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There is perhaps no greater story of faith than that of Abraham, rightly honored as our Father in Faith.  So single minded was he in his trust in God that everyone who associated with him became caught up in either the journey (his wife and servants), or in the faith itself (Lot, Melchizedek).  However, as people who, even in a small way, share the faith to which he was the great pioneer, we may have lost sight of just how revolutionary it was for a man of his time to even have faith to begin with.


Ur of the Chaldeans, the ancestral home from which Abraham emerged, was located in southern Mesopotamia, in the southern portion of the Fertile Crescent, between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers; the cradle of western civilization.  The culture into which Abraham was born was pagan, in which the human understanding of divinity was caught up in their understanding of the cosmos, the cycles of the stars, seasons and the moon.  To understand the cosmos, and therefore the divine, one had to know the cycle, predict the patterns.  This understanding also involved, in some cases, attempting to manipulate these cycles through cult sacrifices and rituals in order to appease, and thereby manipulate the cosmic forces that brought about fertility, victory, peace and prosperity.


Then Abraham (known as Abram) experienced something new; a call from a God, whose manifestation he could not see; a call to uproot himself from all that had been familiar to him and move to a new land.  This strange, mysterious God did not tell Abraham where he was going, how long it would take to get there, nor what he would find when he arrived.  Rather, he was simply told to “Go forth from the land of your kinsfolk and from your father’s house to a land I will show you,” – go forth from the familiar to something totally new.

In his obedience to this mysterious God Abraham broke a cultural pattern in which he did not passively engage in a manipulation of familiar cosmic cycles, seek answers based on patterns of repetition, nor attempt to predict what was in store for him and his people.  This was not a God who could be fully known, but one that was mysterious.  This was not a God that could be predicted from the cycles of the cosmos, nor one that could be manipulated or controlled.  Rather, this God would be gradually revealed in a manner based solely on the initiative of God himself.  Abraham entered into a relationship with this new divinity; a relationship based not on answers, not on familiarity and predictability, but on active trust in something unknown.  

Even when Abraham asked God, “Lord…how am I to know that I shall possess [this land]?” (Gen 15:8), God’s answer, following an elaborate sacrificial ritual, did nothing more than repeat the promise (Gen 15:18-21).  In the end, Abraham’s covenant was based solely on the fact that God is God, and had said it would be so.  In short:  Abraham entered into a covenant based on faith in a God that would not give answers, but would nonetheless fulfill promises.  
So Abraham went forth to settle in a new land, not knowing, but rather trusting, in the promises God had made – “I will give you this land,” “I will make your descendents as numerous as the stars in the sky and the sand on the shore of the sea.”  

Abraham would not “know.”  Rather, Abraham “believed”, trusted and is rightly honored as the father, and originator, of a simple but revolutionary virtue, called faith.
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