A Long Wait: Genesis 18:1-15; 21:1-7
Earlier this summer, public radio ran a story that highlighted a growing business in China called “professional queuing.” Queuing—a term that we don’t often use in the Midwest—is a word used to describe a line of waiting people. Because of the sheer number of lines that Chinese nationals wait in, “professional queuing” is an industry on the rise. Instead of waiting in line for hours—or even days—to buy a new handbag, deposit money at the bank, buy a train ticket, register a child for school, or get into the doctor, folks who can afford to hire a “professional queuer” pay someone to wait for them—at the going rate of about three dollars an hour.

When I heard the story, I remarked to my husband, Paul, that I thought “professional queuing” was an ingenious idea. I could think of several situations for which I would consider hiring a professional to wait so that I wouldn’t have to. The truth is that we all wait—for traffic to clear, for the bus to come, for our water to boil, for our baby to go to sleep, for our boss to give us words of encouragement, for our children to tie their shoes, for a job offer to come, for the pregnancy test to read positive, for our college freshman to call, for the tomatoes to ripen, for our friend in the military to email, for our test results to come back clean, for our committee to make a decision, for our partner to say he or she is sorry after an argument, or, in my case, for the sermon to write itself. Each day, we all spend minutes—even hours—waiting for something to happen. And, I think it’s safe to say that, to varying degrees, the waiting we do is never easy.
+++
The story of Abraham and Sarah reminds us that while we wait we’re in good company. Here, I think it’s helpful to have a little more background information on Sarah and Abraham’s story. Earlier in the book of Genesis, we learn that Abraham and Sarah are chosen by God, and we hear God make several bold promises to them. (1) God promises land for Abraham and his people. (2) God promises to make of Abraham a great nation, which means that he and Sarah will have many descendents. And, (3) God promises to bless Abraham and bless those who bless him and curse those who curse him. With these three promises in hand, God tells Abraham to go from his homeland, his family, and all that he knows to the land that God will show him. Abraham and Sarah, both well into retirement age when they’re given this instruction, pack up their family’s shop and faithfully do as God commands.
Given the text that we heard read today, we might be tempted to think that their trip was smooth and that God’s promises were promptly fulfilled. But, the truth is that things aren’t easy for Abraham and Sarah on their journey to the life that God had promised. They find themselves living under drought conditions in Egypt. Abraham tells the Egyptian Pharaoh that Sarah is his sister—rather than his wife—so that both of them will be fed and protected. And, eventually, both Sarah and Abraham get tired of waiting for God’s promises to become a reality and enact a plan with Sarah’s slave, Hagar, to produce an heir that will jumpstart Abraham’s lineage and the future of God’s chosen people. The whole story—that you can find beginning in Genesis 12—tells of a man and woman who experienced frustration, lived with doubt, and made more than a few mistakes as they waited for God’s promises for their lives to be fulfilled. 
It is twenty-five epic years into what appears to an empty promise that we hear the story of Abraham and Sarah read for today. No doubt, Abraham and Sarah had all but given up on having a child when three messengers appear to them and announce that Sarah will have a son. At first, Sarah cynically laughs in utter disbelief. After all, she’s aware that her eighty-nine year old body is well past its childbearing years. It is only after she conceives and bears Isaac—whose name literally means laughter—that the tone of her laughter changes. It echoes with delight; it rings with God’s faithfulness to the promises that were made to her so long ago. It turns out that, much to Sarah’s surprise after more than two decades of disappointment, absolutely nothing is too wonderful for God.
+++
Like Sarah and Abraham, all of us do our own queuing, so to speak, as we wait for the fulfillment of God’s promises in our lives. This is often long and hard work; we wait days—even years—for something to happen. Along the way, we, like Sarah and Abraham, often experience frustration and doubt. Sometimes, we try to take matters into our own hands. And, we make lots of mistakes as we wait for God’s promises to be fulfilled.
The good news is that we don’t wait alone. We gather together as a worshipping community to support and encourage each other as we wait for God’s promises to become a reality in our own lives, in the life of this community, and in the wider world. Each week, we also come together in worship to remind each other of the certain promises that we’ve been given—even though we think that we’ve been forgotten, God promises to remember. Even though we doubt, God promises to be faithful. Even though we fear that we don’t have enough, God promises abundance. And, even though we are sure that we have no reason to be joyful, God promises to bring laughter into our lives.  
While the fulfillment of God’s promises won’t look the same for us as it did for Sarah and Abraham, worship trains us to be on the lookout for signs of fulfillment all around us. Each day we are given glimpses of what this fulfillment looks like, sounds like, and feels like—when the tea kettle whistles, when the baby’s breathing signals that he is asleep, when we bite into the first ripe tomato of the season, when the phone rings and we hear our loved one’s voice, when a friend grips our hand as the test results are read, when our committee makes a decision that will faithfully serve God’s people, or when we reconcile with the one we love. It is in these experiences—of our waiting come to an end—that we share in the wonder of God’s promises fulfilled and join Sarah in her laughter that echoes with delight. 
For promises made and promises kept and for the community that holds us as we wait, we say thanks be to God.

AMEN.
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