
Changing God’s Mind
Genesis 18:20-32

Luke 10:38-42
July 17, 2022

Rev. Robert R. Howard
Community Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), Tempe, AZ

Most of us have had the experience of having a conversation with someone, and then later,
after we have gone our separate ways, coming up with “that’s what I should have said!”  Caught up
in the heat of the conversation – or maybe confrontation! – you did the best you could.  But now you
know what you wish you had said then.  Who hasn’t known that frustration?  Evidently someone
named Abraham.  Who not only knows what to say, not only says it, but does so with a bold, in-your-
face style, standing up to the big dog, Lord of Creation, God.  Who does Abe think he is?

Look, Abe had dealt with God for years now:  uprooted from his home by this strange God
when he was ten years into his retirement (12:1-4), bouncing from place to place, down to Egypt and
back (12:10-20), fighting to get his kidnaped nephew Lot back (14:14-16), and settling things with
the king of Sodom (14:17-24).  But then, maybe because of all that, he did trust in this odd God
(15:6) and God’s promise of countless descendants.  And now, at just one year shy of the century
mark, he has it out with this God Who promises, this God Who demands that Abe walk in God’s
ways of justice (17:1).  Perhaps being told that he was going to have a kid broadened Abe’s view. 
Oh, he knew about the reputation of those cities, but he started thinking about all the already
suffering children in Sodom and Gomorrah who were going to get incinerated because of God’s
judgment upon the wicked.  How did that show God’s justice?  So he boldly stands up to God, with
an in-your-face challenge:  “If there were fifty innocent people left in the city, would you destroy
them, too?  I mean, I don’t mean to be pushy, but Your reputation is at stake here.  You say You’re
a God Who demands justice – live up to your high standards!  I mean, don’t profane Your name!(1) 
Remember who You are.  Remember Your character. ”  “Oh, all right, if I find fifty, I won’t do it.” 
“Let me push You just a bit farther, me, a nobody, but if there were forty, huh?”  “Oh, all right, if
I find forty, I’ll hold back.”  “Please don’t yell at me, but how about thirty?”  “Oh, all right, thirty.” 
“Twenty?”  “Okay, twenty.”  “Ten?  Don’t be mad, but even ten?  How about it?”  “Okay, okay!” 
Who would guess that you could haggle with God Almighty over the fate of a sinful city!  Oh, this
is a lovers’ quarrel, make no mistake.  Neither party rejects the other.  Abe presses – but God listens. 
And relents.  When you walk God’s ways, when you have a track record with God, you know just
how far to push.  “Be Who You are!” says Abe.  Because he knows that God’s nature is not to be a
score-keeper, but a justice-keeper.

What is Abraham banking on here?  What propels him to argue with God Almighty?  Justice,
of course.  What’s good for the goose is good for the gander.  Let’s walk that hifalutin’ talk, God. 
But there’s more than that going on here.  Abe sees the sheer power of righteousness.  We’ve grown
up with “one bad apple can spoil the whole barrel,” of course.  Abe has the audacity to flip that
script.  As Professor Terence Fretheim puts it, “the righteousness of a few can so permeate a wicked
society that they can save it from the destructive effects of its own evil ways.”(2)  Did you catch
that?  In God’s view, following God’s ways can vaccinate society, so to speak.  Protect us from
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ourselves.  Do you see the seething power of good to heal an unwilling society going on here?  Oh,
sure, they eventually reached a point of no return; Sodom and Gomorrah ended up blasted to oblivion
because they were just too corrupt.  Ezekiel nailed that one:  “This was the guilt of your sister
Sodom:  she and her daughters had pride, excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the
poor and needy.”(16:49)  They sent mobs to lynch visitors, instead of welcoming them with food and
drink, as Abe did.  That’s exactly why God had to “go down” and investigate the cries of “violence!”
that reached God’s ears.  To see if they’d reached that point of no return.  And Abe jumps right into
that gap, between outcry and investigation.  He dares to raise his voice.  Maybe it’s not too late, he
thinks.  Maybe there are enough good people to turn the tide.  Become that “righteousness vaccine.” 
There are moments before the point of no return.  Abe takes advantage of his moment.  He’s
confident that even if good might never eliminate evil, by heaven it can surely overcome it!

Because God’s mind can be changed.  God welcomed Abraham’s upstart arguing!  Did not
smite him.  Did not smack down his stepping out of his place.  Of course God already knew all the
options!  Duhh.  That’s why God has that name-tag that says, umm, “God.”  But look what God did: 
took seriously what a morally serious human being has to say, and included that opinion in shaping
future events.  Allowed Abe to sway God’s Royal Decision.  Welcomed new insights, new energy,
into the mix.(3)  You could even say that God’s earlier musing, “should I hide from Abraham what
I’m about to do?” is a clear hint that God is inviting a response from Abraham.(4)  The Senior
Partner invites participation from the junior partner.  Values conversation.  I am God, yes, but my
God-ness is based on cooperation, not domination.  Which means that reality is not already set in
concrete, meticulously planned down to the last flutter of a mosquito’s wing from the very dawn of
creation.  God is mutable.  Affected by God’s beloved creatures.  Welcomes even upstart arguing
pressing God to be God.  Because God is willing to change God’s mind.

Well, nice little story, preacher.  Thank you for the entertainment.  But what does that have
to do with us?  I’m glad you asked that.  Because, look, the time will come, when judgment looms. 
When the bad stuff just piles up so high that we are about to feel overwhelmed.  Mobs invade the
nation’s Capitol.  And are unrepentant.  When nationalists hijack Christianity, to impose un-Christ-
like, anti-Christ oppressive laws on folks just trying to get by.  They assert “Christian” pale-male
dominance, by beating up the poor, people of color, women, and LGBTQIA+ persons.  In short,
exhibiting Sodom’s sin of hostility, not Abraham’s hospitality.  The time will come for us to follow
Abraham’s lead.  How?  Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, of blessed memory, says, “Abraham had to have the
courage to challenge God if his descendants were to challenge human rulers, as Moses and the
prophets did.  [His descendants] do not accept the world that is.  They challenge it in the name of
the world that ought to be.”(5)  To push school boards to not ban books that happen to depict
lesbians.  To not wipe away the inhuman evil of slavery by re-labeling it “involuntary relocation.”(6) 
To say, with Andrea Junker on Twitter, “I need someone to explain to me why it’s always ‘if you
can’t pay rent, buy fewers lattes and avocado toasts’ and not ‘if you can’t pay your employees a
living wage, buy fewer yachts, rockets and spacecraft.’ Explain it to me like I’m in kindergarten.”(7) 
The voices of the victims are crying out for . . . a new Abraham.  For today’s Sarah with equal moral
power.  To say, “that is profaning God’s good name!”  To bank on the power of good people to stand
up for the benefit of all – especially the children who are always the most affected.  To count on God
to be God.  To follow Abe’s lead.
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So, how do you avoid saying, “I wish I’d said. . . ”?  By thinking it through ahead of time,
like Abe.  Now is the time to re-learn our faith, to find out who this God is Who called us.  Now is
the time to pay attention to what is going on around us.  And hold the two together.  What falls short
of God’s justice?  What robs people of their dignity?  What steals their life?  And . . . what can we
do to give hope?  Rabbi Sacks lays out “the difference between optimism and hope: optimism is the
belief that things will get better.  Hope is the belief that if we work hard enough together, we can
make things better.”(8)  Be Abraham.  Be Sarah.  For the sake of the innocent ones.  Amen.
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