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This weekend about 35 Presbyterian Women  
 gathered at Camp Alta Mons for a retreat.  
  The weather was lovely and when we weren’t working, 
   we basked in walks and the sounds of the nearby stream. 
At the same time the Senior Highs had their retreat  
 somewhere else down the road.  
They were studying how God’s power is made perfect in weakness. 
 We women were talking about “living loved,” 
  what it means to live as a person loved by God. 
To do that we looked at what the Reformed Tradition  
 believes about God’s love, 
  beginning with the understanding  
   that God’s love is never an if/then proposition.  
    There is no “if,” there is only a love  
           that will not waver no matter our capacity to receive and respond. 
 
Every year on the second Sunday of Lent 
 we hear the story of Abram and Sarai 
  and listen as God’s love for humankind unfolds in their lives. 
In our story God gives them their new, more familiar names, 
 along with the basic promise that God  
  will cover the earth with Abraham’s descendants, as thickly as the stars. 
Abram is asked to “walk blameless” before God 
 but that doesn’t mean what you might think. 
It doesn’t mean Abram has a set of behaviors to live up to or enforce. 
 This promise is not an if/then proposition, either. 
  The word “blameless” refers to devotion, or loyalty. 
   God wants a partner who walks around on the earth 
    carrying a kind of ready gratitude, a joy in God, not a rule book. 
Devotion is what God wants, but whatever happens, it is clear 
 that God is going to do what was promised. 
  God is making Abram an unconditional guarantee 
   that his children will cover the earth. 
And not only will they be many, they will be kings. 
 Somehow, which God doesn’t bother to explain, 
  Abram’s strapping boys (who don’t exist yet), 
   “will get the sheep dip off their hands and wear purple. 
    His daughters will turn their leather in for gold.”i 
 
The problem is God has been saying these things for a while 
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 and nothing has happened so far. 
God said it first back in the city of Haran, in Chapter 12. 
 God did the same in chapter 13, when God told Abram 
  that all the land he could see in all directions would be his, 
   and his children would be as many 
        as the particles of dust on the earth. 
Then in Chapter 15 God told Abram 
 that his children would be as many as the stars. 
  This time they talked actual real estate, 
   with God naming the names of those peoples 
        whose land would one day be Abram’s, 
             the Kenittes, the Kenizittes, the Kadmonites, the Hittites and so on. 
                  But still Abram had no children. 
Finally in Chapter 16 Ishmael is born. 
 Ishmael, however, is the son of Abram and the slave girl Tamar, 
  not Sarai, Abram’s ancient wife. 
 
You can see what happened. 
 Sarai and Abram got tired of all the God talk with no action. 
They took things into their own hands to get an heir. 
 As often happens when we take things into our own hands 
  and try to make them go our own way, 
   a lot of sorrow is going to come from that decision, 
        but that is a sermon for another day. 
Now, this morning, God is at it again, 
 promising descendants like the seeds on an ocean of strawberries, 
  using words like “exceedingly fruitful” and “ancestor of nations.” 
Abram’s name is changed by God’s whisper to Abraham, 
 and Sarai’s name to Sarah. 
This is a change, but everything is still whispers. 
 There are no infant cheeks to kiss, 
  no tiny hand to compare to the span of his father’s fingers; 
   no cries to set a mother rocking even before she’s 
        gathered the child in her arms. 
 
Pretend that you don’t know the end of the story for a moment. 
 Pretend that you’re not aware that  
  Abraham is the father of Judaism, Christianity, and, through Ishmael, Islam. 
       How would you respond to such an extravagant promise? 
Here is the deal:  you hold God dear in your heart 
 and God will fill the earth with your children 
  and give you land beyond your wildest dreams. 
Or, if the goals of ancient shepherds aren’t your goals, try this: 
 You hold God dear in your heart, 
  walk through life at God’s side, 
       and your children will be God’s beloved people 
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        and have whatever they need for a secure future. 
All that has to happen is for a hundred-year-old man 
 and a ninety-year-old woman to have a child. 
  Would you believe such a covenant? 
 
Hebrew scholar Walter Brueggemann says we get embarrassed 
 when the Bible makes exuberant, unrestrained overstatements 
  like this particular covenant of God’s. 
The better educated we are, he says, the more we try to dislodge 
 claims about hundred-year old men  
  and ninety-year old women having babies. 
But, fortunately for us, the Bible is uninterested in our embarrassment. 
 It goes on and on making illogical claims, 
  and staking everything on their turning out to be true. 
 
Did you hear how Abraham responded to God’s words? 
 He did what many people do when confronted 
   with God’s power to do the impossible. 
He laughed.  He laughed the way we laugh, 
    or chalk miraculous things off to coincidence, 
  or say that funny vision we had in our sleep was just a dream, 
   or that life-changing idea was just a lucky insight,  
       instead of one of God’s free gifts. 
Abraham laughed.  He fell on his face, it says, and laughed 
 and said “Can a child be born to a man who is a hundred-years old? 
  Can Sarah who is ninety-years old bear a child?” 
   That sounds like cynicism, but Paul gives Abraham full credit. 
Paul says Abraham “did not weaken in faith when he considered his body 
 which was already as good as dead.” 
  He laughed, but he didn’t weaken in faith. 
Instead he was blameless, filled with a ludicrous joy. 
 He believed in the presence of the God 
  “who gives life to the dead, and calls into existence things that [do] not exist.” 
 
No wonder this text is given to us at least once every year. 
 We can have a faith in which God makes promises  
  that are too good to be true -- 
   life to the dead, a future to the futureless -- 
       and we are allowed to laugh, to howl, 
         or, if you prefer, to be silenced by the impossibility -- 
                  and believe, all at the same time. 
 
Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be able to be both dubious and confident? 
 The thing that holds us up, of course, 
     is the same thing that sent Abram to a slave girl’s bed for a time: 
      We’d like to be in charge of our end. 
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God shows up with a piece of paper and says 
 “I will love you forever and provide for you always. 
  Be glad, and sign here,” and we say 
   “Yes, but… could you read me the fine print?” 
The covenant is too unconditional.  We don’t trust our undemanding end. 
 We live in a self-centered world that encourages self-importance, 
  self-absorption, self-actualization, self-advancement, 
   self-assurance, self-improvement, self-interest, 
        self-realization, self-respect, self-righteousness, and self-fulfillment. 
The questions embarrassed listeners like us bring to a story like this 
 are questions about where our talents and technologies lie, 
  our gifts, our input, even our sacrifices, 
   and if they don’t take at least some room on the stage, 
    we are likely to look at this amazing covenant and say, “Yes, but…” 
 
“Yes, but Abraham is an old man.” 
 “Yes, but Sarai is menopausal.” 
  “Yes, but they have only Ishmael as heir, so how can this be?” 
 
The story, on the other hand, 
 invites us to a completely different set of questions. 
Instead of saying “Yes, but how can this be?” 
 we are allowed to say “Can you imagine?” 
Can you imagine a child born to Sarah? 
 Can you imagine a covenant kept to countless generations to come? 
  Can you imagine land given to landless people? 
   Can you imagine those people living in peace? 
Not: can you implement it?  Can you plan it?   Can you achieve it? 
 Only:  Can you entrust possibilities to God 
  that go beyond your own capacity for control or fabrication? 
 
Today is a good day to confess that “Yes, but” 
 is powerful, and usually wins. 
Can you imagine a world of valued old people?” 
 “Yes, but consider the costs and the overwhelming statistics…” 
Can you imagine a world of food for all? 
 “Yes, but our standard of living resists such sharing…” 
Can you imagine a tension-free middle East? 
 “Yes, but the Israelis have become so hardened and hawkish 
     and the Palestinians so unstable…” 
Can you imagine a rehabilitated marriage, a reconciled child? 
 “Yes, but he or she always…” 
When our lives are governed by “Yes, but,” 
 our proud capacity to manage or our fearful need to control 
  resists God’s power for newness. 
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We deny God’s freedom to give gifts. 
 We end the song, stop the lyric, hold on grimly. 
            Holding on grimly is an act of atheism, governed by “Yes, but…” 
 
If you want to see what holding on grimly looks like, look at Peter. 
 When Jesus says “I must die, I must be crucified.” 
  Peter’s knuckles turn white.  He says for all of us. 
   Not “Yes, but;” he says NO!” 
Peter can’t believe that Jesus’ death could be life-giving, 
 or future-creating. 
He can’t believe that, in Jesus, the power of God is at work 
 to bring a new creation that has nothing to do with what is old. 
 
It is in response to Peter’s, and our, resistance 
 that Jesus gives his powerful, frightening invitation: 
  “If anyone would follow me, let them. . . take up their cross.  
   Those who lose their life for my sake will save it.” 
 
God’s promised newness can be resisted by our desire 
 to save our own lives.  We do not want to turn loose. 
  We do not want to relinquish. 
   All our “Yes, buts” are designed to keep control. 
Abraham might have said, “Yes, but.” 
 He might have if he were embarrassed and sophisticated. 
  But he knew how to laugh and believe at the same time. 
Maybe Abraham, our father in faith, 
 is given to us once a year. 
  because he is exactly the kind of model 
       that grim, earnest people need most: 
        an example of how to receive gifts, 
                 how to make journeys, 
                  how to confess more than you understand 
     and claim more than you can explain. 
An example of how to live your life, laugh, 
 and give up saying, “Yes, but” 
  and say instead “Can you imagine?...”AMEN. 
 
Let us pray:  Holy God, can you imagine our trusting in you as much as you love us?   
We would like to, but we need your help even in this. Lay siege to our common sense 
Lord and overrun our defenses until our first thought is not “yes, but”, but “can you 
imagine?” 
 

i I am greatly indebted for form and content of this sermon to a sermon by Walter Brueggemann, “A Demanding, 
Long-term Miracle,” published in The Threat of Life, Sermons on Pain, Power, and Weakness, Charles Campbell, ed. 
Fortress Press: Minneapolis, 1996.  The language about Abraham’s children comes from a sermon on this text by 
Barbara Brown Taylor.  Other resources include Walter Brueggemann’s Genesis, from the series Interpretation A 
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Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, John Knox Press, Atlanta, 1982, and the sermon, “The Way of the 
Cross by Brett Younger, published in Lectionary Homelectics, Vol. 11, No. 4. 


