 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
DOES GOD CHANGE HIS MIND?


Gen. 18:16-33


Chapters 18 and 19 of Genesis begin with God’s appearance at Abraham’s tent at the Oaks of Mamre outside Hebron, to announce that Abraham and Sarah will have a son in their old age, and they end with the destruction of Sodom and Gemorrah in a rain of fire and brimstone.  Sandwiched in between is the strange little story of Abraham convincing God not to do what God says He is planning to do.  That’s where I want to go this morning, and I’m wondering about a particular question this story raises: “Does God change His mind?”


Here it is, beginning with the first verses of chapter 18 to set the scene: (read 18:1-5, then 18:16-33).


As I was growing up, the point of the story seemed to be that you should always show hospitality to strangers, “for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.”  My sainted great-aunts told stories of the last Great Depression when they wondered if some beggar who came to the door of their little house might turn out to be Jesus himself in disguise. Still a good lesson – but what about Abraham arguing with God about what happens to Sodom?


It’s a very strange story!  Not only does the Creator of heaven and earth suddenly appear in the form of an Arab traveler who needs something to eat and water to cool his hot, dirty feet .. but after lunch, as the other two men – or angels, as we find out later – head on down the mountain God decides to admit to Abraham that the reason they’re going to Sodom is to see for themselves if what those folks are doing is as bad as He’s heard – and if it is, well ...  It didn’t take much reading between the lines for Abraham to realize what was about to happen.  Now, watch: Abraham blocks the path and gets right up in God’s face!  


“With all due respect, Lord.  Are you serious?   Are you really planning to get rid of the good people in Sodom along with the bad?  Far be that from Thee.  That just isn’t right!”   (What am I doing … telling God what isn’t right!   But it’s true!)


Right about now was when I began to realize that this was not simply a quaint little story.  I had just heard a variation of Abraham’s question on the evening news out of Afghanistan: the reporter was telling about a drone attack that had struck a home where a terrorist leader was thought to be hiding.  They thought the terrorist was killed; then the reporter commented on the regrettable necessary collateral damage: scores of innocent children and their parents also died in the blast.   


It suddenly struck me what this story in Genesis is about.  It’s not just about giving hospitality to angels unawares; it’s not about satisfying my curiosity regarding whether God changes his mind.  It goes much deeper than that.  It’s about the character of God.  Abraham wants to know: Ok, God.  What are you really made of?  Which is more important to you: destroying people whose evil offends you ... or preserving the innocent who always seem to get sucked into the world’s messes?  “Are you really going to wipe out everybody who has slipped off the straight and narrow?  Because if you are, you’re sure not the holy God I hoped you were!”  


What is God like?  Does this odd encounter between God and Abraham teach us anything about God?


Well, for one thing, maybe it shows that John Calvin was right: the God of infinite power and mystery is willing to come down from high heaven and talk “baby talk” for our benefit – to appear in an outrageously childish-sounding story just to help bridge the huge gap between God’s mind and ours.  And maybe Frederick Buechner is right, too: the images and stories of the Bible are meant more to evoke than to inform ... more to stir up our imagination than to answer all our questions.   It’s tempting to cobble together a kind of vague general idea of a heavenly Father in our minds, and call it “God”.  But if we ever stop wondering what God is like and let our ideas harden into a fixed form, then we have turned the real God into an idol.  Because the God Abraham met in person is always a mystery.  The living God is always greater than our best theological ideas about God!  So how about this:  maybe Abraham’s story is meant to make us wonder about new and more adequate ways to imagine God. 


I thought about that the other day as I was sitting around with a group of ministers at a breakfast restaurant in Sanford.  We were talking about The Shack, the thought-provoking book by William Young.  A young father’s life was in shreds after his little daughter was abducted and murdered.  Then, one day a letter appeared in his mailbox – a letter from God, inviting him to come meet with all three persons of the Trinity in the cabin where his daughter’s body had been found.  Well, everybody had an opinion about that!  A letter from God, in the mailbox?  Come on!  That’s about as hokey as God knocking on the door of Abraham’s tent!  And the Trinity featuring God as a big Black woman who is always in the kitchen cooking ... Jesus in blue jeans ... and the Holy Spirit as a lovely young woman who is never quite where you thought she was!  


It’s risky, trying to talk about God using human language:  we get all tangled up in whether to use masculine or feminine pronouns, and whether God has ears to hear with and a mind that can be changed .. or not.  But since the Bible keeps insisting that God is a Person and not a Thing, human analogy and metaphor is the only language we have to talk about God.  So there He is – Black and female in The Shack, or God sweating in the midday heat, cooling off in the shade under old Abraham’s oak trees.  God in human form, speaking ancient Aramaic with a hill country accent.  Acting as if it had never occurred to him that killing everybody associated with doing bad stuff was unworthy of a good God!  You have to wonder: was God setting Abraham up?  Was the talk about planning to destroy everybody in Sodom meant to intentionally provoke Abraham to ask his questions?  


Then and now, the assumption was that you should get what you deserve.  That’s only fair.  And God is the enforcer who protects the innocent and punishes the guilty.  But Abraham discovered a new thing about God: even when people deserve to be punished, God care more about mercy than fairness!  Who would have known?  It was a whole new idea: instead of sin leading automatically to punishment, there is what Walter Brueggemann calls the “intrusion of grace” between sin and sentence. “The intrusion of Grace!”  If just ten righteous people could bring about the salvation of a whole city .. maybe someday it would only take One to save the whole world!


“So the Lord went his way when he had finished speaking to Abraham, and his two traveling companions went down the mountain toward Sodom.



Abraham got up early the next morning.  Maybe Sarah’s morning sickness had made it hard for either of them to sleep.  To the southeast he could see dark soot belching into the sky, “like smoke from a furnace.”  

Archeologists say that Sodom and Gomorrah are still out there, ruins covered by shallow water at the south end of the Dead Sea.  That smoke carried a mixed message: God who requires justice and righteousness hears the cries of the oppressed will not forever tolerate the evil that people do to others.  But there’s another message here too: for out of the smoke trudges Lot and his family.  Guilty by association and his choice of the dubious pleasures of Sodom, like all the rest of us -- but saved by grace

And old Abraham standing there in the road wondering what it would be like if God were to decide to show up again some day looking for all the world just like one of us!  Or, on the next visitation, like something we never could have imagined.  

