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Every so often, I watch the show “Finding Your Roots” on PBS. In this program, 
Henry Louis Gates takes a well-known celebrity on a tour of their family tree. He 
and his team of genealogists dive deep into the person’s ancestry, and, quite 
often, the guest is moved to tears as they uncover small pieces of their own 
history.  
 
Our Bible is a family tree of sorts, exploring the lives and challenges of our 
spiritual forebears. Though many of them lived thousands of years ago, their 
troubles and triumphs resonate today. For the next several weeks, we are going 
to Find Our Roots through the book of Genesis. We won’t be doing a deep dive 
into family secrets, but we will hear again some old stories, with renewed 
understanding. 
 
Abraham and Sarah are not the first people mentioned in the book of Genesis, 
but they are the people through whom God establishes a great covenant. We 
share Abraham and Sarah with our Jewish and Muslim siblings. Abraham is a 
patriarch for three of the world’s religions. God uses Abraham as a vehicle for 
blessing both Abraham’s immediate family and his innumerable descendants. 
The story of God’s promise and fulfilment of that promise to Abraham is our story, 
and we learn that God continues to bless us to be a blessing.  
 
Since we are starting in the middle of the narrative, it’s helpful to review what has 
already taken place in Abraham’s narrative. Prior to today’s readings, God made 
a three-fold promise to Abram: 1) he would have a land; 2) he would become a 
"great nation" (that is, have many descendants); and 3) he would be blessed to 
be a blessing: "in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed" (12:3). Of 
course, Abram and Sarai had no children at this point, let alone many who would 
become a great nation.  
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Year passed. Sarah and Abraham grew older. And yet there was no child.  

Sometime later, God spoke to Abram again in order to renew the promise. God 
took Abram outside on a starry, starry night and declared, "Look toward heaven 
and count the stars, if you are able to count them. . . . So shall your descendants 
be" (15:6). But you can't have a sky-full of descendants when you don't have 
even one child. And Sarai remained barren. She and Abram had no child. And 
they grew older still. 

In our reading for today, Sarah and Abraham have reached an age where child 
bearing is no longer a biological possibility. I can imagine that Sarah has long 
given up hope. She may even feel as if God has forgotten her. The promise 
Abraham hears (and Sarah overhears) is not a new one, and it is promised 
unfulfilled. I don’t blame her for laughing. At this point, God may as well be 
promising Sarah the moon! 
 
God gets the last laugh, so to speak, when Isaac, son of Sarah and Abraham is 
born. God’s promise to Sarah fulfilled, and God’s promise to Abraham begun.  

Rolf Jacobsen, an Old Testament scholar, remarks that this section of Genesis is 
the Old Testament version of the Christmas Story. Similar to the birth of Jesus, 
the story moves from announcement (or "annunciation") to consummation -- from 
promise to fulfillment.  Sometimes, though, the time between the announcement 1

and consummation is longer than we’d like. God operates on God’s time, not 
human time. It takes generations, after all, for Abraham’s promise of many, many 
descendant to be fulfilled. Abraham is not going to long enough to see it happen. 
It takes trust in God that God’s faithfulness will extend beyond his time. 

Trusting God is both the privilege and frustration of our faith. We stand on the 
promises of God. But God is not to be controlled and sometimes, we decide to 
hedge our bets in case God doesn’t show up. Oh, we still trust God, but only to 

1 https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1087 
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do minor miracles--let help us make budget, or provide enough volunteers for 
church programming. We church people can easily get in the trap of thinking 
small, because they can only see the immediate future. I am guilty of this all the 
time--I pray that the spirit guides me while leading a meeting or writing a sermon. 
Worthy endeavors--absolutely. But this is a God who took an elderly, childless 
man by the hand and showed him the innumerable stars and promised him a 
nation. That’s thinking big.  

In planning meetings, we often talk about our Big Hairy Audacious Goal. Well, 
We have a Big Hairy Audacious God. I don’t want us to get too pinned down by 
this pandemic that we forget that God has a larger picture. That we are blessed 
to be a blessing, and are capable of transforming our neighborhood into a 
community of peace. That’s why churches must engage in mission and justice 
work. There is no bigger hairy-er audacious-ier goal than justice for our neighbors 
on the margins. God may work in a small scale, but God thrives in the big scale, 
too--and winning small victories with city officials will ultimately result in big scale 
justice for Topeka.  

This is a tough season for both the church and people. 2020 has worn us down 
to a nub and it is not even halfway over. I know that many of you are struggling 
with loss of a job, loss of a family member, loss of routine, loss of purpose. To 
hear God’s promise is laughable. Do you ever want to laugh at God sometimes? 
Sarah did. And you know what--God was not offended. God is always in on the 
joke, and God has this amazing way of doubling-down on  

What is your Big Hairy Audacious Goal for your faith? What moment have you 
been waiting for all of your life? It’s absurd to think that God is reliable when 
everything is so up-in-the-air these days. Let’s have a laugh together. Our family 
tree is rooted in absurdity, but nothing is too wonderful for the Lord. 


