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Living (in) Promise 
(Lent 2) 

Prayer of Illumination 

Present God, 
 Settle our hearts. 
  Still our minds. 
   And stir our imaginations, 
    That we might hear your Word for us this day. Amen. 

Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16 

When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to Abram, and said to him, “I am 
God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless. And I will make my covenant between me 
and you, and will make you exceedingly numerous.” Then Abram fell on his face; and God said 
to him, “As for me, this is my covenant with you: You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of 
nations. No longer shall your name be Abram, but your name shall be Abraham; for I have 
made you the ancestor of a multitude of nations. I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will 
make nations of you, and kings shall come from you. I will establish my covenant between me 
and you, and your offspring after you throughout their generations, for an everlasting 
covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. 

God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her Sarai, but Sarah shall be 
her name. I will bless her, and moreover I will give you a son by her. I will bless her, and she 
shall give rise to nations; kings of peoples shall come from her.”  

Romans 4:16-22 

For this reason the promise depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace 
and be guaranteed to all of Abraham’s descendants, not only to the adherents of the law but 
also to those who share the faith of Abraham (for he is the father of all of us, as it is written, “I 
have made you the father of many nations”), in the presence of the God in whom he believed, 
who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist. Hoping against 
hope, Abraham believed that he would become “the father of many nations,” according to 
what was said, “So numerous shall your descendants be.” He did not weaken in faith when he 
considered his own body, which was already as good as dead (for he was about a hundred years 
old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb. No distrust made him waver 
concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, being 
fully convinced that God was able to do what God had promised.  Therefore his faith "was 
reckoned to him as righteousness." 

The Word of the Lord. 
Thanks be to God. 

–––––––– 
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Living (in) Promise 

To hear Paul tell it, Abraham was a model of faith, a paragon of patience and dedication. 
According to Paul, “Abraham did not weaken in faith and no distrust made Abraham waver 
concerning the promise of God.” I’m not sure what version of Abraham’s story Paul was 
reading, but it must have been different from the one in my Bible.  

This morning we heard just a small portion of Abraham and Sarah’s story from chapter 17, 
but the story of Abraham and Sarah begins way back in Genesis chapter 12 when God tells 
Abraham to get up and move his whole family to a land that will be revealed when they get 
there. And Abraham, for reasons we’re not privy to, agrees. He uproots his wife and nephew, 
packs up all of their belonging, and ventures out to an unknown future in an unknown land. 

Had Abraham and Sarah’s story stopped there, I would have no quarrel with Paul’s 
description of Abraham. Packing up everything you own and leaving everything you know to 
head off to parts unknown when you’re well into your 70s is either very faithful or one of the 
early signs of dementia. But the story of Abraham, Sarah and God does not stop when Abraham 
and Sarah pack up and venture off. The story tells of Abraham and Sarah’s journey through 
many countries and over the course of almost three decades. It tells of Abraham twice 
convincing Sarah to pretend to be his sister so that a foreign king won’t kill Abraham out of 
jealousy. Actions that, while perhaps not egregious signs of distrust, don’t entirely seem at ease 
with a man confident in God’s ability to protect and care for him, let alone establish a dynasty 
through him.  

Not to mention the numerous times Abraham questions God about how God’s promises will 
come true when Abraham remains childless, and how it is that he will come to possess a land 
that is currently owned and defended by others. Abraham is not a man who is shy about asking 
God questions and giving voice to his own doubt.  

And then there is the time when Abraham and Sarah try to make God’s promises come true 
by using Hagar, Sarah’s slave, as a surrogate. A decision that everyone comes to regret.  

I’m not trying to say Abraham wasn’t faithful, he was exceedingly faithful, but I want to be 
careful how we characterize that faith, how we memorialize and remember it. Because I don’t 
think Paul does us any favors when he describes Abraham as having been without any doubts 
or distrust. Abraham was full of doubts and distrust. The story of Abraham and Sarah and God 
takes up so much space in the book of Genesis in part because God has to keep coming back to 
Abraham to clarify and renew God’s promise.  

I counted this week and from the time God first appears to Abram in chapter 12 until Isaac 
is born (the fulfillment of God’s promise) in chapter 21, 161 verses are devoted to telling the 
story of Abraham and Sarah. And of those 161 verses, 66 of them (just over 40%) are God 
repeating, renewing, clarifying, or otherwise reassuring Abraham that the promise will come 
true. And, of the 95 verses that remain, a good majority of those are dedicated to Abraham and 
Sarah either doubting God or trying to make God’s promise happen themselves.  
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Living in promise is hard. “It is a hard thing,” Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “to believe in a 
promise—to live by it, day after day, to see it in the night sky and hear it in your name … It is a 
hard thing, to believe in a promise with no power to make it come true. Everything [for 
Abraham and Sarah] is in the future tense—the land, the son, the blessing. Everything will 
happen, by and by, but in the meantime what is there to live on now.”1 

I question Paul’s description of Abraham as unwavering in his belief, but I think Paul got it 
just about right when he described Abraham as someone who had to hope against hope in the 
presence of a God who “gives life to the dead and calls into existence things that do not exist.” 
Living a life of faith, living in God’s promises, does feel like hoping against hope. And hoping 
against hope, living in promise, takes practice; it takes work. It requires us to cultivate hearts 
that can hold both sorrow and joy. Living in promise means living in the reality of the not yet. It 
means living in the midst of the real with all of its messy brokenness, while still holding room 
for hope and joy. 

I don’t know how Lent is going for you, but my life feels like it is really leaning into Lent as a 
season of struggle. From birds and squirrels taking up residence in our walls to plumping pipes 
corroding and chimneys extruding, we are full up on urgent home repairs that require not 
insignificant amounts of time, money, and attention. And at the same time, we have two 
children who are both facing their own challenges who also require not insignificant amounts of 
time, energy, attention, and money. There are days when Adam and I just look at each other 
and sigh, too exhausted to find words for all of it.  

And we’re not alone. A few weeks ago the beloved Sesame Street character, Elmo, posted 
on social media, “Elmo is just checking in! How is everybody doing?” The response was so 
overwhelming and so bleak that news outlets picked it up. Elmo’s tweet has been viewed by 
over 2 million people and over 20 thousand people have replied with comments that range 
from “Elmo, we are tired” and“The world is burning around us, Elmo,” to “Elmo I’m depressed 
and broke” and “Elmo I’m gonna be real; I’m at my limit.” The response was so staggering that 
Sesame Street had to tweet out a link to mental health resources, while Elmo followed up with, 
“Wow! Elmo is glad he asked! Elmo learned that it is important to ask a friend how they are 
doing. Elmo will check in again soon, friends!” 

Life can feel really bleak. Especially in the northern hemisphere in February. And life can be 
really bleak. And living a life of faith requires that we acknowledge these truths. Rabbi Sharon 
Brous writes, “Our cultural bias is toward denial and avoidance, as if ignoring the 
precariousness of life will safeguard us from the inescapable. But this is both a dishonest and 
dangerous way to live. The reality is that some cocktail of loss, illness, isolation, rejection, and 

 
1 Barbara Brown Taylor, "Late Bloomer" in Gospel Medicine (Chicago: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 

1995).  
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betrayal will crash into all of our lives at some point. Acknowledging this, preparing our hearts 
for it, is the only way to live honestly.”2  

But acknowledging the preciousness of life and the brokenness of the world, as hard and as 
exhausting as those things can be at times, isn’t enough. To live faithfully, to live in the midst of 
God’s promises, we must also be able to hold space for hope. If we want to participate in God’s 
covenant, we have to do the hard work of holding the heartache of promises not yet realized 
even as we leave room for celebration and joy. 

After acknowledging that it is a hard thing, to believe in a promise, preacher Barbara Brown 
Taylor goes on to say, “And yet. What better way to live than in the grip of a promise, and a 
divine one at that? Who in her right mind would give that back? To wake every morning to the 
possibility that today might be the day. To remain wide awake all day long, noticing 
everything—the way the shade of the olive tree [slides] from west to east, and how the smell of 
the fields changes from green grass to yellow hay as the sun heats up overhead. To search the 
face of every stranger in case it turns out to be an angel of God. To take nothing for granted. Or 
to take everything as granted, [even if] not yet grasped. To handle every moment of one’s life 
as a seed of the promise; to plant it tenderly, never knowing [when it will grow].”3 

Barbara Brown Taylor writes that to live in that tension—between the promise given and 
the promise received, to hold both the heartaches and exhaustions of the world as well as the 
celebrations and joys—to live that way is to live reverently, deliberately, full awake. And it is. 
But it is also hard. It is so much easier to give in to the bleakness of reality, to allow ourselves to 
be overwhelmed by all that is not yet right in the world and in our lives. Or, to go the opposite 
direction and simply stop seeing all that is broken; to turn away from the news, to dismiss or 
discount the heartaches of others, and insist that everything happens for a reason, that nothing 
is that bad, that surely we can just work through it. Holding both is hard. Cultivating a heart that 
can hold grief while also rejoicing is the work of a lifetime. It is the work of faith. It is what it 
means to live in the promise.  

This past Wednesday evening, we asked everyone who came to the Lenten dinner to 
brainstorm a list of the promises God makes in scripture: from giving us peace and always being 
with us to going before us and forgiving us. And then we asked everyone to take a blue star and 
write on one side a promise that felt important this Lent, and on the other side their name, as a 
reminder that God’s promises are for all of us, but they are also for each of us individually. 
These are the stars that are hanging on the wall. They are a reminder that God’s promises 
continue. God’s promise to you may not be children as numerous as the stars, but God has 
promised you. So as you live into this Lent season, I encourage you to consider what it is God 
has promised you, and how it is God is calling you to live in that promise—in the pain and 
heartache of not yet or not the way you hoped, as well as in the joy of possibility and the hope 
of maybe today. 

 
2 Sharon Brous, The Amen Effect: Ancient Wisdom to Mend Our Broken Hearts and World(New York: Penguin 

Random House, 2024), 100-101. 
3 Brown Taylor, ibid. 
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