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 This past week, I’ve been thinking about the importance of ‘no,’ even though the 
theme for this sermon is on the importance and power of ‘yes.’  I find the Senate’s ‘yes’ to 
Judge Kavanaugh troublesome.  I wanted their ‘no,’ though I didn’t expect it. 

 I could list my reasons why I find his confirmation troublesome, but I don’t want to 
go down the rabbit hole of our personal assessments.  I’ll leave that for a blog post I may 
get to before the week is out.  Today, or at least during this sermon, I invite you to use the 
confirmation of Judge Kavanaugh as an object lesson for my larger point:  that choosing ‘no’ 
and choosing ‘yes’ has impact and repercussions, not just for the people saying ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ 
but for others as well. 

 Three-and-a-half years ago, an organizational consultant named Tony Schwartz 
wrote an article for The New York Times about “the power of starting with ‘yes’” for 
business leaders and managers.  He begins with a little anecdote.  “As I write this column, 
my two dogs have been lying quietly near my desk.  I just conducted a little experiment 
with them.  First, I said a single word – ‘Yes’ – with unbridled enthusiasm.  The dogs leapt to 
their feet, their tails wagging, and raced over to me.  Next I said ‘No,’ firmly.  Both dogs 
looked down and slunk away.  I felt as bad as they did.”1 

 I suspect the dogs were responding as much to his tone of voice as the actual words.  
Still, you know how empowering it feels to be told, ‘Yes.’  I’m sure Barack Obama chose 
“Yes, we can!” as a 2008 campaign slogan for many reasons.  One of them had to be that the 
slogan felt affirming and empowering as it drew people into community and common 
purpose. 

 Schwartz points out, “‘No’ is first and foremost a fear response, most useful in 
situations of genuine danger.  It’s something you say instinctively and protectively to a 3-
year-old when he’s about to pull a lamp off a table and onto himself or to a 15-year-old who 
announces she’s planning to take up cliff jumping. 

 “In situations like those, the instinct to say ‘no’ serves us well.”2  It even has an 
evolutionary benefit.  Quoting a psychologist, Schwartz adds, “‘Organisms … attuned to bad 
things would have been more likely to survive threats.  Survival requires urgent attention 
to possible bad outcomes, but it is less urgent with regard to good ones.’”3 

 “There is a difference,” Schwartz points out, “between surviving and thriving.  
Because our survival is no longer under constant threat, many more of us have the 

                                                        
1 Tony Schwartz, “The Power of Starting With ‘Yes’,” The New York Times, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/18/business/dealbook/the-power-of-starting-with-yes.html (posted 
17 April 2015; accessed 26 September 2018). 
2 Ibid. 
3 Schwartz, quoting Roy Baumeister, “Bad is strong than good,” link broken. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=406108694
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=406108745
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opportunity to focus on thriving.  The problem with ‘no’ as a starting place is that it 
polarizes, prompts defensiveness, and shuts down innovation, collaboration, and 
connection.”4 

 For an example, Schwartz points to research by the psychologist John Gottman and 
his colleagues, that has found that when the ratio of positive to negative interactions 
between a married couple falls below 5 to 1 – if it falls below five positive interactions for 
every one negative interaction – divorce is far more likely.5  Negative interactions are so 
powerful in a relationship that it takes five positive interactions to outweigh the impact of 
one negative interaction. 

 Starting with ‘yes,’ stepping into a situation with an attitude of ‘yes,’ is important, 
not simply because such an attitude is energizing and builds safety and trust, but because 
starting with ‘no’ is so destructive. 

 Imagine how different the world would be if, instead of saying, “Let it be with me 
just as you say,”6 Mary had said, “Nope.  No way!”  Mary’s ‘yes’ to God changed the world.  
As did Abram’s.  Though Abram’s ‘yes’ needs a little more unpacking, I think. 

 Abram’s story seems to start with our reading in chapter 12.  It seems to start 
almost out of the blue.  “Now Yahweh said to Abram …”  Of course, none of our stories start 
out of the blue.  We all come from somewhere. 

 Abram’s story starts in chapter 11, and his ancestors’ stories start even earlier.  It’s 
not much more than a genealogical mention in chapter 12, and I know I’m typically 
tempted to skip over the biblical genealogies.  But in those last verses of the genealogy in 
chapter 11, we learn that Abram is the son of Terah, brother of Nahor and Haran, husband 
of Sarai, and uncle of Lot.  And we learn that even though their family was from Ur, Terah 
took his family and left Ur, for reasons that are not enumerated, and headed off for the land 
of Canaan. 

 This is significant because, when God shows up in chapter 12, in today’s reading, 
Abram is already headed in the direction of Canaan.  True, their journey seems to have 
stalled at Haran (that is, the community of Haran, not to be confused with Abram’s brother 
Haran).  Perhaps the invitation from God acts as a kick in the pants to get them moving 
again. 

 In any event, this call from God isn’t as dramatic a “change the course of your life” 
call as I’ve generally thought it to be.  It is more of an invitation to continue or to get back to 
what had already begun.  Still, I think there is something new happening here.  I think the 
key to that new thing is found in the blessing God gives Abram:  “I will make of you a great 
nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.”7 

                                                        
4 Schwartz, op. cit. Oxford commas added. 
5 See, for instance, Kyle Benson, “The Magic Relationship Ratio, According to Science,” The Gottman Institute, 
https://www.gottman.com/blog/the-magic-relationship-ratio-according-science/ (posted 4 October 2017; 
accessed 6 October 2018). 
6 Luke 1:38, The Message. 
7 Genesis 12:2, The New Revised Standard Version, emphasis added. 
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 If you were at Tim Weible’s installation last week, you heard me preach about how 
tribalism in human evolution led to violence.  (It still does, as far as I can tell.)  Still, 
tribalism served a purpose.  In hunter/gatherer cultures, the tribe provided protection, 
belonging, and identity.  That is why tribes are inward-focused. 

 Here, in the blessing God gives Abram, God invites Abram to look outward.  Abram’s 
tribe, the “great nation” he will father, rather than turning inward for defense, is called to 
turn outward for blessing, to be a blessing. 

 “The purpose of the blessing is to be a blessing to others.  From the very beginning, 
the invitation to be part of God’s people is a call to look outward to the needs of others.  The 
generous sharing of our gifts, financial and otherwise, is then a natural and necessary 
action for those of us who call ourselves the people of God.  Our blessings never stop with 
us.  They always flow onward to someone else.”8  Our blessings never stops with us. 

 Lee Hull Moses, who wrote a commentary on this passage I used in creating today’s 
sermon, shared a story that explains what I mean.  “Years ago, when my parents bought me 
my first used car – primarily so they could stop driving back and forth to pick me up from 
college – my dad included a note along with the instructions to keep the oil changed and 
gas tank filled:  Use this to help people.  I don’t know that I followed that advice as often as 
he would have liked, but it’s been a good reminder to me that the things we own are best 
understood as tools by which we serve our neighbors.”9 

 The things we own are best understood as tools of blessing. 

 That would be our ideal relationship with our stuff.  I know I’m some distance from 
that ideal relationship.  But I’m working on it. 

 I think it’s worth noting that when Abram brought his ‘yes’ to God’s invitation to 
continue to Canaan, he didn’t drop everything to follow.  Quite the opposite.  He packed up 
all his possessions, including “the persons whom they had acquired in Haran,” to set off on 
the journey.  And there’s no mention that he discussed the matter with Sarai.  He made a 
decision and off they all went.  While these aspects of the story are disturbing, it’s nice to 
know that God calls people who aren’t perfect. 

 And when Abram led his family and possessions to Canaan, they didn’t do it all at 
once.  The journey takes quite a while, first to Shechem, then Moreh, then Bethel, and on to 
the Negeb.  At each stop along the way, Abram did the same thing.  He pitched a tent and 
built an altar.  Then he did it again. 

 It’s not a bad way to structure a life:  listen for God, follow the call, set up an altar, 
worship, be a blessing … rinse and repeat. 

 As I wrote in my newsletter column (which I’m sure you all read and memorized), 
we hold a pledge campaign each fall for at least two reasons – one practical and one 
theological.  The practical reason is that it helps us create a budget.  Knowing about how 
much money will be coming in can help us plan our spending. 

                                                        
8 From a commentary by Lee Hull Moses that is part of the stewardship campaign materials Niles Discovery 
Church purchased from the Center for Faith and Giving, https://centerforfaithandgiving.org. 
9 Ibid. 
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 The theological reason is to encourage us to look at our stewardship.  And not just at 
our stewardship of our money.  This season is about our stewardship of our whole lives.  
Today we are invited to consider how we are stewards of ‘yes’ and ‘no.’  And we are invited 
to consider how we are stewards of our listening for God’s invitations to take the next step 
on our journeys – our individual journeys and our congregation’s journey. 

 The invitation is to bring your ‘yes’ to God so that we might be a greater blessing to 
the world and so that we might join God in changing the world. 

Amen. 
 

Questions for contemplation: 

What might God be kicking our church in the pants to continue (or start)? 

What will it take to do this? 

How will we show our ‘Yes’? 


