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Promises, Promises
Abram was 99 years old when El Shaddai asked him to “Walk with me and be trustworthy.”  Apparently walking without El Shaddai, God Almighty, won’t do.  You can’t walk without him and be trustworthy.  We need someone beyond ourselves to track with us and bend us back when we wander.  I guess that’s the purpose of Lent.  In Lent God wants us to be quiet enough to hear his quiet voice amid the clamor of the urgent and the loud.
Sometimes I awake in the morning needing to be bent back.  I forget in the night to walk with El Shaddai and before the first light of day I can feel very alone.   One day this week, very early, I felt like lonely old Abram before God made his appearance. I pulled on a warm jacket, stumbled out to the kitchen and made tea, and this time added milk and honey to it.  I don’t usually do that.  I smiled to myself as I realized I was seeking a promised land of milk and honey.  I wanted to feel alive.  With that smile the gloom cracked a bit and the first light of dawn leaked through.  In the night I had forgotten who I was and my untrustworthy feelings had wandered off to bleak but familiar places.   I needed an encounter with the God of Abraham to remind me of the truth that I am a child of God and God keeps God’s promises.
God said to Abram, “Walk with me and be trustworthy.  I will make a covenant between us, and I will give you many, many descendants,” As the story goes, even earlier in Genesis God walked with Adam and Eve.  But the couple grew suspicious, thought God was holding out on them, and turned away.  In turning away they proved untrustworthy as walking companions.  But God, still wanting relationship, tries again and makes a covenant promise to Abram.    Walk with me and “I will give you many descendants and you will be the ancestor of many nations.” 

Abram, a barren old man who is beyond hope is going to live on and be the father of nations.  How can this be?  It’s like the resurrection of Jesus.  It defies our logic and yet we can believe it.  The Old Testament story hints at God’s capacity to do the improbable.  Can we believe this and can we believe Jesus?  God’s covenant with Abram is the beginning of something big that we are still living into.  To make clear how big this is, God tells Abram he is going to give him a new name. From now on he will be Abraham and his wife will be Sarah.  Abraham believed all this.  He really did!  (Here is an interesting fact about us humans.  If there is precedent, if someone has believed something first, we can believe it to.  All we have to do is imitate the first believer.  That’s much easier than being the first believer.  That’s why Abraham being the first is so important.)
Centuries later Paul writes, “Without losing faith, Abraham, who was nearly 100 years old, took into account his own body, which was as good as dead, and Sarah’s womb, which was dead.  He didn’t hesitate with a lack of faith in God’s promise, but he grew strong in faith and gave glory to God.  He was fully convinced that God was able to do what he promised.”  Paul wants us to be like Abraham.  He wants us to believe that God has a plan and this plan will be implemented even though it seems at first encounter to be improbable.  All of Lent is stretching us toward that day on Easter morning when we are asked to believe in the resurrection.  
The gospel lesson from Mark has Jesus laying out the plan to his disciples for the first time.  The text says, “Then Jesus began to teach his disciples:  “The Human One must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and the legal experts, and be killed, and then, after three days, rise from the dead.’  He said this plainly.”  That was it!  Instead of an old man whose body is as good as dead and an old woman whose sterile womb bears a son who becomes the father of nations and the parent of kings, we have a young man, full of vibrancy and wisdom, saying he must die and rise from the dead in three days and this is God’s way and plan; the fulfillment of God’s covenant.  Another improbable thing!
God’s plan through Abraham was to create many nations.  This makes sense to us and we can feel good about it.  Only the how of an old, old man and an old, old woman doing this, escaped reason and staggers belief.  But Jesus’ plan for bringing a Kingdom to this earth through his death and rising again in three days; this is beyond belief.  It makes no sense at all when viewed through normal logic.  No wonder Peter got upset, grabbed hold of Jesus and lectured him on how off he thought he was.  
Jesus, the innocent one, allowed himself to be blamed for our troubles in getting along with each other.  He did this to show us what we do to each other; that our world is built on finger-pointing and the belief in our own innocence.  We couldn’t keep what we do hidden after the death and resurrection of Jesus though we have tried through the centuries.  It had become too obvious.  Everywhere humans are pointing their fingers at those they say are guilty.  But Jesus has another way and this is what he was announcing to his disciples.  
The Human One will not blame others.  Instead he will suffer, be rejected and allow others to blame him so that we will see what we do.  Peter didn’t want to hear this.  
Jesus told Peter he was Satan to him, which is another way of saying a “finger pointer” and he couldn’t afford to listen to him.  He couldn’t let Peter turn him around and make him hateful and violent too.  Knowing what lay ahead, the temptation was strong to think the way Peter did.  It was hard not to.  It is really hard not to point the finger.  
This is the second week in a row that the lectionary has focused on the Temptation of Jesus.  Last week he was in the wilderness being tempted by Satan to distrust God like Adam and Eve did.  This week he is with his friends, Job’s friends they are, who want him to turn back and become like them.  They want him to think as they do.  He tells them, “You are not thinking God’s thoughts but human thoughts.”  
Jesus wants it clear how different he is from all this.  “After calling the crowd together with his disciples, Jesus said to them, “All who want to come after me must say no to themselves, take up their cross, and follow me.”  That urge toward blaming; you must say no to that.  That desire to avenge an humiliation; forget it.  Those are human thoughts, not God’s thoughts.  Don’t go there.  If you want to follow Jesus you must live a different way.  You must take up your cross and follow Jesus.  That means you carry a cross right behind Jesus as he carries his cross toward his own death and glory.  These aren’t “copout words.”  Jesus is speaking very plainly.  
“All who want to save their lives will lose them. But all who lose their lives because of me and because of the good news will save them.”  If we are fully engaged, risking everything, isn’t that life lived about as fully as it can be?  There is so much going on here and it is all life-giving!    Jesus, the Human One, you are our leader and we don’t want you to be ashamed of us.  In this unfaithful and sinful generation we follow you.    Amen.


Communion:
I like to think of the broken bread as the first part of Jesus’ revelation where he tells his disciples he will suffer, be rejected and killed.  His body will be broken and we broke it.  The cup is the cup of salvation and from it we drink his transformed and life-giving life and resurrection.  This is God’s way and plan—the fulfillment of God’s covenant to Abraham.  This is how God blesses us and fulfills his promise.
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