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Sermon for March 8
Abraham and Sarah are given as a model of faith, and so they are. 
But the way they are refered to, even in the song we will sing after the sermon, suggests that God gave them the whole picture and they believed it and followed. 
In fact, the way the story is told, they were given a rough idea and then worked it out as they could along the way, with God showing them a little more each time. 
This is important, because with all the promises--communities healed, creation restored, people well--I think we experience more of a journey of discovery than a knowing how we will get to the place God dreams.
We begin with Abram and Sarai living in the land of their ancestors, a truely fertile land, and God calls them saying that God will make of them a great nation in the land that God will provide. They will become a great nation. 
They will be blessed by God and become a blessing for others. 
That is all they are told. 
But on the basis of this promise they leave the fertile land they know and set off across the wilderness with their household, their flocks, and the family of their nephew Lot, who it is implied is their intended heir. 

It is no small thing to leave home. In that land, they know the seasons. 
They know where their will be grass and where their will be water. 
But on the basis of this promise they leave behind everything they know.

As they travel across barren lands, they have no idea where they can water their flocks and quench their own thirst. 

They have to travel in the heat of day so that they can see their way.

They will meet other travellers, and these can guide them to wells and watering holes. But they have to worry about theives and brigands. 

They arrive in the north of what is now the land of Israel. 
At Bethel, they build an altar and give thanks to God. 

Then, they keep going.

In part, this is not surprising. They are livestock farmers at a time when most who cared for animals were nomadic. 
The land they come to is dry, so they have to move to find enough grass, to find water in the various seasons. 
But it is also the first clue that the promise is not about arrival but a journey.  
Indeed, shortly after they arrive, the rains fail. There is a famine. They have to take their household and Lot's family and all their animals on to Egypt. 

When the rains return, they come back.

But the next hitch happens: both Abram and Lot have prospered, but with such large flocks, they cannot share the same pastures. They separate. 

And so Abram comes to God to point out that he can't quite see how the promise to become a great nation is going to work out. He and Sarai have no children. 

The only heir he has is a servant, the steward of his household.

"You will have a child," God says. "I promise you will have as many descendants as the stars in the night sky." And this is a dry land, where the sky is full of stars.

Abram tells his wife, who ponders the promise. 
She has not been able to conceive a child, and she is beyond child bearing age. 

But there is a tradition in their culture that a maidservant can be a surrogate.

She has a trusted servant, Hagar, and if Hagar has a child, it will be considered to be Sarai's child. 

God said that Abram would have a son, and Sarai believes the promise. 
This is a bit hard: she knows that she is infertile, but the promise means that Abram is not. But still she steels herself, and gives Hagar to Abram.

And indeed, Hagar bears a son to Abram. Now, there is an heir to fulfill God's promise. 

For thirteen years, the two relax and trust that they are seeing the promise that was given to them in their homeland come to pass.

But not so.

God comes again and tell Abram that he will father many nations, not just one.

God renames him Abraham.

But that isn't all. God now, for the first time, explicitly includes Sarai in the promise. 
She too is renamed, Sarah, and it is said that she will bear a son who will be called Isaac.

At this point, Abraham argues with God. "We are too old.This is not going to happen; let Ishmael be the son you bless."

God says, "No." Sarah is included in the promise. The child who will establish the nation God will bless shall be Sarah's son.

Nothing happens for a few months, but God sends visitors to their tents, and these visitors reiterate the promise that Sarah will bear a son.

Sarah laughs. She knows it cannot be. 

But sure enough. In just a few months, Sarah is pregnant, and delivers a son, and this child is named Isaac.

Now, the full shape of God's promise can be seen.

When they left home, they had no idea how it would work out.

They had to feel their way along, do the best they could along the way. 

They had a sense of what God's promise looked like, but the full shape of it and how they would get there was not known. 

God showed them their path step by step.

This is important. 

God promises peace, but does not give a map of how to get from here to a place where conflict ends.

Peace in the land of Israel looks impossible.

But there was a moment after Isaac's birth, when the household is living in the land of the Philistines, when a dispute arises about  a well.
Wells matter. Access to water is essential. 

Abraham and Abimelech, the leader of this area had made an agreement to live in harmony, so when some of the people try to chase Abrahams flocks away, Abimelech steps in. They are able to live in peace side by side.

That isn't what we see today. The land of Israel is much more like Abraham's household. Hagar claimed, rightly, that he son was the first born, but Sarah had God's promise to hold on to, a promise that her son would be the father of the family God made a covenant with. 
Hagar and Ishmael were sent away. But God watched over Ishmael, protected him and his mother, gave them the chance to flourish. 

But the covenant of Abraham and Abimelech give a model, a hint that co-operation and co-existence is possible.

The path to peace is not laid out in detail, but the promise is a light that shows which direction we should walk.

It is the same with all the promises.

The book of Revelation ends with a picture of a city that is clean and bright, where there is clean water and food for all. 

Given that most Christians in that day lived in the poorer parts of cities where good water was not always available and food could be costly, this was a picture that drew them to hope. It was a light that showed them what to look for.

When Constantinople was at its height, the emperor provided bread each day for all the citizens. No one starved in the city. That was the emperor's way of bringing to life that image of the city where there is fruit every month of the year. 
God promises justice, but many of the people and leaders and even kings acted unjustly through the years. Living justly, with mercy and equity, had to be worked on again and again. 
For us, as we widen the conversation about climate change and plastics and what living well in the world God has given us, we do not see the way to get from here to a place where the world is healthy. 

But in the sixties and seventies as we realized how badly our industrial society had polluted rivers and lakes, some threw up their hands in horror and resignation. 

But others held out the light of promise, the hope of waters running clean, and step by step changes were made that brought dead rivers back to health.

When we think that the promise of wholeness or health or peace or justice is like a magic spell that changes what is to what should be. When we fall into that trap, we get discouraged. We don't see the destination and we stop hoping for it.
But when we remember Abraham and Sarah's story, we are reminded that the promise is a call to begin the journey. The promise remains as a light that helps us choose which path to take. It is more like a road map that unfolds as we go. 

Back in their homeland, Abraham and Sarah were given the first step, called to begin the journey. The shape of the promise only became clear as they continued along their way.

God's promises are a light that show us the direction for our journey, a call to set out on the path, but always we have to work it as we go.   

