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Reflection for June 14, 2020 

Only to the House of Israel? 

Finding ourselves in a world of beauty and mystery, of living things, diverse and 

interdependent, of complex patterns of growth and evolution, of subatomic 

particles and cosmic swirls, we sing of God the Creator, the Maker and Source of 

all that is. 

“In the beginning when God created or began to create, the Spirit of God hovered 

over the deep, bearing witness to the agency of God to call forth life out of a 

watery, not-yet-productive space, like a cosmic womb. God’s voice orders the 

heavens and the earth, orders everything, and creates everything. The Word calls 

the creation forth with intention and will. The very expression of the call invites 

participation: ‘Let there be,’ ‘Let us make.’ God is in community with what is 

becoming. This cosmic ‘we’ includes Spirit and Word and God but also every being 

in heaven and then even the earthling. God’s partnership with the creation is 

generative and generous. God is not the only one with creative power” 

(Jacqueline J. Lewis, Lectionary Series, p.43). 

May the peace of the Lord be with you always. 

Let us pray: 

O Christ Jesus, when all is darkness and we feel our weakness and helplessness, 

give us the sense of your presence, your love, and your strength. Help us to have 

perfect trust in your protecting power, so that nothing may frighten or worry us, 

for, living close to you, we shall see your hand, your purpose, your will through all 

things. Amen. 

What is it that we want in this life? Brian McClaren’s response to this question is 

resounding: “We want to be alive. To feel alive. Not just to exist but to thrive, to 

live out loud, walk tall, breathe free. We want to be less lonely, less exhausted, 

less conflicted or afraid, less stressed…more awake, more grateful, more 

energized and purposeful. We capture this kind of mindful, over-brimming life in 

terms like well-being, shalom, blessedness, wholeness, harmony, life to the full, 

and aliveness” (We Make the Road by Walking, p. xv). 
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Our ancient ancestors tried to discern what was going on. They conveyed their 

best wisdom to future generations through stories that answered certain key 

questions: Why are we here? What’s wrong with the world? What’s our role, our 

task, our purpose? What is a good life? Is there meaning and hope? What dangers 

should we guard against? What treasures should we seek? 

From the Hopi to the Babylonians, from Aztecs to Australian Aboriginals, from the 

Vikings in Europe to the Han in China to the Yoruba in Africa to the ancient 

Hebrews of the Middle East—human tribes have developed, adapted, and told 

powerful creation narratives to convey their best answers to key questions like 

these. Of course, their language often sounds strange to us, their assumptions 

foreign, the details of their culture odd or alien. But if we listen carefully, mixing 

their ancient wisdom with our own, we can let their stories live on in us. We can 

learn to be more fully alive in our time, just as they did in theirs.  

Like many in today’s world, Abraham lived in a violent, dangerous society. He had 

to wait in the dark, contending with peril, doubt, and loss. Faith was neither easy, 

comforting, not life-enhancing. “The divine did not reveal itself to Abraham in 

lucid, incontrovertible apparitions or in clearly defined doctrines” (Karen 

Armstrong, In the Beginning, p. 55). Abraham had a constant struggle to make 

sense of his circumstances, catching, at best, glimpses of the sacred that 

sometimes seemed baffling and even hostile. Blessing was neither effortlessly 

bestowed nor effortlessly received. In the ancient world, “faith” did not mean 

theological conviction, as it does today, but rather a total reliance upon another.  

“The Lord appeared to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, as he sat at the entrance 

of his tent in the heat of the day” (Gen. 18:1). 

Looking up, Abraham saw three strange men approaching and immediately, 

despite the fierce sun, he ran out to greet them. In this episode, we sense the 

warmth, eagerness, and energetic generosity of the man. With typical Near 

Eastern courtesy, Abraham would not allow the men to pass until he had given 

them all the refreshment and comfort in his power. All was haste, bustle, and 

excitement: Abraham rushed to pour out his generosity at the feet of three total 

strangers, falling over himself to give them his best. 

Yet in his world—as in our own—the stranger often represented a danger. Even 

today, we have to teach children to be wary of strangers. Strangers were an 
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unknown quantity. Abraham himself lived as a stranger in Canaan and recognized 

his marginal status there; a stranger could not rely on the protection of tribe or 

kin. But Abraham was ready to bring these three strange men into his family 

home. 

This story underlines a truth that would be of crucial importance in all three of the 

monotheistic traditions. Jews, Christians, and Muslims would all insist that 

practical charity to others was the most important religious virtue of all. He 

bowed low before these three strangers, showing them the same reverence as to 

his God. As a result, God could sit and eat with Abraham as a friend. 

Hospitality toward God is extended when we offer it to the men, women, and 

children in the midst of us. When we do it unto them, we do it unto God. 

Extending ourselves to the stranger involves risk and vulnerability. God extends 

hospitality to humankind by stopping by, caring about our business, 

understanding our desires. This is no quid pro quo, though. Sarah and Abraham 

are not rewarded with a child because of their hospitality. It is divine favor; it is 

divine choice, divine creative agency, that brings life to barren wombs. It is divine 

choice to show up at our tent, at our door, in our sanctuary and bring life-giving 

love. St. Paul interprets Abraham’s actions through the lens of Jesus when he 

writes to the Christians in Rome: “Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we 

have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have 

obtained access to this grace in which we stand” (Romans 5:1). Our willingness to 

open our doors and the doors of our hearts invites a relationship that will surprise 

us. 

Jesus reclaims this honorable tradition epitomized by Abraham and Sarah’s 

gracious hospitality; only this time, it is not three strangers but his disciples, 

commissioned as healers and ambassadors of peace, and sent to households. 

They are forbidden to carry anything that bespeaks of self-reliance but, rather, 

community-reliance.   

The distinguished biblical scholar, Thomas Walter Manson, captures Jesus’ 

mission: “…Jesus would respond to anyone who came to him in trouble, if the 

suppliant showed any glimmering of living faith. The real constructive work of the 

ministry had to be done elsewhere in building up within Israel a body of men and 

women who were set free from chauvinistic nationalism, from the ambition to 
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impose Israelite ideals of faith and conduct on the rest of the world by force of 

arms; men and women set free from spiritual pride with its condescending 

readiness to instruct others in the elements of true religion and sound morality; 

men and women who had learned in apprenticeship to Jesus how to accept the 

rule of God for themselves, and how to extend it to their neighbours at home and 

abroad by serving them in love. I think that Jesus saw the immediate task as that 

of creating such a community within Israel, in the faith that it would transform 

the life of his own people, and that a transformed Israel would transform the 

world” (Only to the House of Israel?, p. 23). 

“See, I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so be wise as 

serpents and innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16). It is an enormous challenge to 

keep our wits about us while remaining steadfast in working for peace. For there 

are political households occupied by racists, white supremacists, and neo-nazis, 

and fueled by a pernicious use of power. “If the house is worthy, let your peace 

come upon it; but if it is not worthy, let your peace return to you” (Matthew 10: 

13). The recognition of the larger human family is expressed eloquently by (white) 

activist Marian Wright Edelman, founder of the Children’s Defense Fund, who 

struggles mightily against discrimination and for racial justice. In her book The 

Measure of our Success: A Letter to My Children and Yours, she addresses her own 

three sons and invites the rest of us to listen in. “As a parent I believe that 

protecting you—my own children—does not end in our kitchen or at our front 

door or with narrow attention just to your personal needs…As a parent I wanted 

to make sure you had all your physical needs met and a lot of love. But as a 

parent I could not ignore other people’s children or pain that spills over to public 

space and threatens the safety and quality of life and pocketbook and future of 

every American.” We, of course, would add, “and every Canadian.” 

So our world needs a global spiritual movement dedicated to transformation, one 

described forcefully by Brian McClaren: “This movement must be global, because 

the threats we face cannot be contained by national borders. It must be spiritual, 

because the threats we face go deeper than brain-level politics and economics to 

the heart level of value and meaning. It must be social, because it can’t be 

imposed from above; it can only spread from person to person, friend to friend, 

family to family, network to network. And it must be a movement, because by 

definition, movements stir and focus grassroots human desire to bring change to 
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institutions and the societies those institutions are intended to serve” (We Make 

the Road by Walking, p. xvi). He’s describing a different kind pandemic, not one of 

pathogens but of justice and peace. But this journey towards transformation 

requires unwavering resolve “knowing that suffering produces endurance, and 

endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not 

disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the 

Holy Spirit that has been given to us” (Romans 5:3-5). 

“Is anything too wonderful for the Lord” (Genesis 18:14)? Like Sarah, we are 

inclined to laugh; it is not the laugh of derision but the earnest desire to “hope 

against hope.” We truly want to believe that God will bring an end to racism and 

racial strife—in our lifetime! 

“When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were 

harassed and helpless…” (Matthew 9:36). It was Jesus’ way of saying that people 

are overwhelmed by stress. You may have a similar self-assessment in this time of 

disorientation and disruption—the uncertainty may becoming too much for you. 

One option is to withdraw from community; a more faithful response is to lean 

further into the community, for the community is called to be a shepherd. “But 

God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us” 

(Romans 5:8). Personally, I experience comfort and draw strength from the words 

of Peter written just prior to his own execution: “Cast all your anxiety on God, 

because he cares for you, for you know that your brothers and sisters throughout 

the world are undergoing the same kinds of suffering” (1 Peter 5:7). 

Let us pray: 

God of all comfort, where we are stuck, release us, where we have given up hope, 

inspire us, where we focus only on ourselves, help us to see the needs of others; 

transform us by your Spirit to be the people you have called us to be, spreading 

your love and proclaiming your presence through the world. We ask this through 

your Son, our Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Rev. Bill Cantelon 

 


