God is exceptionally good at ruining plans.  When we think we have things figured out, when we know exactly how things are supposed to go, even when we have the best intentions, God does a great job of stepping in and messing them up.  Even when we think that we are doing exactly what it is that God wants of us, somehow, we manage to have totally missed the point and God has to break in and turn things upside down again.

Perhaps no one knows this better than Abraham.  When we first meet Abraham in the 12th chapter of Genesis, he isn’t even called Abraham yet – his name is Abram.  Abram is a nomadic herder.  He’s living in a land that isn’t even his own; they left their home in Ur to go to Canaan, but only made it as far as Haran.  We’re not told what his relationship with God is like, but up until this point Abram and his wife Sarai are only names on a list of genealogies, so it’s possible that Abram fully expects to live out his life without much interruption from God.

God not only interrupts Abram’s life, he practically tears it into pieces and tosses it up in the air like confetti.  God basically says to Abram: go.  And he does. Abram and Sarai and a strange cast of characters wander from Haran to Canaan, down into Egypt, and back up again into Canaan – that’s over 1,600 miles.  On foot.  When he’s in his seventies.  God has really messed things up for Abram.  Best of all, God keeps promising Abram that his offspring will be like the stars in the sky, that he will be a great name and a great nation – and all the while, Abram and his wife can’t have children.

So Abram and Sarai make a plan for themselves.  They decide that Abram should take Sarai’s servant girl, Hagar, and try to have a child with her.  It works.  Hagar has a son named Ishmael, and Abram figures he’s made good on the promise.  But when we come to chapter 17 of Genesis, the portion we read today, God lets Abram and Sarai know that these plans weren’t at all what God had in mind.  In had been 13 years – Ishmael was a teenager, and Abram must have thought that he’d worked things out just fine, thank you.

But this was not at all what God had in mind.  God makes it clear this time around that when he said that Abram would have many children, he meant that he would have these children with his wife Sarai.  In fact, this time around God specifically blesses Sarai as the mother of nations.  In the verse after today’s reading, Abram laughs out loud.  He’s almost one hundred years old, and his wife is 90.  How on earth could they have kids?  They didn’t need to, really – they’d worked things out with Ishmael, and that should be plenty.

But the plans that Abram and Sarai had laid for themselves were clearly not at all the plans that God really and truly had for them.  This plan is so dramatically different from what they’d hoped for that their very selves change.  Abram is now Abraham, and Sarai is now Sarah.  They are named by God, claimed as part of God’s eternal covenant, they are new people.  And in spite of themselves, in spite of everything, they take God at his word and reorient their life.  They try again.
In our own lives, we are very much like Abraham and Sarah.  We believe.  We have faith.  We hear God’s promises and want them to be true.  But we’re also good at deciding exactly how we’d like those things to play out.  When God calls us to follow, we’re likely to say yes – but we’re going to pick out what that means, exactly, and we don’t want God to mess that up.  Instead of listening to God, allowing God’s promises to work in us in a new and revolutionary way, we want it all to be on our terms.  We don’t want to lose ourselves.  We don’t want anyone other than ourselves to be in control.  We want God to be God, but only insofar as we can have our say.
But this is not how God works.  God is our God, and nothing else is.  God has promised to be with us, and God is going to break down everything that stands in between us and God.  That includes pride, wealth, power, reputation, good order – anything and everything that we think makes us who we are.  For God to be our God, it’s got to be God and nothing else.
When God promises to be God to us, as God promises to Sarah and Abraham, this promise is made whether we like it or not.  This promise is made even though we can’t do anything to respond to it – we might even simply fall on our face laughing like Abraham and Sarah, totally overwhelmed by the mere suggestion that God might be able to do something for us that we can’t.  God promises to be God to us, even though we might think we’re doing a pretty great job of being gods ourselves.  
And how is it that our God is our God?  Our God comes to us in the person of Jesus Christ, a man who is fully human and fully God.  Right away, our expectations for what it means for God to be God have changed.  And what does our God do for us?  He dies.  He offers all himself for us, no matter what, in spite of our own constant driving attempts to make our righteousness for ourselves.  Maybe we would’ve had it some other way – maybe we’d rather avoid the shame of the cross.  Maybe we’d like to take the control back and figure out a way to build our righteousness ourselves.  God’s way is messy, and we’d like something else.
But that is not what it means for our God to be God to us.  Our God extends promises, and we can only respond in faith.  This isn’t always easy – even Sarah and Abraham struggled, trying to fulfill the promise themselves, and laughing when God told them otherwise.  But they got there.  They let God be God and trusted the promises, and now we look to them and the mother and father of nations of believers.  God is our God, God alone, and all we can be is believers.  That is all God wants, and all you need.

