4th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 6.27.26

Genesis 22:1-14

After these things God tested Abraham. He said to him, "Abraham!" And he said, "Here [ am."
He said, "Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah,
and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you."

So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men
with him, and his son Isaac; he cut the wood for the burnt offering, and set out and went to
the place in the distance that God had shown him.

On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place far away. Then Abraham said to his
young men, "Stay here with the donkey; the boy and I will go over there; we will worship,
and then we will come back to you” Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it
on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. So the two of them walked on
together.

Isaac said to his father Abraham, "Father!" And he said, "Here I am, my son." He said, "The
fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?"® Abraham said,
"God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son." So the two of them walked
on together.

When they came to the place that God had shown him, Abraham built an altar there and
laid the wood in order. He bound his son Isaac, and laid him on the altar, on top of the
wood. Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to kill his son.

But the angel of the Lord called to him from heaven, and said, "Abraham, Abraham!" And he
said, "Here I am.” He said, "Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I
know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.
And Abraham looked up and saw a ram, caught in a thicket by its horns. Abraham went and
took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. So Abraham called that
place "The Lord will provide"; as it is said to this day, "On the mount of the Lord it shall be
provided."

Matthew 10:40-42

Jesus said to the disciples, “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes
me welcomes the one who sent me. Whoever welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet
will receive a prophet's reward; and whoever welcomes a righteous person in the name of a
righteous person will receive the reward of the righteous; and whoever gives even a cup of
cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a disciple—truly I tell you, none of
these will lose their reward." (500)

About a decade or two ago, our denomination, the United Church of Christ,

embarked on a marketing campaign with the slogan, “God is still speaking”” It caused more



of a stir than I'd have thought. “God is still speaking,” read the banners and bumper stickers,
going on to admonish, “Never put a period where God has put a comma”

It was probably the admonishing that provoked—because there were reports of
pushback. Apparently, where some UCC churches put up banners on their lawns, other
banners popped up on other churches’ lawns: “God has spoken. Never put a comma where
God has put a period”

I always think of that ad campaign when this story of Abraham comes up, this
terrible story of Abraham and Isaac sent by the voice of God to Moriah, and the angel of the
Lord who had something else to say. You might have known this one even prior to having
just heard it. Even if you're not steeped in Bible stories, this is one you might know. It's a
hard one to forget—this story of astonishing obedience, herculean obedience.

It's often framed like that, as if the point of it is to highlight Abraham’s obedience,
and even Isaac’s obedience, he who was old enough to ask questions about what was
happening, he who was old enough to carry the wood-the wood for the burnt offering that
was to be him, the burnt offering to the God who so ordered it.

There are artistic depictions otherwise. There are artistic depictions that image
Isaac as a baby, easily bound, easily overpowered, guileless as to what this sacred imaginary
would expect of him: that he would live so to die.

The first born son: of course, he'd have been given life so to have it taken back.

I don’t know why these artistic depictions have taken this liberty, but I suspect it’s to
relieve it of some of its horror, that at least Isaac wouldn’t have known what was to be done
to him. At least he’d have been unknowing as a baby, when Abraham rose early in the
morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with him, along with his son
Isaac; at least he'd have been unknowing when Abraham cut the wood for the burnt
offering, and set out and went to the place in the distance that God had shown him, a place
yet far away.

(Never mind that Sarah would have known.)

But I don'’t think it relieves any horror here, to imagine Isaac as a baby instead of as a
boy. So, he couldn’t have fought back. This makes it more imaginable that old Abraham
could have bound him, a baby not able to resist, could have laid him the altar, a baby light

enough for such a thing. But is this, for all its now credibility, really any less horrifying?



Who can encounter a baby and not want to nurture it? Even if you don't especially like
babies, it'd be very difficult to come to the decision to destroy one.

But all of that is neither here nor there for the story itself casts Isaac as a boy-and of
course he'd be demanded back as a burnt offering.

It’s difficult to say just how common a practice child sacrifice was. We have nearly
no archeological evidence that it was prevalent. But a lack of evidence doesn’t prove
anything. We have some narrative mention of it, as when the prophet Micah wonders,
“Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?”
But this, though a rhetorical question (I think), is suggestive. Posed with the understanding
that the answer would be, “No,” it suggests that there was a time when the answer would
have been, “Yes.” That such a horrifying thing wouldn’t have been out of the question. That
such a thing might even be commonplace, somewhere, among some people, even if not by
the time Micah asked this, a half a millennium after Abraham and Isaac made their dreadful
way to Moriah.

All this said, mentions of such sacrifice are more often in reference to something
other people do—and that’s always hard to interpret. It might have been written as
propaganda, in order to stoke hatred of those other people, in order to establish the line
between “us” and “them.” Like claiming Haitian immigrants eat the pets of their White
neighbors, which they do not do and about which our Vice-President is a shameless liar
and slanderer and inciter of violence, it’s just so possible that the Canaanites didn’t do it
and the Ammonites didn't do it.

On the other hand, maybe they did. It might have been true about the Canaanites
who worshipped Baal, whose name would degrade to Beelzebub. Meaning lord of the flies,
this might have been to point to something putrid in the worship of him. It might have been
true about the Ammonites. They worshipped Moloch, a god believed to have demanded and
devoured children. A terrifying god can maintain an orderly, obedient people, and can even
inspire terrifying practices. It might even have been true about the earliest Israelites as
they yet figured out the sort of God they'd come so recently to trust.

Abraham lived early in the revealed fact of this Lord God. Abraham comes to us from
the time before Moses, who first formally met this Lord God on another mountain

generations later. A voice from a bush that burned but wasn't consumed, this voice named



itself YHWH, which is the sound of breath itself, of being itself, and is therefore understood
to mean “I Am” or “I Am that I Am.” Yahweh, the letters have been filled out to become a
word, and “the Lord” this has been translated, a term unfortunately gendered and therefore
not unproblematic as to whether it's a helpful name for this God who's not gendered and
yet is personal.

Abraham also lived long prior to the giving of the Law, which made somewhat more
clear what living in accordance with the will of this Lord is to look like. The Ten
Commandments, the first and most enduring of the Law, simple prohibitions, many of
them, the simple not doing of certain things that the doing of which would make life
together impossible. Don't murder each other. Don't lie. Don't steal each other's things, or
even covet each other's things. Attend to God and let other obsessions go. Honor the
Sabbath so you can rest and trust. This religion was a very simple one at the start, stripped
free of so much so-called primitive ritual, another not unproblematic term.

Which is to say, no child sacrifice here.

But none of that had been revealed at the time when Abraham was first discerning
this God, this God who was, though personal, also universal, and though powerful also
loving and intent on abounding life for all creation.

And yet there was this.

This, a command to a practice that wasn’t so new and wasn’t so unusual. “Take your
son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there
as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you”

Obedience: that’s what this story is so often taken to be about. Abraham’s
astonishing obedience, Isaac’s unnerving obedience, just as God wants and just as would be
right for any person of faith. “Abraham, Abraham! Take your son, your only son, Isaac...”

There’s something cruel about it even beyond the cruel command, God practically
taunting Abraham about what he was asking: “Take you son, your only son, Isaac, whom you
love...” as if all those phrases of clarification were actually necessary, as if there could have
been any mistaking whom this God was asking for.

Likewise, the story itself seems cruel, insistent on so plodding a pace. Do we really
need to watch as Abraham rises early in the morning and saddles his donkey? Do we really

need to watch him cut the wood for the burnt offering, and set out to the place in the



distance that God had shown him? Do we really need to follow him past even when his two
men are let to stay with the donkey, us though going with him to the far away place that
God had shown him where, upon arrival, we're made now to watch him build an altar there
and lay the wood and bind Isaac, unfighting, unspeaking, and lay him on the altar on top of
the wood, reaching out his hand with the knife to kill his son.

The story seems intent on growing dread.

And so much moralizing in its regard has it all about obedience, inspiring obedience
to God’s inscrutable commands! Like, Abraham did and so should you.

But God is still speaking. Maybe?

There are two words in the Hebrew Bible which denote the God of the Israelites.
One is the generic term, elohim, which is translated “god” and is thus used to denote all
those other gods as well—all those neighboring gods of the neighboring peoples. The other
is a specific term, YHWH, which is translated “the LORD” and whom we haven't even
formally met yet by this point in the story. Not yet that burning bush. Not yet the voice
speaking forth, an unpronounceable breath, YHWH, being, mere being, persistent being, “I
Am” or “I am that I Am,” or even “I Am that I Shall Be,” something born of the past but
insistent upon the future, something indeed that could be imagined as still speaking,
speaking anew, behold! A new thing.

There are two words in the Hebrew which denote this personal though eternal
creator-and both words feature in this one story, which is never elsewhere the case.
Elsewhere you have either one or the other, or if both they're interwoven as if two stories
had been woven together to become one. The creation stories come to us intact and two in
number, one to speak of God and the other to speak of the Lord God, Yahweh. By contrast,
the flood story comes to us as one, but reads like two stories interwoven verse by verse,
and as such speaking of both, alternatively, God and the Lord God, Yahweh. Only in this
story are both terms used, but not interwoven, rather as if there has been some midstream
change

See, it was God, the more generic name, who said to Abraham, “Take your son, your
only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt

offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you,” causing Abraham to rise early in the



morning, saddle his donkey, cut wood for the burnt offering, and take two of his young men
with him and his son Isaac.

And it was God, such as would be used to name any old god, interchangeable really,
Moloch, Ba’al, any voice of authority or established practice, who showed him the place in
the distance that on the third day Abraham looked up and saw, and so said to his young
men, “Stay here with the donkey. The boy and I will go over there; we will worship, and
then we will come back to you”

So, the two walked on together.

It was God, which might indicate anything we stumble into a habit of worshipping,
anything that glitters and catches our attention, anything that horrifies and fascinates, who
caused Abraham to take the wood of the burnt offering and to lay it on his son Isaac while
he himself carried the knife, which in turn caused Isaac to wonder to his father, “The fire
and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?”

And it was God whom Abraham believed had provided the offering—Isaac himself.

So, the two walked on together.

And when they came to the place that God had shown him, Abraham built an altar
there and laid the wood in order to worship rightly this God, who requires burnt offerings
properly slaughtered, who requires such a thing that is very against abundant life. And he
bound his son Isaac, who now kept silent. And he reached out his hand and raised the knife
to kill his son, as God ordered him to do.

And it was then the LORD who sent an angel to call to Abraham from heaven, saying,
“Abraham, Abraham!” to which Abraham replied, “Here I am,” which is better translated as
one brief word, like it is in Hebrew, “Hineni! Ready!”

And it was the LORD whose angel said, “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do
anything to him; for now I know that you fear God—the God who demands sacrifice, the
God of old who shall enjoy your worship no more”

And it was the LORD who caused Abraham to look up and to notice a ram caught in
a thicket by its horns, such that Abraham offered it as a burnt offering instead of his son. It
was, indeed, the LORD who provided, just Abraham said would happen, though likely not
knowing precisely what he was saying, the magnitude of what he was saying. Behold,

something new, the God of eternity though moving with us, progressing with us in time.



There’s been a change here. In the text itself, there’s a change here that I've never
found a satisfying explanation for or even proper recognition of. There’s a change here that
I then think is the change we're all to make if we desire a god of life rather than simply a
god of power, if we yearn for a God of love rather than simply a god of power. Yes, we
should obey as Abraham obeyed, but we should please notice what at last he obeyed, at first
going along with what is all but given, even if terribly, horribly given, and then at last his
gaze rising to see a new way. Yes, we should obey as Abraham obeyed, which is to say not
plodding along in the commonplace, death-dealing ways of human culture, seeking power,
currying power, cowing to power. We should rather obey the voice that says “no” to all
that, no to old practices of exploitation and magical thinking, no to old habits that would
have us going along with the time-tested falsehood that righteousness depends upon
killing the right one, the likes of J.D. Vance more than eager to tell us who it’s to be this
time.

Consider (if you can) all the things you do because it's what we do in this
culture—even if it comes at some future cost that future generations will pay. Yes, let us
consider (if such a thing is even possible) all the things we don't even question doing, we're
simply too exhausted to question doing (old as Abraham, we might feel ourselves to be, too
old to change, too old even to hear the voice of gracious change for hasn't it always been
done this way, isn't this habit really a force of nature?) because our cultural framing of
reality doesn't allow for such questioning. Those things inherent, those attitudes and
behaviors that just come as if by instinct: it's hard to get ahead of those things.

Really, what gods do you fear, which fear has you just going along to get along? What
old habits are we resigned to as unchanging, unmoving? What limits are we all bumping
against, crashing harshly against, unable to see past them to some new creation of
possibility? What god do we continue to accept when Yahweh might be beckoning from the
future yet being born?

See, of course Abraham would walk with Isaac to the land of Moriah, and of course
God would demand such a thing as a giving back what had so impossibly been first given.
Of course. The wonder isn't that Abraham and Isaac walked together to that terrible doom.
The wonder is that together they would walk home, that together Sarah would spy them

returning home, maybe once again laughing just inside the doorpost of the tent, laughing



because once again this God was doing something new, this Lord God pressing upon this
old creation something new. The wondrous obedience wasn't in walking to the dreadful but
unsurprising doom. The wondrous obedience was to a voice of new life.

If ever there was a biblical story to insist that God is still speaking it’s this one. If
ever there was a biblical urging that we should yet listen, it comes from here. What's been
established is upset. What's been resigned to is drained of its exhausting insistence. We
have reason to hope. We have every reason to hope.

Thanks be to God.



