
Genesis 12, 2nd in Lent, March 2017  “God Unsettles Us” 

 About the only live broadcast TV Phil and I watch, apart from the occasional 

news or PBS program, is NFL football.  So, my knowledge of the strange country of 

televised commercials is limited to those that aired during NFL games. One of my 

favorites was for Direct TV, a series of commercials, actually, which featured the 

Settlers.  Maybe you’ve seen them. The Settlers are a family living in a pleasant present 

day Suburban neighborhood, but their home and life style is that of pioneer settlers of two 

centuries ago.  In the one I’ve seen most often, the father, dressed in pioneer style 

clothing, is plowing the front yard with a horse drawn plow, when the pioneer styled son 

runs up to him and asks, “Father, why can’t we have direct TV like the McGregor’s next 

door?”  The father replies, “Because we’re settlers, son.  We settle for Cable.”  “So, we 

have to settle for poorer service and fewer channels?” the son asks.  “I’m afraid so,” the 

father responds, “that’s what settlers do.  Now go churn the butter and then make your 

own clothes”.   So there’s this clever little word play going  on with “settle” or “settlers”-

--since settlers can be those who settle down and build a home, or alternately, we can be 

settlers if we settle for less, if we compromise our standards.  Clearly, Direct TV 

considers using Cable to be settling, as opposed to DISH TV.  Given that Phil and I only 

have broadcast TV, using rabbit ears, I imagine that to them we are super-settlers, 

probably like primitive humans, carrying clubs and living in caves.  We must be settlers, 

big time! 

 The fact of the matter is, considering both meanings for the word, many of us are 

settlers to lesser and greater degrees, right?  In terms of settling in regards to 

compromise, almost everyone has to settle for less than they’d hoped for in some way or 



other; life doesn’t tend to dish out exactly what we’d hoped for or dreamt of.  And in 

terms of putting down roots and making a life, most of us also become settlers, although 

to varying degrees…..some of us very naturally stay put in one home or one job or 

relationship, while others seems more restless or eager to explore new situations or 

relationships or jobs and such.  Both qualities have upsides and downsides.  Die hard 

settlers can become too complacent, dull, and predictable; the ever restless explorer can 

find themselves without any people or places of deep attachment, unable to form lasting 

commitments or relationships.  I’m sure all of us have both of these inner personas, a 

settler and an explorer, probably in varying proportions.  Yet, our very presence here this 

morning tends to argue that the settler must hold sway within us for the most part; here 

we are, members of a church, most of us home owners, most of us workers or retired 

from a job, people who remain put long enough to form and be a part of community.  

Settlers.  Nothing wrong with that! 

 Abram and Sarai were settlers.  They are no longer young, when we first meet 

them in our lesson in Genesis 12, and they reside in Haran, where they accumulated 

considerable land and riches, though they are sadly without children.  But, they had the 

19th  C. BC equivalent of a sweet deal in their later years: good pension, health care, and 

a lovely home.  They are settled.  Until God comes into their lives and changes 

everything.  God does so with the simple word, “Go.”  “Go from your country and your 

kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.”  No small command, 

because Abram and Sarai are happily and well settled.  Leave their family?  Their shared 

history with the land?  Their home and place in society?  At this stage in their life?  To a 

place where they will be unknown, will not speak the language, and will have no 



guarantees of success? Why on earth would they do that?  God does offer an incentive.  

“I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so 

that you will be a blessing.”  Essentially God offers Abram a significant and lasting 

legacy, including that of fathering a great nation---no small accomplishment for a 

childless couple past their prime.  What on earth possesses Abram to go?  What in 

heaven’s name is he thinking?  To put his faith in a God he’s previously not known and 

leave behind all that’s familiar and comfortable and head out based on a promise that 

seems impossible?  He’s either crazy or faithful!  You decide!  The Scriptural view is that 

they’re faithful.  Although that doesn’t necessarily rule out crazy, too, does it?   Maybe 

you can be both?  Crazy and faithful?  I mean, just look  at who’s sitting around you! 

Yet, the willingness of Abram and Sarai to “go” is why they are still held up as models of 

faith over nearly 4000 years later.  While being well settled, they allowed God to unsettle 

them.  And God has a way of being very unsettling, isn’t that so? 

 Look, for example, to our Gospel lesson, where Nicodemus is in the process of 

being thoroughly unsettled by his encounter with Christ. Nicodemus is one of those 

interesting characters in Scripture of whom we learn just a bit, but enough to be 

intriguing.  We first meet up with him here in John 3, verse 1, where we learn that he is a 

Pharisee and a leader among the Jews.  Right there, we recognize that Nicodemus is a 

settler; he has settled down and built up a reputation for himself and earned the 

distinction of being both a Pharisee and a leader.  And yet, God has unsettled him, put 

questions in his mind, a burning in his heart…..enough so that he, against all prudence 

and caution, wants to learn more about this Jesus, whom his peers have already 

condemned as a heretical upstart. He goes to see Jesus---admittedly, by night, by stealth, 



it would appear---but he goes.  Like Abram and Sarai, he doesn’t remain settled, he 

allows God to unsettle him, and he goes.  He goes to speak to Jesus about faith and life 

issues, and the two of them have a rather headache-inducing and unsettling conversation.  

Nicodemus begins with some affirmation for Jesus, telling him that he believes Jesus is a 

teacher from God, that the miracles Jesus is performing are evidence of that.  Rather than 

responding like a self-effacing Minnesotan and saying, “Ah, it was nothing…’, Jesus 

instead utters words that appear to refer to things that matter even more than the miracles.  

He says, “No one can see the Kingdom of God without being born from above.”  Either 

because he’s a literalist or because he’s a bit of a smart acre, Nicodemus says, “Oh great, 

how’s that going to happen?  Am I supposed to climb back into my aged mother’s womb 

and be born a second time around?  Tell me something that makes sense, Jesus.”  You’ll 

notice that the two men just don’t seem to be on the same page throughout their 

conversation, and one of my colleagues said that he attributes that to the fact that Jesus is 

speaking in poetry and Nicodemus wants the prose version.  He wants just the facts.  

Unfortunately, as Jesus points out to Nicodemus, it’s often difficult to speak of heavenly 

truths without resorting to poetry and symbol.  Jesus makes a reference to baptism and 

tells Nicodemus that no one sees the Kingdom of God without being born by water and 

the Spirit; this is the re-birth to which he’s referring.  He further specifies that the Spirit 

of God is free, like wind, and it blows where God wills it to blow, and that having re-

birth in God is, likewise, a free and mysterious matter.  Then he speaks about God’s love 

for the world, one of the most famous of Scriptural verses: “For God so loved the world 

that He gave His only Son…”   This chapter ends without any verbal response on the part 



of the Nicodemus, but I suspect he left Jesus with his head throbbing, and feeling 

thoroughly confused and unsettled.  

 What was the upshot of these unsettlings in the lives of Abram and Sarai and of 

Nicodemus? In the case of Nicodemus, change happens.  We hear of him only two other 

times.  Four chapters later in the Gospel of John, Nicodemus will hesitantly but bravely 

defend Jesus to his pharisaical peers, asking, “We do not condemn a man without a 

hearing, do we?”    And then 12 chapters later, we hear of him a final time.  It is this same 

Nicodemus who, along with Joseph of Arimathea, will risk reputation and livelihood to 

request Christ’s body after the crucifixion and place it in the garden tomb.  John notes, 

“Nicodemus, who had at first come to Jesus by night, also came with Joseph of 

Arimathea, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds.  

They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths, according to 

the curial custom of the Jews.”  Something has happened to Nicodemus in those 

intervening 16 chapters.  He has gone from being a fearful seeker in the dark to a 

courageous and compassionate believer who could take action by daylight. Took some 

time.  Must have been a process.  But he has grown into faith. And he has the privilege of 

caring for the crucified Christ’s body and laying it in the tomb, from which he will rise.  

That’s what came from being unsettled for Nicodemus. 

 As for Abram and Sarai, being unsettled changed everything—not only for them, 

but arguably literally for the world.  As part of the unsettling and transforming of their 

lives, their names are also transformed:  Abram becomes Abraham; Sarai becomes Sarah.  

Abraham and Sarah do indeed, against all odds, have a son, Isaac, and through him, they 

give birth to the  nation that eventually becomes Israel.  Even more significantly, 



Abraham becomes the father of three faiths:  Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  All three 

of these faiths, which involve at least 1/3 of the world’s current population all these 

thousands of years later, trace their roots back to Abraham.  Judaism and Christianity 

trace their roots through Abraham and Sarah, through their one promised son together, 

Isaac.  Islam traces its roots through Abraham and Hagar, the maidservant of Sarah. The 

result of that union was Ishmael, and Ishmael is the ancestor of the much of the Arab 

world.  Many of the stories of our Old Testament, including this one, are found in the 

Scriptures of the Hebrew Bible, the Christian Bible, and the sacred book of Islam, the 

Quran.  We share ancestry in faith and sacred Scripture with these other two great 

religions of our world.  Surely, this should provide common ground.  And isn’t 

remarkable that the result of this one couple being  unsettled is of such impact around the 

world and thousands of years later still? 

 So it is that we, this morning, may consider what it means to be settlers while 

having a God who continually unsettles us.  A God who pokes us, prods us, puts 

questions or passions in our hearts, dreams in our imaginations.  “Go”, God urges us, in 

that unsettling divine way…  “Go and learn more.  Serve more.  Try something new.  

Explore what troubles you.  Go.  And find a way to turn your blessings into blessings for 

others.”  Because that is what Abram and Sarai are promised and what they do:  “I will 

bless you to be a blessing”, God states, “In you, all the families of the earth shall be 

blessed.”   God unsettles us, pushes us out of our comfort zone, can turn even the most 

sedate of us into explorers of one kind or another.  Which leads to us blessing others. And 

how might God be unsettling you right now?  To find out, we might ask ourselves 

questions like these;   Where does my passion lie?  What injustice makes me angry?  



What dream is beckoning? What question is persisting?  We may not care for these 

unsettled edges of our settled life, I know I don’t.  But maybe that’s precisely where God 

is at work, pushing our boundaries a bit, inspiring us to a new direction or calling or 

effort.  Some of you may remember Helen Mattson, wife of our august church member, 

95 year old Roy Mattson, who is a shut in.  Helen died maybe a decade ago, but her 

motto in life was “we go.”  Roy, a WWII war hero and pilot, liked to do some 

adventurous things.  Whether it was flying in a small plane or piloting a glider or 

traveling to the Holy Land or whatever adventure he suggested, she’d reply, “We go.”  

Just like Abram and Sarai.  Just like Nicodemus.  Her life motto impressed me, as I tend 

to like to stay put. “We go,” Helen said; “I stay”, I want to say.  Because I like being 

settled!  But, even settlers have to be willing to be unsettled by God and for the sake of 

the Gospel at times.  That’s how God operates.   Can you imagine how differently 

Abram’s story might have gone, if God’s first words to Abraham had instead been, “Stay, 

Abram, in your own country, among your own people, within your comfort zone.  Stay as 

you are, and die childless, but don’t worry, be happy.”  Quite a different story, don’t you 

think?  But, we literally never read stories like that in Scripture, and here’s why: because 

that’s the not the way God is or the way God works.  God doesn’t call us only to be 

settlers, although undoubtedly it is settlers who build and foster stability and community, 

which are good and Godly things!  But, God also unsettles us and calls us to engage in 

living, to embrace our faith, to live out our faith in acts of love, to invest our talents and 

gifts in the world around us.  To “go”.  To question and prod and be unsettled.  In such 

ways, the blessings we have received are passed along to others, so that we are also 

blessed to be a blessing.   Amen.  



 

 

 

 

   

Because all of us, as we journey through life, will face the same predicament as 

Abram and Sarai when at some point God points us in a new and challenging direction 

and says, “go”.  Obviously this doesn’t usually involve a literal journey, but more often a 

new undertaking or area of ministry or service. ???  Do we play it safe and stay put, or 

head out on the road in response to God’s call, even if it may hold peril?  Every instinct 

of self-preservation and reason will often urge us to hide out, hole up, stay put, and play it 

safe.  But God doesn’t call us to do those things.  Can you imagine how this story might 

have gone, if God’s first words to Abraham had instead been, “Stay, Abram, in your own 

country, among your own people, within your comfort zone.  Stay as you are, and die 

childless, but don’t worry, be happy, and have a nice day.”  Quite a different story, don’t 

you think?  But, we literally never read stories like that in Scripture, and here’s why: 

because that’s the not the way God is or the way God works.  God doesn’t call us to play 

it safe.  God calls us to engage in living, to embrace our faith, to live out our faith in acts 

of love, to invest our talents and gifts in the world around us.  All of that requires hitting 

the open road.  Sometimes literally, but maybe more often figuratively, as in leaving our 

comfort zone, taking a risk, trying something new, beginning a new chapter in our lives.  

That’s one of the ways we can learn to be truer disciples from the example of Abraham 

and Sarah.  



 The other example they provide is their willingness to be a conduit of God’s 

blessings for others.  Through them, all the families of the earth are blest.   Are we, 

likewise, willing and ready to practice our faith by passing along blessings.   And we are 

blest, aren’t we?  I mean,  how many times do we think or say, “I am so blessed”?  Not 

that our lives are without troubles or suffering, for they surely are not, and no one is 

immune to those things.  Yet, we have been blest—spiritually, emotionally, materially. 

 I recently read a story in a devotional about a man who helped out every week by 

serving lunch at a soup kitchen.  One of those receiving their bowl of soup one day asked 

him, “Hey, if you won the lottery tomorrow, would you still do this?”  And the man 

replied without even having to give it any thought, “Absolutely.”  Because his giving 

back, his paying it forward, had nothing to do with how much money he did or didn’t 

have.  The devotion continued with this man’s reflection on his current circumstances, 

and he concluded: I feel like I have won the lottery; I have a warm house, ample food, 

loving family and friends; I have won the lottery.” 

 Since reading that devotion, I don’t know how many times that phrase has slipped 

across my mind, too.  It’s cold out, but I’m sitting with my back up against the warm, gas 

fireplace; times are tough economically, but my needs are more than amply met; it’s a 

tough time for marriage and faith in general, but I am happily married and blest with faith 

and a community of faith; I have won the lottery.  And maybe so have you?  And the 

reason we are blest, in whatever ways we are, is not simply that God likes us a lot and 

wants us to live out lives of ease and pleasure; we are blest, specifically, to be a blessing 

to others; to be a conduit of the grace, abundance, and generosity of God to those around 

us.  That’s our calling as disciples of Jesus.      



 This is not only true for us as individuals; it’s true for us as congregations, as 

well.  Wouldn’t it be easier to play it safe and just think about our own preservation, our 

own well-being and comfort as a congregation?  Why bother with the food shelf or the 

kid’s backpack program, or with the hungry around the world?  Why bother providing a 

place for both the living and the dead in our community through this church and a future 

columbarium?  Why provide an elevator and handicapped accessible bathrooms for those 

with mobility issues?  Why find a new way to approach children’s church?  Why do any 

of these things? Why not just hide out and hole up?  Why not just rejoice in the strange 

and surprising abundance of blessings God has given us in Knife River Lutheran Church 

and keep them to ourselves?  The answer is in Genesis 12: we are blessed to be a 

blessing.  Through Abraham, through people of faith everywhere, and even through us, 

God intends to bless all the families of the earth.  And that’s just what God does.  

Because we in this church pass on the blessings we receive, there’s a family across the 

globe that received a flock of chicks or a goat that our Sunday School purchased, or a 

family that is warmed by the quilt our quilters made and sent through Lutheran World 

Relief.  Or there’s a family, maybe unknown to us but in our own community, that 

benefitted from the donation we made to the local food shelf.  Or there’s a person with 

mobility issues who attends a funeral or other occasion here and will have full access to 

all parts of the building because we think that person and their dignity matter. God 

blesses other people through people like us, who are first blest by God.  And that’s our 

calling.  To be a conduit of blessings and faith and love for others, just like Abraham, as 

he sets out on a journey away from his comfort zone.  God calls us to journey out of 

comfort zone at times, too.  It’s the willingness to make that journey that expresses our 



faith and allows us to be a blessing to others who share the road and the journey with us.  

In the words of this poem:  

The way is long, let us go together. 

The way is difficult, let us help each other.  

The way is joyful, let us share it.  

The way is Christ’s, for Christ is the Way, let us follow.  

The way is open before us, let us go:  

with the love of God, the grace of Christ, and the communion of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  


