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Lent 2 B Genesis 17:1-10, 15-19 Psalm 22:22-30 Romans 4:13-25 
Mark 8:31-28 
 

The Bible regularly confesses more than it understands – claims 

more than can ever be explained. Its exuberant overstatements can 

be an embarrassment. Such is the case with today’s lessons. 

These texts assert that a wonder of God stands central to our faith 

and at the root of our life. 

 

In our times as educated people we have tended to marginalize this 

claim of God’s wonder/miracle. 

But the Bible seems unembarrassed about its assertion that, at 

root, a very particular miracle is at the center of our world.  

We are not talking about a spectacular miracle here, but a little, 

local one, a local wonder. 

 

It goes like this: Our faith-father Abraham was a very old man. His 

wife, Sarah, our faith-mother, was equally old and they could not 

have a child. 

Their hopes, God’s promises, the whole story, hinged on a child to 

inherit, but none was given.  Abraham did have Ishmael by a 
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surrogate mother, and he was prepared to let Ishmael stand as his 

rightful heir, as the prospect for conception and birth with Sarah 

was, shall we say, nil. 

 

However, as the story goes, God has more faith, resilience, and 

confidence in the future than does Sarah or Abraham. 

Inexplicably, this desperately desired baby is born, not of normal 

circumstances, but of the power and fidelity of God. 

This birth is an event defying explanation, resisting reason. 

Abraham and Sarah and all of us are hauled back from rational 

understanding to something much more elemental: 

wonderment, astonishment, amazement, gratitude, praise, and 

laughter if not hilarity.  

 

 With thanksgiving, Israel breaks free from the bonds of control 

and prediction. 

There is only the dance of faith that does not ask for explanation. 

From that moment on, Israel lives by the inexplicable that evokes 

gratitude, and sees in God’s craziness a powerful faithfulness that 

can keep promises against all odds. 
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Biblical faith becomes grounded in God’s capacity to keep 

promises. 

 

Israel realizes that we live in a world of surplus surprises, that 

outrun our capacity to control or predict or explain. 

Israel’s lyrical imagination takes off. It sings, it extrapolates, it 

exaggerates, it generalizes. The God who can give a baby can give 

everything. New life can be worked in every situation. 

The bounds of possibility are broken. 

 

Rather than confidence in human, technical capacity or ingenuity 

or wisdom – this is amazement about the power of life at work 

beyond our management. 

 

In the biblical witness, Israel sings and dances about the God of 

Abraham and Sarah, about the God who makes promises and keeps 

them, who keeps covenant.  

Every aspect of life is now set to lyrics that invite celebration and 

amazement! 
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In our epistle lesson St. Paul continues the rhapsody at the giving 

of this miraculous baby. In this exotic, lyrical passage in the Letter 

to the Romans, Paul uses all the words we expect Paul to use – 

faith, promise, grace.  

 

Then Paul gets very specific in telling what it was like for this frail 

old man and this fruitless woman to notice their hopeless, wrinkled 

bodies that had no vitality, and thereafter to be amazed at this gift 

beyond reason. 

 

Then, in the midst of this passage, Paul utters what must be one of 

the most remarkable assertions in the Bible.  

This God in whom Israel trusts, “gives life to the dead and calls 

into existence the things that do not exist,” he writes. 

The lyrical quality of this affirmation is surely a confession beyond 

understanding, a claim beyond explanation! 

 

Liberal rationalists may try to get rid of wonder/miracles, I suppose 

because they violate our control. 
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Conservative reactionaries have a few select miracles that they 

massage – a six-day creation instead of evolution, a virgin birth, an 

obviously physical resurrection. 

However, Paul’s rhetoric blows both perspectives out of the water. 

“Gives life to the dead – calls into existence things that do not 

exist!” 

 

This lyrical claim that is at heart a rhapsodic song, comes from one 

baby born to an odd couple. 

In the birth of little Isaac, God has made outrageous promises of 

well-being for all time to come. 

 

Paul and the whole church are custodians of that outrageous 

promise. And along the way, we identify hints and glimpses and 

oddities where the impossible, preposterous loving power of God 

has overcome our tightly disciplined, fearfully guarded notion of 

what is possible. 

 

So, for Abraham and Sarah and us, the dialogue of faith is set up.  

One voice exclaims, “Can you imagine!”  

The other voice answers, “Yes, but.” 
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Abraham, old, almost cynical Abraham, was filled with “Yes, but.” 

Yes, but I am very old, Yes, but she is not pregnant. Yes, but we 

have only Ishmael. 

 

And it is the stark voice of the gospel that counters his tiredness. 

Can you imagine a new born son born right then? 

Can you imagine a covenant kept to countless generations to 

come? 

Can you imagine land given to landless people? 

 

Not: can you manage it; can you implement it; can you really afford 

it; can you achieve it? 

Merely and only: can you entrust possibilities to God that go 

beyond your own capacity for control and construction? 

 

The Gospels are not different. The people around Jesus are filled 

with the grudging hesitance of “yes, but.” 

Jesus comes and says can you imagine a banquet for all? Can you 

imagine a blind boy to see? Can you imagine a prodigal welcomed 

home, or lepers healed, widows cared for, poor people made first 

class citizens? 



 7 

Of course it was impossible, but Jesus ran ahead of such fear. 

 

In our moment in time “Yes, but” remains powerful and often wins 

the day. It is so sane, sober, prudent, so competent. 

But it can also drive us to despair, fatigue, cynicism, and failure. 

 

If you can imagine a baby born to such a failed family… 

 Can you imagine a society that highly values the elderly? Yes, 

but, consider the great cost and the overwhelming economic 

statistics. 

 Can you imagine a work force where the salary differential 

from lowest to highest was 200% rather than 2000%? Yes, but, 

what would happen to the motivation and job-creation of the 

highest paid if they received less? 

 Can you imagine a new world of food for all? Yes, but, would 

that not threaten our necessary standard of living? 

 Can you imagine being a parish where our financial 

stewardship is limited only by the extent of our godly 

imagination of our mission? Yes, but, is it ever prudent for us 

to decide for a future that is beyond our current capacity? 
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 Can you imagine restored, rehabilitated, committed 

relationships where spiritual and physical joy abounds? Yes, 

but, he always or, she always… 

 

God gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things 

that do not exist! 

 

Israel’s lyrical imagination is free and unquenchable. 

Are you aware that the Bible never uses the word create with a 

human subject? We may “make” or “form” or “fabricate” -  but only 

God creates, only Gods works a genuine new possibility, a new 

thing beyond our expectations…because it belongs to the mystery 

and holiness of God to call to be that which is not yet. 

 

 

The lectionary does a hard thing to us today, or so I thought earlier 

this week. It has put together with these powerful texts a Gospel 

story in which Jesus says, “I must die, I must be crucified.” Then, 

Jesus, in the face of Peter’s resistance gives us a powerful, 

frightening invitation: 
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“If anyone would follow me, let them…take up their 

cross….Those who lose their life for my sake…will save it.” 

 

It seems odd at best to talk about costly discipleship in the context 

of such powerful promises as we have just considered. However, 

the Bible has known about this seeming incongruity all along. 

God’s incredible newness can be resisted by our capacity and 

desire to save our own lives. It is hard to turn loose…we do not 

want to relinquish. 

 

All of our “Yes, buts” are attempts to keep control, to be free from 

jeopardy, to keep fear and threat at bay by our determination. 

 

Our long series of “Yes, buts” equate to resisting the Gospel, and 

not only its costs, but also its uncontrollable and terrible 

surprises. 

 

Taking up our cross is not about some singular heroic act, but 

rather about how we are living long term, about whether our lives 

are governed by the hesitant “Yes, but,” by our capacity for inflated 

pride or need to control, by our resistance to God’s powerful and 
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unpredictable newness - or governed by something more brave and 

true, more wonder-filled. 

 

With “Yes, but” we deny God’s freedom to give gifts. We end the 

song, we stop the lyric, we deny the memory of Sarah and 

Abraham, and we hold on grimly. We cease our singing…our 

singing of the great story of faith. 

 

Abraham and Sarah might have said “Yes, but.” They might have if 

they were embarrassed in their sophistication. 

But such faith is not enacted by the embarrassed. 

 

It is embodied by the daring who sing songs, who receive gifts, who 

make journeys, who confess more than they understand and who 

claim more than they can explain.  

Such imagination does require a kind of dying. But like Sarah and 

Abraham, we are given a new name for a new kind of living. 

 

It’s constitution is confidence in the One who gives life to the 

dead and calls into existence the things that are not. 
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To consciously enter step by step, more and more into this 

confidence might be the best single thing we could do this Lent. 

 

Quite simply, it begins with an intention…and moves on from 

there! 

 

 

 

 

 

 


