
SERMON BY JOHN JACKSON: LENT 2, 13.03.2022 

   Genesis 15.1-12; 17-18  Psalm 27 

   Phil. 3.17-4.1    Lk 13.31-35 

In the name of God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Thank you to the Dean for the invitation once again to share some thoughts with 

you. I last did so during Advent, and I remember referring to the Advent experience 

as a sort of gentle version of Lent: I called it a “kindly wilderness”. We’re in Lent 

now, and as I went through the appointed readings, I battled to find a unifying 

theme. Perhaps this is appropriate to the present season: it’s not been quite 40 days 

and 40 nights, but certainly there’s been repeated reading of the passages, and still a 

feeling of being in the wilderness. What has also seemed rather “Lenten” has been a 

sense of darkness or at least moral discomfort about all the readings, except for the 

psalm. And I suppose the awful deteriorating situation in Ukraine, has intensified 

the gloom. But, as I continued stumbling through the wilderness, some of the 

darkness lifted, and the some of the discomfort eased. I’m going to concentrate 

mainly on the Old Testament reading, and use it as a launching pad for ideas about 

servants, leaders and legitimate heirs. I should think that none of this is what the 

people who drew up the lectionary had in mind, but I hope that what I have to say 

will not be completely irrelevant. 

A brief comment on the passage from Philippians:At the beginning there is much 

emphasis on the overwhelming power of evil from the enemies of the cross. A 

gloomy mood in the writer would not be surprising, if (as is thought to be the case) 

Paul is writing from prison. And throughout the letter there is the sense that death is 

not far away. But the passage does become more cheerful, since the original readers 

and we, the modern readers, are assured of the power of our Saviour, Jesus. 

Imminent death – that of Jesus – is a focus of the gospel passage from Luke. It starts 

with the warning that Herod is out to get Jesus. Jesus’ reply is cheeky and assertive: 

he refers to Herod as a “fox”, and stresses that he himself has important things to 

do:driving out demons, healing and then “reaching his goal”. The last item oddly 

turns out to mean that he has to die. He says that a prophet cannot die away from 

Jerusalem. Perhaps here he is referring to what (according to Matthew and Mark) he 

had earlier said, that a prophet is dishonoured only among his own people, but this 

time he is being more darkly humorous. Jesus then compares himself to a henthat 

wants to look after her chickens. I imagine that as he uses this farmyard image, he 

smiles sadly. Is the “fox” that he referred to a moment ago, seen as a threat to the 

chickens? 



Our reading from Genesis begins with words of great reassurance: ”Do not be afraid, 

Abraham, I am your shield; your reward will be very great.” But Abraham does not 

feel reassured, because he has no heir from his bloodline, and a mere servant or 

slave, Eliezer, will inherit his estate. “Is that such a bad thing?” we may wonder. It 

looks as if Abraham has been able to trust him so far, and there is no evidence to 

suggest that Eliezer would mismanage the resources involved. 

Literature is full of stories about servants who are more intelligent and competent 

than their masters. In Roman Comedy, for example, slaves are effectively in control, 

in spite of their lowly status. In the literature of more recent times, the upper class 

character Bertie Wooster (created by P G Wodehouse)is nothing like as clever or 

even as well educated as his valet Jeeves. Bertie fumbles over a quote from 

Shakespeare: Jeeves, corrects him, but with great politeness. And more importantly, 

Jeeves helps to get Bertie out of awkward romantic situations, when ladies to whom 

Bertie is not particularly attracted, would like to be married to him. 

Is it just a convention in literature that servants can be smarter than their masters? 

On the contrary, many literary conventions reflect what happens in real life. The 

ancient Romans, although they were unenlightened in many ways, seemed to accept 

this. And so there were slaves holding important positions, and more and more, 

Rome’s central administration and economy came to be controlled by freedmen, i.e. 

former slaves. What we see here is a paradox: people who theoretically are (or were 

until recently) slaves or servants, are the very ones who exercise effective leadership. 

Back to our passage:  

Were Abraham’s fears unreasonable? Was he prejudiced because of Eliezer’s lowly 

status? 

God now seems to reassure Abraham that the one who inherits his estate, will be a 

son of his. The account in our reading of the offerings made by Abraham, is a little 

bewildering, but out of this comes a covenant between God and Abraham, whereby 

his descendants will own a great deal of land. In the verses that were omitted from 

our reading, there is mention of hardship to be endured in the meantime, but in the 

longer term that seems to be just a temporary setback. The period is to be 400 years, 

but given the way that time tends to work in the Old Testament, that’s not a long 

time. 

As we read on in Genesis, the focus is on Abraham’s desire to have an heir from his 

own bloodline. Some of the details – e.g. the extreme ages of Abraham and his wife 

Sarah – may place this kind of account in the realm of mythology rather than of 

history, yet “myth” here is to be understood not as something untrue, but as the 

kind of vehicle for truth  which engages with the imagination of the reader or 



listener. And in terms of how people throughout different eras and cultures interact, 

that is a great deal here that “rings true”. This can be felt in how the relationship 

between Sarah and her Egyptian servant Hagar, is presented. Sarah, apparently, is 

unable to have children. With great generosity, she makes Hagar available to 

Abraham for this very purpose. Hagar becomes pregnant, but then difficulties arise 

in the relationship between these two women. Unwisely Hagar openly despises 

Sarah for not being able to have children. Sarah retaliates by having Hagar sent 

away. But Hagar comes back, and gives birth to a son, who is called Ishmael. 

Surely now Abraham’s problemhas been solved. Not at all. Ishmael may be his 

biological son, but he is illegitimate: in the eyes of most people, including his father, 

he “doesn’t count”, although (interestingly) the point is made that God will bless 

Ishmael with many descendants. The rest of the story is well known. Amazingly, 

Sarah (at a very advanced age) does bear Abraham a child: Isaac, who clearly has 

more status than his illegitimate, elder half-brother. Even more amazingly, Abraham 

has such a strong sense of obedience to God, that he is prepared to sacrifice Isaac. In 

the nick of time God saves Isaac, a bit like a god or goddess in an ancient Greek 

tragedy. 

The prejudice that we see here against people born out of wedlock, is evident in 

many cultures, and has been for a long time. Some of this comes out in individual 

words – indeed, words can convey a great deal about values and prejudices. Thinkof 

the English word “bastard”, which started off meaning illegitimate offspring, and 

became (as it remains today) largelya term of insult. In the past illegitimate births 

were often kept secret, for fear of disgrace, especially if famous or “well-connected” 

people were involved. The fact that the English conductor Sir Thomas Beecham had 

an illegitimate son, was kept secret for several decades. In more recent times, the 

silence about the illegitimate daughter of Rev Jesse Jackson (no relation) lasted for 

just two years. Sometimes it is a long while before people discover the truth about 

their own parentage. Not long after he became Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin 

Welby discovered that his biological father was someone other than his “Dad”. This 

came as a great shock. However, his dignified handling of the situation and his 

generous sharing of deep and complex emotions, will have been hugely comforting 

to thousands of people in this kind of situation. 

I think there is now more open-mindedness and tolerance – or is this wishful 

thinking?But in this country especially, great hurt must have been felt by many, and 

over a long period. The situation that Abraham was in, will have occurred 

repeatedly: treating one’s legitimate offspring as superior to one’s illegitimate 

offspring, often with the added injustice of seeing the latter as belonging to a 



different race. There’s something appalling about treating one’s own children as 

“other”. 

Earlier I used the word “myth”. If one looks at the “foundation myths” of various 

cultures, the key figures often turn out to have been conceived or born under strange 

or dubious circumstances. Romulus, supposedly the founder of Rome, was the son 

(we are told) of a holy lady (a “Vestal Virgin”) and the god Mars. From a period for 

which evidence is more reliable, Cyrus, who did more than any other ruler to build 

up the Persian empire, was the son of a man who came from a subject state. We are 

told that both Romulus and Cyrus grew up in poverty and obscurity. In more recent 

times (18th century AD) and closer to home, Shaka Zulu (according to some) was 

illegitimate, and to begin with, lived in obscurity. There is quite a lot of variation 

from one foundation story to another, but one fairly common feature is the dramatic 

moment when the true identity of the ruler-to-be is revealed, especially if one who is 

actually a member of a royal family, has been fostered by a poor family.  

Some of these elements can be found in the accounts of the conception, birth and 

emergence of Jesus. Jesus is a kind of founding figure, not of a physical empire or 

kingdom (to the dismay of some of his contemporaries) but of a spiritual kingdom, 

the kingdom of God. Mary and Joseph are at first troubled by the fact that although 

they are not yet married, Mary is pregnant and Joseph is not the biological father. Of 

course this is not the result of irresponsible behaviour, and God is quick to offer 

them reassurance. Jesus’ early years are spent, not perhaps in abject poverty, but  

without wealth and in obscurity. 

As Jesus’ ministry begins, there is a strong and warm declaration from God about 

who Jesus is (Mt. 3.17). Are the listeners expecting something about Jesus’ position in 

the lineage of King David? Instead what they hear is: “This is my beloved son,in 

whom I am take delight.” The occasion is Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist. So far, 

in Matthew’s account of his ministry, Jesus does not appear to have done anything. 

But in a way, this is his first act: to be baptized. Another interesting paradox, this 

oneinvolving active and passive? ThusJesus begins his ministry by subordinating 

himself to someone else – as typically a servant would do. And Jesus never ceases to 

be a servant. He serves in a variety of ways, perhaps most memorably when, shortly 

before his arrest, he washes the feet of his followers. 

Which ultimately makes Jesus the ideal leader, who leads not just by examplebut by 

serving others. Is this some ridiculous contradiction? Here again, words can be 

revealing, but this time in a morally positive way. The word “minister” is used of 

some of the most powerful people in government, e.g. “minister of education”, 

“minister of defence”. Literally the word means “servant”, and “to minister” means 

“to serve”. In some countries (like the UK) the head of the government is called the 



“prime minister”. This makes Boris Johnson (literally) the “first servant”. “Ministry” 

(whether in government or the church) means “service”.Who, other than Jesus, 

could have shown us so convincingly that service and leadership are not opposites 

at all, but two sides of the same coin? 

Back to Abraham, largely a good man, whose prejudices were not different from 

those of many others throughout history. He was troubled by the idea that his heir 

would be a mere servant, and not his own, legitimate son. 

God’s only begotten son proved to be the ultimate servant, by giving his life for 

others. And in a way that no other servant or leader could or can do, he brings us, 

and is, the “light and salvation” that we referred to in our psalm. 

To him be all praise and glory. Amen. 

 


