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Cornerstone Community Church
Most of you know that our church funded the building of a training center for pastors in Delhi, India.  It isn’t anything luxurious, but the students and teachers couldn’t be happier to study and live in a facility that doesn’t leak when it rains and that actually has Bibles and books for the classrooms.  A few years ago I had the chance to visit the old school – the one that did leak and that didn’t have books – and to meet the 15 or so student pastors.  There was a language barrier between us, but with the help of the translators I was able to pick up some of their stories.  And what I discovered about these young men, from talking with them and with their teachers, was pretty remarkable.  Every one of them had left everything behind – their homes, their jobs and their possessions – to move to this community on the outskirts of Delhi to spend one or two years training to be pastors.  All of them had come from southern India, believing that God had called them to take the message of Jesus to the villages of northern India, an area where there are far fewer Christians than in the south.  Significantly, the languages in the south are very different from the languages in the north.  It’s not like me moving from Minnesota to California to become a pastor here.  It’s more like me moving from Minnesota to Mexico to become a pastor there.
After two years of study, these student pastors are then sent out to do what they have been called and trained to do.  But their job isn’t to work as an assistant pastor at some established church.  Their job is to go to a village that doesn’t have any Christians and to establish a church where everyone they meet is either Hindu or Buddhist or Muslim.  Most of them start out without any form of transportation to get around – not a car, not even a bicycle.  A number of you have bought bicycles for those pastors, and I can tell you that they are extremely grateful to receive them.  Every month I get a report from India telling me how the students and the pastors are doing and telling me how I can pray for them.  And each month I hear two things – on the one hand, things are hard.  This pastor or that pastor was beaten by the villagers.  This building or that possession was burned by those who don’t want Christianity brought into their communities.  But on the other hand, I hear about miracles of healing being performed and about extended families becoming followers of Jesus and of churches being started.  These remarkable young men, in response to the call of God on their lives, are making their mark.  India is a better place because of them; heaven will be enlarged because of them.
God puts into each of our hearts the longing to make a mark.  We don’t want to just pass through this world like a vacationer on a tour bus who simply looks out the window to see what went on in days gone by.  We want to be in the game.  We want the world to know that we were here, that we made a difference, that things are better because of who we were and what we did.  

 Do you remember when you were in school and each fall the first assignment your teacher would give you would be to write a paper on what you did with your summer?  Let me ask you to do a similar assignment, but this one only has to be done in your head.  This is just for you; I won’t be giving any grades.  Here’s the assignment; answer this question: “What things have you done with your life so far that have made a lasting difference?”  I don’t ask that question to suggest in any way that you haven’t made a mark with your life.  In fact, I’m suggesting just the opposite.  In one way or another, every one here – no matter what your age – has done something that has made a lasting difference.  In one way or another, every one here has made a mark.  What’s been one of the marks you’ve made so far?  Whose life is different because of you?  In what way is your school or your workplace or your neighborhood or your church better because of you?  I’m not trying to make anyone feel guilty for what you haven’t done; I’m encouraging you to feel justifiably proud of what you have done.
And here’s the second part of the assignment: “What mark would you like to make in the next five years?”  If God is gracious and you and I get to live another five years, what’s the additional mark we would like to make, what additional differences do we want to make with our lives?  I’m reading a new book by Erwin McManus called “Wide Awake,” and in it he says a number of things that have made me reflect on my life.  Here’s one of them: “There are people whose lives and future depend on you stepping up and living big.” (p. 19)   I found that statement to be both sobering and motivating.  Here’s how it’s sobering.  If there are people whose lives and future depend on me stepping up and living big, then what happens to those people if I don’t?  What happens if I choose to just maintain the status quo, if instead of living big I choose to just get by?  On the other hand, here’s how it’s motivating.  How exciting to realize that there are people whose lives in a significant way depend on me stepping up and living big!  How exhilarating to think that my making a mark can make a lasting difference in the lives and future of people I might not even yet know!
This morning we are going to take a peek into a defining moment in the life of a great hero of the Bible most of us know as Abraham.  When we first meet him his name is Abram, which is how we will refer to him today.  And as we study this moment in his life, I want us to keep this thought in mind about our lives: “There are people whose lives and futures depend on you stepping up and living big.”  There are people whose lives and futures depend on you choosing to make a mark.  

The Call 
And if we doubt that, we only have to consider the life of a middle-aged man named Abram.  Today we would call him an old man, because Abram is 75 when we meet him.  As it happens, though, Abram lived to be 175, so middle-aged is probably a fairly accurate term.  By the way, here are some clues to help you know whether or not you’re old.  You know you’re old when you enjoy hearing about other people’s operations; your contacts book only contains names ending in “M.D.”; you sing along with elevator music; when things you buy now won’t wear out; when your doctor doesn’t give you x-rays any longer but just holds you up to the light.  The first mention of Abram is in Genesis 11, where we read that Abram is one of three sons of a man named Terah.  And when we meet Abram and his family they are living in a place called Ur of the Chaldeans.  Bible scholars tell us that Ur was most likely located in the southern end of present day Iraq, fairly close to the Persian Gulf.  The text also tells us that Abram is married to a woman named Sarai, who, the text makes sure to point out, is barren.  

 Here’s how Genesis 11 concludes: “Terah took his son Abram, his grandson Lot son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his son Abram, and together they set out from Ur of the Chaldeans to go to Canaan.  But when they came to Haran, they settled there.  Terah lived 205 years, and he died in Haran.” (Genesis 11:31-32)  The city of Haran, Bible students tell us, is in the northern end of present day Iraq, near present day Turkey and Syria.  
 Now if you follow the journey of these four people (and you can remember their names by remembering the word “salt” – Sarai, Abram, Lot and Terah), you might wonder why, if they were heading from Ur to Canaan, did they go to Haran.  As the crow flies, it’s much quicker to head directly from Ur to Canaan then to go from Ur to Haran to Canaan.  The answer, of course, is that much of the Middle East was and is desert.  When you travel, you need to stay near water.  Both Ur and Haran are near the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers – Ur at the southern end and Haran at the northern.  So our merry band of travelers wisely decided to stay near those rivers as they made the trip.

 But why did they make this trip at all?  Today Ur and Haran are nothing more than camel stops, but in Abram’s day they were two of the most prosperous cities in the world.  Ur and Haran offered everything Abram and his family would ever need or want.  Plus, it was home.  We like our homes, don’t we?  It’s fun to go on a trip to see new things and to meet new people, but sooner or later all we want is to be at home.  Home is safe, it’s secure, and it’s comfortable.  Home is where you can walk around in the dark without stubbing your toe.  As the great theologian Dorothy Gale once said, “There’s no place like home!”
So why would Abram and his family leave home at the age of 75?  They left because of the call of God.  Here’s how Genesis 12 begins: “The Lord had said to Abram, ‘Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.’” (Genesis 12:1)  Now there are two aspects of this call that strike me as rather unappealing.  The first one is this – leave your country, your people and your father’s household.  Leaving is rarely pleasant, especially if you have invested a fair bit of your life somewhere.  Abram had invested 75 years of his life in Ur and in Haran.  Those were the cities where he grew up, where he learned to tie his sandals, where he got his camel-riding license, where he kissed his first girl, where he made a living, where he built a home, where every friend he had ever had lived.  Everything Abram owned was there.  And God said, “Leave.  Leave it all.  Leave them all.  Leave the language you know, the culture you know, the customs you know and the people you know.”
And did you catch the second aspect of God’s call?  “Go to the land I will show you.”  What kind of salesmanship is that?  When I was 23 I left my home in Minnesota to finish seminary in San Diego.  Leaving was hard.  It was terribly sad to leave my family and my friends and my home and to head out across the country to a place where I knew no one.  But on the other hand, I knew where I was going.  God didn’t tell me, “Go to the land I will show you.”  God said, “Here, let me show you where you’re going.  It’s called San Diego.  They have beaches there.  They have palm trees there.  You can sunbath in March there.”  And I said, “Yahoo!”  Leaving was still hard, but knowing where I was going eased the transition for me.  But that’s not what God told Abram.  God told Abram, “Go to the land I will show you.”  “God, can you tell me anything about this land?  Do you have any pictures?  How far away is this land?  How will I know when I get there?  What language do they speak in this land?  What do they eat there?  Do I need shots? Is it hot or cold there?  Are there lots of trees?  What about water?  What kind of job can I get there?  God, you’ve got to give me a little something here, please!”
But God didn’t give him a little something; God just said, “Leave what you know and go where I tell you to go.”
  So here’s my question for you.  If that’s what it takes to make a mark, are you willing to give up what you know for what you don’t know?  That’s what God asked of Abram – give up what you know for what you don’t know.  That’s what Jesus asked of the men he called to be his disciples – give up what you know – your jobs, your homes, your possessions, your routines – for what you don’t know.  And the Gospels are pretty clear that Jesus asks the same of us – give up what you know for what you don’t know.
A few minutes ago I gave you a mental assignment.  I asked you to answer this question: “What mark would you like to make in the next five years?”  My hunch is that most of us don’t know.  And I think that’s OK.  I think it’s OK that I don’t know what mark I’m going to make in the next five years, and neither do you.  But I also know this,  that God has put it in our hearts to want to make a mark, that God has designed us with the desire to be difference-makers, that God is calling you and me to make a lasting, game-changing impact on our worlds.  But here’s the catch.  In order for that to happen, we may well have to give up what we know.  We may well have to uproot our heads and hearts from those relationships and circumstances that give us comfort and security and follow God to places unknown.  We, like Abram, may have to give up the security of what we know for the possibilities of what we don’t know.  
The Response
God didn’t tell Abram much of anything about where he was going to take him, but God did promise to use Abram in a huge way.  Look at what God says to Abram: “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  (Genesis 12:2-3)  That’s quite a promise!  By the way, do you remember what the name “Abram” means?  It means “exalted father” or “father of nations.”  And now God is telling Abram that he is going to live up to his name, that he is going to be the father of a great nation, that all the nations on earth will be blessed through him.  But do you remember the very important piece of information the author of Genesis gives us the first time it mentions the name of Abram’s wife, Sarai?  The text was very careful to tell us that Sarai was barren.  So here’s Abram at age 75.  God tells him to leave everything he knows for a place he doesn’t know because he’s going to make him the father of nations.  But there’s one big problem.  Abram has no kids and his wife can’t have kids.  From where Abram sits, it seems that God is making promises that he can’t keep.  How can a man who can’t be a father of a single child be the father of nations?
So this is it – this is Abram’s defining moment.  Will he stay where he’s comfortable, or will he drag his wife from the home they love to a place he doesn’t even know?  Will he give up what he knows for what he doesn’t know?  Will he believe God’s promise to use him to make a mark even when all the evidence suggests that God is just blowing smoke?

Genesis 12:4 answers the question: “So Abram left, as the Lord had told him.”  In the New Testament book of Hebrews the Bible tells us that this was a huge moment in history; listen to this description: “By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going.  By faith he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country …” (Hebrews 11:8-9)  Abram obeyed.  Abram gave up what he knew for what he didn’t know.
Now maybe you’re thinking, “If I had been Abram, I would have done the same thing.  If God promised to make me the father of a great nation, to use me to make that kind of a difference in the world, I’m sure I’d leave it all behind and go where he told me to go.”  But let me just ask you this – really?  Are you sure?  Greg and Rebecca Parker are a couple from a sister church of ours in Kingsburg.  A few years ago, when Greg was about my present age, he was working for AT&T and leading the college group at his church, while Becky was working as a nurse.  Through a series of events Greg and Becky felt God calling them to serve as a missionary couple in Brazil.  I met with them and prayed with them a few times; some of you might remember when they were here at Cornerstone to share their story.  After three years of raising support, they finally made it to Brazil a few months ago, and I have been following their journey on their blog.  And every time I read one of their updates I think to myself, “I don’t think I could do that.”  
Think about what they’ve done, this couple in their upper 50s.  They left their home and family and church in Kingsburg, where they had spent much of their lives.  They moved to a country that is very different from ours.  They are working hard to learn a new language, to learn new ways of doing things.  Instead of enjoying retirement and collecting a pension and playing with their grandkids, they are living in a small apartment that doesn’t always have hot water, eating unfamiliar food.  And why are they doing it?  Because they believe God called them to help get abandoned children and orphans off the streets and into shelters where they are cared for and introduced to the love of Jesus.  They gave up what they knew for what they didn’t know, and as a result God is using them to make a significant mark on our world.  
The Result
The Bible tells us that Abram’s decision to give up what he did know for what he didn’t know was a defining moment in human history.  We will look at the details of how things turned out for Abram next Sunday, but here’s the overview.  Twenty five years after God promised to make Abram the father of a great nation, Abram and Sarai had a son named Isaac, who had a son named Jacob, who had twelve sons that became the twelve tribes of Israel.  Abram also fathered a son named Ishmael.  Through his sons Isaac and Ishmael Abram became the father of many nations and many peoples.
Oh, and by the way, if you are a follower of Jesus, did you know that you are a descendant of Abram’s?  God changed Abram’s name in Genesis 17 to Abraham, a name which means “father of many nations.”  Listen to Galatians 3:29 – “If you belong to Christ, then you are the descendant of Abraham and will receive what God has promised.”  You and I are here today in this church in part because 4000 years ago a 75 year old man in Iraq got out of his recliner in response to the call of God and left everything he knew for the possibility of what he didn’t know.  
In recent months the world’s attention has been drawn back to the land of Israel and to the conflict between Israel and Hamas.  Hamas seized power in the Gaza strip in 2007 in a violent coup against the more moderate Palestinian Authority, and has been the cause of a great deal of bloodshed in that part of the world.  One of the leaders of Hamas is Sheikh Hassan Yousef.  Yousef’s son, who he taught to hate the Israelis and who he trained in terrorism, is Mosab Hassan Yousef.  In fact Mosab became the leader of the radical Youth Movement that fought Israeli tanks and troops, celebrated suicide bombings and recruited young men to the cause.
Then Mosab was captured and put into an Israeli prison.  He was given a Bible to read, and he decided to study the Bible and compare it to the teachings of the Koran.  And an amazing thing happened.  While sitting in an Israeli prison this devout Muslim became a follower of Jesus.  When he was released from prison he had a decision to make about his future.  It was his defining moment.  He knew his father, his family and his friends would not accept his conversion.  He knew he could no longer live the life he had lived since birth.  And so Mosab Hassan Yousef gave up what he knew for the possibilities of what he didn’t know.  He left his family, his country, his culture and his calling for a new calling.  He moved to the United States and today is a member of an evangelical church in San Diego.  In a special on Fox News called “Escape From Hamas,” Mosab talked about how it felt to leave Gaza.  Here’s the analogy he used; he said it was like peeling the skin off of your bones.  That’s how painful it was to leave behind everything he knew and everyone he loved.  
And though he lives in San Diego now, he knows he is not safe.  There is a bounty on the head of this thirty-year-old son of the leader of Hamas.  But he does not live in fear.  As he says, “You can kill my life, but you cannot kill my beliefs.  You can kill my body, but you cannot kill my soul.” 
 So what does all this mean for you and me?  God may be calling some of you to do something like what the Parkers have done, to pass up a comfortable retirement to go to some very different place to make your mark in a significant way.  But I suspect that God has something else in mind for most of us, something no less significant but far closer to home.  We got a taste of what can be done last year in our Faith In Action series.  We got a taste of the wide variety of ways God can use us to make a mark in our world.  
Let me take you back to that quote from Erwin McManus’s book “Wide Awake” – here it is: “There are people whose lives and future depend on you stepping up and living big.”  There are people who need you.  Some of them are right here; some people right here very much need you to step up and live big.  Some of them live in the neighborhood that surrounds this building; they need you to step up and live big.  Some of them live next door to you; some of them work in the cubicle next to you; some of them are members of your family.  There are people whose lives and futures depend on you stepping up and living big, whose lives and futures depend on you giving up what you know for what you don’t know, whose lives and futures depend on you choosing to make a mark.  
So what am I asking you to do?  I don’t have a sign up sheet for you to sign.  I’m not going to take another offering.  I’m not going to ask you to commit to become a missionary to Brazil.  But I do want to ask you to make a decision, to make the decision that you will, in whatever way God asks you to, step up and live big.  Decide today that you will obey whatever God commands.  When God called Abram, he didn’t give Abram the whole plan.  He didn’t explain all that would be involved.  He just said, “Leave your home and go where I tell you to go.”  It is unlikely that this morning or even this week God is going to lay out the whole plan of how he wants to use you to make a mark.  But it is likely that in one way or another God is going to say to you this week, if not this morning, “This is the first step I want you to take.”  So let’s make sure we’re ready when we get the call.  Let’s be ready to take the first step, whatever it might be.  And then let’s just see where God takes us, and how God uses us.
“There are people whose lives and future depend on you stepping up and living big.”  Let’s decide here and now that we will not let those people down.  Let this be our defining moment.
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