsettling. What will Abram
do?

Will he step off the platform into what God has
promised, or will he climb back down into the
comfort of what he can control, what is familiar,
what is known? God is not looking at Abram's
limitations. God is looking at Abram's possibilities.
Abram sees an old man nearing the end of his
story, but God sees the beginning of a great nation.
That same pattern unfolds throughout the gospel.

Jesus walks past a tax booth and sees a man
everyone else has already defined. The crowd sees
a tax collector. | see a tax collector. Jesus sees an
apostle. The crowd sees a sinner. Jesus sees a
disciple. God calls Matthew by possibility, not by
the limitation of what he was. A synagogue leader
comes grieving the death of his daughter. The
mourners see an ending. Jesus sees a future. They
see death. Jesus sees life.

A woman who has suffered for 12 years reaches
through the crowd. Others see someone unclean.
Jesus sees a beloved daughter of God. Others see
what has been. Jesus sees what can be. Again and
again, the difference is not what people are looking
at. The difference is what they are able to see.
Everyone else sees present circumstances, past
decisions. Jesus sees a future. Everyone else sees
what is when Jesus sees what might be.

Paul captures this beautifully when he writes in
Romans that God gives life to the dead and calls
things that are not as though they were. Notice
that Paul does not say God ignores reality or that
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God is blind to our limitations. Abram really is old.
That's undeniable. God knows that. Matthew really
is a tax collector. Jesus knows that. It's true. The
woman really is suffering.

The difference is that God simply refuses to let that
reality have the final word, and perhaps that is
where many of us find the same struggle. Perhaps
our greatest obstacle is not doubt about what God
is able to do. Perhaps certainty about ourselves is
much more difficult to overcome. "I'm too old. I'm
too broken. There's too much damage. I'm too
tired. I'm too scared. I'm too far gone." Those
sentences sound rather convincing.

They probably would have sounded very
convincing for Abram too, but the gospel
announces that God is not limited by our
assessment of ourselves because God sees much
more than our fears, and God sees much more
than our failures, and more than our present
circumstances. God calls us not by who we were,
but by the possibility of who we might become.

The God who looked at Abram, an old guy with a
barren wife, saw a nation; who looked at Matthew,
a tax collector and saw an apostle; who looked at a
suffering woman and saw a beloved daughter of
God; who looked at a dead girl and saw a new life;
and who looks at each one of us and sees more
than we can yet see ourselves.

Faith then is just taking the next step towards that
voice that calls us beyond fear, a step off the
platform, beyond the familiar, beyond the limits
that we have accepted for ourselves because the
God who gives life to the dead and calls things that
are not as though they were, still calls us today.

Amen.



