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Let’s listen for God speaking to us through these words from Genesis chapter 17 (CEB): 
 

When Abram was 99 years old, the Lord appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am El 
Shaddai. Walk with me and be trustworthy. 2 I will make a covenant between us and I will 
give you many, many descendants.” 3 Abram fell on his face, and God said to him, 4 “But 
me, my covenant is with you; you will be the ancestor of many nations. 5 And because I 
have made you the ancestor of many nations, your name will no longer be Abram but 
Abraham. 6 I will make you very fertile. I will produce nations from you, and kings will 
come from you. 7 I will set up my covenant with you and your descendants after you in 
every generation as an enduring covenant. I will be your God and your descendants’ God 
after you. 
 
15 God said to Abraham, “As for your wife Sarai, you will no longer call her Sarai. Her 
name will now be Sarah. 16 I will bless her and even give you a son from her. I will bless 
her so that she will become nations, and kings of peoples will come from her.” 
 
17 Abraham fell on his face and laughed. He said to himself, Can a 100-year-old man 
become a father, or Sarah, a 90-year-old woman, have a child? 18 To God Abraham said, 
“If only you would accept Ishmael!” 
 
19 But God said, “No, your wife Sarah will give birth to a son for you, and you will name 
him Isaac. I will set up my covenant with him and with his descendants after him as an 
enduring covenant. 20 As for Ishmael, I’ve heard your request. I will bless him and make 
him fertile and give him many, many descendants. He will be the ancestor of twelve tribal 
leaders, and I will make a great nation of him. 21 But I will set up my covenant with Isaac, 
who will be born to Sarah at this time next year.” 22 When God finished speaking to him, 
God ascended, leaving Abraham alone. 

 
What else can you do except fall on your face and laugh? 
 
God tells 99-year-old Abraham that his family is going to flourish and be blessed, starting with a 
child that Abraham and 90-year-old Sarah have not yet even conceived. Aged bodies making a 
baby? Think of someone you know who’s over 90…and now imagine throwing them a baby 
shower. 
 
And Jesus tells his disciples that the Messiah is going to be rejected and suffer and die, and that 
then after three days he’ll live again. Jesus offers the disciples an impossible possibility.  
 
Think of any victim of a horribly unjust death. I’m thinking about Emmett Till, brutalized and 
murdered by white supremacists in 1955. Or 16-year-old nonbinary student Nex Benedict, who 
died one day after being bullied and beaten in a high school bathroom this month.1  
 
Now imagine Nex’s body, or Emmett’s, restored to walking, speaking, eating, loving, breathing 
life. Confronted with such unreality, what else can you do except…stage an intervention, like 
Peter does when he takes Jesus aside? 
 
These Bible stories challenge us because God seems to write plots that strain credulity. Like the 
promise of this covenant with Abraham and Sarah. The word “covenant” means an agreement 

 
1 Edmonds, Colbi, and Adeel Hassan. “What We Know About the Death of a Nonbinary Student in Oklahoma.” New 
York Times. 25 February 2024. https://www.nytimes.com/article/nex-benedict-oklahoma.html  
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between parties, something that both sides must live up to. Like a neighborhood homeowners 
association covenant: the association agrees to, say, plow snow and tend to all the flower beds 
and you the homeowner agree not to host the entire Burning Man festival on your lawn.  
 
This Genesis covenant as we’ve heard it is way lopsided: God pronounces to Abraham that “I will 
be your God and your descendants’ God after you.” That’s just the way it is. It’s not like Abraham 
gets to negotiate anything.  
 
But Abraham and his people also will have some covenantal obligations. You might notice that the 
lectionary reading for today skips a bunch of verses in the middle. What this reading leaves out are 
six verses where God tells Abraham that as a way of marking his descendants as God’s own, all 
the males will need to be circumcised.  
 
I can see why the lectionary committee decided to jump over that part. I have so many questions.  
Why the command to cut into a healthy human body? Why are males called out in this way? If this 
was to set Abraham’s people apart, why mark an intimate body part that stays nearly always 
covered? Or was it a reminder meant for the individual? What does this tell us about God’s 
relationship to our human bodies, to our sexuality? And/or is this a story that was composed to 
explain retroactively an established religious practice? More broadly, what does it mean to be part 
of a covenant community marked as God’s own? 
 
I’m sure you could add your own questions. For our purposes today, it’s enough to know that 
Abraham and his descendants will have a role to play in this covenant. God charges Abraham up 
front: “Walk with me and be trustworthy.” But the covenant is going to remain lopsided. Because 
God is the one who makes startling, outrageous promises and then sees them through. 
 
This story is all about the faithfulness of God. It’s also about how people respond to that 
faithfulness. In the book of Romans the apostle Paul credits Abraham with “hoping against hope” 
that God would fulfill God’s promises. Romans goes so far as to say that Abraham “didn’t hesitate 
with a lack of faith” and that he “was fully convinced that God was able” to do what was 
promised.  
 
While that trust rightfully makes Abraham a hero of faith, he remains a profoundly human 
character. I love that our Genesis story reveals how awkward Abraham finds it to take God’s word 
at face value. In a crisis of faith, Abraham falls on his face laughing doubtfully at the idea of a 
geriatric pregnancy. 
 
Professor Walter Brueggemann identifies a dialogue happening within our life of faith: 

One voice says, “Can you imagine!” The other voice answers, “Yes, but.” Abraham — old, 
almost cynical Abraham — was filled with “Yes, but.” Yes, but I am very old. Yes, but she 
is not pregnant. Yes, but we only have Ishmael. It is the naked voice of the gospel that 
counters his tiredness. Can you imagine a new son born right then? Can you imagine a 
covenant kept to countless generations to come? Can you imagine land given to a landless 
people? 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 and fabrication?2 

I imagine that inner dialogue becoming very loud inside Abraham. 
 
Then something new happens. One year after this scene, from elderly Abraham and Sarah, who 
never before have made a child together, will come a miracle baby. A promise fulfilled: check. 

 
2 The Collected Sermons of Walter Brueggemann. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2011. p. 11. 
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And the name God announces for him, Isaac, means Laughter. What a tangible, joyful expression 
of God’s faithfulness! 
 
In the creation story back in Genesis 2 God gives the first human the work of naming all the other 
creatures. In today’s story, God does all the naming, starting with identifying God’s own self: “I am 
El Shaddai” which means God Almighty or God of the Mountain or simply The Strong God.3 God 
also changes Abram’s name to Abraham, “ancestor of a multitude.” And Sarai becomes Sarah. We 
don’t know what special meaning her new name may have, yet it signifies that this new covenant 
includes renewed life and fruitfulness for her too. 
 
Which reminds us that God’s covenant is not a private thing between God and Abraham. The arc 
of this covenant will extend far into the future, bringing life to many, binding God’s people in 
mission, and blessing all the nations of the world. And at the start of all that? Abraham’s   
incredulous laughter. Old Testament scholar Cameron Howard writes,  

Laughter may seem a little uncouth during Lent; after all, [she says,] this is a season of 
spiritual practices, of discipline, forty somber days in which we put… [our Alleluias] in 
storage. Even so, we do well to remember every year that the promises of the Gospel are 
foolishness in the eyes of the world. Friday’s cross looms large over creation. Empires win 
every time, and no one ever comes back from the dead. Who could think otherwise? So 
we laugh, even as we fall to our knees in prayer and praise. We wait for Easter, when we 
witness the promises fulfilled, and our stubborn, doubt-filled laughter turns to the laughter 
of joy.4 

 
Doubt-filled laughter evolving into laughter of joy. That’s the full arc of God’s covenant right there. 
God starts by making impossible promises and through creative, covenantal love makes them real. 
In response to such wonders, faith can take us from saying “Yes, but” to saying straight-up “Yes”.  
 
Edwina Gateley has spent her life welcoming and caring for women who are sex workers, as well 
as people experiencing houselessness or recovering from abuse. Edwina walks faithfully with folks 
who find themselves marginalized on urban streets and throughout the developing world. Her 
richly incarnational Christian theology propels her ministry, while her life experiences in turn 
shape her life of faith. And all that finds its way into her poems, like this one titled “Called to Say 
Yes.” 
 

We are called to say yes. 
That [God’s] Kingdom might break through 
To renew and to transform 
Our dark and groping world. 
 
We stutter and we stammer 
To the lone God who calls 
And pleads a New Jerusalem 
In the bloodied Sinai Straits. 
 
We are called to say yes 
That honeysuckle may twine 

 
3 That last one is the rendering in The Message translation. 
4 Howard, Cameron. “Commentary on Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16.” Working Preacher. 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/second-sunday-in-lent-2/commentary-on-
genesis-171-7-15-16-3 
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And twist its smelling leaves 
Over the graves of nuclear arms. 
 
We are called to say yes 
That children might play 
On the soil of Vietnam [or Ukraine] where the tanks 
Belched blood and death. 
 
We are called to say yes 
That white may sing with black 
And pledge peace and healing 
For the hatred of the past. 
 
We are called to say yes 
So that nations might gather 
And dance one great movement 
For the joy of humankind. 
 
We are called to say yes 
So that rich and poor embrace 
And become equal in their poverty 
Through the silent tears that fall. 
 
We are called to say yes 
That the whisper of our God 
Might be heard through our sirens 
And the screams of our bombs. 
 
We are called to say yes 
To a God who still holds fast 
To the vision of the Kingdom 
For a trembling world of pain. 
 
We are called to say yes 
To this God who reaches out 
And asks us to share 
God’s crazy dream of love.5 

 
God’s crazy dream of love. “If we can’t imagine [such] impossible possibilities, then we aren’t 
paying attention to God at work across history. If we can’t imagine these impossible possibilities, 
then we need to hear again the gospel of Jesus Christ.”6 
 
With Abraham and Sarah, with Jesus, with Edwina and with all the outsiders whom God blesses, 
may you and I say yes to God’s crazy dream of love. 
 
In the name of God who Promises,  
who Walks Beside,  
and who Accomplishes. 

 
5 I found this poem in the poetry index on the website www.journeywithjesus.net: 
https://www.journeywithjesus.net/poetry/poetry-index 
6 Douglas, Mindy. “Can You Imagine” sermon preached 21 February 2021 at First Presbyterian Church, Durham, NC. 


