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It was the kngese-rimming Warld Series dranght in Mzjor [ cagne haschall, 1t all
stared wirth 2 man named William Sianis and his goat Mucphey, Williaz, a nalive
Chicagoan, and ovier of Billy Goat's Tavere. hud two tckels w the Chicago Cubs
pasehall game on the afternoon ol October 6, 1945 [0 was g foue ol The World
Series, and the Cubs were leading the Dewoit Tigers 2 games W 1. The Cubs only
neaded o win two ol the peat four games plyed al Wrigles Field w b tie Charn-
pienship. William, o Jdie-frard Cubs G, hoping w bring s team seme geod luck
al e badlpark that day, wolk his pet eoal and Lver maseot. Murmphy, with him and
headed (o the pame.

Bucwhen heand Muorphy arrived at Wrigley Field, an usher 31 1he park’s entrance
infarmed him thar no animals were allowed wside, vnd e would hove W either leave
Murphy cntside ar give up his tickets, Frosizated. Willinn appealsd has case lo Cubs
awnes PR Wrigley who sesponded, “You can cone in but not the goal.” “Why not
e goal? Willinm asked. “Because the cout stiths.” Wngley renhied. Legeond hag it
thet William was su upset thal he threw up his arms and exelsimed, " he Cubs 2in't
gurna van no muere. The Cubs vall never win a Warld Series game sn long a3 the
gnat i not ellewed in Wreigley Field!™ As it mred out, he was right, The Cubs Jost
game four and the remainder of the games ia the saries, aetting swept al Liowe and
ont nt'the championship, As the plavers lelt e Geld dejected, Williun promptly sent
atelegram 1o owoes DK Widgley that sacd “Whe slinks mow?”

The wouble was that the stiok thal Williwm Siams and Murphy placed on their
beluved Chicogo Cubs that Luelul day in Oclober 1943 dicdn’t o sweay. . for de-
cades, Fur the remander of Wilham™s Hfetime and far Sevend, the anec-winning,
Chicago Cubs suddenly bezame a losing baschal! franchise Any prospect of & win-
ning seasan evaperared scemingly ont af thin aie e antwal prosise ol @ panoast
taded inre a distant memory, and World Series appearauves becawe an unpossible
dream of days gone by [t was known as “The Billy Gout's Cume” Trom 1945 (o
2003, the Cubs would oot enly pust a lazeely losine racord, bul thes wenld also not
win & single pustseasen chempiunshap or make o World Seres uppearenee, let alone
clinch a title, Cven aller 2005, when the Cubs would make s iew hepefinl pestseason
nuns. they never aeam mude the World Seres.

‘Thacre were, of eonrse, several attempts over the years by tans and orhers o
reverse the goat’s ourse. In 1973, William's nephow and nexe gencration Billy Goat
Tavern awner Sam, along with Chicage Tiibuae colusmwist Dave Condus, brouglt &
descendant of Murphy (o the ballpack in o limeusing, accompanied by a red ciurpel

Lasler 2022 3l



and a <ian around he goal’s reck readiog “All 15 Jorgiver. Let me lead the Cubs
the permanl.” B the ol was aggin demicd encynee by e park's ushers, and the
Cubs sawr their fenative st place lead wither away 1o anether unsuccessiul szasozl.
Tn Die nineleen ninelies and eurly two-thousands. armd new Cubs” ewnershin and
chunts from the crowd at s 19928 mamee, “Letthe Gioat in!™ die goat was mvited o e
ficld for apening day games only to be wazically lelt behund i postseasor wavel. a
mstaxe dal correlated with more losing seasens.

When Larmived in Chicagn in the fanl of 200K, the Cobs had notwar a World Se-
rics CRampianship in ane hundred years, That meaot 022 huadeed seasens ol selling
lickets, seeding the (ield, addine neve paint along the il baseline. restucking the hot
doe burs, [ling the kand-cranled omon statinns, teking the field, and nora smgle
champinmship. It had heen so long since the Cubs had son that there w3as oo lopger
apvone alive who could remenber il T guickly leamed that locals had resoried o
calling themn the city s “lovable losers.” and the moficial wmual mottn of every
('ubs fan was “wanc urnl next year”™

Much ta my confusion and respect. Cuebs Lans were steadlastly loval, showing
up every April at Wrieley Freld in teir coals and gloves in the Turty-degree spring
wealher, with an oy wind bliwing aeress the outfiels frim Lake Michizan. tn watch
another sewsim. Buc the team was a joke. A langhingstack, One Sunday during war-
ship, a enlleague of mine leaned ever ln the chaneel as the coneregation sang oul
epening byow. “Out God our Help tnAzes Past” and suid, “You knowe which verse
this i, don™ vou™" We were preparing 10 stog verse five, v Jouxing down al wy
byowal, I scanned e page lur suze deep thevlogical meaning in the text but foumd
nothing, Seewd my conlusion, he lewned over aguin end whispered. “Vere lve. IUs
the Chicoro Cubs verse” And surs envveh. there il was. ruth so stemal that o wes
evel einbedded in lhe Preshyleriun Glanre o Ged Hyromal,

e, hice an ever-rolling stream,
Bears all its sans away:

They v, lorgoten. os a dreazt
Dies at the apening dav,

Abiohaz: end Sarah must have fell that way - the bult ol everyone's joke, a laugh-
imeslock, the krwn's “loveckle lusers™ who were slvaavs “setimg anal nest yeur™
Orice upon o e, 4 lome me agno, e vores of God came to them gnd czlled them tn
0 on u new wdventure, tostat 8 new life 1 a new plaes nch with apportenitics tor
lite and mnistry 2nd prowth if only they wonld dare ta fallow, And they did, Abra-
Fam ard Sarah responded with it and hope. rishing evervibung w suswer Guxl's
call ¥ will make veu parents of greal patious: T will bless you.™ Guod Lold 1liem. The
trovkle was that tuee decades had passed. and nething had happened. Abrihan: and
Sarih, “gelling onin vears.” al the vouilul age of sevenly-live, were now—und there
L dehicaie way L say this—cld | once heard a pastoral collcapus jeke, “Abraham
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and Sareh are so vld thal when (hey were born, (the dead sea was just gotting sick.”™
God s promise to them was so lone apo that barely anvone elive could cemember it
Added to the pain of this scemingly impossibie dream of days gone by wilh
lile ladize inwe the rearview mireoz, we alsa Iearn that Sarah and Abraham have na
children. The weriler of Genesis ells us thae Smah s “bacten.™ It is hard aoc 1a say
that word withont crinming u hitle: (15 sozething ol a problematic word it seunds
insensitve ta onr modem ears, and particniarly &0 o colwne whene wornen ure
deewed broken or incomplete it we cannar, ar chanse not, tn have spouses ny chil-
dren. Not o menlioz. the pain of pot being able o conceive a child is a grict thar we
dun'l speak aboul epenly or oftco erough, leaving many couples ra cany this terihle
eriel silently or aloene. Bul whal is Doparlant to aote here and clsewhere in seripture
i5 that in the Bible, burrenness is not so much a judgmenl as it s & metaphor,
Burrenness in seriplure conveys emplingss, hupelessiess, amd resignation, This
means that many things can be barmen. As Rev. Bub |Henderson notes in o sermun on
this rexr, “Land can he baner, an er can He havren. g nation can be bamen. o man can
be baren. Bavrenness indicates the end of creativity, passion, producoivity, and fimre
hope. And su, i that way. both Saeh and Absabam are danea jn this store™ Ones
Glle] weill a sense of hope and the procauses o God, here ey are now all these vears
Luter with ne childeen. no Juture W speak of, devastated by 1he cruely of griefand talse
promises. and withewt hepe. Hew fuelish they must! fave felt 0 thermselves and their
neighhors, embarmessed by their youlhfel optamism, trusting God all thet e aee.
Bur one day, thiz decades-lnng harrenness comes o 4 head us Ahrahain siks i
the shade onside of their tent and sees three strangers approachne on the hun-
zon. Quickly leaping e action to do what his culmre required, Abraham ofters
e strungers hespitalily, Towd, cod Jdionk, only 10 discover hese ae pot ordirary
stranpers bul messengers rom God. Thus. they already know Abrabiam and Saab’s
aames. “Whene s Narah”” they ask. And Abrahum dutifully pents imside. Koowing
that sh2 i3 elnse hy and can nverhear them. e srrangers stand in front of Abraham
and repeat the long-aga pramise ot Grad: 1 will reurn to von. and when | de, Sarah
will Ztave a son,™
[ dun’t konow fow Closely vou [ollowed along with the scripire. bur i3 is hi-
lanous, complelely luughable. Sural nd Abwabuw are now ety and ooe hundred
years old. respeclively. Lelne them that ey will now have a baby is as mech of a
joke a5 1F semenne sat divwn in Lheir seats ot Wrigley Field on e Giest day in Apail
and procizimed I ¥now tor ceirain thut this yeuar tie Chicago Cubs will win the
World Scres.”™ And so, Savah docs what | imagine almnst all of us would du. She
laughs She laughs with a kind of hard-carncd cyniciam thar qmetly cnvers over
deeper griel. slapping fer koee with her cars huached wp in hor shonlders, helly
shaking. and teurs stesuning tolo e crevasse of ber pove wourn and weathored skin.
She can hurdly contuin hersel N while vonsidering buildiog a nursery wiog addition o
the retirement horme.
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And when she 1s finally &ll outol hreath and lagghier and wears, there 1w a delipht-
ful little exchange as the messengers of the Lovd ask Abrabam and Sarah “\Why did
Saruh Taugh?™ Surab responds. =T didn’ laugh.” “0h ves. vou did!™ they reply. “No,
Fdidn’t,” Sarah connters, “Yes, von did!™ And then, the messengers ask the gquestion
1hat lingess at the very heat of this stoey and 1he one that 1 Gk alsiost all of v 2sk
deep down i pleces we don't hice w lalk skoul very much: s anything oo wonderful
tor the Lard”

Twentieth=<century heologian Reinhold Niebulie famously wiote, “1lumer s, i
lact, a preluce Lo Gth, and laugebter 15 the beginming of srayer,” which, in this cose,
trns aut te he true heeanse tast forward, and sure cnongh, Sarah conceives and hears
a son whom Abrabam and Sarah pawe 1saac, which i Hebrew means lavghter. And
when Isaac is bum. Surah Taughs apain as she holds her son i her wrinkied arms,
hut this langhrer i3 different. ‘This pme, Savah's langhier i3 nor barn ont of pam hut
cmerges trom God’s surprising and volikely grace, “(rod.” she says, “'has brought
laughter o me.”™

In hrs commentary on the honk of Genesia, distmguished Old Testament schelar
Walter Brueggemann says that rhis swory 15 toundational to the raots of onr faith
becanss, nitimately, it is a stery abous the very character of Gedl® Gixl, wha is nac
kaowz as an abstraction or 4 sbructured set of beliels or ¢ remiote power sowme wiere
far up n the clouds creuting the world and then leaving us W our own devices, but
Cinet, who s w trosted presence., God s active love. A God who shinwed up o the har-
ren Lves of two poople whn are resigned to their clesed fumure and intenupted their
crrenmatances with the kind of grace that moves them from hopelesaness w aope.
from resignation ta pessibility, tram barenness to abundance, and trom deach o bfe
And when God does, Abraham and Sarah find grear humar and jay in Ged's abiliry
o break into their Hves with something completely surprising and new.

Although, T am: pot suce we are lempled W see i1 hat way o every cireun:-
slaree. Truth be wld, sumetimes [lfz’s sumpnises aren'l welcome, | love semething
thut dhstimgnushed prescher Edmond Steimle ance said on the snhject. "4t my age.”
ne quinped. "the promise that God's mercies are new every marning is, at hest, a
mixed blessing. T have come to a point in my hte swhen | don’t svant anvthing now
it the morning, [want my slippers vight beneath my bed where 1121E them the night
before. 1 want my orange juice and biraa akes 1of breaklast as normal. AT my age.
[ can do witkout a ot of newness ™ I0 vou wre like me. perups you con ik of
limes when vou can appreciate how Sleimie Teels, especially in seasons where we
are essenlially satshisd snd setcded with cur [ng, someames even inviting a4 sense of
contrnl—hnwever false—aver aur cirenmstances. (od’'s surprising grace can snund
mere like a threat than a promise in those memenss,

But when life is bard and vur civumstances ace difliculs, 1his God whe wiesrupts
our lives and the world is very geod news indeed. 1015 o Tusdaziiental prozzise ol ous
Gaith, weitnessed repeatedly throughoul seriplure: God who will make & way where
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thers 1 ne way, God who wall meake a way through the sea, throngh the diagnoss.
thzough the divorce, thwongh the grict, through the joi loss, through the addiction,
and threugh the pain, And this is nol about lrusting o prospenty Gospel where God
ghowes up hike Santa Claus t o adl or gree us exactly what we wunl exactly when
W waanr it, Buz it is about a Ged who can he tusted o he tarthtinl and promises tn
show up and be with us 0o matter the depth of pain or the hopelessness ot our cir-
cunstences, and, oot 1o give us wial wee want bul o provide us with all the suzprising
vraee we need. remindine us thut the Gature 15 always open with Gud,

Shortly atier rdnight on the evemng of November 2, 2006, with u slim une-

n lead, mwo atrikes, twn oues. 2nc 4 man on hase i the hottom ol the tenth mming.
Chicagne Cuhs elesing pircher Mike Mantgomery soruck ont Cleveland Indiens hitter
Michael Marriez, hreakng a one hundred and cighr-vear losig streax. he amee
“lavahle losers™ of the near northzide, the Chicage Cubs, had won the Warld Series.
Sadly, I no Jonger hved there but warched along with tae world, There was complete
bedlum i the ity as Chicagoans ol all ages poured e the slieets Troo wside the
bars and vut from behind their television sets. People were chisenne and duncing and
crying and, yes, laughing. But this time. their lnugheer was different. Iewus no knger
the cynical langhter of & losmg team and counticss losing seasoms, but the laughier
of unexpeeted, surpriging jov. And the inage they chose for the side of thair cham-
pionship ring! A goat.

Truth be tald, | don’ think God’s love intereedes in the ovtcome af bascball
games even [z (he Cubs. Bul I belleve God’s love intercedes i yeur Jile and mine.
I believe ina Gud ol beaulilul surprises who makes g way whers Theee is no way, o
God who. precisely when we are resigned and witheut hope, breaks e vur lives
with new life and new possthilities, a Gind s sumprizing that death ise!f becomes an
occasion tor now B2, a Gind of an empty omb and a risen Lerd, 3 (racd tor whom
sothing i3 o wondartul,
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