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A Benevolent Rage 
 
Let us pray... 
 
Just in case any of you decide you want to become a minister, I’m going to give you a 
head’s up.  In the process, you will be asked “Why do you feel called to be a pastor?”  This 
“call” language is mostly confined to ministry.  No one asks, “Why do you feel called to be 
an accountant?”  “When did you first feel called to be a florist?”  “Tell us when you received 
your call to be an engineer.”  But in ministry, you’re supposed to be “called”, somehow 
compelled to be a pastor.  The problem is, there aren’t really good answers to that question, 
especially in liberal Protestant denominations like the UCC.  I say this from having sat on 
both sides of the table; I had to answer the question myself and asked it of others while 
serving on the Committee on Ministry, the board that oversees the ordination process.  
Other clergy at UCCB, who went through similar processes, can share their own versions of 
what they’ve heard people say...  “I look really good in that big black robe and love the 
image of all those faces gazing up at me.”  X!  Egomaniac!  “You only work one day a week 
and make the salary of a high school principal.”  X!  Lazy AND misinformed.  “I’m really 
involved at my church, love bible study, and everybody says I should be a pastor.”  Even 
that is tricky - are we saying that anyone who is passionate about their faith and their church 
should be ordained?  Often, there is nothing that suffocates a passion quicker than turning it 
into a job. 
 
There is another response to “Why do you feel called to be a pastor?” that follows the 
example set out in countless stories in the bible and church history.  “God spoke to me.”  
“Jesus came to me.”  “I heard God’s voice.”  The only problem is, most Committees on 
Ministry hear that and think X!  Delusional! 
 
This morning’s scripture reading is referred to as “The Call of Abram”.  So when Abraham 
sat before the Committee on Ministry and was asked “When did you first feel the call to be 
the forefather of three religious traditions” - which are?! (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) - he 
was able to say, “It’s right there, in Genesis, chapter 12.” 
 
The chapter right before the Call of Abram is one of the most boring chapters in the bible.  
Chapter 11 starts out great, with the story of the Tower of Babel, but verses 10 through 32 
are all “begats”.  This one begat that one and lived 300 years, this one begat that one and 
lived 50 years, etc.  Begat begat begat.  None of the names are even familiar, until you get 
to the end and see Abram.  That’s at least a little familiar; Abram becomes Abraham five 
chapters later in Genesis, with a name change as a sign of the promises God makes him.  
But back in chapter 11, he’s still Abram, the result of a whole bunch of begats. 
 
Then, you turn the page to chapter 12, and it says, “Now the Lord said to Abram...”  ?!  No 
intro, no preamble, no ramp-up, God is talking to Abram.  No burning bush, no sleepless 
night, no moment of crisis, God just starts chatting with Abram.  And God calls Abram.  ‘Go 
from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I 
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will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you 
will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; 
and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.’ 
 
Abraham is called... to be a blessing.  God is going to bless Abraham, and Abraham will 
bless the world.  God will bless the world through Abraham.  Blessings are flowing all over 
the place, and Abraham is called to be part of it. 
 
This is the scripture passage selected, by the United Church of Christ, for this year’s 
generosity season, which is underway at UCCB.  In choosing it, they are reminding us of 
something we talked about a few weeks ago - in reading any scripture passage, we can see 
ourselves in each character of the narrative.  To put it simply, this passage isn’t just about 
Abraham.  It’s about us.  We are Abraham.  This is our call story.  We are called to be a 
blessing.  We are blessed to be a blessing. 
 
I mentioned that ministers are, almost uniquely, expected to be “called” to be pastors, that 
teachers and subway drivers and administrative assistants aren’t expected to have that 
same sort of mystical compelling.  And yet we know that there are many people who do, 
truly, feel called to their profession (and I can assure you there are clergy who do not).  But 
whether it’s related to our job or our family or our sweat equity or our art or our money or our 
hobbies - we are all called by God to bless the world.  God has blessed us with gifts and 
resources and abilities and interests; and we, in turn, are called to use those to bless all the 
earth. 
 
So let’s look a little closer at this blessing we are called to share with the world.  The first 
word in God’s little call speech to Abram...  Does anybody remember what it was?  “Go.”  
Blessing is active, not passive.  Blessing requires us to move toward the other.  Blessing 
moves us out of our comfort zones.  God told Abram, “You have to leave ‘your country and 
your kindred and your father’s house’”.  You have to leave the place your ancestors were 
“begatting” in for hundreds of years, you have to leave your family, you have to leave your 
home.  You have to leave your place of safety, go someplace you’ve never been.  That’s 
when the blessing will start. 
 
Where do we need to “go”?  What do we need to leave?  What movement do we need to 
make in order for our blessings to bless the world?  Perhaps we need to leave the place of 
complacency, the land of “It’s not my problem”, the region of “My bit won’t make a 
difference”.  Maybe we need to step into the place of “I can help”, “I am part of this”, 
“Together we can accomplish something great.”  We might have all the blessings in the 
world, but if we don’t bring them where they are needed, they don’t help anybody.  
 
So what are those blessings we have received to bless others?  As our second reading 
described, there is great variety to those blessings:  mind and strength and bread and 
bandages.  On the wall outside the sanctuary are the blessing balloons we wrote earlier this 
month, describing the blessing we have that we’d like the whole world to experience:  
peace, savings for a rainy day, song, acceptance, love.  So many blessings we have 
experienced that we know the world needs. 
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Maybe you, personally, already know well what your blessings are and how to share them 
with the world.  But if not, consider this: 
- What do you love to do, what can you never get enough of?  Reading?  How about taking 

that love to a nursing home and reading to folks with vision problems? 
- Or, what are you good at?  An expert at budgeting?  There are organizations who train 

volunteers to mentor folks trying to create and live with a budget. 
- What do you have extra of?  Is it time to reduce your tool collection?  Maybe Habitat for 

Humanity can use them. 
 
Let’s make it a little more challenging.  Here’s another way to look at the blessings you 
have, that can bless the world. 
- What do you want to learn how to do?  Something like creating a website?  Offer to make 

one for an elementary school teacher who doesn’t have time. 
- What have you been avoiding?  Getting exercise?  Volunteer to walk the dog of the family 

with a new baby. 
- What do you need to work on?  Being positive?  Write encouraging cards to everyone you 

can think of who is going through a difficult time. 
 
See?  Our blessings are what we have and what we don’t have, what we can do well and 
can’t do yet, our strengths and our weaknesses alike.  It’s overwhelming, how many 
blessings we have to share with the world. 
 
If that’s what we choose.  All these same things can also curse the world.  We can focus on 
what we love to do so much that we shut out people who need us.  We can be so proud of 
what we’re good at that we lord it over others.  We can hoard our abundance out of fear or 
greed.  We can use what we don’t know how to do as an excuse to stay stuck.  We can feel 
shame over what we’ve been avoiding or what we need to work on - shame that hurts 
ourselves and separates us from others.   
 
God calls us to use our blessings to bless the world.  God calls us - but the choice is still 
ours.  We can choose to bless, we can choose to curse. 
 
Believe it or not, this morning’s scripture passage has, very specifically, been used to curse 
the world.  In short, certain branches of Christianity have used this passage as an excuse 
for oppression.  “God will bless whoever blesses the descendants of Abram, God will curse 
whoever curses the descendants of Abram.”  Christian Zionists have understood this verse 
as requiring Christians to support Israel’s treatment of Palestinians, and the taking of 
Palestinian land.  They focus on Jewish people as Abram’s descendants, and believe that if 
the Jewish state can take over Israel / Palestine, that will usher in an age that will include 
Jesus’ triumphant and kind of violent return to earth.  So “true” Christians must focus 
prayers, votes, and money on supporting Israel. 
 
Unfortunately, other verses in Genesis chapter 12 strengthen this argument.  In verse six, 
Abraham arrives to a region where, scripture says, “...the Canaanites were in the land.”  
And, according to scripture, “the Lord appeared to Abram, and said, ‘To your offspring I will 
give this land.’”  So God, apparently, has just said “Forget the people who already live here.  
They are nothing.  This land is yours now.” 
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This is one of those times that we remember scripture texts were written by fallible human 
beings who were simply trying to figure out what it meant to live in relationship with God.  
And Genesis was written after the Hebrew people had already taken over Canaan; history 
belongs to those who write it.  But this isn’t a sermon about the Israeli - Palestinian conflict, 
how folks on both sides, who have been both violent and violated, share land that is holy to 
them all - although that’s a subject I’m kind of passionate about so I’d love to discuss it with 
you. 
 
No, this sermon is about our blessings, those of us sitting right here.  And, wow, one of our 
blessings is that we’re not living in a place where there are bombs on buses or raining down 
on our homes.  That’s a pretty huge blessing, actually, peace and safety.  One we don’t 
notice, most days.  So how can we notice that blessing, and use it to bless the world?  The 
Israelis and Palestinians aren’t the only ones who have been cruel to each other over land 
ownership.  Our youth mission trip will be to a Native American reservation next year.  I’m 
thinking this might be a good opportunity for us to learn more about the crimes committed in 
the early days of this country’s history.  Early explorers thought, like Abram, they had been 
told by God to go and conquer the “savages” to take over the land for “good Christian folk”.  
Ships and tools and adventurous spirits were gifts that could bless or curse - and all too 
often they cursed more than blessed.  And, sad to say, I think many of the blessings we 
enjoy today were built on the foundation of those curses. 
 
But forget history, what of the present?  There is another way to come up with blessings we 
have to share with the world.  Like it or not, being white is a blessing in our culture.  For 
those of us who are white, it is more likely that we will be assumed to be honest, hard-
working, law-abiding.  There’s a blessing, totally unearned.  Most of us are fluent in English, 
and so we are more likely to get help in a store or hired for a job.  For some of us, we 
worked hard to learn English, but most of us have heard it from birth.  We didn’t do anything 
special to gain this blessing.  Even living in the suburbs; yes, we chose to move here, but 
there is still evidence that if we were white and spoke English real estate agents were more 
likely to help us.  And the quality of our education is still directly tied to the economic status 
of the community we were born in.  What we did with our education was up to us, but if we 
were surrounded by people who valued education, that gave us a leg up. 
 
We know all this.  And I hope you also know that I have no interest in any of us feeling guilty 
or ashamed.  I want you to feel blessed.  I want us to be palpably aware of all the blessings 
we have received - small and large, earned and unearned, sought and surprising.  I want us 
to know all those blessings, and then use them to bless the world. 
 
When Christianity began, when the Jesus movement was born, it was all about turning the 
world upside down.  It was about challenging power and oppression.  Christians were 
persecuted because they spoke out against the powers-that-be.  The church was the most 
revolutionary, counter-cultural, dangerous place to be. 
 
It’s a little different now.  But it doesn’t have to be. 
 
I want us to be part of a benevolent rage.  Remember this stanza from the second reading: 
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And while there is injustice, anesthetization, or evil [in the world] 
There moves 
A holy disturbance, 
A benevolent rage, 
A revolutionary love... 
 

A benevolent rage is a rage of intended blessings, a fury for justice for all people.  I want us 
to believe in our blessings so much that we can’t help but use those blessings to bless 
others.  So our money, our education, our position, our power will all be blessings we’ll pour 
out to care for others. 
 
And we can do that.  Because we have each other.  We can do that.  Because we can lean 
on each other.  We can do that.  Because we can take turns being generous and inspired 
and strong.  We can do that.  Because we can each bring our gifts, and find they grow when 
combined.  We can do that.  Because we are blessed to be a blessing.  The first word God 
said to Abram was “Go”.  And God says the same word to us.  Go out into the world.  Go out 
from your place of safety and security.  Risk relationship, risk growing, risk being changed.  
Go out from your place of scarcity and fear, into the promised land of justice and peace.  Go 
- with your money, your talent, your passions and your privilege.  Go and bless the world.  
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


