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Promises come in a variety of forms:  Promises we know are empty and will not be kept; promises made in good faith, yet nevertheless are broken; promises which should never have been made and cannot be kept; promises which are made in faithfulness and integrity and are honored.

Promises are fundamental to civilized society.  Politicians are elected on promises, and we hope, sometimes against all reason, that the promises will be kept.  One web site holds President Obama accountable for over 500 promises and has tallied how many have been kept, how many broken, how many compromised, and how many are ‘in the works.’

Public institutions and servants make promises: banks, investment companies, police departments, agencies, councils.  Sometimes their promises are kept.  Sometimes they are not – and people suffer.

Promises of commerce are sometimes held with minimal expectation – does the advertisement mean what it says?  Bait and switch can creep into even reputable establishments.  Do you remember a few years ago when a local restaurant chain was passing off tilapia as walleye? (A sacrilege to Minnesotans!)

Community and personal promises can be the most profound, and the most damaging when broken.  Vows taken to assert faithfulness and truth – and then broken – account for divorce rates, separation in families, violated trust in those close to us – sadly, clergy sometimes factor in this category to the detriment of the church and those who seek God.  

 When I was about 9 or 10, my cousin Libby and I made a promise that if we ever hurt each other, we would always forgive.  This was no ordinary promise, ‘cross my heart & hope to die.’ It was not, as Mary Poppins says, ‘a piecrust promise: easily made, easily broken.’  This promise had the unique feature of a capital P.  This was a REAL promise.  And it is one that has been kept.

But even a Capital P promise pales in comparison to the Promises of God.

God’s work in the first 11 Chapters of Genesis is among the broad human race.  “What takes place in these chapters is at the heart of every event, wherever located in space and time.  The themes of Primal History are universal…. The message is addressed to all generations.”  (Westermann p. 85-86)
But a shift occurs in the last verses of Chapter 11.  We are introduced to a particular family through a genealogy of Noah’s son Shem.  In the tenth generation, Terah is born in the city of Ur, on the Euphrates River, and eventually takes his sons Abram and Nahor to live in Haran in northern Mesopotamia.  

Suddenly we are no longer reading about mythical people like Adam and Eve and mythical places like Eden and Nod.  But we now have the tracings of a particular family who lived in places we can find on ancient maps.  The story moves from the general to the particular.  From the ‘human race’ to a man named Abram, to his wife Sarai, and to their family.

Their story has important lessons about what it means to live faithfully.  But it also tells us about the character of a God who calls, who elects, who promises, who blesses, and who saves.

The call of Abram begins with a command: “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.”  Abram’s call was to break with the familiar and to adventure into the unknown in faith.”  He exhibits pioneering faith which enabled him to break new ground, tread new paths.  (Rhodes, p. 57)  Setting off into the unknown is never easy, as many of us know all too well, but Abram went, trusting in the promise of God.

The relationships in the Primal History were inconsistent at best, so God chooses, God elects Abram and Sarai and their family.  God’s “purposes of life and well-being for the entire creation are…brought into sharper focus in God’s election of Abram…”  (Fretheim, Pentateuch, p. 46)
One of the tenets of our Reformed Tradition is election – that we are a people called to salvation and service.  In a few weeks we will elect new elders and deacons to serve this congregation.  In their 5½ months of training, they come to understand that they have been elected not only by you, the congregation, but also by God.  They have been called for particular service and leadership.  The call of God is a serious one, and Abram understood that.

God’s call is followed by promises: “I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.”

We are told in Genesis 11 that Sarai, Abram’s wife, is barren.  This is a theme that will recur over and over again in Scripture.  The promise to Abram sets the stage for God’s work, for God’s initiative in bringing the promises to pass.  How can Abram become a great nation when he has no offspring – and he is old (as good as dead, the author of Hebrews tells us), and we learn in Chapter 18 that Sarai is long past the age of childbearing.  It seems an impossible prospect.  And that is just the point – it is by God’s will and design that Abram will become a great nation.  

All through the narrative, God is the subject, the actor, the protagonist of the story.  It is God who will make this happen.  

“…and I will bless you, and make your name great…”  This material was most likely written down in the time of David and Solomon, the great kings of Israel.  The message is that the renown and prosperity of Israel is not her own doing, but is the work of God from beginning to end.  God blesses with well-being and goodness.  God brings forth descendants from barrenness to assure [continuity] to the next generation.  God gives so that Abram, and Israel, will be a blessing to all peoples of the earth.  “God’s blessing does not come in isolated acts but in a constant process” which has led Israel into a flourishing monarchy. 
(Westermann, p. 99)

The Genesis story begins with universal experience; it narrows to the specificity of Abram and his family, and it broadens out again in universal blessing for all the families of the earth.  

Abram responds in faith.  He leaves his home and takes his household with him.  When he arrives in Canaan, “the Lord appeared to Abram, and said, ‘To your offspring I will give this land.’”  Abram’s response is worship – building altars, and calling on the name of the Lord.  The promise of land is not fulfilled in Abram’s own lifetime, but the promise is set in motion – perhaps a promise ‘in the works,’ and Abram is moved to worship God.

This episode tells us a lot about God and about what it means to live faithfully as God’s people.
Old Testament scholar Terry Fretheim emphasizes that the stories in the Pentateuch, or the first five books of the Bible, reveals God as relational.  God interacts with and engages the world, “and is deeply affected by the engagement.  The Pentateuch’s witness to God’s character remains integral to the testimony of every generation, “A God gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.”  (Exodus 34:6)
 In Abram, we learn that trust and obedience are at the heart of living faithfully.  The first readers of this text saw that the promises had been fulfilled.  God is not only the initiator, but also the one who brings the blessing to pass.

Walter Brueggemann writes: “The promise is God’s power and will to create a new future sharply discontinuous with the past and the present.  The promise is God’s resolve to form a new community wrought only by miracle and reliant only on God’s faithfulness.  Faith as response is the capacity to embrace that announced future with such passion that the present can be relinquished for the sake of that future.”

Listen to the first verse of Hebrews Chapter 11:  “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  While Abram’s journey of faith was sometimes a bumpy one, he trusted in God’s promises unseen.  And despite Abram’s inconsistency in his own faith, God was ever faithful.

When the angel came to Mary in Galilee and told her that she would give birth to Jesus, Son of the Most High, who would inherit the throne of his ancestor David, she was responsive and receptive, as Abraham had been.  “…let it be with me according to your word.”  And when she visited her cousin Elizabeth she was moved to worship and sang a song drawn from the words of the barren Hannah who, late in life, gave birth to the prophet Samuel so long ago:

“My soul magnifies the Lord, 

     
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 

for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.  

Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 

for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 

    
and holy is his name.  

His mercy is for those who fear him 

     from generation to generation…  

He has helped his servant Israel, 

     in remembrance of his mercy, 

according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 

     to Abraham and to his descendants forever.”  (Luke 1:47-50, 54-55)
The Genesis narrative anticipates the Gospel message of new life, of relationship with our Creator…. “The old life has gone, the new life has begun.”  Abram’s new life was no more perfect than yours or mine.  He encountered obstacles to his faith and threats to his well-being.  But God’s promises never failed, and God’s faithfulness never wavered.

This ancient story creeping out from underneath the primeval mists is our story.  God calls each of us.  Jesus said to his disciples, “Come, follow me.”  And they, like Abram, went into the unknown.  
Abram was blessed – not for his own sake – but so that all families of the earth would be blessed.  Jesus promised his disciples: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8)
We, too, are blessed with the goodness of God – not for our own sakes alone, but so that we can be a blessing to others, far and near.  God can be trusted to be with us on our journey of faith into the unknown, for “The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, God’s mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.” (Lamentations 3:22-23) Thanks be to God!  Amen.
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Prayers of the People, Meghan K. Gage-Finn
Gracious and holy God, you are always more ready to hear our prayers and praising than we are to offer them. You made a covenant with Abraham and Sarah and through their story we are reminded that you know and look after our specific and individual needs, but that you also care for all the peoples of the earth.

Hear us as we come with gratitude and with expectations, as we lift up our own concerns and our concerns for others.

We pray for those whose journeys are both long and hard, as they travel through pain, deprivation, war, or injustice. Compassionate God, comfort the anxious, stand with those who are persecuted, those who are refugees and in danger. May they be relieved and protected. 
May they encounter healing, generosity, mercy and companionship on their road. Set Good Samaritans on their path who will share their struggle, who will serve as your instruments of justice and peace, and bring them to a safe destination in your presence. Fill all people with your Holy Spirit that they may bear each other's burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ.
As we each make our own way, may we be awakened and strengthened to heal the sick, comfort the afflicted and honor all people. We pray especially this morning for those in our own church family who are in hospital or who are recovering. 

Eternal God, your love is stronger than death, and your passion more fierce than the grave. We rejoice in the lives of those whom you have drawn into your eternal embrace. Keep us in joyful communion with them until we join the saints of every people and nation, gathered before your throne in ceaseless praise. We especially give thanks this morning for the life of Helen Kramer and for her leadership in this church and community. May her family and friends be surrounded by your loving presence and may they know the hope we have in our Lord Jesus Christ. We also give thanks for the life of Ruth Parten’s mother and ask that you watch over Ruth and Dan and their loved ones as they grieve her passing.

Still small voice of God, be heard above and below the clamor of the world and let the good news be told and celebrated through our lives.

Shape us, day by day, through the cross of Christ your Son, until we pray as continually as we breathe and all our acts are prayer; through Jesus Christ

and in the mystery of the Holy Spirit, we pray.  Here us now as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us saying, Our Father…
“The God of Promise”


  Genesis 12:1-9; Hebrews 11:8, 11
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