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 A question this morning:  Do you believe in luck? That’s  L-U-C-K, luck.  Do you believe in 

it?   Sure you do.   Just think whether, in the last 6 months, you have wished someone “good 

luck.”   

 Lots of people believe in luck.  Sometimes in Hamilton I walk through downtown Jackson 

Square, where there are several lottery stands.  There’s always a line-up at those counters.  

Even though the odds of winning the jackpot are pretty slim—about 1 in 14 million--everybody 

is there, young and old, male and female, well-dressed and scruffily-clad.  They’re all 

genuflecting before the altar of Lady Luck, giving her their tithes and offerings in hopes that the 

goddess will smile on them.   

 I don’t play the lottery, but after two winters of driving in Ontario, since back from 

China, I believe in luck too.  Luck of the bad kind.  Just one year ago, while taking the back road 

home from church, we struck a big fat pothole.  Bang!  There went not only a brand new tire, 

but also a wheel.  Then last Sunday, again on the back way home, on almost the identical date 

from last year, the goddess of Misfortune struck again.  In our back seat we had a half-pot of 

beans, the leftovers from our contribution to last week’s potluck.  The side roads up to Mud 

Street are pretty steep, and—you guessed it—the pot tipped over.  “Julie, we spilled the beans!  

What do we do?!”  What would you do if you’d spill the beans while driving?  The right thing of 

course, you’d stop to clean up the mess.  Which is what I did.  It was all snowy, but the berm of 

the road was flat and clear, so I pulled off.  Except the berm wasn’t a berm.  It was a ditch that 

the snowplow had sculpted to look like a berm.  And into that mirage the right side of our car 

plunged.  Deep.  Very deep.  Inextricably deep.  To top it off, the folks from this church we 

phoned to ask for help didn’t answer.  Take it from me, you’re courting bad luck if you drive the 

back road from Vineland to Hamilton in March. 

 Our bad luck, though, pales in comparion to Abram and Sarai’s.  As we meet this elderly 

couple today, their luck has pretty much run out.  And what a pity.  Just when they should have 

been entering retirement, they pulled up roots to follow what they thought was God’s call, with 

God supposedly promising them children, and land and blessing.  But now time has passed, and 

there have been precious few blessings, and no land, and--most painfully--no child.   And no 

child is likely either.   Because Sarai remains barren.  For a woman in the Old Testament, that’s 

a source of great shame, the worst kind of luck.   And even without the curse of barrenness, 

Sarai’s simply by now too old to bear a child.  As the Genesis writer euphemistically puts it in 

the next chapter, “It had ceased to be with Sarah, after the manner of women.”  It’s pretty clear 

that this couple is not going to have a son.   Like the cloth that lies on our altar table this Lenten 

season, their lives have gotten twisted into an upside down knot.  Tough luck. 

 But then, isn’t tough luck part of life?  That’s the way the cookie crumbles.  Kind of like 

with fruit trees that freeze in the coldest February in Ontario on record.   It sure looks like the 

Niagara fruit belt will not be seeing a bumper crop this year.  Maybe, in some orchards, not 

even spring buds.  So if I’d tell you fruit farmers this morning that in four months you’re going 

to have the largest ever harvest you’ve ever had, I expected you’d shake your head—or laugh 

me out of Vineland—HA!—like Sarai cynically laughed when God told her she’d bear a child.    



Yes, tough luck happens.  Fruit trees freeze, and droughts strike, and cars crash, and some 

women are barren.  And if the luck remains too bad for too long, then, as with Abram and Sarai, 

you can start to lose hope.  And to live without hope is to live in hell.  

 In his great classic poem The Inferno, the Italian writer Dante gives a vivid tour of the 

multiple layers of hell.  Above the gate of hell is written some ominous words.  The words are:  

"Abandon all hope, ye who enter here."  That's hell—a place without hope.  You don’t have to 

wait for a fire pit in some future life to be in hell.  Lots of people live in hell’s suburbs today. 

"We had hoped that the tests would be negative, but they weren’t, and now we’re losing hope.  

We had hoped that the conflict in our family could be resolved, but it isn’t, and we’re near the 

bottom of our hope.  We had hoped that this year we could get financially on our feet, but we 

didn’t, and we’re not sure which way to turn.  We had hoped that our kid would learn from 

mistakes, and make better life choices, but the kid hasn’t, and we’re feeling pretty hopeless.  

We had hoped that God would make good on his promise, and give us— this barren old couple, 

a son—he promised he would!--but God hasn’t. HA!   So much for our hope.”   To live at a dead-

end, on the brink of abandoning all hope, like Abram and Sarai, it to live within the force field of 

hell.   

 And then, God invades hell.   To this old, barren couple, God once again speaks.  

“Abram, trust me, I repeat my promise to you.  I WILL give you a land, I surely will.  You WILL 

become the ancestor of a multitude of nations, believe me, you will.  I WILL give you a child, 

yes, I really will."   

 And then, as a sign that new life is just about ready to burst forth, God gives Abram and 

Sarai new names.  "Abram," God says, "From now on I shall call you Abraham,' which means, 

'the father of a multitude', because that’s what you shall be.  You’re not an old dead stump, 

you’re ABRAHAM.  And you, Sarai, you shall henceforth be known as 'Sarah,' meaning 

"princess.”  You, dear lady, are not a woman of shame, you are  SARAH.”   

 Recently Julie and I went to see a film about the underground railroad.  The 

underground railroad was the network of secret routes and safe houses that helped American 

slaves escape to Canada.  This area was an important terminus of the underground railroad.  

One of the conductors on that railroad was an escaped slave named William Wells Brown.  

When he was born, William Wells Brown had only one name—William.  No middle or last 

name.  Just William.  One name was all a slave needed.  Then a Quaker helped William escape 

to Canada by the underground railroad.  The Quaker’s name was Wells Brown.  After giving him 

food, clothes and money, the Quaker said, “William, because you’re now free, because you can 

now have a new life, there’s one more thing I’m going to give you.  I’m going to give you a new 

name—my name.  From now on, you are no longer William.  You are William Wells Brown.”  

  A new name signifies new hope.  The NT tells us that those who trust in Jesus have 

already been given new names, names like “beloved,” and “chosen,” and “saints.”  We have 

those new names because Jesus entered hell, and suffered its hopelessness, and came through 

and up and out of it.  That’s the story we remember during Lent.  Remembering our new names 

might generate some hope, when luck is tough and hope runs thin. 

 And then, sometimes “a touch of love awakens a taste of hope.”   I didn’t make that 

sentence up.   “A touch of love awakens a taste of hope” was the theme of the recent annual 

meeting of Mennonite Disaster Service.   MDS is the agency of our church that sends ordinary 

people like you and me out to lend a hand to folks who have had bad luck from some kind of 



natural disaster.  The volunteers who came to this meeting had lots of stories to tell.  In 2013 

massive floods tore through communities in Alberta, including the town of High River.   One 

family with a disabled son living there lost everything.  “Our situation became hopeless,” said 

the mother, Pauline.  A single mother with children also lost her home.  Then the common 

ordinary folk of MDS came along, and built a duplex, that will house both families.   And Pauline 

told these MDS volunteers, “I am overcome with gratitude for all of you who are making a 

future for my family and my friend.”  A touch of love awakens a taste of hope.  Then there was 

the Maryland family whose home was severely damaged by Superstorm Sandy in 2012.  They 

managed to keep living in it for a year by holding it together with duct tape.  “Then our two 

angels arrived,” said the owner.  Those two angels were not fairy-like kind, with a halo and 

wings.  They were the MDS coordinators for the region, a retired couple from Pennsylvania.  

The owner of the duct tape house was a little skeptical about these old volunteers.  “I was a 

little worried at first because the group was older than I expected to be building houses,” she 

said.  But they did the job.   The duct tape was no longer needed.  A touch of love awakened a 

taste of hope. 

 Sometimes the angels that bring hope drive a pick-up truck.   I hope you won’t mind if I 

finish my story of encountering that snow ditch.   I left off with our car being inextricably stuck.  

Behind that ditch was a house.  As we were bemoaning our bad luck, man came walking out.  

“Yep, you’re stuck,” he observed.  And then he helpfully added, “All the way down to the 

frame.”   As we were standing there pondering the situation, a pick-up truck came by, driven by 

this young kid.  It was clear this kid wasn’t coming from church like we were.  He looked more 

like the Samaritan who saw the wounded traveler lying on the road.  The kid stopped. “You got 

a chain?” the man asked.  Guess what.  He did.  My depressed hope reared its head.   The kid 

got the chain out, and we found a little hole in the car’s rear frame to attach it to.  But alas, the 

hook was too tight to fit into the opening.  Back down went my hope.  “That’s not gonna work,” 

the man again helpfully observed.  “Got anything else?” he asked the kid.  The kid rooted 

around in the bed of his truck.  “How about this?” he asked, pulling out another chain with a 

wide open hook.  “Ah,” the man said, “That’s more like it.”  They snapped the hook into the 

hole in the frame, the kid revved up his pick up, and after some twisting and turning and sliding 

and spinning our car squirmed out onto the road.  I was so happy that by now I had forgotten 

all about the spilled beans, so I handed the kid $10.  “No, it’s OK, forget it,” he smiled 

sheepishly.  “Well thank you,” I said, as he toodled off.  Then I thanked the home owner who 

had come out to help.  He was wearing a Toronto Maple Leaf sweatshirt.  “You’re a good Maple 

Leaf,” I said.   And then he replied:  “Every day we need to do one good thing.  One good thing 

every day.”  I think that was the word from the Lord--one good thing every day awakens a taste 

of hope. 

 My little tough luck story is trivial compared with the hell of hopelessness that many 

people feel, trapped by war, and loneliness, and physical pain, and other situations that seem 

impossible.   Nevertheless, I think that’s how hope in dead-end situations very often comes.  By 

a touch of love.  By one good thing.  Like building storm-struck houses.  Or pulling stranded cars 

out of ditches.  Or offering a cup of cold water in Jesus’ name.  Or giving someone feeling 

worthless a new name:  like “chosen,” and “beloved,” and “saint.”   Or sitting in the presence of 

someone like Anna Mae. 



 In our first scripture from Romans, the Apostle Paul looks back on Abraham, and says 

that, “hoping against hope,” he believed God’s promise that the impossible would happen, and 

that he and Sarah would still have a son, and a future.  When his luck was tough, Abraham’s 

hope proved tougher.  That’s why he is the great example of faith.  But Abraham’s kind of faith 

is not easy.  It calls for a trust which runs against common sense, for believing in a gift from God 

which none of the present data can confirm. 

 Last week a local farmer wrote this on his blog:  “When the temperature gets down to 

minus 20, we know to expect some damage to our fruit buds.  At -25 we get concerned about 

the trees themselves.  This past month we had four nights of extreme cold, at least -23.5 on our 

farm.  But we remain optimistic for a crop!  In theory, if even 10% of the buds are alive, we 

could potentially harvest a full crop - providing they were spaced evenly throughout the tree.” 

 Tough luck, tougher hope.  The name of that blogger isn’t Abraham, but it might be. 


