
1 
 

March 1, 2015 

Mark 8:31-38 

Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16   That’s a Promise, Abraham! 

 

Abraham was 99 years old. His wife, Sarah, was 89 and they were 

childless. And God kept insisting that they would have a family. And not 

just any family. A family that would produce a multitude of nations. 

Their family would be as numerous as the stars, God said. And not only 

that, God promised them a land for that family. Abraham was 99 years 

old and Sarah was 89. And they were nomadic wanderers. And God was 

still promising them a place that they and their descendants would call 

home forever. Land and a family. Life and prosperity. Abraham and 

Sarah would be blessed. 

But Abraham was 99 years old. And Sarah, was 89. And they were 

childless and they were living as aliens in the land. Years ago, God had 

come to them and promised this great family and a place of their own, 

and they had believed God’s promise. They had gone out into the 

unknown with hope and giddy excitement, leaving everything behind. 

Off they went on a romantic road trip with God. Anything was possible. 

They were going to see the world, and get some stamps in their 
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passports, and learn to say, What is your best wine? in a few dozen 

languages. Then they would settle down somewhere and open a scooter 

rental place for the tourists or they would start an organic goat milk 

farm. And eventually they’d have two boys, one who liked reading, the 

other who liked sports and their three girls would be beautiful and smart. 

Back then, the promise of God was like an adventure. It was a blessing 

of hope. But the years passed. And none of those dreams came true. 

Abraham and Sarah had no family of their own and no place to call 

home. They doubted the promises of God. Maybe they had misheard 

God. Maybe they had misjudged God. Maybe they were fools for 

thinking that they could have something wonderful; life and joy, a place 

to belong, a family to belong to. 

Abraham was 99 years old. And Sarah, was 89 and they were childless 

and living as aliens in the land. And God appears to Abraham again and 

insists again that God will keep God’s promises. They will have children 

and a place of their own. But Abraham is now 99 and Sarah 89 and both 

know that it is now too late. Now it is impossible. Now they are too old. 

The promise is null and void. Yet here is God, all the same, insisting that 
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the promise is real. And that this is God’s way. That this is how God, in 

fact, plans to works. This IS how God will bless creation and all the 

families of the earth. Through Abraham and Sarah, an elderly and 

infertile couple, through them, God will make a family. Through 

Abraham and Sarah, who are aliens in the land, wandering and 

homeless, God will make a place to belong. Through Abraham and 

Sarah, the least likely of people, God will do the most wonderful of 

things. 

God promised Abraham and Sarah a family and a land. Life and 

prosperity. God promised that they would be the start of something 

wonderful in the world. They would be blessed. And so many of us hope 

to be blessed like that. We long to be part of something big. We dream 

of life and prosperity and joy. And the world says that we should have it. 

And this is what it looks like. Being blessed is having your land and 

your family. Your fortune and your fame. It’s making it big and being 

discovered on American Idol, or inventing the next big thing, like the 

George Foreman grill. We are meant to be part of something big, the 

world tells us. We are meant for big things, big friends and big 
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experiences and big bank accounts and lots of big stuff. Because that’s 

what it means to be part of something wonderful. That’s what it means 

to be blessed, the world tells us. But is that what it means to God? Is that 

our blessing? Is that the promise that we put our hope in? 

Today, in the story of Abraham and Sarah we see what the promise of 

God’s blessing looks like. We see how different it is from the promises 

of the world. How frustrating it is. And how laughable it is, that God 

chooses a barren, homeless to bless. God chooses a hopeless situation to 

bring hope to all the families of the earth. This is what the promise of 

God looks like. It is 99-year old Abraham and 89-year old Sarah 

believing that God can do something big, something wonderful with 

them. And from this story of Abraham and Sarah, we learn three 

important things about God’s promises to us: That God’s promises take 

time. That they involve sacrifice. And that they will be impossible to 

accomplish without God. But my promises are promises, God says. 

Trust me. 

First, God’s promises take time. Abraham was 99 years old, and the 

Lord appeared to him and said, “Abraham, you and your family will be 
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very numerous and all the land of Canaan will be yours.” At 99 years 

old, this is not the first time Abraham has heard this. The first time was 

when he was 75.  And now he is almost 100. For nearly 25 years, he has 

waited on God’s promise. And after 25 years, he still has no land. And 

he and his wife Sarah still have no children. After 25 years, they still 

have no blessing. As the great theologians Tom Petty and the 

Heartbreakers once said, ‘The waiting is the hardest part.’ It is hard to 

wait for God’s promise. It’s hard to wait for the blessing. For things to 

be better. For your life to be better. For your kids to do better. For your 

body to feel better. For your job to get better. For society to change for 

the better. It’s hard to wait. But God’s promises take time and like 

Abraham and Sarah we must wait for God’s blessings to happen in 

God’s time. Trust me, God says, to Abraham. Trust me, I promise that 

you and Sarah will be parents. I promise you will have a land of your 

own. But it will take time. It will take patience. It will take generations 

and generations and generations to happen. And there will be lots of ups 

and downs.  And there will be highs and lows. And a long time from 

now, thousands of years in the future; people you don’t know will know 
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your name and remember you and give thanks for your faith today. So 

what promises are you waiting on? What blessing would be worth all the 

wait in the world for you? 

On the island of Iona, in Scotland, a community of monks settled around 

the year 560 AD. It was a vibrant, religious community, specializing in 

learning and prayer and art. It produced beautiful hand-painted Bibles 

like the Book of Kells and stunning sculpted crosses. It existed for 400 

years. Then was raided by Vikings. Then in the 13th century, a 

Benedictine abbey was established. It operated for about 300 years. 

Then it was abandoned. Then in the 20th century, an ecumenical 

Christian community rebuilt the abbey. And now people of all faiths are 

welcome into this vibrant community to live together in the name of 

Christ, to sing and pray and act for justice and peace and the healing of 

creation. And it all began long ago in the fifth century when a few 

people went out to a remote island to worship and serve God.  

God’s promises take time. And like Abraham and Sarah, we will have to 

wait for them. We may not even see the results in our lifetimes. Like 

Abraham and Sarah, the promise will take time. And secondly, it will 
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require sacrifice from us. When God made the promise to Abraham, he 

asked that Abraham make a promise too. He asked Abraham and all of 

his household be circumcised. At 99 years old, God asked Abraham to 

commit a very tender part of himself to God. As a permanent reminder 

of the agreement between them. Abraham had to sacrifice. All along the 

way, he had to sacrifice for this promise. He had to sacrifice a familiar 

life on his father’s land for some place new. He had to sacrifice a sense 

of security. He had to sacrifice a life lived his own way for God’s way. 

All for the wonderful thing that God promised to do with him. 

God’s promise requires sacrifice and it is not thing to do. It is not easy to 

live into a different kind of life. Especially if that life, that blessed and 

wonderful life God promises, leads us to suffer just for believing in it. In 

our reading from the gospel of Mark, Jesus tells his disciples that that’s 

exactly what will happen to him. And that’s where his life will lead. His 

life that is all about the Promise of God will lead to sacrifice. It will lead 

to suffering and death.  

The movie, Of Gods and Men, tells the true story of a small group of 

French Trappist monks who lived and worked in Algeria in the 1990s. 
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Their monastery had been there for decades providing medical care and 

clothing for their Muslim neighbors. They loved the townspeople and 

the townspeople loved them. But then Algeria’s civil war broke out. 

Islamic extremists began killing people, especially foreigners. The 

monks had to decide if they would leave for their own safety or stay. 

And for love of their Muslim brothers and sisters whom they did not 

want to abandon, they stayed. A few months later, the extremists 

returned and abducted the monks, and killed them. Right before they 

were taken, one of the monks wrote: “Here it is mayhem and violence. 

We are in a high-risk situation, but we persist in our faith and our 

confidence in God. It is through poverty, failure and death that we 

advance towards him.”1 Another wrote: “I would like my community, 

my Church, my family, to remember that my life was given to God and 

to this country. I ask them to accept that the One Master of all life was 

not a stranger to this brutal departure.”2 Jesus himself suffered for the 

sake of God’s promise. Jesus told his followers: “Those who want to 

                                                           
1 http://fallibleblogma.com/index.php/of-gods-and-men/ 
2 http://www.ewtn.com/library/MARY/LASTTEST.HTM 
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save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and 

for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” Because Jesus lived God’s 

promise to love us no matter what and to bless us. To bless all the 

families of the earth. Jesus kept God’s promise. Though it cost him 

everything. Jesus lived God’s promise. If our lives are in Christ, then 

how do our lives reflect that? How are do we live for the sake of God’s 

promise? 

God’s promises involve sacrifice. And they will take time. And they will 

also be impossible to do without God. At 99 years old, Abraham knew 

that. At 89, Sarah knew it as well. They were promised a family. They 

were supposed to be the parents of nations and kings of nations. But they 

couldn’t have kids. So when God reminded Abraham of the promise, he 

fell on his face and laughed. ‘Can a child be born to a man who is 100? 

And can a woman of 90 bear a child?’ It’s impossible and ridiculous and 

a bit mean for God to insist that they can. Of course, they had tried to do 

it themselves. Of course, they had tried make it happen while they were 

waiting all those years. Abraham tried to adopt a neighbor. Then Sarah 

tried to get kids their slave girl, Hagar. They tried to get the promise 
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done themselves. But all their efforts only made matters worse. It made 

for betrayal and hurt and rejection.  

The promise is something that only God can accomplish. It is only when 

we let God do it, when we come to end of what we can do. When 

nothing else is possible and all that is left is the possibility that God can 

do something, that God just might do something wonderful. 

There are so many impossible situations out there now. I think about all 

the people dealing with hurt and violence and fear and death. I think of 

the parents losing kids and kids losing parents. I think of my friend 

Jason who is only 30 and has stage 4 colon cancer is taking horrible 

rounds of chemo. I think of Richard Starks and all the servicemen and 

women in dangerous places trying to help others live better lives. I think 

of all the kids that need families to love them. I think of the homeless 

that need a place to stay and the hungry that need food. I think of all the 

people, all the families of the earth who do not feel blessed and do not 

believe that there is any promise left for them. I think of the church and 

how we are so frail and so small and almost ready to die and how much 

can we do? What can we do? There is nothing we can do. We are too old 
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and too infertile and too irrelevant. But then I remember that this is how 

God works. This is God’s thing: making the impossible, possible. 

Because God made it possible for a young woman named Mary to have 

a baby when it was impossible. God made it possible, in Jesus, for the 

lame to walk and the blind to see and the sinful to be forgiven. God 

made it possible for the dead to rise again and the stone to be rolled back 

from the grave, for good to overcome the darkness of evil. We have faith 

in God because of God’s faith in us. And that God will keep God’s 

promise; to Abraham and to Sarah, and to all the people of the earth. To 

do what seems so impossible, to give us a place to belong and a family 

to belong to. Trust me, says God. I mean it. I promise it will be so. 


