
God’s Promise 
By Rev. Todd Farnsworth 

Genesis 15: 1-6 

After this, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision:“Do not be afraid, 

Abram. I am your shield, your very great reward.” But Abram said, 

“Sovereign Lord, what can you give me since I remain childless and the 

one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of Damascus?” 3 And Abram said, 

“You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my 

heir.” Then the word of the Lord came to him: “This man will not be your 

heir, but a son who is your own flesh and blood will be your heir.” 5 He took 

him outside and said, “Look up at the sky and count the stars—if indeed 

you can count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring be.” 6 

Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness. 

As we begin this new church year 

together, I want to show you a map. 

This map is from the 1960’s. It is 

similar to the map I grew up with. Big 

poster in the corner of the room of 

our class. 

But back in the 1990’s a new map 

arrived on the scene. It is known as 

the Peters Projection map and it 

seeks to correct distortions of size 

and shape of countries around the 



world, thereby giving a more “realistic” view of the globe. Well, as realistic 

as a flat map can give! So we changed our view of the world and put up 

new maps in the classrooms. 

Today’s story takes place in a region of 

Iraq, along the Euphrates River, known 

as Ur of the Chaldees.  

If you zoom in you can see 

approximately where it is. Just up 

above the Persian Gulf. Today the 

area is known as Nasiriyah.  

 

And in 2000 BCE, in this Mesopotamian region of the world there lived a 

man named Abram. He hadn’t upgraded to Abraham, yet. He was simply 

Abram, and he loved God...although as we meet him today, he is 

wondering if God is going ot deliver on the plans they had made together. 



In the previous chapter of Genesis God proclaims that Abram will be father 

to as many children as there are grains of sand in a dust storm. Sounds a 

bit chaotic, but you get the idea. Unfortunately, Abram and his wife Sarah 

have not been able to have any children as heirs. 

I did a little research so that you could see 

what Abram would have looked like. When 

I googled it, Abram looks like this. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And this. I liked this one in particular because I know we have a lot of textile 

artists in our congregation. I love his rosy cheeks and bush beard! Classic. 

So, Abram is talking with God and God makes Abram another promise. 

This one is spoken in terms of a prophetic covenant, I mean it uses that 

kind of language, and God promises Abram heirs and property. 



From that time forward, we who follow God have understood that promise 

as being made to us, too. We are a part of the heirs and property deal that 

God struck with Abram...which is pretty sweet. We have a holy assurance 

that God wants us to multiply our numbers and have a holy space to rest 

in...and pass on. Right? 

Anyway, it’s funny how things time out. Earlier this week I took a class in 

sacred conversations on Racism. It was pretty intense (as you may 

imagine) but it gave me a lot to think about.  

One of the things we learned was The Doctrine of Discovery from 1452.  

 

I’ll put up a salient portion of it because it echoes the words of God. 



You can see that it is about expansion and property. I think Pope Nick uses 

more direct, harsh language to convey God’s meaning...but you know, 

despite being Pope, he wasn’t God. Nick unleashed a legacy of 

subjugation, intimidation, incarceration, and even evisceration. Folks who 

were connected to the Christian church benefited from this vision and we 

continue to benefit from it today. 

Here is a picture of Pope Nicholas V. 

 

Take a good look at him, because how he looks 

has made a difference in the understanding of 

God’s covenant with Abram. 

Look at that long, thin face. The rosy cheeks. 

The pale skin.  

Minus the beard, he looks like Abram, right? 

 



 

 

 

Actually, I apologize. The answer is “wrong.” Like the map in the corner of 

our 1960’s classrooms, there is a distortion here that needs correcting. You 

see, people in the region of Southern Iraq in 2000 BCE didn’t look like 

Pope Nicholas V. They looked more like this. 

 

 

 

 

But that didn’t matter in 1452, because Pope Nick didn’t have google 

images and he was, after all, the infallible image of God on earth, so people 

began believing that the promise, God’s promise as well as Nick’s distortion 

of it, were real. The Doctrine of Discovery proclaimed, in the name of God, 

that anyone who looked like Pope Nick could take what they wanted in the 

name of Jesus. We could reduce people to property. We could enslave and 

abuse people who didn’t look like us, or believe like us, for profit...for God’s 

glory. And in various ways, I believe we’ve been doing that ever since. We 

take land from those who don’t believe like us. We have taken lives and 

liberty from those who don’t look like us. We have bought into Nick’s vision  



 

 

 

 

of everything we proclaim as being up for grabs, really being so...because 

God made this promise to Abram...to us...except if you look at pictures of 

Pope Nick and Abram from 2000 BCE, it’s like we were taught the wrong 

map. 

 

Let’s look at that promise again. 

Then the word of the Lord came to him: “This man will not be 

your heir, but a son who is your own flesh and blood will be 

your heir.” 5 He took him outside and said, “Look up at the sky 

and count the stars—if indeed you can count them.” Then he 

said to him, “So shall your offspring be.” 6 Abram believed the 

Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness. 

 

I have to say, the idea of taking what I want and subjugating, and 

dehumanizing others, seems a long way off from what I hear God saying to 

Abram in today’s lesson. God’s promise is about building up and providing 

safe space for all of Abram’s kin...including us. God’s promise is about 



making whole that which is not quite there yet. God’s promise is of a united 

world that gathers in YHWH’s unpronounceable name and spirit. 

 I believe that Pope Nicholas V got it wrong and now that we have a better 

understanding of how he distorted the lesson, we have a choice to make: to 

live with his error and continue the sin of objectifying God’s people for profit 

and glory, or get a new map and start learning what it means to live wholly 

in God’s covenant. 

 I hope you’ll choose the latter. It’s the way I’m working to travel...and I 

hope it brings us righteousness. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 


