
Reading: Genesis 15.1-6; Hebrews 11.1-3, 8-16; Luke 12.32-40 
 
Not long ago I found myself chatting with an older friend while at a club where we are both 
members.  Andy said to me: “I’ve left the club some money in my will.”  Andy is getting older, and 
he’s had some health difficulties.  His mind had turned to what happens when he dies.  He went on: 
“I want the club to buy another wooden bench when I die.”  We were sitting together on the club’s 
only bench as he spoke.  He went on: “This club has been important to me.  Some of my longest-
standing friends are among the club members, and I realise that our conversations on this bench 
have meant a lot to me.”  And Andy then concluded: “And of course I’d like my name on the bench.”  
I inferred that he was hoping that he’ll not be forgotten, but will be remembered by the club 
members who remain.  And some of us will certainly remember Andy, because he is one of the 
club’s strong, sharp-tongued characters.  And we’ll do so, chatting on the bench.  This conversation 
with Andy on the bench set me thinking about legacies, and what we leave behind.  I want to explore 
some of those reflections with you this morning. 
 
If your name were David Cameron, you might be asking yourself what your legacy is going to be to 
this country, this United Kingdom.  Political commentators have not been holding back in 
expressing by their own thoughts on our former Prime Minister’s legacy.  One favourable view says 
that he had exercised “a rare and effective form of political leadership.  Cameron was not an 
originator of great ideas, but he was an excellent employer of great ideas – and that is more 
important.”1  The commentator goes on to praise the former Prime Minister’s capacity to delegate 
and allow other government ministers to flourish.  A different journalist, writing just after the Brexit 
referendum vote, writes that Cameron’s “vision for a one-nation Tory party … will surely be dwarfed 
by this giant, nation-changing misstep, one guaranteed to scar a divided country for decades and to 
diminish his place in the history books.” 2  You may have your own view of David Cameron’s legacy.  
It may well be one which changes as time rolls on.  For much as public figures may try to shape their 
own place in history, a legacy can prove an elusive thing.  I imagine that most of us would be hard 
pushed to even name many pre-War British Prime Ministers, or indeed any other leading public 
figures of their day, let alone put a finger on their legacies. 
 
Now I was walking recently around Hampstead Heath; and I found myself recalling the 
conversation at the club with my friend Andy.  For, like many parks in London, the Heath is full of 
wooden seats given in memory of people who have enjoyed walking and sitting there.  But on this 
day I was intrigued to find warning tape across some of the older benches.  The accompanying signs 
indicated that the benches needed to be removed because they were falling to pieces, and had 
become unsafe.  There was a request for anyone who had information on the donors to get in touch 
with the park’s authorities.  The poignancy was not the decrepitude of the benches, but that those 
people who had wanted to be remembered, were now forgotten.  I was reminded of the Psalmist’s 
words: “As for mortals, our days are like grass; we flourish like a flower of the field; for the wind 
passes over it, and it is gone, and its place knows it no more.” (Ps 103:15-16).  The dates and names 
on the benches were not that old: they were well within my lifetime.  But it was clear that their place 
already knew them no more.

                                                        
1 http://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/07/david-camerons-legacy-its-not-just-brexit/  
2 http://www.economist.com/blogs/bagehot/2016/06/prime-minister-resigns  
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That’s the very discovery that Abraham was facing.  As Genesis 15 tells it, Abraham hears God 
speaking to him in a vision, telling him not to be afraid, and assuring him of a great reward, a gift of 
God’s grace.  But instead of easing his tension, or prompting a glowing smile, these words elicit a cry 
of pain from Abraham: “O God, what will you give me?  For I continue childless, and the heir of my 
house is Eliezer, a slave in my home.”  [pause]  “I continue childless.”  Despite God’s earlier 
promise, Abraham and Sarah still have no child of their own.  All Abraham and Sarah can see is that 
their line will end.  And Abraham is deeply pained that he can see no future for the house of 
Abraham and Sarah.  Years before, he had heard God promise: 
“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.”  But now, all these years later, Abraham faces the very real prospect that his name 
will simply disappear without trace, and his place will remember him no more. 
 
At this point Abraham senses God taking him by the hand to lead him outside.  It’s night time.  And 
God says: “Look up Abraham.  Look at the stars covering the sky.  Try counting them.  Give up?  
Well, that’s how numerous your descendants will be.”  And so here I am, and here you are.  As I look 
around St Martin’s today, I am looking out on some of those twinkling stars who make up 
Abraham’s legacy.  For you are part of the true legacy of Abraham.  Abraham was given the 
assurance that he would have a son “of his own issue”.  But what Abraham possibly didn’t grasp is 
that his legacy wouldn’t just be his genetic descendants, whom we know as the people of Israel.  His 
legacy would be the innumerable field of stars who put their faith in God.  And that includes you 
and me.  Through our baptism, we are incorporated into this body, the people of God, the 
firmament of the faithful: we have become the heirs of Abraham. 
 
Some of you will have been here last Sunday when we welcomed the Wall family for the baptism of 
their youngest child, Griffin.  If you were here, you’ll recall that Griffin didn’t come to baptism 
quietly.  And after Griffin’s baptism you might remember that we sang the words of the well-known 
hymn: “Take my life, and let it be / consecrated, Lord to thee; … take myself, and I will be / ever, 
only, all for thee.”  This hymn expresses that, in our baptism, we surrender all of ourselves to God.  
We enter into Christ’s death on the cross.  And here’s the real point about a legacy.  For, in so doing, 
in surrendering all to God, we let go of our future, we give up on our legacy.  We let go of control, 
and entrust any legacy to God. 
 
Perhaps, like Abraham, you’ve faced that moment when you’ve realised you can’t take it with you.  
And that whatever you might be remembered for will all too soon turn to dust.  I think of a friend of 
mine, Mark, who after 20 years has stepped down from working with a training organisation that he 
co-founded.  He asked me: “What is there to show for those 20 years?”  It’s not that there’s nothing 
to show for all his work.  There’s certainly no monument, and no plaque with his name on.  But he 
can point to a group of people now working in the field of training, facilitation and mediation who 
came into the field following their training with him.  And Mark has just written a new publication 
that aims to pass on some of his learning and wisdom to a wider group of people than he’s reached 
before.  Mark wants to leave a legacy from his 20 years of experience.   But he was also realistic 
when he said to me: “The truth is that it won’t be long before that resource is out of print and gets 
forgotten; give it a few more years, and I realise that no one will remember who I was, or what I 
tried to contribute to the world.”  In the later stages of his life, Mark is aware that it will not be that 
long before the wind has passed over, and no traces of his life are to be found. 
 
If I was to talk further with Mark about his legacy, maybe I would invite him to read Genesis 15, and 
suggest he open himself to the discovery that Abraham makes.  For, following his heartfelt 
complaint to God, Abraham has a moment of revelation when he realises that the inheritance he 
longs for is not something that he can achieve.  The writer to the Hebrews puts it bluntly: Abraham 
and Sarah were “as good as dead.”  (Heb 11:12)  They were well beyond the age when they could bear 
children.  But as he looks up to the stars in the night sky, and hears God speaking to him, Abraham 
suddenly lets go.  It dawns on him that his inheritance is a gift, one that only God can give him.  



And, despite all appearances to the contrary, he shifts to trusting that God will fulfil the promise 
made all those years ago.  What changed for Abraham?  He moves from someone desperately 
clinging on to something, some distant hope.  And instead he becomes a person whose hands have 
let go of the rail, and who now holds those hands out, open to God.  He is finally ready to receive the 
gift. 
 
And that takes us back to the conversation with my friend Andy, and the bench he plans to leave.  I 
wonder if we might imagine a different conversation, in which I was a little bolder.  I might turn to 
Andy and say: “I do know of a bench with your name written on it.  But it’s not one at our club, for 
members to enjoy when you are gone.  It’s a bench waiting for you to sit on, Andy, and one you can 
enjoy forever.  It’s a bench carved out of the wood of a cross.”  And I might continue: “If we 
surrender our lives to Christ, if we are baptised into Christ, we find that our names are written on a 
bench, on God’s bench.”  And, if I was brave enough, I might conclude: “And the challenge of the 
Gospel is that you don’t get to write your name on both benches.  You can work for a reputation here 
on earth; you can try to leave a legacy with your name written on it, clinging onto the hope of being 
remembered.  Or you can surrender your legacy here, and instead focus on receiving a place with 
your name written on a bench in heaven.  It’s a bench where you can converse with Abraham’s God, 
side-by-side; a place where the conversation is at once grace-filled and glorious.  That bench is 
waiting.  Are you ready to sit on it?” 
 
 
 


