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“Trusting in God’s Promises”
Genesis 15:1-12 , 17-18 & Luke 13:31-35

“There were times,” Elizabeth said “that I would turn to God and even if there were no clear signs or any evidence of God responding, I always had enough faith to get me through whatever the situation or circumstance may have been at the time.  But over the last year and a half, God’s silence has been deafening.”
“Why is that?” she asked looking deeply troubled as we sat down for a visit together with her husband.
The question she raised was not just an existential one.  It was not the kind of question that was broad in its scope like the ones we sometimes raise whenever we wonder about the meaning or purpose of life.  Her question was a deeply personal one.
Over the last year and a half she and her husband have been ready to have a child.  Visits to their physician and various exams indicated that there are no medical reasons for them not to have a child.  Yet each time when it seemed it was time, test results came up negative.

“We work around children every day,” she said reminding me of her work in special education and her husband’s work in elementary education.  “We spend time with our nieces and nephews and we see how wonderful they are.”

As she spoke, it was hard for me not to recall my conversation with my sister only a few weeks ago when she confided that after our dad died and later our mom, she asked God to provide her with a sign that they were okay.  Each time, she said, there was nothing.

“My sister wanted signs, but there were no signs, at least not visible ones,” I said to Elizabeth  And then I shared with her about how my sister and I talked about our understanding of faith – that “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrew 11:1).
“If our hope is that mom and dad are okay, then faith is the assurance of that hope.  It is a belief in something that we cannot see,” I explained.

I said to her, “If your hope is that one day you will have a child, then faith is the assurance that that hope will become a reality.  Faith is about believing in something you cannot see.” 

Although she nodded, it was not clear if she was acknowledging she simply heard what I had just said or if she was in fact acknowledging that she had come to the same understanding of her own faith.  She then recounted how she had grown despondent over the previous year.  
As her husband and I listened it became clear that Elizabeth had become more troubled by what she perceived to be the silence of God than she was about becoming häpai or pregnant.

But her doubts and questions did not surprise me or trouble her husband nor should they surprise or trouble any of us.
Doubts and questions are what permeates our reading from The Book of Genesis.  Amazingly we find in our text an account of God’s promise to Abram and his ancestors.  At the heart of the account is a covenant or agreement that God makes with Abram to be with him, to give him a son, and through that son descendants as numerous as the stars.

Most if not all of us would conclude that Abram should have every reason to rejoice.  And yet we do not begrudge Abram his impatience.  In his willingness to speak his heart before God, he speaks for us – even for a young woman hoping for the birth of a child.
For Abram the promise of a child is difficult to accept.  He and his wife Sarai have been childless for many years (Genesis 15:2).  How is it possible that she should now bear a child?

God responds not with a diagnosis that is medical but with a promise that is the poetry of faith, “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them.  So shall your descendants be” (Genesis 15:5).  
Surprisingly, Abram does not question what has been said to him.  Instead “he believed.”  In other words by believing he made a commitment to wait on and trust in God’s promises, even when they seemed distant.
I don’t know if Elizabeth was able to come to a satisfactory conclusion before our visit came to an end that day.  But what I do know is that it was important that she was able to speak her heart before God long before we sat down to talk.  She may not have felt good, but I sensed she knew that faith is never about feeling good but about believing.  
Elizabeth was right about one thing.  The silence of God can be deafening especially when we see so much suffering and pain in our lives and the world in which we live.  But perhaps it is in that silence, in that stillness, that we will come to more fully comprehend what it means for us to believe, to have faith, to hope, and to trust in God’s promises.

When Abram “believed” God’s promise of a child, there is no indication of what he did that God took to be faith.  The story reports no words at all.
Could that be the point?  Could Abram’s faith, even our own faith be found in our own silent acceptance of God’s promise?  Could it be that for Abram and Elizabeth and for all of us that our acceptance of God’s promise is the first step?

The story of the covenant that God makes with Abram is the one in a series of covenants that God makes first with Noah (Genesis 9), here with Abram (Genesis 15), later with the people of Israel (Exodus 20), then with David (2 Samuel 7).  Such covenant making is part of the rich understanding of our faith and reflects the significance of the new covenant we celebrate through the sharing of the bread and the cup. 

We do not create covenants as God’s people.  The initiative always belongs to God.  The promise is without preconditions, but it does call for us to live in its grace.  God, in Jesus Christ, and through the Spirit, continues to call us into communities of trust and service.  
As in ancient covenants a meal served as a celebration.  So it is that the meal we share today is a celebration of a covenant or promise God has made to us in Jesus Christ that we may have life and have it abundantly.
“This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant . . . (Luke 22:20).  Amen.
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