THE BIND

Rev. Karen Pidcock-Lester
First Presbyterian Church Pottstown, Pa.

June 19, 2011

Genesis 22:1-14
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Romans 4

Hebrews 11:8,11,17-19

Introduction to the Old Testament Reading

Be warned: What we are about to hear is one of the most dismaying, harrowing stories in all of scripture.  It is so troubling, that when we choose Bible storybooks for our younger children, we make sure this story is not in that preschool collection.  It is so difficult, that when it comes up in the lectionary cycle, the lectionary gives us an optional alternative reading for the Old Testament lesson.

Jews, Muslims, Christians alike wrestle with this text.  There are people who have abandoned these faiths altogether because of this text.  Much ink has been spent on interpretations of this text.  It is a provocative one to study and discuss, if people are willing – and some would rather not.  


This week in the evening Bible study, I gave the group the choice of considering this text, or the alternative.  I assured them I would certainly understand if they did not want to ‘go there’ that night;  I hadn’t even decided if I was going to ‘go there’ this morning.  I was struck when they responded, simply,  “shouldn’t we tackle the difficult things together?”  
Yes.  Indeed.  We should tackle the difficult things together. So together, let us hear this word of God.  
Let me briefly set the passage in its context.  We are in Genesis, so we are speaking of ‘beginnings.”  God created the world good, and it had gone bad, very bad.  So God, in seeking to restore the world to its intended relationship, decides to work through a single family, a single nation, to draw the world back to God.  

God begins with Abraham and Sarah.  Calls them to ‘go from their kindred, and their home, and their country,’ and follow.  God makes a covenant with them, promising to give them descendants as numerous as the stars of heaven.  Those descendants would become the people of Israel, and through them, God would bless the whole world and reconcile it to God.
So Abraham and Sarah went.  You may recall they had no children.  They got older, and older, and older, and they wondered how this promise would come to pass if there were no children, and no descendants.  At last, Sarah conceived, and bore a son Isaac.  It is this child of promise, this miracle boy, who is the hinge upon which turn the history of God’s covenant people, and the reconciliation of the whole world.  

Let us hear what happens next.  Let us pray.  Genesis 22:1-14

Let us begin with what we cannot do with this text.

We cannot dismiss it or approach it as a fable.  There is no indication that it is meant as such.  This story is a seminal event in the life of the Hebrew people.  This event helped form and shape the people of Israel, and their relationship with YHWH, the God of the covenant.   The impact of these 14 verses extends beyond the Old Testament and into the new, as it also shaped Paul and the writer of Hebrews and their communities.  It is not dismissible, and we cannot boil it down to one moral of the story.
The second thing we cannot do with this text is to ask of it questions it wasn’t trying to answer.  We cannot project back on the text modern questions which would not have been on the minds of ancient people, such as how this event impacted the psyche of Isaac.  We do not know how old Isaac is in this story – all we know is he was old enough to carry wood.  But Isaac does not seem to concern the biblical writers.  We are simply told that Abraham loves Isaac, takes tender care of him  -- did you notice how Abraham carries the dangerous flint and knife so Isaac won’t be hurt?   Isaac grows up to be a faithful patriarch of the covenant people.  
What, then, are we to do with the text?

One of the principles of biblical interpretation that John Calvin taught us is to let scripture interpret scripture.  That is, we do not read any text in isolation.  We let other parts of scripture inform and guide us whenever we read any text.  So, as we consider this passage, we Christians interpret it through the lens of Jesus Christ.  We read the text, knowing what we know from our vantage point on the other side of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.  From our vantage point in God’s story of salvation, we know that God loves the world like a loving parent whom Jesus calls Abba, Dad.  This Abba is not brutal, cruel, or out to get us.  This Abba wants to save us, and the whole world.    With the spectacles of Christ, we read Genesis presuming that God, YHWH, loves Abraham like a father, Abba, just as Abraham loves his son Isaac.
Other places in scripture also guide us as we try to understand what is going on here.  When Paul refers to this story in Romans, he speaks with gratitude for this event.  When the writer of Hebrews refers to the binding of Isaac, it is with admiration and awe.  The Hebrew people and early Christians valued this text.
While we moderns may be inclined to turn the page or change the channel when this story comes up, God has given it to God’s people because there are things God wants to give us in this story, truths we need to learn.

What things?  I’d like to hold up three.

First:  beware.  
Beware.

Do not toy with God.

This God whose presence we seek, whose name we claim and toss around and put on our bumpers, this is YHWH, the God of Fire and Wind, the God upon whom no human being has looked and lived, this is I AM.  And this God is free.  Free to act as God wills, free to defy our expectations, free to give, and free to take away, free to command as God chooses, even if these commands seem to contradict one another, even if they do contradict one another.  

When we human beings enter a relationship with this God, when we– on a mountaintop, or at the font, or on our knees – agree to a binding covenant with God, we make an unbreakable vow with the sovereign God of the universe, who makes the rules and calls the shots, whether we understand them or not.  We hand over our lives to YHWH, Jehovah, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, whose ways are not our ways.  
The story of the binding of Isaac is a corrective – to Abraham, perhaps, but surely to Abraham’s descendants, including us-- a corrective to any tendency we might have to whittle the holy God Jehovah into a predictable pal whom we count on to do what we want.  
Annie Dillard writes, “Why do [so many] people in churches seem like cheerful, brainless tourists on a packaged tour of the Absolute?...does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely invoke? …  The churches are children playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT…It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats …to church; we should all be wearing crash helmets.  [When we enter the sanctuary] Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares:  they should lash us to our pews.”  (Dillard, Teaching a Stone to Talk)

The story of the binding of Isaac reminds us not to toy with God.  God does not exist to do what we want; we exist to do what God wants.  Beware.
The second thing this story tells us:  be assured.
Be assured.

A close reading of this text assures us that, though it is filled with fear and trembling, all will be well.  At the opening of the story we read  “God tested Abraham.”  Right from the start, we who are observing this event know that “this is a test, this is only a test.”  Be assured:  YHWH has no intention of harming Isaac.  The terror we feel is for Abraham, who does not know this is only a test, who do not see the whole picture.  We know what that feels like.  
But be assured: God’s purpose here is not to nullify the promise, but to prepare for its fulfillment.  Abraham and his descendants must learn that the fulfillment of their hopes lies in God and not in Isaac;  Abraham and his descendents must distinguish between depending upon the Giver, and the Gift: the gift may pass away, but the Giver lives on even when all else is lost.  
Be assured:  in the end, there is no blood shed.  God’s purpose here is not to kill but to clarify, clarify that YHWH is a god unlike any other god.  The gods of the ancient people around Abraham and Sarah were capricious, using human beings as pawns in their divine games.  They often demanded brutal human sacrifices, including the sacrifice of children.  When God told Abraham to sacrifice Isaac on the mountain, Abraham no doubt found it horrific, but he might not have found it unusual.  Remember Abraham and Sarah are the first and only human beings thus far to relate to this god YHWH.  They are only beginning to know this god.  By the end of the encounter, YHWH has revealed Himself to be a different kind of god.  YHWH does not delight in the blood of children, does not exact brutal offerings from His followers.  In fact, if there is any blood to be shed, God Himself will provide it.

Here, in the harrowing tale, we begin to glimpse the God who one day far in the future will again defy our expectations, will climb this mountain again, carrying other wood of sacrifice, accompanied by two other men – and on that day the blood that will be shed will be God’s own.

Be assured:  even when circumstances and events in your life seem to indicate that God has forgotten or revoked the promises, God is keeping them; even when all your hope seems lost, God is working towards blessing and redemption.  
God does not toy with us.
The third thing to hear in the text:  be amazed.

Be awed and amazed at the faith of Abraham.  In verse 12, God says  “Now I know…”  Now I know how far you will trust me, how far you will go with me, God says to Abraham.

St. Augustine translates that verse with a little different meaning:  “Now I have caused Thee to know…”  he says, suggesting that in this test, God is exposing, laying bare the depth of Abraham’s faith, to Abraham and all his descendants.  Just as Jesus’ testing in the wilderness proved Jesus’ total obedience and trust in God, so this test in the wilderness  proves to Abraham what it means to trust wholly, completely in the God of the covenant, and to obey.

Be amazed:  all along, Abraham ‘hoped against hope,’ as Paul put it in Romans.  Abraham trusted that God would come through: at the foot of the mountain, Abraham said to the men, “we will come back to you.”  To Isaac, he said  “God will provide the lamb for the offering…”  Even when Abraham took the knife, excruciating as that must have been, he trusted that God could  and would fulfill the promise, bringing life out of death, if need be.  Even when the Gift seemed lost, Abraham obeyed and trusted the Giver.  His confidence in God lay not in circumstances nor on outcomes, but in the character of the God he had come to know and trust.  (Susan Sutton, A Quiet Center, p. 98)
“For many people,” writes Philip Yancey, “it takes the jolt of tragedy, illness, or death to create an existential crisis of faith.  At such a moment, we want clarity:  God wants our trust.  A Scottish preacher in the last century lost his wife suddenly, and after her death he [preached a sermon in which he admitted that] he did not understand this life of ours.  But still less could he understand how people facing loss could abandon faith.  ‘Abandon it for what?!’  he said. ‘You people in the sunshine may believe the faith, but we in the shadow must believe it.  We have nothing else.’”  (Yancey, Reaching for the Invisible God, pl. 61)

“The story is told of an amazing feat that took place at Niagara Falls in the 19th century.  A French acrobat named Bondin claimed he could cross Niagara Falls on a tightrope.  On the day of this performance, a large crowd gathered, curious to see such an exhibition …With all eyes on him, the Frenchman mounted the rope, balanced his pole, and slowly walked 1,100 feet across the Falls while the water crashed and surged violently 160 feet below him. When he safely reached the  other side, the crowd cheered wildly and even the skeptics pounded each other on the back in delight at what they had just witnessed.

“But the acrobat wasn’t through with his performance.  He motioned the cheering crowd back to silence.  The onlookers watched in quiet awe as he took hold of a wheelbarrow and proceeded to retrace his steps, this time walking the rope while pushing a wheelbarrow before him.  Again the water pounded below as he stepped slowly along the wire, one foot placed carefully before the other, eyes ahead, and hands firmly balancing the wheelbarrow.  When he reached the ground on the other side, the crowd burst into a frenzy of applause.  One man ran through the crowd to his side, grabbed his arm, and yelled in exultation ‘ knew you could do it!  I believed so much you could do it that I be my entire savings on that fact!’ The Frenchman smiled and looked at the excited man standing beside him.  ‘Good,’ he said, ‘You’re just the person I need.  Get in the wheelbarrow and I will take you back across.’”  (Sutton, p. 90)
The story never tells of a third walk across the falls.  

It is one thing to believe in someone;  it is one thing to believe enough to invest time and money; it is quite another thing to trust them wholly, utterly, completely with your very life, your future, and all you hold dear.  

Be amazed:  Abraham trusted God like that.

And Abraham was not wrong.

“Those who trust God wholly


find Him wholly true.”  (Rosalind Goforth, quoted in Sutton, p. 98)

Amen.

