
I Am Not In Control 
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based on Genesis 12:10-20 
 
There is an old Persian story of a wise judge that I have told before.  A shopkeeper 
complained to him of several unsolved burglaries to his shop.  The judge said he 
thought he knew how to find the burglar. Now, the judge’s methods were 
unconventional.   
 
He oddly called for the shop door to be taken off its hinges and delivered to a hastily 
assembled outdoor court.  Dozens from the town gathered as he ordered that the 
door be given fifty lashes for not keeping out the burglar.  
 
Many laughed, but since the judge was considered wise, many just looked on in 
wonder.  At the end of the ordeal the judge put his ear down as if to listen to the 
door and then rose to say in a loud voice,   “The door declares that the man who 
burglarized the shop has a cobweb in his turban." 
 
In an instant a hand went up in the air and into a turban.  The man was 
apprehended, his house was searched and the goods recovered. 
 
A silly story, except that it’s true, is it not, that little spontaneous acts of impulse can 
reveal who we really are.   
 
I mean, when push comes to shove, who are we?  
 
Every few years I like to trot this morning’s text out because it is seminal.  It’s 
certainly one of a half dozen central texts in the Judeo-Christian story. It is certainly 
the one from which all the other texts about the subject of faith spring.   
 
Abraham is traditionally considered a “paragon” of faith.   The writer of the New 
Testament book of Hebrews says as much and this is clearly based on some 
Biblical evidence … 
 
Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your 
father’s house to the land that I will show you.   I will make of you a great nation, and 
I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  
 
And God took Abraham out clear summer night and said, "You will have children as 
many as the stars in the sky and the sand particles on the sea shore.   
 
Abraham believed God and went and left everything in Haran, his home town, and 
settled in a land promised him and his progenitors.  But soon there was a famine 
and Abram took his family to Egypt where food was abundant. 
 
 
 
 



And the Bible tells us that Abraham’s wife, Sarah was a beautiful woman, and 
Abraham, fearing for his life, said the following words to her:   
  
"Tell Pharaoh you're my sister that it might go well with me because of you, and that 
my life might be spared on your account." 
 
So, a question hangs in the air.  Had God chosen Abraham because he was truthful 
and honest, brave and dependable?   I guess not.  How much faith did he have; how 
much stock did he put in God's providence?  No more than you or I do. The writer of 
Genesis means to disabuse us right away of the idea that Abraham was chosen 
because of his faithfulness.  
 
In fact, we learn early on that Abraham was well paid when Pharaoh took Sarah to 
his bed chamber. Listen to how this part of the story is told … 
 
 "And for Sarah's sake [Pharaoh] dealt well with Abram; and he was given sheep, 
oxen, male donkeys, male and female slaves, female donkeys, and camels."    
  
 . . . but he did not have Sarah, because he had sold her to Pharaoh.  What has 
become of God's promise?  Abraham is rich, yes, but Sarah is now another man's 
wife. 
 
Do we merit God's choosing?  No way. 
 
No, Abraham feared Pharaoh's power more than he believed in God's providence.  
 
Not long afterward, Pharaoh gets the divine message about Sarah’s true identity  
through afflictions.  He puts two and two together, and soon, our father, Abraham 
must endure the humiliation of receiving an ethics lecture from Pharaoh himself. 
 
Pharaoh says:  "Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her for my wife? 
Now then, here is your wife, take her, and be gone.”   
 
Embarrassing.  
 
Years go by, decades in fact, and still Abraham has no son, or daughter, and so he 
reminds God of God’s promise to him.  I mean, a distant cousin, a man named 
Elieazar of Damascus, is his only heir.  Damascas?  A Syrian, for heaven’s sake,  
stands to inherit the land of the promise?   
 
He isn’t even a Hebrew.  And the text says that God took Abram outside and 
showed him the stars in the sky once again – and repeated the promise to assure 
Abram that God had not forgotten.   
 
Time passes. Now it is Sarah who grows impatient.  She tells Abram she’s not 
getting any younger and to go ahead and have a child with her beautiful handmaid, 
Hagar.  Time to take matters into their own hands, so to speak.   
 



Right?  “God helps those who helps themselves” is a well-known proverb.  But it’s 
not in the Bible.   
 
Well, Abraham does this without complaining … and a child is born to Hagar.   
They call him Ishmael.  And he is a beautiful boy.  In fact, he is the image of the son 
Abraham had long imagined having.  
 
So Abraham falls in love with Ishmael, and forgets all about the business of God’s 
promise.    
 
In time God takes an opportunity to remind Abraham of the promise -- that it will be 
through Sarah that a child will be born and the promise will be kept.   
 
And it says,  Abram fell on his face and laughed and said:  "Shall a child be born to 
a man who is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah who is 90 bear a child?   
 
Let Ishmael live in thy sight.”   
 
That is to say, “Come on God, don’t go to any trouble.  Let’s do this with the boy I 
have already.  He’s terrific and besides I’ve taught him how to shoot a basket off a 
left-hand dribble.” 
 
Now, the last time God had taken Abram out to see the stars, the writer of the book 
of Genesis said that “Abraham. believed God,” and  "it was counted to him as 
righteousness." But now that he is 100 – well, it seems to be a different story.   
 
When all human means of fulfilling that promise seem to Abram to be exhausted 
Abram sings a different tune and says, "Why not Ishmael?"    
   
Abram is full of love for his son, but full of faith  ??  No, he’s short on that.  He’s still 
the same fellow who gave his wife to Pharaoh.  Full of faith?  No he is full of fear 
and fear leads one to want to control things; to leave nothing to chance.   
 
Do you know what we see in Abram ?  --  Like so many people in the Bible, he is a 
mirror held up for us to see ourselves. In old Abram we see so clearly our human 
tendency to believe that the future depends on the skin we have in the game right 
here and right now.   
 
This means that we are tempted to think that God's gifts are what life is about,  
rather than God the giver of those gifts. 
 
And this story is here in scripture to say to us that whenever we are tempted to 
believe that the future depends on our idea of the future, or to say that happiness or 
fulfillment depends on what we are invested in right now alone, then we have 
invested a bit to much in what we have at hand.  
 
 



Abraham loved Ishmael, yes. And then he came to love Isaac, as well he should   
We should love what God gives us, entrusts to us, puts in our care, but there is 
always this temptation to believe that the gifts we’ve been given have an 
independent existence of their own, and a guarantee of their own.    
 
What I am inferring here is that we tend to believe that the gift is its own giver.  
 
Abram was right to love Isaac with all his heart, but he will have to learn that he 
would be wrong to think that the future depends utterly on Isaac's life. 
 
Now, I am not going to pretend that this is an easy thing to accept.  Not at all.  But 
this issue is a huge one when it comes to the question of faith, and the health of our 
minds and souls, and also the health of our primary relationships.   
 
So, with that last bit in mind, let me tell you this story.  Nothing I did or have 
experienced in any church I have served before coming here to Wasatch prepared 
me for something I am about to tell you. 
 
I moved to Salt Lake in January of 2011. I was here just one month and I got a 
phone call from a man about my age saying, “Our mother has died.  We were 
members of Wasatch for a short time in the 1980s. Would you please do her funeral 
service?”  I said, “Sure. Please come by Tuesday, we can work out the details then.”   
 
The next day a daughter of the woman who had died flew into town and said,  
“Our father would like to talk to you away from the family. Can I bring him by?”   
 
“Of course,” I said. And a few minutes later this fellow walks in who is 93 years old,  
6’ 4” tall, very good looking.  And the first thing out of his mouth is, “My grandfather 
was friends with Brigham Young.”  The man had my attention.   
 
I said, “Did he come over from Nauvoo with the original wagon train?”  “Yeah,” he 
said, “but they had a falling out.  A few years later my grandfather decided to go into 
the mining business, and Brigham Young said, “No, you’re not.”  
 
I said, “Because things had gone so sour for John Sutter in California because of 
the Gold Rush?”  “Yes,” he said.  “But my grandfather wouldn’t be talked out of it, so 
he left my grandmother and my father and my father’s three brothers and he moved 
to Nevada where he invested in a silver mine.  And he didn’t bother to divorce my 
grandmother.  No, he married a woman he met there in Nevada and they had four 
more sons and my grandfather named them all the same as his four son’s in Salt 
Lake, in order.”   
 
He said, “I have two uncle Orems.”   
 
Well, no one had ever told me a story quite like that before.  But, you know, 
Abraham would understand that one, and he might also have told my friend’s father 
that he left a wonderful family in Salt Lake City and you can name the children in 
your new family whatever the heck you want to, but you can’t replace them.   



The story of my elderly friend’s grandfather is darn crazy, I grant you, but, you know, 
the desire to control all the wheels and cogs of our life is strong in us all, I think. We 
get ideas in our head about what would amount to “happiness” and a full life, and no 
matter what we do to achieve that, even to the point of moving to a new place and 
starting over from scratch, our actions, all of them, still have consequences for good 
and bad.   
 
I learned much later that the gentleman who told me the story of his grandfather 
became a great hero in World War II.  His grandfather had walked away from a 
brilliant piece of his own wonderful legacy and never learned of it.   
 
You know, one day a group of Pharisees came to Jesus and said with obvious pride   
"We are children of Abraham.”  And Jesus, showing how thoroughly he understood 
the Bible story of Abraham, said,  "God could make children of Abraham from these 
stones.  Don't get uppity.   God is bigger than you think.” 
 
God is bigger than we think, and our lives are richer and full of purposes we have 
only the smallest sense of --- purposes that go on and on and on after us.     
 
Now, this is what we call Stewardship season – a time in the church year when we 
consider again who and whose we are. Yes, on the surface, giving to the church 
seems like just another charity; like giving to the United Way or Primary Children’s.   
 
But here we mean it to be an act of worship.  Here we mean it to be a discipline that 
is a part of living a meaningful life – a life that is a gift to us, not to micromanage and 
control to the ‘nth degree, but to be wondered over and surrendered to God, and 
then receive back again as a gift within a gift.   
 
The sociologist of religion, Kate Bowler has said that, “Control is a drug and we are 
all hooked.”  Yes, but our lives as we have received them, are all an amazing gift, 
and it is a terrible thing to struggle and struggle and have spent decades in this skin 
and never know that on your bones.   
 
You may have received a stewardship letter from the church yesterday or it may 
come in the mail tomorrow.  On the pledge card we have put inside it there is a 
picture of people on pilgrimage in Spain, and printed on that is something called the 
Pilgrim’s Credo, the first line of which is, “I am not in control.”  It’s one of the great 
affirmations necessary to live a full and meaningful life.  There are four more in the 
Credo that we will be looking at together in the following four weeks.   
 
Please prayerfully consider a pledge to Wasatch for the coming year.  Please think 
of that gift as a way of adding a layer of meaning to who you are and what you 
belong to as a pilgrim, walking through this world, as you live your one precious life.   
 
Amen 


