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Sure On This Shining Night 
Mike Moyers 3/20/19 
 
Call me old-fashioned, but I’m a big fan of Ken Burns documentaries. I just finished watching a series on the 
history of the American west. As I read the passage for tonight’s lesson, I was reminded of the tribal lifestyles 
and customs of the Native American people. I imagined Abram traveling across the Middle East wilderness 
much like a tribe of Lakota traveling across the western plains in search of sacred land on which to settle.  
 
So as I read tonight’s passage to you, imagine yourselves a tribe, like the Lakota or the Choctaw or the 
Cherokee, listening to the stories of our ancestors—for this may be the spirit in which these ancient stories of 
Genesis were passed down for us. 
 
Listen now to select verses from the 15th chapter of Genesis. Listen to the story of our people and of our God. 
Listen for the Word of the Lord. 
 
The word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision, “Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall 
be very great.” But Abram said, “O Lord God, what will you give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of 
my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” And Abram said, “You have given me no offspring, and so a slave born in 
my house is to be my heir.” But the word of the Lord came to him, “This man shall not be your heir; no one but 
your very own issue shall be your heir.” He brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the 
stars, if you are able to count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be.” And he believed the 
Lord; and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness. 
 
Then he said to him, “I am the Lord who brought you from Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to 
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possess.” But he said, “O Lord God, how am I to know that I shall possess it?” He said to him, “Bring me a 
heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” 
He brought him all these and cut them in two, laying each half over against the other; but he did not cut the 
birds in two. And when birds of prey came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away. As the sun was 
going down, a deep sleep fell upon Abram, and a deep and terrifying darkness descended upon him. When the 
sun had gone down and it was dark, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces. On 
that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your descendants I give this land, from the river of 
Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates.” 
 
The word of the Lord. Thanks Be to God. 
 
Summer evenings on the lake were a magical time for me. After a good meal and telling the children their 
bedtime stories, Rhonda and I would go out on the dock and gaze at the stars. The lake was just far enough 
away from city lights that you could actually see more stars than just the big dipper and Orion. On a clear night, 
you could see the band of the Milky Way stretching across the sky. The stars freckle the night sky in seeming 
infinite numbers. As I thought about each of those tiny dots being a sun millions of miles away, my mind would 
expand to an infinite universe and an even more infinite God who created it all. Twice I have been blessed with 
the opportunity to paint on location the full moon over Radnor Lake. But on a night when the moon is not 
present, I find myself stunned by how much light one can see with just the light of a billion stars from a billion 
miles away. The starry painting on the cover of your bulletin is, in part, a memory from those starry nights. 
Whenever I struggle with a problem I may have, if I happen to look to the night sky and see the stars, my 
worries seem to shrink in comparison to the infinity of the universe. 
 
Abram has his share of problems. In tonight’s story, we see Abram at a real low. You see, for decades, he has 
been traveling across the Middle East wilderness, pursuing God’s promised land.  
 
Earlier in Chapter 12, The Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s 
house to the land that I will show you.  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.  I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will 
curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” 
 
So far, Abram has traveled for hundreds of miles in the desert. He has experienced severe famine and violent 
battles. And it’s not just Abram and Sarai out there, roaming the desert, but rather a whole nomadic tribe. 
Abram has many possessions, tents, livestock, extended family, servants and even slave-soldiers (318 of which 
were just recently used to rescue his nephew Lot and all of his possessions from the kingdom of Sodom). So 
Abram struggles to follow after God’s promise, and to make matters worse, he shoulders the burdens of 
hundreds of others lives as well. All of this, mind you, is based on blind faith in what God has told him. And at 
this point, he doesn’t have anything to show for all of his efforts. Sure he has lots of stuff. He’s quite wealthy in 
fact. But he is over 75 years old and has no children. How can he be father of a nation if he has no children? His 
best bet so far is to hand the inheritance over to a servant of his. Abram is in a very depressed and dark place. 
He begins to doubt. Will God ever fulfill any of His promises? Will this wandering and waiting ever end? Did 
he even hear God after all, or was it just his imagination?  It is in this darkness that God comes with a word of 
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comfort.  
 
“Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great.” 
Then the Lord took Abram outside. “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them.” 
Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be.” 
 
Abram believed the Lord. I think he had one of those cosmic epiphanies. Realizing the scope of his struggles in 
comparison to the marvels of the universe and a great all-powerful creator God. If God is in control of all of the 
wonders of the night sky, surely God can provide me a son. Abram trusts in Gods promise and God calls Abram 
righteous for doing so. But God also senses that Abram needs more. 
 
I mentioned earlier about the painting on your bulletin. More than a memory, the painting is inspired by a poem 
by James Agee which has been beautifully set to choral music. It is called, “Sure on this Shining Night”.  
The poem reads like this: 
 
Sure on this shining night 
Of starmade shadows round, 
Kindness must watch for me 
This side the ground. 
The late year lies down the north.  
All is healed, all is health. 
High summer holds the earth. 
Hearts all whole. 
Sure on this shining night  
I weep for wonder  
Wandering far alone 
Of shadows on the stars. 
 
Agee, who claims roots of inspiration in the small community of Sewanee, TN, beautifully portrays an honest 
mix of wonder, hope and uncertainty. 
 
The poet describes his experience like a traveler, making his way through a night where the only light to see 
with is starlight. He feels that he is left up to luck or fate to get though. There is hope that things will be better. 
And he trusts that, in the end, all will be well. But there is uncertainty. The poem confesses a mournful truth. I 
weep for wonder, wandering far alone, of shadows on the stars. Must even the stars have shadows? He wonders. 
 
But he presses on in this mix of hope and uncertainty. Sure on he goes this shining night. 
 
You would think that God conversing with Abram alone would give him enough proof to embolden his faith 
and never doubt. Even still, Abram has his doubts, and wonders if he is doing the right thing. He doubts his 
decisions and actions. Disappointed with his results. It’s as if he looked up at the wonder of those stars—only to 
see shadows on them.  
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We all have our dark nights at one time or another. Sometimes those dark nights are very long—so long that we 
find ourselves waiting in a mix of hope and uncertainty. Will the suffering ever end? Will my situation ever get 
better? Will justice ever happen? Will that call ever come? It’s those times when we pray and it feels like we are 
just speaking out to an empty void. Like God’s not there at all. The light of hope dims to doubt in such dark 
seasons. We wonder, “Does God hear me? Does God understand? Does God even care?” We weep. We wander. 
It’s like there are shadows on the stars and we feel utterly alone. 
 
So God makes things very clear for Abram. God makes a covenant. It is an ancient ritual. A pathway literally 
carved out between slaughtered animas. One must walk down the path to signify one’s oath to the covenant. 
And if they ever break their promise, may their fate be like these slaughtered beasts. It is an unforgettable and 
unmistakable experience. God instructs Abram to make the path. Abram prepares the way and waits for God to 
make the first move. The dark night descends again. As does Abrams dark night in his soul. He grows sleepy 
waiting for God to do something…anything. And then, in that twilight, Abram sees a glimmer and movement in 
the corner of his eye. Slowly, scraping across the desert floor, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch inch their 
way through the path. God makes his promise. And the funny thing is, that’s all there is to it. Abram doesn’t 
follow suit. God’s promise is enough for the both of them. You see, when God make a covenant with God’s 
people, it is unconditional. God alone promised with a rainbow never to flood the earth again. God alone makes 
covenants to be our God and all God wants from us is to trust in God’s promises. This table prepared before you 
tonight represents God’s covenant with us. This bread and this cup remind us that In Jesus Christ, God Emptied 
Himself to the point of death in order to save us… once and for all. Its all God’s doing. There is no requirement 
for us. How can there be? God’s covenant is GRACE. God does all the work. We just have to come up and 
receive it.  
 
So Abram presses on. He still has some struggles along the way but eventually, after his 99th birthday, Abram 
and Sarai (now named Abraham and Sarah) have a son named Isaac—which means “Laughter.” And from that 
child of laughter, came 12 tribes of Israel. And from those tribes became a nation. And from that nation came a 
messiah who would graft the rest of the people of the earth into the family of God.  
 
So the story of Abram is our story. The story of our people. The story of our God. It is a story worth 
remembering. 
 
All we have to do is look up to the night sky. Gaze at the stars. And remember the story of Abram. Remember 
that we are never alone. Remember that we are but creatures in an infinite universe, made by an almighty God, 
who loves each and every one of us. A God who makes promises. Where there is loss, there will be abundance, 
where there is brokenness there will be healing, where there is failure, there will be grace. These are the 
promises made by God and God alone. And God Keeps God’s Promises. All we have to do is to trust and walk 
humbly with our God. We just need to Sure on this Shining Night. 
 
“Don’t be afraid. I am your shield.” Says God. “Look to the heavens and count the stars if you are able to 
count them.” 
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Amen. 
 


