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Abram has always been, for me, one of those immensely important patriarchs of the history of Israel who is, at 
the same time, very difficult to get to know.  The one thing that seems consistent about him is that he rarely 
stays put in one place for very long.  He is a native of the city of Ur, in the kingdom of the Chaldeans, the place 
that today we call Iraq.  As a child he migrated with his father to what is now Syria, but the bible doesn’t tell us 
why—other than that the Lord directed them to.  So they went. 

After that he was summoned by God to move to Canaan, what is now Israel-Palestine.  That’s the part of his life 
that our first reading today remembers, although God didn’t tell Abram in advance just where they were going; 
He just said, “I’ll show you.  Come along.”  So Abram went, together with his wife Sarai and his nephew Lot.  But 
no sooner had they arrived than a famine broke out and they all headed to Egypt in order to survive.  And soon 
after a plague broke out in Egypt, which the Pharaoh blamed on Abram, and he sent him away.  They came back 
to the land of Canaan. 

So far there wasn’t much evidence of all those blessings, and greatness, and prosperity, and progeny that God 
had promised before.  Abram was 75 years old when all this meandering began, and he had no children and no 
permanent address and no idea why the Lord was doing all this to him.  And when they got back to Canaan, they 
discovered that the land wasn’t sufficient to support both Abram and Lot, so they had to separate and keep on 
moving yet again.  As the old saying goes, “With friends like these, who needs enemies?”  If nobody in Abram’s 
family had listened to and obeyed God, it certainly seems that their lives would have remained a lot easier and a 
lot more stable.   

We humans appreciate our stability.  Even if we don’t always enjoy our life situation, there is real comfort in 
having at least some rough idea of what is going to happen to us next—what we can count on not to pulled out 
from under our feet.  Uncertainty breeds resentment, and resentment breeds fear and violence.  That’s plain to 
see today. 

And for some very strange reason, many of us Christians have learned to equate our faith and our religion with 
“certainty.”  And the reason it’s strange is that it is almost impossible to find in the bible a story in which faithful 
followers of God have been blessed with a certainty about their futures in this world.  Whatever certainty the 
Sacred Scriptures hold out for us to embrace has to do with the ultimate promises, and victories, and salvation, 
and faithfulness of our God, and absolutely nothing else.   

We really don’t like that, which is why we so easily run to the false shelter of some alleged certainty and decide 
to call that “faith.”  Abram, our father in the faith, responded to what God asked of him—repeatedly—just 
because he was sure that it was really God who was asking.  God provided no other itinerary or explanation to 
Abram or anyone else about what he was doing, and it often seemed difficult or illogical.  What 75-year-old 
nomad should have hope for a dynasty of descendants?  The idea of certainty would more naturally lead us to 
assume the opposite.   

It is not simply that change and movement and growth and a lack of so-called “certainty” is a kind of incidental 
part of practicing our religion: It’s at the very heart of it.  From Abram in Genesis, Chapter 12 to Jesus Christ in 
Matthew 17, the summons of Judeo-Christian faith has been to let go of false certainties so as to be able to  
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follow the true God.  And this season of Lent wouldn’t make any sense if we were not being called away from 
clinging to some of our encrusted habits and ways of thinking that have become so automatic that we never 
think to question whether they are really “certain.”   

Which brings us to today’s Gospel of the Transfiguration.  And St. Peter, as he is so often, is our master teacher 
here because he is so certain of being so certain.  “Lord,” he says, “How good it is to be here.  So let’s stay here.  
I will erect three huts for you all to reside in, because certainly this place of glory is where we ought to dwell.”  
Certainly this is the true meaning of Christian devotion.”  Stability, Wonder, Awe.  Certainty.  But it was, and is, 
completely wrong.  When in the gospels did Jesus ever invite any of his followers to say to stay in place as part 
of their discipleship?  Only once did he do that—in the garden of Gethsemane on the night before he died.  
“Stay with me, awake,” he said.  And they all either ran away or drifted off.  At every other moment in his 
ministry, Jesus said, “Come along.  Follow me.  Move.  Change.  Grow.”  The heart of the Christian life is not 
certainty:  It is trust.  The Word of God is the one and only certain possession of the true disciple, and that Word 
of God sometimes nudges us out into very new and uncertain circumstances of life, as it did Abram, and Jesus, 
and Peter, and ever since.   

St. Peter was very certain that Jesus could be our messiah without being drawn into suffering and death in 
Jerusalem.  And he was very certain that Jesus’ followers could do the same.  “Lord, let us stay here on top of 
the mountain, where all is glorious and makes sense.”  That’s what Peter wanted, and it’s what Jesus gently but 
firmly denied.  Because any certainty other than the presence and love and ultimate victory of God is a false 
one.  Lent is our annual reminder to get used to that.  Certainty is not faith, and faith is not certainty.   

Our certainty is that Jesus Christ is present in Word and Sacrament at every Eucharistic gathering here.  And 
sometimes that has to be just enough, when the way forward seems sad, or foggy or unimaginable.  It’s why we 
are here. 

 

 


