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 You might remember the first time you experienced a very particular kind of 

thrill; your first smartphone thrill. For me, it happened about 8 or 9 years ago 

when I was working in Dorchester. I pulled my very first smartphone out of my 

coat pocket as I was leaving one meeting and on my way to the next meeting. And 

I'll never forget the thrill as I was standing there on the sidewalk near Dorchester 

Avenue and when I checked my email I found a message from my next 

appointment, hoping they were catching me before I left to meet them because they 

had to reschedule. And not only that, but the email included their phone number so 

all I had to do was tap the phone number to call them and reschedule. I felt just a 

little bit like a god. I not only avoided a wasted drive to my next meeting, I was 

able to tie up all the loose ends before I even got back in my car to return to the 

church. It was amazing. You might remember your first smartphone thrill too.  

 For the last couple of weeks smartphones have been appearing in the news 

as we celebrate the 10th anniversary of the iPhone; the one smartphone to rule 

them all. And here's the interesting thing. As we look back 10 years at all the 

smartphone thrills; all the leaps & bounds in the ways that we communicate with 

one another, navigate our surroundings, entertain ourselves, and even educate 

ourselves -- we've also started paying more attention to the shadow-side of all this 

smart technology that's tied to our hip throughout the day.  

 For many people it's become a kind of paradox. The smartphone is 

simultaneously the most powerful personal resource we’ve ever known, and also 
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the source of our greatest distraction & frustration; from lost productivity at work 

to less retention of our "real world" surroundings. According to one technology 

blogger, one of the enduring effects of smartphones, with everything on demand, is 

that we actually lose the "texture of the world." The more we delegate to digital 

devices, the less we actually retain of our real-world surroundings and activities 

throughout the day. Most of us couldn't imagine making it through our day without 

our smartphone -- and yet it's also become a legitimate obstacle to human 

relationships, civil discourse, and human connection. We're simultaneously more 

connected & more isolated than ever. It's a real tension, even a paradox.  

 According to our Scriptures, there's always been a similar kind of tension 

or paradox about living with the God of our faith. From the beginning, it seems, 

there's always been a tension between the fruitfulness and frustration of being the 

people of God. As we've followed the journey of Abraham over these past 4 

Sundays, we've caught glimpses of that tension. For much of Abraham's life he 

lived with a tension between the promise of God's fruitfulness in his life, and the 

reality of frustrated hopes, expectations & longings.  

 That's part of what makes today's story in Gen. 24 so striking. Because 

unlike some of the other stories we have in Abraham's life, today's story about 

finding a bride for Isaac is a story of surprising fruitfulness. That's part of why 

the story has so much repetition. The entire chapter of Gen. 24 is 67 verses long 

and we only read about 1/3 of it today. The reason the ch. is so long is because the 
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same information gets repeated again & again & again. First, Abraham gives 

instructions to his servant about finding a bride for Isaac. Then the narrator 

describes how events unfold for the servant — just as he was hoping. Finally, the 

servant summarizes the events to Rebecca's family. Each time the story gets 

repeated the characters of the story -- and we the readers -- have another chance to 

see how fruitful God caused this long shot mission to be again & again. We find 

the climax in v.50: "This is all the Lord's doing. We have nothing to say about 

it." (Gen. 24.50).  

 If you remember, repetition was also an important part of last week's story 

with the binding of Isaac. Except last week it was Abraham who was being asked 

to present himself to God repeatedly; again & again & again -- After these things... 

Abraham's repetition highlights his faithfulness to God. This week's repetition 

highlights God's faithfulness to Abraham. It reaffirms -- again & again -- that 

God is the one working to bring surprising fruitfulness in this situation.  

 At this point in the narrative it's important for us to be reminded about 

God's faithfulness, because we still have the command to sacrifice Isaac ringing 

in our ears (Gen. 22). It was a story that affirmed Abraham's faithfulness, but it 

also might have left us wondering if God's blessing somehow depended on human 

effort, or somehow involved us in horrible practices that were anything but life 

giving. So today, the long, repetitive story about finding a wife for Isaac is meant 

to reaffirm -- repeatedly -- that God will be faithful to God's own promise.  
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 We need stories like this for our faith. We need stories to remind us that our 

faith is not just wishful thinking. Stories like we hear today may not be how it 

"always happens" in our lives. We don't always even find the right parking space in 

Boston, let alone the right marriage partner who just happens to show up at a well. 

Events in our lives may not happen this way very often, and stories like today 

aren't meant to tell us that if we just have enough faith, God will orchestrate all our 

wishes. They're meant to encourage the community of faith. These stories belong 

to our community before they belong to any one of us individually. That’s 

important for us to remember. Stories like today aren’t necessarily a reflection of 

our personal experience but they are a reminder of the community that we belong 

to; and how God works with our community of faith. Our community stories as 

people of faith provide shape & strength for our personal stories even when 

our personal stories feel less fruitful than the story we hear today. 

 Fruitfulness, vitality, and flourishing have always been God's intention for 

creation. But, as Abraham and the people of God have always known, living with 

God also comes with a real tension or paradox. St. Paul sums all this up and 

captures the paradox perfectly today in his Letter to the Romans. Paul does 

something brilliant today. He describes the collective, community experience of 

living with God — but he does it by describing a community experience with a 

personal pronoun. I do not understand my own actions… I do not do the good I 

want… when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand… (Rom. 7:15-25). 
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[Paul isn't analyzing himself psychologically. He's not putting himself on a 

therapists sofa to untangle his inner psyche. If we’re interested in Paul's we can 

look at a couple of passages in Galatians & Philippians where he says that he 

advanced in Judaism beyond his peers because he was more zealous for the law 

(Gal. 1.14); he says that if anyone has reason to be confident in their flesh, he has 

even more as a blameless Pharisee under the law (Phil. 3.4-6).] 

 Paul isn’t offering a psychological analysis of himself. He’s offering a 

theological description of the communal paradox of living with God. You see, 

God’s Law in ancient Israel was simultaneously the greatest gift and the greatest 

curse. It highlighted both God's great gift, and also Israel's great frustration & 

failure. It would have been hard to imagine going through a day that wasn't 

somehow shaped by Israel's covenant with God (kind of like smartphones for 

many of us). At the same time, God's law also became a source of isolation and 

created a sense of superiority over other nations. You see, God’s gift was supposed 

to allow them to share God's blessing with the world but the more they used God’s 

law they more discovered a “shadow-side” that isolated them, separated them, and 

restricted God's blessing from flowing out into the world. [cf. Exo. 32]. 

 The law of God is good. But sometimes, Paul says, it feels like a source 

of death. What then should we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if it had 

not been for the law, I would not have known sin. I would not have known what it is 

to covet if the law had not said, “You shall not covet.” But sin, seizing an 
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opportunity in the commandment, produced in me all kinds of covetousness. (Rom. 

7:7–8). "The Law is not the culprit; sin is. But the Law cannot bring life in the 

presence of such a death-dealing power. It cannot empower its own fulfillment."  1

 If God is always good, and we are sometimes flawed or frail -- then how do 

we live with that tension? Are even God's good gifts doomed to become a source 

of frustration in our lives? No. For Christians, this is where Jesus comes in. 

Today’s Gospel is straddling this same tension between fruitfulness & frustration. 

If Jesus is the promised Messiah to usher God's blessing how do we live with him? 

Is he a godlike power that we can just tap into whenever we have a need? It seems 

like that's what people expected, because at the beginning of today’s Gospel Jesus' 

message sounds a lot like Paul's message in Romans 7. These people don't even 

know what they want. JtB shows up and he's too strict. Jesus shows up and he's too 

loose. These people don't even know what they want.  

 So Jesus offers the key. He offers the key to unlock the paradox of living 

with God’s presence in our lives. It isn't just whether we're willing to receive God's 

gifts. It's whether we’re willing to become infants. Jesus said, “I thank you, 

Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the 

wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants,” (Matt 11:25). 

Becoming an infant has nothing to do with intelligence or strength. It’s about 

dependence. It’s about the way we receive God's gifts. It's the difference between 

 Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord, 3731
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receiving God's gifts as spiritual decoration at the edges of our lives, or receiving 

them as mother's milk to give life. It’s about our posture.  

 That's the key to resolving the great paradox or tension of God's presence in 

our lives. We can only resolve it when we come before God as infants; not looking 

to use God's good gifts for our own pet projects (that's how we spoil God's gifts, 

cf. Israel & manna); not looking to treat God as a side interest or a weekend hobby 

(that's how we make God irrelevant, cf. prophets); but putting ourselves before 

God as infants hungry for life. And even that hunger is a gift of God’s Spirit. Look 

at our collect. Everything I’ve been saying is packed into this one sentence (but we 

probably wouldn’t have noticed if we didn’t take time to unpack them): You have 

taught us what to do — now help us to do it; Grant us the grace of your Holy 

Spirit, that we may be devoted to you with our whole heart… 

 You see, the real paradox in Christian life isn't the tension between God's 

goodness and our weakness. The real paradox is that we find rest from our burdens 

by wearing the yoke of Jesus. The real paradox is that we learn through humility. 

The real paradox is that we become strong when we’re weak. The real paradox is 

that we're given life as we follow Jesus — even in the midst of our death. Amen.  


