From Covenant to Covenant: Nothing Stays the Same
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16

The author James Baldwin once noted, “Most of us are about as eager to be changed as we were to be born, and go through our changes in a similar state of shock.” 

What is it about change that causes us to react that way? A group of organizational development consultants have identified the most common reasons people resist change. Those reasons include:

· People don’t understand why the change is necessary.
· People don’t believe the “change” will work.
· People believe the old way is better.
· People are afraid they might fail.
· People don’t trust the motives of the change agent.
· There’s little or no evidence the new way will work.
· The pain associated with changing is greater than the pain of remaining the same.


Despite the reasons we might have to resist change, the words of another quotation remind us: “Resisting change is like holding your breath; if you succeed, you die.”

Accepting change rather than resisting it is at the heart of the story in today’s scripture reading. It’s the story of another of God’s covenants.


This time God makes a covenant with a ninety-nine-year-old man and his ninety-year-old wife. God already had promised to lead this aging couple to a new land and to bless the world through them. Now God promises that this unlikely couple will become the ancestors of nations. If the change from being childless to becoming parents of multitudes weren’t enough, God also changes the couple’s names. God’s covenant gives Abraham and Sarah a new sense of purpose and a new identity.

When you think about it, Abraham and Sarah could have offered most, if not all, of the reasons listed for resisting change. Why did they really need to leave their home to travel to an unidentified destination? How did they know they could trust what God had in store for them? Was there really any evidence they’d have a son at their age? What might this journey of faith cost them?
Although there’ll be plenty of twists and turns, as well as lots of stops and starts, along the couple’s journey, Abraham and Sarah ultimately embrace the change offered by God. What was it that enabled them to follow in faith—even if it meant nothing would stay the same?
Abraham and Sarah were willing to take risks. They risked trusting that God would keep the promises offered them. They risked giving up their security—their families, their country, their source of income. They risked being vulnerable as they let go of control and opened themselves to change.

What about us? Are there risks we’re unwilling to take that would enable us to follow in faith?

Perhaps we’re unwilling to risk because we’re afraid of what other people might think. Sometimes in the church we confuse having faith with having all the answers—or we equate faith with a well‑defined set of beliefs and behaviors. We think that people with real faith are always certain about what they should or shouldn’t do. They somehow know beyond a shadow of a doubt which side to take on every issue. They decide what they believe and then cling to that belief tenaciously.

Even if we’ve make the intentional decision not to live out our faith in that way, do we feel an occasional pang of guilt? Do we worry from time to time about what real Christians might think of us?

Within our own congregation, do we risk asking our deepest questions of faith or sharing our deepest needs for healing or voicing our deepest hopes and dreams? Or are we afraid of what others might think or how they might respond?

Beth Nielsen Chapman understands what it means to take this kind of risk. Everything seemed to be going this singer/songwriter’s way. After more than a decade of playing less-than-glamorous gigs, she was gaining recognition on the Nashville music scene. Artists such as Trisha Yearwood, Willie Nelson, and Don Williams were recording songs she’d written. She’d also released two critically acclaimed albums of her own.

 On the personal side, she’d met and married Ernest Chapman. He and their son added balance and joy to her life.

Then Beth’s husband was diagnosed with a rare form of cancer and given only a short time to live. After his death, she released an album of songs she’d written about her personal story of pain and sorrow.

Included with that album is this note: “I could never have imagined all the twists and turns my life would take since the release of my last record. I lost my husband Ernest to cancer in August. . . . The year that passed between his diagnosis and his death was one of profound sorrow, deep learning, and incomprehensible wonder for us both. The songs on this album reflect many stages of grief and healing for me. It has been a long struggle, but I’m starting to feel more joy these days. And every aspect of my life has deepened in meaning. That has been a gift in the midst of this loss.”
In the first song on the album, this artist reminds us that faith calls us to risk voicing our deepest pains, our deepest needs, our deepest dreams regardless of the cost.

I held you close to me

Once in a distant dream

Far from the shores of my fear

I sailed on this ocean

Where all I imagined could happen

And now you are here
It’s so hard to touch what is out of our hands

To know and to trust what the heart understands
Only the ones who believe

Ever see what they dream

Ever dream what comes true
What else keeps us from taking the risks that faith requires? Maybe we’re afraid to give up something that provides us with a sense of security. Maybe it’s the way we’ve always done things. Maybe it’s what we think others expect of us. Maybe it’s the roles we play in our families or at work or at church. Whatever it is, giving it up—even for the sake of faith—is frightening.

Giving up secure ways of being and relating to others is at the heart of the novel The Saving Graces. It tells the story of four women bound together by friendship for more than a decade. During those years, Emma, Rudy, Lee, and Isabel share a deep affection that helps them deal with the ebb and flow of expectations and disappointments, triumphs and failures, love and loss.

Part of what enables them to stay together over the years is that each brings certain qualities, plays specific roles, acts in expected ways. But then Isabel’s unexpected illness requires each of the friends to risk changing if they’re to stay together. The journey of change they’re to travel together isn’t easy or direct. There are moments of pain, of uncertainty, of fear. Often the friends long for how things once seemed to be—simple, predictable, safe.

But what keeps them traveling this path is faith—faith that the risks they’re taking will be worth the cost. That journey is perhaps the most difficult for Rudy, who’s spent most of her life allowing fear to plot her course. In one of the book’s most moving passages, Isabel encourages Rudy to try to move beyond that fear. “It may not work, but the trying is everything. . . . I love you, Rudy. I have so much faith in you.”
Ultimately, Rudy does take that risk. And she declares: “For so long I thought there wasn’t such a thing as change. . . . I think it’s the heart of despair, not being able to believe in change.”
In thinking about the risks we might be unwilling to take, what about vulnerability? Are we willing to give up control when it comes to our faith journey? Are we willing to follow God’s direction rather than expecting God to conform to what we want or feel comfortable with?

The Baptist preacher Will Campbell asserts: “All the trouble, between us and God, began when we got too good to be with God out in the desert in a tent and began building churches trying to housebreak God.”


The theologian Douglas John Hall provides a slightly little slant when he writes: “Journey is an excellent metaphor for a movement that understands itself as people on the way, en-route, in transit. . . . Like our parents in the faith, we Christians all too soon exchanged tents for houses. How very settled we have been—and for so long. We’ve practically lost the knack for travel.”
This Lenten season provides us with an opportunity to regain our knack for travel. To consider the risks we might need to take. To open ourselves to the possibility of change.

Our stewardship campaign invites us to do the same type of reflection. To imagine a new future for our congregation. To identify ways we can work together to claim the promises that lie ahead of us. To commit ourselves to the transformation God offers us.


Will it be easy? Probably not. Taking risks usually isn’t. Nor is change. The lyrics to the song Nothing Stays the Same reflect the struggle:  

How can we carry on 
These heavy loads can get so strong 
Is there some hope down the road 
Tell me do we have to bear this on our own

Searching for a place in life 
And we’re fighting for a way to survive 
In a time where things are gonna have to change 
Nothing forever stays the same


Despite the struggle and challenges, may God’s covenant to be with us, to love us, to offer us a more promising future ease our resistance, encourage our spirits, and inspire our journey. Amen.
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