
1 Feb 28, 2021 Lent 2, Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16 
 

 They began like any couple—except they were brother and sister—beside that, 

like any other.  Their hope for a family.  It was the cultural expectation—her duty as a 

woman to bear children, preferably boys to claim their inheritance—their father’s name, 

land, and legacy to come.  Much was at stake.  It soon became clear—as sisters, 

aunts, slaves, neighbours; as all continued to bear children; she would bear none.  No 

life would come from her.  No matter her fault or not; her identity, her name—Sarai now 

forever synonymous with barrenness, scorn, ridicule, shame—to bear no children is to 

be cursed by God.  It was the way the world was.  Still is.  We see curse not promise.  

We identify people by what they produce not for who they are.  And hope goes only as 

far as the ability to live up and fit into the norms of culture and traditional expectations.   

 So she was childless, at the mercy of a merciless world.  He showed a modicum 

of respect by not sending her away, or taking another.  Well, not yet...  But now they 

were beyond childbearing years.  And whatever his relationship with God, if there was 

one or not—suddenly God’s promise came.  He came rushing in; in his eyes, hope—

foolish, naïve hope.  75 years in the making.  Because sometimes we aren’t ready. 

Sometimes it takes an entire lifetime to leave behind our schemes and plans so we can 

live into who we are called to be.1  “God has come to me,” he said.  “I will have a son.  

Many, in fact.  A multitude of nations and generations.  Pack our things.  We are to go, 

possess a new land.  Fill it with children.”  God’s covenant was unconditional.  That 

God remembered an old couple, Abram thought incredulous in itself.  But it was also a 
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call.  No other way to live than to follow where God would lead, to leave behind life 

lived according to everyone else’s expectations into the uncertainty of what lay ahead.  

Not conventional, that was for sure.  To leave not only expectations but their home too. 

So she packed.  Though the promise was not made to her.  Why would it?  It was 

beyond imagination.  That God would ever remember a woman whose name meant 

barrenness, scorn, shame?  No life would come to her, from her; this she was sure.  

Bitter disbelief, mocking laughter on her tongue; they set out in the promise of God to a 

75yr. old man of questionable character2 who married his sister, and once sold her to a 

foreign king for livestock and slaves.  But now hope in a foolish promise—that God 

would give a son.  They traveled.  Waited.  No son, only a promise to him, not her—

“Your offspring will be like sand.  Count the grains, so shall your descendants be.”  But 

no son.  Even the flocks mock God’s promise.  Herds flourish with goat and lamb.  But 

no son.  Only an old man losing patience.  “What will you give me God.  Still I am 

childless; soon I will die; only slaves to inherit my flocks and land.  “The promise is 

sure,” says the Lord.  “I will be your God.  You will have a son.  Count the stars…”    

God’s promise, not for her.  And God is taking too long.  They birth their own 

plan.  Barren, cursed, Sarai says, “Take my slave, have your son.”  And to a man now 

86 and a slave of undetermined age, a son is born.  Problem solved, while God is 

quiet.  But Sarai is not.  In jealous, bitter cruelty, she beats her slave, sends her and 

the boy to the desert to die.  And now God promises again?—not to Sarai—in all the 
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bitterness of her life there is no promise to her, but to the slave and her son; who would 

give rise to a foreign nation, to a different faith?  What bitter cruelty; what promise is 

this?  From the desert dying of thirst, God was calling into existence life where there 

was none, life from death, a promise for a slave’s son; of nations; generations to come. 

But surely not to Sarai, nearly 90, barren, bitter, cruel.  Not to Abram, who 

married his sister, who has walked the earth for nearly a century.  An unfaithful slave- 

owner who takes a slave to his bed, who takes the promise of God into his own hands; 

who laughs and questions God.  But God breaks the silence “Abram, I will make of you 

a multitude of nations.”  By now, the man, 99, tires of the promise, “Yeah, yeah, God.  

I’ve got it.  As many as the grains of sand, as numerous as the stars, if only I could 

count.  It’s been the same story for a quarter century.  And while not a multitude, there 

is at least Ishmael, my slave born heir.  That is the extent of your promises, Lord.”   

But God persists.  While people do what people will do, God doesn’t run away at the 

first sign of doubt, of disbelief, of resistance.3  God’s promise is relational, faithful.  

“Listen,” says this promising God, “I am God Almighty; calling into existence things that do 

not exist, calling life from death, birthing promise, birthing hope, raising nations where 

there were none.  I will make of you a great nation.  I will establish my everlasting 

covenant with you, with generations to come.  I will be your God.  That is my covenant.  

And you are (not will be) you are Abraham, father of many nations.  No longer slave-

owner, doubter, a man with questionable morals, too old, without promise.  No longer a 
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man of schemes and plans.  Not Abram but Abraham.  I give you a new name.  I have 

called you into existence; I call you my own.   An old man falls to his knees in worship and 

obedience even while he laughs in incredulous disbelief at the covenant of grace that 

depends not on how we see him or how he sees himself.  Not on cultural expectations, or 

merit or conventional hope.  But on God’s promise, how God sees him; who God is 

creating him to be.  And Abraham is marked.  A visible sign.  Like Noah’s rainbow marking 

the sky.  In circumcision of flesh, Abraham is marked to remind God; that God will 

remember God’s covenant and commitment for love and relationship with all nations and 

people and generations to come.   

But Sarai is not marked; she hears no promise.  Why would she—a woman of deep 

character flaws with bitter laughter on her tongue.  A woman of hatred who has mistreated 

her slave; named worthless, barren, cursed by God.  Will God remember her in the 

covenant of grace?  At last God speaks.  At last, the promise is for her.  Has it been all 

along?  “No longer,” declares the Lord to the world who has named her.  “No longer shall 

her name be Sarai.  No longer barren, childless, scorned, full of shame; bitter, cruel.  She 

shall be called Sarah—princess—the mother of kings who will birth generations yet 

unborn.  Her name is and shall be Sarah; nations shall rise from her.   

And laughter is born.  On the lips of an old man falling to his knees in worship; on 

the lips of an old woman who wonders how this can be—Laughter birthed in and from her 

womb, in her eyes.  In her arms a son—Laughter, Isaac—life born that was once unborn, 

life called into existence.  And thus, ends the story.  For now…  A baby nestled in his 

mother’s arms.  An old couple nestled comfortably within their hopes and dreams where 
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conventional hope can thrive; where scorn and shame have been taken away in cultural 

norms and expectations that have been met.  Sarah is a mother.  Abraham has an heir.  

Pointing fingers and cruel tongues will need to find a new target.  Is this the final and 

completed work of God?  In our world?  In our lives?  Conventional hope??? 

We know it isn’t.  That in God’s covenant with Abraham and Sarah comes the 

promise of blessing to all generations to come.  That in a world that names us for our 

failures and flaws; God declares that deeply flawed human beings are more than their 

worst actions; past or present.4  That we, too, are already God’s covenant people; in the 

waters of baptism, named and claimed as children of the promise and God’s own.  That 

even now among us God is calling into existence things that do not exist, calling life from 

death, birthing promise, birthing hope where there were none before.   

It is not merely conventional hope God calls us to.  God’s life does not merely nestle 

us in the arms of cultural expectation and traditional norms.  In God’s grace and life in 

Christ our lives have been reoriented; identities redefined.  And covenant is also call—

God’s call out of our plans and schemes into new lands of promise that await right outside 

our blocked churches and locked hearts.  Where conventional norms of genocide and 

hatred; where racism, classism, and gender bias; where greed and self-serving judgment, 

scorn and shaming are challenged.  And while our world rightly points fingers and calls out 

China for the racial and religious atrocities against the minority Uighar people of Muslim 

faith; God is calling us out of our own conventional norms buried deep in our Canadian 
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culture and religious traditions.  We are quick to curse and not bless our neighbours who 

don’t look like us; don’t hold the same values or live up to our expectations.  Expectations 

and schemes we do not easily pack away; that take lifetimes and generations to leave 

behind.  Still, yet, while we do what we do, God persists in the call and covenant for life. 

For in this story not only Abraham and Sarah are raised, but slaves, and outcasts; 

people of various faiths and questionable pasts.  It is old and young, barren and birthing, 

the scorned and the unfaithful, ready or not, slow in heart and slow to move.  This is who 

God calls.  This is God’s unconventional, unconditional covenant:  that all nations and 

peoples will be raised, that into all our places that hold no promise—there God comes, 

there God is, there God loves; there the cross of Jesus is birthing and raising life from 

death.  There in Christ, the Living Covenant of God’s love; this world and all who are in it 

are being called into existence, into the very life of God.    

“I will be your God,” is God’s commitment to life and relationship.  It is the promise 

of a new naming, a new birthing to life—a birthing that takes lifetimes and generations.  A 

birthing that calls us to leave behind our lives that name death, pain, and greed 

conventional and expected.  A birthing that calls us to leave behind a life lived according 

to the expectations of this world into the uncertainty of what lies ahead, where there is no 

other way to live than to follow where God leads.  And while we are slow in heart and slow 

to move; God does not pack it in at the first sign of trouble.  But promises instead, “I will be 

your God.  I am birthing you to life.  So, pack up,” says the Lord.  “Go and possess the 

land that I am giving you.”  And there is life, and will be life where there was none.  This is 

God’s covenant.  Laughter is born.  Thanks be to God!   


