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The covenant promise God made to Abraham caused a problem in the early church because circumcised Jews were unwilling to incorporate into the worshipping community Gentiles whose only credentials were faith in Christ.  The holy Mosaic Law had revealed God’s will to the Hebrew people but it lacked the power to fulfill the Law.  The question for Jew and Gentile alike was how to be righteous before God.  Listen to what Paul has to say in the fourth chapter of Romans, verses 13-14 and 20-24.  I am using the New Jerusalem Bible, and strongly encourage you to read this entire chapter in whatever translation you find helpful. 

Romans 4: v. 13-14: The promise to Abraham and his descendants, that he should inherit the world, was not through the Law, but through the uprightness of faith.  For if it is those who live by the Law who will gain the inheritance, faith is worthless and the promise is without force; for the Law produces nothing but God’s retribution.  It is only where there is no Law that it is possible to live without breaking the Law.  20-24: Counting on the promise of God, Abraham did not doubt or disbelieve, but drew strength from faith and gave glory to God, fully convinced that whatever God promised he had the power to perform.  This is the faith that was reckoned to him as uprightness.  And the word ‘reckoned’ in scripture applies not only to him; it is there for our sake also - our faith, too, will be ‘reckoned’ because we believe in him who raised from the dead our Lord Jesus who was handed over to death for our sins and raised to life for our justification. The word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.
Let us pray:  Spirit of God, “recon” to us understanding that is faith and courage building so your will may be done in and through us this day.  Amen 
Women of Courage, Women of Faith
The story of the Egyptian slave, Hagar, begins within the cultural norms of a tribal people and reflects the focus of our Presbyterian Women over the past year.  At monthly Gatherings  and in small groups they have been studying and reacting to the ethnic, economic, religious and national differences that prevent the entire human family, but particularly women and children, from sharing God’s peace and justice. 
This morning we heard the end of the story of Hagar and we understand that Sarah’s plan to gain a child by using her slave as a surrogate mother had backfired.  Hagar had conceived, but Sarah became jealous and abusive until Hagar finally ran away from her into the wilderness.  While in the desert a messenger from God found her by a spring of water. “The Lord has given heed to your affliction.” He said.  Hagar was then instructed to return to her mistress.  She obeyed because she had experienced God’s mercy and believed that he would continue to take care of her.
Back at the women’s tent, however, things did not go any better for Hagar.  As her body grew more swollen, Sarah’s jealousy grew more intense.  When a male child was delivered, Hagar’s confidence in her privileged position made her less subservient and more ’uppity’ around the camp.  In time, Sarah also conceived, but she feared that Hagar’s son Ishmael would be deemed equal with her son Isaac.  As the first wife, she demanded that Abraham make right her plan gone wrong and throw both Hagar and her child out …out into the desert and a sure sentence of death. We can only watch as Hagar, with their meager provisions gone, lays Ishmael in a shallow grave under a bush and goes away from the child to weep.  She simply went and sat at a distance so she would not have to watch her child die… and she wept.
I find a confusing incongruity in Hagar’s story at this point.  Hasn’t she done everything right…except maybe for the part about getting a little ‘uppity’ around the camp? She obeyed God’s command and returned to Sarah only to end up as the Bible’s first freed slave, first divorced wife and, despite having had a very wealthy husband, the first homeless single mom.  Does God not reward obedience? Can we trust Him to be with us when life gets ’messy’? 
Let’s leave Hagar in God’s care for a while and take up Paul’s letter to the church in Rome.  The Apostle was answering the question, “Can those who are not obedient to the Jewish Law be counted among the people of God?”  His answer was that one’s inclusion in the family…he calls it inheritance…comes, not through obedience but through faith in what God has done for us through Christ.  Paul makes it plain that we are made right with God entirely by what God has done.  Our faith comes to us as God’s gift of grace. Abraham believed that God was able to do what he had said he would do and Paul wrote, “Therefore, Abraham’s faith was credited to him as righteousness.”  
The faith of the Egyptian slave mirrors the commitment of women around the world today, not just to survive, but also to flourish and to help other women do the same. One such woman of courage and faith is Rev. Constance McIntosh.  Some of you met her on the October mission trip to the Navaho Nation and know even more than I do of her story.  When Pastor Constance was asked to ‘look at’ a call to Trinity Church in Chinle, Arizona, she was an unmarried, middle aged, white woman living in Southern California.  She was told that the previous pastor, also a woman, had left that position after being severely beaten in the church rectory. She had no experience working with a Native American population, no male figure to provide a buffer for protection, and less physical stamina than she might have had in younger years.  Constance looked at Trinity and its people and what she saw seemed impossible.  Assignment to a remote reservation is not the reward for good and faithful service most pastors relish! This faithful pastor prayed, and she meditated, and she listened for the voice of God.  Then she accepted the call. We hope that more of you will get to meet this amazing woman in the near future.  Because of her presence there, many good and unexpected things are happening now at Trinity Church, but it took faith to listen and courage to obey before God could to begin to extend His grace through her to that community. 
I suspect we all wonder at times if God rewards our faithfulness and obedience.  It appears that he does… but not always. Perhaps we could look at it another way: life happens, but God…. . Life, with all its variants, happens… but God is still there, still active, still creating.  Hagar was forced into exile in the arid and alien desert of Bathsheba. She did not cry out to God, but God in his mercy saw and heard her.  We read that God opened her eyes and she saw a well of life-giving water, something she had not previously been aware of, and she rose up.  Eventually, out of Hagar’s wilderness experience came a great nation. We may never live to see what our faith produces, but God’s goodness can extend far beyond our immediate sphere, even to future generations.
Through the stories of women like Hagar and Constance McIntire, it is exciting to see God‘s hand at work.  It is even more exciting to hear of his activity in the stories of women in our own congregation. Early in the process of writing this sermon, I sensed there was a pattern to the stories, like a living tapestry, so I decided to do an informal survey. I invited random women to tell me about a time in their life that required great courage or about a particularly difficult time when their faith had sustained them.
Your candid responses were awesome, ladies, and I thank you all for filling my mailbox! 
As I began collecting your stories, a young woman of twenty-something phoned me asking for a referral to a counselor. She said she felt lost and did not know who she was anymore and her anxiety level was seriously interfering with her work and studies.  While perhaps not life threatening, her fear and emotional pain were real.  What fascinated me, however, was that her anxiety about an uncertain future contrasted dramatically with the desert experiences our women shared. A very important thread appeared in my weaving. Here are some of the things our women of courage and faith told me:
You were scared to death, but you went out into the world alone at and early age, often with little to no financial support, for the “foreign” lands of education or employment.  Some literally went overseas. “But,” one person commented, “I knew my mother was at home praying for me every day.…”
You were war brides who married, lived and raised families away from familiar and supportive environments, only to become widowed or divorced single parents. The church provided safety and solace for the first time to a few, but more of you said: “We always looked for a church first thing when we went to a new place.” Or, “God led me to a church that adopted me and my kids and I knew we would be alright.” Another,  now facing blindness, said, “I was born in the church and it has always kept me centered and grounded. Even when my husband died, and now when I am the last of all my family, I know I can face what I have to face because of my faith.”
You have lost years and careers honed with great effort because of illness, accident or personal injury.  Some of you still endure painful recovery.  Others have had to take the helm and run businesses or support families for the first time.  “There has been a lot of rain,” said one woman, “but God has always provided shelter.  “That shelter came in many forms, such as, “My Christian teaching gave me permission to grieve (my experience) without remorse.”
You have loved and lost so many and so much….often at the expense of your own health and welfare. “But God told me to do it and I felt the presence of Jesus in the house with me, “one woman wrote. “My husband’s long illness prepared me and I knew I could make the rest of my life alone.” 
You have been disappointed in yourself, in people you trusted and in the church.  A very personal note read, “My disappointment led me to a new place where I felt overwhelmed but where I knew I needed to be.  I am thankful because it has been a place where my faith has grown and I have found peace.”  There are also a number of indomitable spirits who disregarded the odds against them and saw amazing things happen.  Entire populations and towns have experienced the compassionate love of God because you believed.
Ladies, you gave me so much that I had to combine similar stories for today, but I found the threads I was looking for.  What I did not expect to find was that most of you do not think of yourself as women of courage.  You tended to gloss over your problems and were anxious to get to the ‘real’ story which always began with some variation of the words, “But God…”  Over and over, I heard, ‘Life happened, but God was always there.”  I am going to claim that statement as the first common thread in our women’s tapestry.  For those who had held his hand from childhood, God’s certain presence was even more evident, so let’s call early exposure to God thread number two. I found thread number three in the reflective statement, “God’s mercy gave me courage.” When you felt the loving compassion and presence of God, just like Hagar, you were able to do what you had to do.  
There were also some mentoring spirits among you and I appreciated these words:  “Many of us grew up in the depression and learned to do without; to not expect too much, but to expect to survive.  The young don’t know what we knew and they become fearful because of what they don’t have.  The lesson of youth is to learn to trust God with the little things.  Then they can trust themselves.  This is the story of courage and faith we have to give them.” 
Here was the final thread beginning to weave my young twenty-something friend into the pattern. Just like Hagar entering the arid and scary places of life, one’s trust in God builds, one experience upon the other, so that throughout life, faith grows.  “We are all afraid sometime,” a ninety-seven year old told me.  Bedfast now, and dependent on others, she has every reason to be anxious about what tomorrow will bring, but she still recites the Scripture verses her mother gave her as a child.  They hold deep and treasured meaning and she is at peace with her Lord.  Whether we were sheltered by another’s faith in the past or are still searching as new believers, each of us has to find the source of life-giving water for ourselves. In turn, God’s gracious love never stops searching for us and brings us faith-based courage in times of need. One can’t birth it or buy it. It is simply there for all who will believe.
Thank you, women of courage and faith. And thank you also to the men who support us.  Let us give all glory and praise to God as we continue to walk together in his abiding presence, seeking righteousness, peace and justice.  Amen.
