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(I am grateful for the work of Walter Brueggemann and John Hayes, both Old Testament Scholars, for their work on this difficult text and on the  book of Genesis in general. My insights have come through the help of their exegetical work. The first few paragraphs in particular have information from them that helps to set the context for the story. Let me also say that this manuscript is what I take into the pulpit, but not necessarily what I actually say.)

As we begin today, I want to back us up and remind us that the context for this story is a very long and significant narrative of Abraham and Sarah that runs through several books of the Bible. It began in Genesis 12 with God’s call for Abraham to leave his land and go to a new land that God would provide. The promise was that the descendants of Sarah and Abraham would become a great and powerful nation, possessing the land in which the patriarchs would only be resident aliens. The repeat of the fulfillment of the promise begins in the Book of Exodus and is not concluded until the Books of Joshua and Judges. Thus this pithy narrative is a chapter in the history of salvation, including the Exodus, the covenant on Sinai, the wilderness wandering, and the settlement of Israel in Canaan. Thus, the drama we encounter in this text is part of a much bigger story – and it is not only the life of a single child that is in jeopardy, but the life of the future people of God as well.

I also want to remind us that this is saga, theological storytelling and not history perse. Part of the purpose of the telling of this story may have been to say clearly that child sacrifice was not permissible with this God and this faith. In the surrounding culture of that time, such practice was not unheard of. And the early Israelites could well have asked – Does God require that we sacrifice our children? The answer is clear in this story – although we are held in suspense of a time – that God does not require such sacrifice of us.

And yet – it is hard to shake the story. It is known as one of the most difficult and theologically challenging stories in the Bible. What does the story tell us? Why was it told? What does it mean to be a person of faith?  These are some of the questions I think the story raises – and that I hope we might get some further insight on this morning. 

Central to the story is the issue, the meaning, of faith. Walter Brueggemann calls it “an anguished faith” – a phrase I have borrowed for the title of this sermon. And I imagine that all of us here know something about such faith. A faith that calls us to do more than what is easy and convenient. A faith that calls us to take risks, to take action without knowing what the outcome may be. When we first become a person of faith, we might be excited about such risk. We might take it on with energy and passion. But then we settle in a bit, become a bit more comfortable, begin to like the patterns that we have established, and don’t want to be disrupted from them. But this God is known to be One who shakes things up, that shakes things loose when they get too settled. This God is One who sees what we can’t see and hears the cry of people we can’t seem to hear.

Old Testament scholar John Hayes says: “Faith is a commitment, the directing of one’s trust toward God.” But you and I want to know – how far can faith go before we use our common sense, our best wisdom, and say “No!”  What is the difference between faith and fanaticism? 

Again it is Hayes who reminds us – in this story God did not require a sacrifice. Abraham followed the call – the command – of God to give up his son, the most important gift he had ever received – in order to show that his commitment was to the Giver, not the gift. Abraham proved himself faithful. And God proved that God was not fanatical. God did not require such a sacrifice. As I read it, there was never any intention on God’s part to have Isaac sacrificed. If Abraham had not followed the command, Isaac’s life would have been spared. And as it was, God did not allow Abraham to kill Isaac in the last moment. 

Now, I am not sure I am making this feel any better. We still have a story in which God asks Abraham to do an unthinkable act. Because Abraham did not know what God would do. We can see in the text that Abraham hoped God would intervene. He told the servants – you wait here and we will be back. Was that a lie intended to prevent the servants from seeing him murder his child? And he told Isaac, when the son asked – where is the lamb – he said, God will provide – which does not fully answer the question, does it? And that phrase – God will provide – is most important in this text for it gets to the heart of faith – God indeed provides what we need. It is just hard to trust that so often.

At the beginning of this story, the text says that God tests Abraham. This is an insight for the reader – but Abraham is not informed of this test. But for the early people of God, surrounded by cultures of people who worshiped many gods instead of One God, the test was to see if Abraham could be fully loyal to God even when God’s command is beyond imagination.

According to biblical scholarship, Abraham is a man who does not flinch from being addressed by God. To be addressed is to know that he has not initiated his own life, and his life is grounded in Another – that Other being the One who Created, and contines to Create, to Sustain, to Live With. Each time he is addressed – unlike others in the Biblical stories – he responds immediately and fully – here am I. There is no dispute, delay, or resistance.  Abraham finds his only refuge to be in God – no matter what, this is his God and his only God – and he will do what he is called to do, no matter how hard it is, no matter how much it hurts, no matter how much he may question God’s wisdom or motive., There is for Abraham no alternative God. There is not picking and choosing of which commands to follow.

It might be well at this point to remember the story of Job, who also was a blameless man. Also a man of utter faith. When his friends say – enough of this God – turn your back and choose your own way – your God gives you nothing but grief and pain – Job still remains fully faithful and loyal – although he questions, he wonders, he argues with God. But underneath all that conversation and probing, Job is faithful.

It is also noted that neither the story of Job or this one of Abraham is about evil or the justice of God. In the thoughts of Kierkegaard, Job and Abraham “drive us to dread before the self is yielded to God.”

Back to the question about testing. Does God test us? And if so, to what end? Are we judged and doomed to hell if we fail the test? I would adamantly say no to this last question. But does God test us? The concept of test was familiar to our biblical ancestors. In a culture of tolerance, where people pick and choose who to follow on what day or under which situation, testing was used to prove loyalty – and loyalty was intended to give the people the fullest measure of blessing and promise. If people kept turning away from God in the hard times, they also turned away from the gifts that God could provide to help them through those hard times. The hard times cause us to feel tempted towards that which is easier or more to our liking. Those hard times make other alternatives, other gods, seductively attractive. 

In the Lord’s Prayer we say – lead us not into temptation, do not put us to the test – why?? Because we are afraid that we will be found lacking. We do not know if we can live up to God’s ways or not.

On Friday I spent the day visiting with some extended family down in a small town a few hours from here. While we were out eating lunch, my aunt said  - with lots of different people within earshot – we are getting a new preacher, and I understand that he has started worship services for Hispanics in other churches. I don’t know that I can support that. I mean, why can’t these people learn our language if they are going to live here … and she went on with more and more. Then she turned to me and asked – what do you think?

On the one hand I was tempted to just laugh and go along with her. She is one of my favorite aunts. I have always had a good time with her. But on the other hand, I knew I couldn’t just leave those discriminatory statements hanging in the air as if they didn’t matter. And somehow, I came up with something to say that was short, and to the point – reminding her that after we express our fears, we then are still called to be about the hard work of loving each other, and remembering that at many times in our faith story our relatives were the resident aliens in other lands with people who had different ways and spoke different languages. 


And she looked at me and said – I thought that’s what you would say.

And I think she needed for me to say it. If I had not stepped up at that moment, if I had taken the easy road, my aunt may have thought – well, maybe I don’t have to do this work after all. Maybe I can stay in this comfortable place and just keep living the way I always have been.

The story of Abraham and Isaac is about many things. It is rich with meaning. But it has a strong emphasis on faith. On following the One God. But ultimately, it is about God being faithful to us. God is the one who challenges and commands, and in the end God is the one who is generous and gracious. 

When Jesus had been arrested and was undergoing trial, Peter was standing out in the courtyard around a charcoal fire. Some of the others in that circle said – hey, you are not from around here. You were with that Jesus weren’t you. And Peter said “No! I belong here.”  Three times they asked, and three times he denied it. And then the cock crowed just as Jesus had said would happen.

But that was not the end of the story. Do you remember what happened? A few days later, the disciples were out in the boat fishing, and they saw someone on the beach. They later found out it was Jesus. Cooking over a charcoal fire. And three times Jesus asked Peter that morning – Peter, do you love me. And three times Peter said yes.  Do you see the connection? Do you see what the gospel writer was saying? It is the same with this story about Abraham, Isaac, and God. It is that God is faithful. God brings blessing. God challenges us, God calls us, often to do hard things – sometimes to put our lives in danger – but God is always with us. God never abandons us – even when we are tempted – even when we might temporarily – abandon God and find an easier god to follow for awhile. 

Ours if an anguished faith; - until we learn that the God who calls us is always with us, always beside us, always watching over us. It doesn’t mean life will go our way. It doesn’t mean that we will get everything we want. But it does mean that we will always be grounded in the grace, the love, the generosity, of the Only God who can offer us this gift. If we follow the Giver, we receive the Gift.  But the gift without the giver is empty and without meaning.

What does God require of us? To sacrifice our children? No. Not according to this text. And yet we do sacrifice our children. We sacrifice them on the altar of war by sending them to fight for freedom and democracy. We sacrifice them on the altars of extreme military budgets that leave no room in our local, state, and national budgets to fund public education, community programs, music and the arts. We sacrifice our children all over the world when we put our resources into our greed rather into feeding the hungry, building houses for the homeless, and helping those in poverty. Does God require that we sacrifice our children? No, but we do it anyway. And we do it without even knowing what we are doing.

What does God require of us – but to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with our God. This may feel like an anguished faith. How can we trust in God this much? How will we know what God can do unless we give God our full attention? Unless we trust fully and completely? And what kind of fools would we be if we did that?  What kind of fools will we be if we don’t do that? 

This is what the story stirs up for me. And what about for you? Let’s talk more about it at the end of the service.
Amen.
