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Lesson 3  Commentary  Genesis 12 - 15

Lesson 4  Questions       Genesis 16 – 21:21

ABRAM’S CALL AND MIGRATION

Genesis 12 - 15

INTRODUCTION


We said last week that:

• the Bible is the story of a people constituted by a call and a response;

• this call and response govern the whole of the life of this people, including their relationships not only with God but also with one another, with others, and with the world in which they lived.


Today we will look at the origins of that people and of those relationships.


Imagine, if you can, a time when no one on the face of the earth really knows God. People worship whatever they stand in awe of, whatever lies beyond their control, whatever threatens their well-being or offers them pleasure. There are gods of sea and sky, a god of the storm, gods and goddesses of fertility, deities of sun, moon, and stars.


Closest perhaps to the people were gods of the land. It was thought that the gods responsible for creation had apportioned the land among themselves. When a people dwelt in a land, they considered themselves vassals of the gods to whom it belonged, responsible for offering tribute to their overlords. To some extent they thought of themselves as belonging to the god of their particular land, exchanging whatever form of worship they thought pleasing to him or her in exchange for protection. A man’s household worshipped the god his fathers had known. His extended family formed a unit, protected by their family deity, supported and defended by one another, secure in the land that was their common heritage.


Such was the situation of Terah, father of Abraham, who lived in Ur of the Chaldaeans, near the Persian Gulf. He was the father of three sons: Abram, Nahor and Haran. Haran died in Ur, leaving a son named Lot. Abram married Sarai, soon found to be barren, and Nahor married Milcah. (Sarai’s name “princess” and Milcah, “queen,” suggest that the bearers of these names were devotees of a moon-god worshipped in Ur and Haran.)


According to the end of chapter 11 of Genesis, which forms a bridge between prehistory and the earliest memories of the tribe, Terah moved with his descendants to Haran, now Harran, in northwestern Mesopotamia, where the family settled, and where Terah died.

I. A NEW PERIOD IN HISTORY


A. God Speaks to One Man: The Promise (Genesis 12:1-3). At that point, sometime in the middle of the 19th century before Christ, the Lord we know as God, the Lord who would later reveal his name as Yahweh, spoke to Abram. In a situation in which land, family and household supplied both identity and security, a voice called to Abram:

	Leave your country
	for a country which I shall show you

	your kindred
	I shall make you a great nation

	and your father’s house
	I shall bless you and make your name famous



The promise continues, breaking beyond the limits of the known and familiar:


I shall bless those who bless you,


and shall curse those who curse you


and all clans on earth


will bless themselves by you. (Genesis 12:1-3)


How is the voice heard? We are not told, but so effective is it that “Abram went as the Lord directed him, and Lot went with him,” though “Abram was seventy-five years old.” (This advanced age attributed to Abram must be seen in the context of a culture that respects age as a sign of wisdom; attributed here to Abram it is perhaps a sign of his beginning to participate in the divine power of the God who calls.)


From the viewpoint of salvation history a new period begins, marked by divine intervention. Throughout the stories of Adam and Eve, of Cain and Abel, the Tower of Babel, and the “corruption of humanity,” history has been marked by an outward spiraling of violence and disobedience, of flight from God. With Abram’s response to God’s call the movement is reversed; a conversation with God has been opened. One man has heard His voice, and in that one man, whose name means “The Father is Exalted,” both the God whom Jesus will teach us to call Father, and the man who initiates humanity’s faith response, are indeed exalted.


B. Abram’s Migration to Canaan (Genesis 12:4-9). Abram and his family set out on a journey that moves through time and space and through that other dimension that marks an inner journey. However, drastic as is the demand made upon him, here at the beginning of his journey he is surely not without resources. “Abram took his wife Sarai, his brother’s son Lot, all the possessions that they had accumulated, and the persons (slaves and retainers) they had acquired in Haran, and they set out for the land of Canaan” (Genesis 12:5).


There we are told for the first time that “the Lord appeared to him” at the sacred place of Shechem, by the terebinth (oak tree) of Moreh. This, he is told, is the land he is to possess. It is, however, possessed by the Canaanites, so Abram, a nomad now, builds an altar to commemorate his encounter with the Lord, but moves on to the area between Bethel and Ai. There again he builds an altar to the Lord, suggesting again a sense of encounter, and there he invoked the Lord by name, though we are not told by what name. The relationship deepens, as Abram moved on to the Negeb, intended as the end of the patriarch’s journey.


C. To Egypt (Genesis 12:10-20). But he is not allowed to stay there. Even in this land of promise there is famine. The story told of Abram and Sarai in Genesis 12:11-20 is told again of them in Chapter 20 and told again of Isaac and Rebekah in Chapter 26. This first narrative, more stylized in the telling, and involving the Pharaoh himself, is probably an adaptation of the event that actually happened with Rebekah. In placing it here, the sacred author tells us that God is attentive to the women of the Promise even when the men fail to see their significance; He cares for the mothers as well as our fathers in the faith!


Aside from its integration in salvation history, the story bears the marks of a folk-tale, emphasizing the beauty of the women of the race and the cleverness of the men. It is not a story we find especially edifying! Our father in faith is unabashedly more interested in preserving his own life and promoting his prosperity than in trusting in the promise of the Lord. (It is an attitude not unfamiliar to ourselves!)


In defense of the patriarch we must realize that he comes from a culture different from our own. Every man of distinction had many wives, and the more powerful simply took those they wanted. (The story of David and Bathsheba eight centuries later suggests that the custom changed slowly, though it also points out the Lord’s disapproval of the custom.) The patriarch’s fiction is a pragmatic solution to a real problem. Nor is it entirely a fiction. Sarai is a relative, and so a “sister” in primitive tradition. It was also a Hurrian custom for a man to adopt his wife as sister, an action that gave her a more stable legal situation.


The story emphasizes God’s continued presence and concern for His promise. Sarai no less than Abram is a bearer of the promise, and she will not be replaced by another wife or concubine. This fidelity of God will be remarked in other circumstances. In relation to this incident, it is noteworthy that we are not told that Abram “invoked the name of God” in Egypt, a fact that suggests that he thought he had been called by the god of a particular land, who would be powerless on alien soil. Only centuries of prayerful reflection would lead the Israelites to know their God as Lord of the universe.

II. RETURN TO CANAAN: BETHEL (Genesis 13:1-18)


A. Abram and Lot Separate (Genesis 13:1-13). In chapter 13 another separation takes place. Lot, who presumably would have been Abram’s heir if no son was born to him, goes to another part of the country. In retelling this story the Israelites are identifying relationships with other peoples whom they recognize as ethnically close, though different in religion and often rivals for the same land. But in its context the story points up Abram’s magnanimity, noticeably offset by Lot’s lack of that quality. As the elder and tribal head, Abram had the right to first choice of the land. He was generous in offering it to Lot, but the latter should, in all courtesy, have chosen the less desirable. Instead, he lets himself be guided by desire for the prosperity he sees in “the whole Jordan plain” that stretched eastward, undaunted by the “wickedness of the inhabitants” of Sodom.


B. The Promise Extended (Genesis 13:14-18). Again Abram seems to have forgotten God’s words to him. Lot might well have chosen the land of the promise, just as Pharaoh might well have kept the wife of the promise. But God leads both virtue and vice to serve his final ends, and when the choice is made He speaks once more to Abram and the promise is expressed in more concrete terms: “Look about you... gaze to the north, south, east and west; all the land that you see I will give to you and your descendants forever. I will make your descendants like the dust of the earth. Set forth and walk about the land.” Again Abram builds an altar to the Lord, settling at Mamre, about 20 miles south of the future Jerusalem.

III. ABRAHAM AND THE KINGS (Genesis 14:1-24)


Chapter 14 is built around a convergence of traditions. The kings spoken of here are desert sheiks, and wars among them are commonplace. The aspect significant for salvation history is the fall of the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah, and the consequent taking of Lot, his possessions, and presumably his family.


No religious motivation is attributed to Abram as he gathers his force and sets out to rescue his kinsman. But rescue him he does. Intrigued by the tradition of Abram’s victory over four “world powers,” the sacred author points up the irresistible nature of the divine plan, which the military exploits of the great pagan world only serve to further. It is the power of God that is exalted here, as well as in the story of Melchizedek. A Canaanite priest, Melchizedek nevertheless recognizes that Abram is blessed by God, and receives tithes from the patriarch, perhaps anticipating the time of writing, when Jerusalem’s king is recognized as a priest, though he is not of the tribe of Levi. (The abruptness of the change in literary style is a hint of the difference in source for this narrative, so distinct from the section that precedes it.) Again, the magnanimity of Abram is shown in his undertaking the battle, in his success, and in his refusal to profit from the loot.

IV. THE LORD COMES AGAIN (Genesis 15:1-21)


A. “The Shield” (Genesis 15:1). With Chapter 15, we move into a new stage of Abram’s relation with the Lord. Now “the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision.” “Fear not,” he is told, as Mary, the shepherds, Joseph, and the apostles, will be told in the Gospels. (The formula recurs often in Scripture, reflecting the instinctive response of a human being who in full consciousness encounters God.) “I am your shield,” says the voice, building upon Abram’s recent experience of warfare.


The shield, we might note, is a natural symbol, being all that stands between the warrior and death. Paul will exhort Christians to put on the shield of faith as a protection against the darts of the evil one. In Homer’s famous epic The Iliad, the story of the Trojan War, the author describes at length the hero’s shield. Those sensitive to the author’s intention realize that he is speaking of all that stands between Achilles and his enemies: his tradition, his faith, his courage, his commitment to the life of heroism that he has chosen. It is in this sense surely that the Lord says to Abram: “I am your shield; I will make your reward very great.”


B. The Promise (Genesis 15:2-8). What is new at this point of the story is Abram’s anguished questioning: “O Lord God, what good will your gifts be, if I keep on being childless and have as my heir the steward of my house, Eliezer?” Realize that we are dealing with a person who knows nothing of eternal life. His only reason for acquiring goods is to pass them on to his heir; his only hope of immortality is to live on in his children, to be alive as they say his name, to be present as they move about in the land he has bequeathed to them. He has been promised descendants as numerous as the grains of dust on the earth, and at this point, he is a childless old man. Small wonder that he cries out in protest. The complaint is repeated: “You have given me no offspring.” The promise is reiterated: “Your own issue shall be your heir.” Another simile is used: “Count the stars; just so shall your descendants be.” Once more Abram put his faith in the Lord; small wonder that such faith “is credited to him as an act of righteousness.” This “faith” is the right attitude toward God; believing in all God’s promises (Romans 4:1-25, Galatians 3:6-9). How is your faith in God’s promises?


C. The Covenant with Abram (Genesis 15:9-21)


1. The Animal Sacrifice (Genesis 15:9-12). What happens next is the cutting of a covenant. We are clearly dealing with a preliterate period of history when symbolic action is seen as creative of the future. In a ritual known to the culture of the period, animals are cut in half. The parts of the animal are separated and a path left between them.



2. The Promise Renewed (Genesis 15:13-16). Those who would enter into a covenant walk between the separated parts in a gesture that says: “If I am unfaithful to what we agree upon here, may I be slaughtered as these animals are, and my body desecrated.” The commitment was seen not as a penalty to be enforced by someone else, but as living words that would create what they pronounce, not requiring the intervention of an outside force.


In response to Abram’s anguished question, “How shall I know...?” God tells him to make preparations for sealing in such a way the covenant he offers, promising to Abram both descendants and the land. Once more Abram obeys. He slaughters the animals, kills the birds, and waits. And nothing happens!


To appreciate the intensity of this scene, we need to remember that no other person on the face of the earth knows anything of this God whom Abram obeys. And so far he has received only promises. He can claim no plot of the ground as his own, no descendant graces his tent, and even Lot has been sent away. We may well suppose that in the long hours after he has prepared the covenant ritual Abram wonders if he has imagined the voices, been led by phantoms of his own contriving. (And who of us has not so wondered?) As the sun is about to set, putting an end to the day of the promise, the darkness must indeed have been terrifying. And Abram can do nothing but stave off the birds of prey that would make mockery of his hope.


D. God Accepts the Covenant (Genesis 15:17-21). But then, when all was at its darkest, there appeared a smoking brazier and a flaming torch which passed between those pieces. The God whom we know as indestructible pledged Himself to destruction should he ever be unfaithful to his promise. It is not written that Abraham walked that path, so we speak of the covenant as unilateral, that is embraced irrevocably by only one of the parties; though the other is always called and invited, he is not self-condemned to destruction if he fails.


There is a dark side to the dream: a four-hundred year period of seeming suspension of the promise when Abraham’s descendants “shall be aliens in a land not their own” (Genesis 15:13). But as the story is told the emphasis is on continuity; even four centuries do not really interrupt God’s plan.


We could at this point try to trace the different strands of tradition, notice the variants, wonder which stories might be simply doublets of others. It is appropriate that scholars deal with such materials and offer historical background for our faith. Our call, however, is simply to marvel at our father Abram. If faith is the proper relation of a human person to God, Abram is indeed its model. If concern for others is the proper relation of one man to another—proper, that is, to one made in the image of God—Abram models that, too, and he continues to grow in this “likeness.” How much is God’s image growing in you?


The early histories of other races speak of heroes of supernatural strength, intelligence and power. It is fitting that the race of believers claim as father one who dared to believe, and whose faith was justified, so that centuries later and continents apart we can rejoice in God’s faithfulness to “the oath he swore to Abraham our father” (Luke 1:73).

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 4

Genesis 16-21:21

Day 1

Read the Notes.


a.
Abraham’s call brought a radical change, a real rupture with what had been before. What are the elements he was not required to break with as he left Haran (Genesis 12:5)?


b.
Can you recall some moment that your faith called you to make a radical change in your life? What supports did God leave you at that time?

Day 2


a.
To what extent are the supports Abraham carried with him put at risk later in the story? How did these changes affect his relationship with the Lord?


b.
What experiences had made you feel that all your support was gone? What might the Lord have been doing in your life at that time?

Day 3

Read Genesis 16 and 17. (We will reflect on Genesis 16 in the notes.)


a.
What new demands did the covenant make of Abraham (Genesis 17:9-22)?


b.
How important in human history is this covenant with one desert chieftain?


c.
Look forward through history from this covenant up to now. List some developments that came from it.


d.
Have you entered into any covenants? What did they require of you?

Day 4

Read Chapters 18:1-15 and 21:1-21 (Genesis 18:9-15 parallels 17:15-22; Genesis 21:9-20 with chapter 16).


a.
What do you learn of Abraham from his dealings with Sarah? With Hagar?


b.
Do you feel the most sympathy or praise for Sarah or Hagar? Why?

Day 5

Read Genesis 18:16-33 and 19:1-29.


a.
What do we learn about Abraham from his dialogue with the Lord? About God?


b.
What Catholic belief does this passage (Genesis 18:22-32) support?


c.
Contrast the Biblical view in these passages (Genesis 19:1-7) with a common one today: homosexual behavior.


d.
Is Lot’s value system in dealing with the request of the Sodomites the same as ours? Explain.

Day 6

Read Genesis 19:30-38 and 20 (Genesis 20 parallels 12:10-20).




How do the pagans’ morals on marriage here compare with the modern world’s?
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