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CUMC Sermon Feb. 28, 2021 

“Love is the Way--You’re Never Too Old!” 
Hebrew Bible: Genesis 17: 1-7, 15-16 (NRSV) 

Rev. Nancy Victorin-Vangerud 

Opening: 

So let’s start with an interesting story! One of the authors that our adult education group has been 
reading was named Ibram Henry Rodgers. I say “was'' because Ibram changed his name twice due to 
life-transforming experiences.  

First, as a young man, Ibram changed his name when he learned about the trans-Atlantic slave trade, 
founded by the Portuguese explorer Prince Henry the Navigator. Ibram realized that the name given to 
his great-great-great grandfather Henry, kept alive the history of enslavement. So Ibram decided to 
reclaim his African ancestry by transforming his middle name Henry to the Zulu name Xolani, 
(Zowlani) spelled with the first letter X. Because the name “Xolani” means “peace,” Ibram felt wholeness 
return to his identity, as peace was the very thing Prince Henry’s slave-traders snatched from his 
African ancestors so long ago.  

 The second name change came when Ibram married the love of his life--Sadiqa. As part of their 
wedding ceremony, both Ibram and Sadiqa changed their last names to “Kendi” signifying the new 
transformation in their lives together as a couple. The name “Kendi” means “loved one” in the language 
of the Meru people of Kenya.  

Thus over the course of his life, Ibram Henry Rodgers became Ibram X. Kendi, author of the recent 
best-selling book, How to be an Antiracist. 

1. 

Well this morning we’re talking about the “Way of Love.” The experience of love often changes 
everything. Love certainly is transformative--in both personal and social relations. In fact love is the 
theme of the entire Lenten season in our Minnesota Annual Conference of the United Methodist 
Church. Our sibling congregations throughout the state are reading Episcopal Bishop Michael Curry’s 
new book, entitled, Love is the Way: Holding onto Hope in Troubling Times. For Bishop Curry, love is 
the only thing that can ultimately change the world. Love is an action. Love is something “fierce.” (19) 
“Love is a firm commitment to act for the well-being of someone other than yourself.” (14)  

There was a great story two weeks ago out of the cold snow emergency in Texas. You probably heard 
about it, as the story went viral. In a suburb of Austin, Texas, people were frantically shopping at the 
local H--E--B grocery store getting ready for the storm. (By the way, the store name draws on the 
initials of the founder’s name.) People were lining up 20 deep at the cash registers, waiting to check 
out. Suddenly the intermittent flickers of power on and off turned into a full-on crash. Total darkness 
fell in the store and a huge collective groan erupted. People started to panic--without electricity, how 
would they pay with a credit card? Would they have to go back and restock everything they had in their 
carts? What would they do now?  

When a shopper named Tim Hennessey got to the cashier he saw the people ahead of him--people 
pushing carts loaded with diapers, milk, big boxes of cereal, all heading towards the doors to the 
parking lot. Unexpectedly, the cashier waved him through too, telling him to drive home safety. He 
couldn’t believe it! What luck! But out in the parking lot, the snow had piled up. People’s carts were 
getting stuck in the snow. Their bags were breaking, spilling out groceries. So Tim Hennessey began 
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assisting others. In fact all across the parking lot people pitched in paying the store’s generosity forward 
as they helped one another get to their cars, load up their groceries, and then head home. 

Bishop Curry would say that this story shows us love-in-action. Not so much a feeling, but a doing, a 
deep-down enlargement of one’s self concern to caring about others. That’s the way of love. As Bishop 
Curry says, it’s about the “we,” beyond the “me” (26). Sharing his wisdom, the Bishop attests, “(L)oving 
is not always easy, but like with muscles, we get stronger both with repetition and as the burden gets 
heavier.” (27) This Lent, across the Annual Conference, and within our own congregation, we are 
invited to practice and strengthen our capacity for love! Love is the way!  

2.  

But this morning our scripture story gives us another way of understanding transformation. Let’s pause 
abit. Let’s shift our perspective and look back. Let’s look back at Genesis, the first book in the Hebrew 
scriptures. Let’s look back to our spiritual ancestors, who like us are  

no-more-than-ordinary people. But they give us clues about experiencing ourselves held and 
transformed in the love of God.  

We start the story with Abram and Sarai who are both up in years. They have had such a long journey 
together. At this point, Abram had fathered a child with Hagar, Sarai’s Egyptian slave. It seemed there 
was no longer hope for Sarai to conceive. Strange thing was Abram’s name “Abram” meant “exalted 
ancestor” as well as “highest father”. Sarai’s name had significance too. Her name could be interpreted 
as “my princess”. Now it could have been that the two of them aged by themselves into oblivion, but 
God had something else in mind. They were not too old. They still had so much possibility beyond their 
individual lives. God, here named “El-Shaddai” meaning “God is enough” re-commissions their lives 
within the larger vision of future generations. God calls them to a covenant, which will be enough for 
all their descendents.  

In this transformation, Abram became renamed Abraham, meaning “Father of many peoples”. Sarai--
the princess--became Sarah, meaning “Mother of many peoples.”  

But there’s something more going on in the changing of names, something the story tells us is deeply 
spiritual to the core. Remember, how in Jewish wisdom, the name of God absolutely could not be 
spoken like a common name. The Holy One’s true name could only be spelled with the 4 letters, Y-H-
W-H. Now when we listen closely to the name changes of Abram and Sarai, we can hear that an “h” (a 
‘heh’) has been incorporated into each name. The old Jewish rabbis explained that God so wanted to 
share in covenant with Sarai and Abram, that a part of God’s own being, the “heh” became breathed or 
embodied in them. As bearers of this covenant, Sarai and Abram’s deepest being became infused with 
the very heart of God, and they became Abraham and Sarah. And like a vast wave of impact, through 
the generations, their lives became the foundation of faith for many, many peoples.  

3. 

Well there you have it. What a great story! But now, now, we have to shift to our time and reflect. Let’s 
think about ourselves and our world now. What might this scripture story mean for us? How might we 
interpret it in our context today?  

I bet when you saw the sermon title…”Love is the Way--Your’re Never Too Old,” you thought this 
sermon was going to be about something kinda sexy. Well, maybe! (HA!) This story tells us that from 
God’s perspective, we are never too old to become more deeply transformed to extend our lives for 
others. Just when we think we’ve done our part, or carried the load so far, or that we’ve reached 
spiritual maturity with nothing left for us to learn, we have an experience in which God imbues our 
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hearts with the breath of transformation. We can receive a new calling. God says “I’m not done with 
you...In fact in my love, I am never done with you!”  

So maybe we need to ask ourselves, Are we too old? Is this congregation too old? Or could we be at a 
point of hungering for a deeper covenant with the God who is Enough? 

Sure, we can understand the struggles we have had to adapt as a congregation during this pandemic. It 
hasn’t been easy. We hear the frustration. We can acknowledge the desire to get back to normal. We 
can be honest about the desire to “open up” again. So, it is exciting to anticipate the re-opening of the 
Community Meals, thanks to Fred Carter taking up the responsibility as the newly certified ServSafe 
Manager. Fred has responded to this call for breakthrough ministry in his life. As Fred recently shared 
in our church newsletter column, when he was in high school, he was a cook back in Texas. He started 
out as a dishwasher, busboy, short order cook, breakfast cook, and then dinner cook. So cooking has 
been a passion of Fred’s for many years! When he was invited to restart the meals, it meant he had to 
study for the ServSafe exam, which he did, seriously--and he passed the test! So “congrat’s” to Fred! He 
says he is excited to lead and work with other volunteers in the Community Meals program. But more 
deeply, thank you Fred, for opening your heart to God’s transforming call.  

What about the rest of us? Where is God calling us? Sometimes people say, “Oh, leave it to younger 
generations!” Well, that’s not an excuse God is willing to settle for. We are never too old for our hearts 
to open even wider for loving God, healing a hurting world, and reaching new people. How is God 
calling you? How is God calling us? 

Closing 

This Lenten season as we follow Jesus, let us listen and pay attention for the call of God. Our weary 
hearts are hungering for something fresh, something new, something deeper, something absolutely 
true. Today, the good news is “Love is the way”... Love changes us, transforms us, turns us upside down. 
But we’re never too old. We’re on our way to a new name, a new identity. We are followers of Jesus on 
the Way of Love. 


