Sermon for Lent 2B

March 8, 2009 

Texts: Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16; Psalm 22:23-31; Romans 4:13-25; Mark 8:31-38   

How many times have you said or heard the words:

“I promise you....”

Sometimes those words are said with a high level of commitment.

“My word is my promise.”

Sometimes the speaker says them with good intentions.

“I promise you we will ship your new system by the end of the week.”

But sometimes the words are spoken only in an attempt

To defuse a situation and buy time.
“The check is in the mail, I promise.”

And sometimes the words are completely hollow,

Spoken by someone who has no intent or way to follow through.

“This investment is rock solid, I promise”

The word promise,

Must be one of the most overused words of the 21st century.

A Google search on the word turns up 128 Million entries.

There are software companies and databases named Promise,

There is a margarine named Promise,

There are untold numbers of books 

With the word Promise in their titles.

There are product promises

And there are even religious groups 

With the word Promise in their names,

Such as “Promises Keepers”,

A evangelical mission group for Men. 
In the marriage ceremony in ELW,

The marriage vow contains these words:
“And I promise to be faithful to you until death parts us.” 

When said in church, these words of promise for marriage,
Are most likely spoken in love and devotion,

And with an intent to honor them.

Yet if the statistics hold up,

At least half of all the people who say these words this year,

Will find that they are unable to keep them.  

This, a marriage vow, 

And one of the deepest of promises between human beings

Has only a 50% chance of being fulfilled.

I suspect that unfilled or empty promises
Are a symptom of not only our culture and our time,
But are endemic to the human condition.

While there are any number of Bible stories

About people who honored their commitments,

Such as Jeremiah, Daniel and the men in the fiery furnace,

The Bible is filled with stories of people 

Who did not do what they promised.

Literature also gives us ample examples 

Of both human promises with integrity

And failed promises that result in disaster.

Those of you who watched 
The Fairie Tale Theater production of the Frog Prince 

At church on Friday night,

Will remember what happens

When the King breaks his promise 

To invite Griselda, the fertility enhancing Fairy Godmother,

To the baby’s baptism.

The treasured baby is turned into a frog by the jilted Griselda.

At the other end of the literary spectrum

Is the poetic example of the integrity of a promise

Found in Robert Frost’s poem,

“Stopping By the Woods on a Snowy Evening.”

“The woods are lovely, dark and deep,

But I have promises to keep

And miles to go before I sleep

And miles to go before I sleep.”

Human promises are every bit as variable and unpredictable
As the human beings who make those promises.

However, the Bible not only has stories about the vagaries of human promises

But also about the trustworthy promises that God makes.

A subset of those God promises,

The really important ones, are referred to as covenants.

Last week we heard about the covenant of the rainbow,
In which God promised that God

Would never again destroy the earth by flood.

This week we have heard about God’s covenant with Abram.

In this covenant God promises 

That God will be God to Abram and his offspring,

And that Abram will become Abraham,
The father of a multitude,

Born to him through his wife Sarai, renamed Sarah.

Now this is at least the third time

That Abraham has heard this promise 

About descendents from God.

By Biblical reckoning, God has been making this same promise

For at least 24 years.  

During this time Abram’s wife Sarai,

Had become so desperate to have a child, an heir for Abram

That she allowed her slave Hagar

To bear a child with Abram.

When we pick up the story of Abraham and Sarah

In this morning’s lesson,

They are both well advanced in years.

We don’t know if they were really 99 and 90, respectively,

But Sarah was certainly well past menopause,

And would be described to day as elderly.
Although Abraham has followed God faithfully,

Leaving his homeland and traveling to where God has pointed him,

This promise, reiterated to him, yet one more time,
Leaves him stunned.

He not only falls on his face,

But he falls down laughing,

Saying to himself,

Can Sarah, who is 90 years old, bear a child?

But God promises both a child and a blessing to Sarah.

Abraham had a hard time hearing and believing God’s promise.
God has yet to grant him a single child from Sarah,

Much less an entire nation.

Sarah is also skeptical.

She finds it difficult to believe that she will finally be a mother.

For all of her child-bearing years,

She has suffered the humiliation of infertility

And the emptiness of arms that long to hold a child.

Can God, will God deliver what God has promised??

We, too, often find it difficult to remember and believe the promises of God.

Some of God’s promises to us

Will be fulfilled only on the other side of death,

A time and space which reason cannot comprehend.

As St. Paul wrote in the letter to the Corinthians,

Now we see in a mirror, only dimly,

Then we will see face to face. 

Other promises from God

About love, care and abundant life

Seem distant in the midst of the economic doom 

That has pervaded our country and world.

Whether we ourselves are personally suffering,

Sharing in the economic pain of friends and neighbors,

Or just hearing the endless news reports of job losses and stock market declines,

God’s words about abundance can either be misinterpreted or seem very distant.  

On a gloomy day in the early part of Lent,

In a region of the country

Not known for pleasant early springs,
It is hard to see past the 40 days of penitence 

And reflection on the cross,
To the promise of the glory of an Easter morning resurrection.  

At this time of year in New England,

It often seems as if both Lent and mud season will last forever.  

With our experience of human promises,

And their high failure ratios,

We often try to evaluate God’s promises

Through a human lens,

With human understanding and a human timescale.

Sarah, too, probably wondered: What God was thinking?!

Sarah would have liked to have had that child

When all of her friends and neighbors

Were having their children. 

She could have shared baby stories

And baby paraphernalia,

Rather than standing around on the outside of their circle,

Isolated because of her infertility. 

But 24 years ago, God had made a promise to Abraham
That his ancestors would be more numerous than the stars.

Abraham has had 24 years to reflect on this promise

And wonder what God is up to.
But even though he could not see the fulfillment of God’s promise,

Abraham does not walk away from the God

Who has led him all over the Middle East. 

And then, as told in our lesson this morning,

God speaks that promise yet one more time,
And includes a specific promise to Sarah

That she will bear a child despite her advanced years.  

God delivers in God’s time

And in God’s own way!
And sure enough, four chapters past our story this morning,

The Bible assures us that God did for Sarah

What God had promised.
She delivered a son,

At the time which God had finally promised.  

God also honors God’s promises to us

And answers our prayers,

In God’s own way and in God’s own time.

St Paul writes in the Letter to the Romans,

Which we heard this morning,

That the promise that he would inherit the world 

Did not come to Abraham through the Law,

But through faith.

It is a challenge for us to remain faithful,

When we cannot see the time and the ways
In which God’s promises to us will be fulfilled.

God promises us 

That we will be re-united with our dear departed ones,

Even when we can’t reason our way  

Into a vision of this completed promise.

God promises us abundance,

But may help us to feel this abundance

By teaching us to want what we have,

Rather than getting what we want. 

At this time of year, forty days may seem like an eternity,

But perhaps God gives us Lent,

To provide 40 days of reflection 

On God’s covenant and promise to us.

These 40 days of reflection may well provide time and space 

To inoculate us against the everyday desires and worries

That dominate our lives.

We can’t get from the office, the shopping mall, or the kids’ soccer game
To the astonishment of the empty tomb on Easter morning,

Without marching past the cross,
And reflecting on its promise to us.  

God promised Abraham and his descendents,

I will be your God and you will be my people.

We are Abraham’s spiritual descendents,

And God has promised to be our God.

God’s promises are rock solid,

But fulfilled in God’s ways and in God’s time.

Will you let God be your God?

Will you hear the promise in those words,

And see the promise in the cross,

Or will something else occupy your time and focus during these 40 days?
God is dependable and has promised to be your God.

Will you give God time and space

To work faith in you so that you can be God’s people?
Amen
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