2nd Sunday after Pentecost

Sermon 6.26.11

Scripture:
Genesis 22:1-18




Matthew 7:15-20
In the same way, every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit.  A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit.  Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.  Thus you will know them by their fruits.






~Jesus 
Bound for Freedom

I sat in one of the easy chairs with my back to the window that overlooks Elm Street in Stockbridge.  From here I could see the rest of the coffee shop, a small place with a low table surrounded by these three easy chairs, a bar with four stools and the counter that always seems staffed by pretty girls in their early 20s.  Today was no different.  She and I were alone in the shop for a few minutes while I read and she filled the milk carafes.  Then another woman came in.  Around my age, she ordered a coffee and sat on one of the stools at the bar.  Then an older man came in.  After getting his coffee and chatting with the barista, he seemed unsure of where to seat himself, until I said, “These are open,” indicating the two easy chairs nearest me.  “Oh.  Thanks,” he said and he chose the one directly across the table.
He picked up the newspaper but seemed uninterested in it.  He made comments about it to me, and then began to tell me about himself.  He’s from Great Barrington.  I mean, not originally.  He recently moved to Great Barrington, after being away from the Berkshires for several years.  He’s originally from Lee, and he’s hoping to move back up here because it’s where the job is.  But he’s got a good rental situation in Great Barrington.  Soon enough, of course, he asked me the question I knew was coming, the one I couldn’t figure out how to avoid short of getting up and leaving.  “What do you do?” he asked.
“I’m the pastor of the church in Monterey,” I said, and noticed as the woman at the bar turned her head ever-so-slowly and peeked at me over her glasses frames.  I waved at her, and she turned quickly away.  Then I said to the man, “People usually have to check out the one who has that as an answer.”  Undaunted, though, he was.  This only opened a new topic for him talk about.  He grew up Catholic, but hadn’t been to church in a long time.  He still really liked it.  He talked around and around, a grab-bag of religious commentary and reminiscence, until landing on this conclusion:  “The world would be a much better place if there were more religion in it.”  

Well, that took me by surprise.  But beyond it being the opposite of what I’ve more often had hurled at me in situations like this, it’s an odd comment—so odd, in fact, that I actually wondered whether he really meant it or if he was just trying to endear himself to me.  I’ll admit that whatever warmth he was to get from me I was making him work for: open easy chairs aside, I wasn’t at my hospitable best.  But in my defense, I’d come to the shop to pass the time between one meeting and the next—in it just for the coffee and a quiet few moments with my book.  And now here I was, trapped in a conversation I had no control over while two other people listened in.  All that said, I realize it was rather too snappily that I retorted, “I don’t agree with that.  I don’t think we need more religion; I think we need good religion.”  
“What?” he asked, now himself surprised. 
“I think we can think more critically about religion than that.”  I thought of the Christian broadcaster who’d recently foretold (wrongly) the end of the world, whose picture was at that moment staring out at me from the back of the newspaper this man still held up.  I thought of suicide bombers who call out God’s name before blowing themselves up in crowded marketplaces.  I’m sure you can think of the ample examples of religion gone wrong.  I thought, too, of this story—of Abraham and Isaac and Mt. Moriah—thought of it though not for the reason you might suspect.  

Much is made of Abraham’s obedience to God’s command.  And why not?  After all, not only was it a terrible command that he was ready to obey—“ready” being perhaps a better translation of the Hebrew word hinneni than the more common rendering, “Here I am!”  Not only was it a violent command that he was ready to obey—violent, yes, toward Isaac but also toward the promise God had been making to Abraham all along, that he and Sarah, in spite of barrenness and old age, would become the parents of a great people, a promise whose fulfillment had been dubious and delayed, a promise whose fulfillment had been laughable even, a promise whose fulfillment come at last was Isaac, Isaac whom Abraham loved, Isaac whose existence confirmed Abraham’s faithfulness, Isaac whom Abraham was to take now to the land of Moriah and to offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that God would show him…  No, not only was it a terrible and violent command, but it was also cruel, worded in such a way as if not merely to test Abraham but to terrorize him.  Why else belabor the identity of the one whom Abraham was to take to a mountain that God would show him:  “…your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love…”?  Why else but to bring it closer and closer to home, closer and closer to Abraham’s heart:  “…your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love…”?
So, of course much has been made of Abraham’s obedience, beginning with the story itself.  Consider its spare telling, though sparing no detail.  Plodding and suspenseful, it notes that Abraham rose early in the morning and saddled his donkey; he took two of his young men with him and, of course, his son, his only son, Isaac, whom he loved; he cut wood for the burnt offering, which Isaac the offering would soon enough carry—it bound to him before he was bound to it.  Consider the methodical way in which the story unfolds.  It notes every fine act on Abraham’s part, every movement he makes toward Moriah.  Untold obedience, it means to tell us—Abraham’s building an altar and binding Isaac to it, Abraham’s taking out his knife to kill his son.  (And what of Isaac, he who was strong enough to carry his own wood and to hike for three days so was certainly strong enough to fight his old father off?)  Faithful obedience: we marvel at it and we wonder of ourselves, would we? could we?  I have, anyway.  I wrote my senior thesis at divinity school in large part about this very question.
But I wonder now if I was marveling at the wrong act of obedience.  It’s impossible to say how common a practice child sacrifice was in the Ancient Near East.  We have nearly no archeological evidence that it was prevalent.  But, of course, a lack of evidence proves nothing.  We have lots of narrative mention of it, but often it’s in reference to something other peoples do—and that’s always hard to interpret.  Was it written as propaganda, in order to justify enmity of one people for another?  Or was it written as fact, or perhaps even warning, in order to caution the members of one people away from another?  It’s hard enough to know why people say what they say when they’re among the living and you still ask them follow-up questions; it’s hard enough to know what motivates even the people closest to us.  So, how much harder it is to know the motivations of people long dead, of an utterly different time and place.    
All that said, there is reason enough to believe, at least for our purpose this evening, that child sacrifice was common, something the Moabites did, something the Ammonites did, something even the earliest Israelites did, which is to say, from the perspective of someone like Abraham, it was something that was done everywhere, among all people, at least from time to time.  Consider: the place called gehenna that Jesus spoke of, a word rendered in English “hell,” was an ever-burning garbage dump that’s believed to have been a once sacred site used for child sacrifice.  Consider: the lovely assurance the prophet Micah issues, that all the Lord requires of the people is for them “to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God,” comes in direct response to this question posed: “Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?”  Consider: Abraham, though loving of Isaac, yet perhaps doubted that God’s promise to him would be fulfilled through Isaac because, of course, the call would come for Abraham to give Isaac back.  The call would come, that common call to slaughter your own child for righteousness’ sake.  And Abraham would do it, the common, culturally dictated thing to do.  Consider (if you can) all the things you do because it’s what we do in this culture.  Consider (if such a thing is even possible) all the things you don’t even question doing because our cultural framing of reality doesn’t allow for such questioning.  So, of course, Abraham would walk with Isaac to the land Moriah.  The wondrous thing is that together they walked home.  Yes, of course!  The marvelous act of obedience on Abraham’s part wasn’t when he obeyed the call of God to offer his beloved son, but was when he obeyed the call of the Lord not to lay a hand on him.
There’s the funny thing in this story that I can’t ever get past, and this it it—that the name of the deity changes in the story midstream.  I’ve also never managed to find any commentary on this at all, so maybe I’m making too much of it.  But so it is, that while it’s God who tested Abraham and it’s God who told him to take his son, his only son, Isaac, whom he loves, to the land Moriah; while it’s God who showed him the mountain that these two would climb together and it’s God of whom Abraham believed would provide the lamb for the burnt offering—a confession so ominous it’s chilling, said to Isaac, “God will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son;” yes, while it’s God whom Abraham was praised for fearing, and rightly so, for it’s God whose word is terrible and violent and cruel; it is yet the LORD whose angel calls from heaven to say, “Abraham, do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him”; and it is yet the LORD in whom Abraham does at last confess faith, upon seeing the ram caught in the thicket, upon offering it up instead of his son, calling the place where this all happened, “The LORD will provide,” as if to say, “The LORD, and not merely God, will provide.”  At the peak of the story, at the watershed moment when Isaac’s life is spared and the LORD’s promise to Abraham moves evermore toward fulfillment, the deity’s referent changes from “God” to “the LORD.”  Why?
There are two words in the Hebrew Bible by which the deity is named.  El is the more generic term, translated “God” and used in reference both to the God of the Israelites and the gods of other peoples.  The other is an unpronounceable name referred to as the tetragrammaton, meaning a word having four letters, these being YHWH.  This is the name that Moses hears uttered from the burning bush when he asks it, “Whom shall I say sent me?”  It’s rendered in English, “I Am,” or alternatively, “I Am that I Am,” or, “I Am that I Shall Be.”  It’s been turned into a name that can be pronounced, Yahweh, or this earlier version, Jehovah, or this most common among English Bibles, printed in capital letters, “the LORD”—which you’ll find all over this evening’s bulletin, and not by coincidence; which you’ll find featured in all of today’s hymns, and very much on purpose.  For here’s the crucial point about “the LORD”—that the only god ever called the LORD is Israel’s God, which is to say Jesus’ God, which is to say our God.  The only God ever called the LORD is the God known to us in the life, death and resurrection of Christ.  
This is a god who upsets social convention, preferring instead the freedom of eternal life.  
This is a god who breaks down human culture, preferring instead the Kingdom of Heaven.  
Standing in contrast to all those countless gods of human assuming and arranging—the primitive gods of human sacrifice and sacred violence, the political gods of imperialism and authoritarianism, the contemporary gods of capitalism and militarism and consumerism—the LORD is a God sovereign over all, casting in full relief the falseness of these functional gods.  
Calling to us from beyond the boundaries of the world as we know it—boundaries of what’s expected and appropriate, what’s customary and conventional, what’s a given and taken for granted and accepted as just the way things are—the LORD is a God who ever goes before us, leading us out of what we think we know is true and into the realm we know only in our hope and our imagination where the rule is love, the dynamic is redemption that nothing is lost, the aim is reconciliation that all might be one, and the end is life free of death, life that has no end.  
This story that leads us to the land of Moriah and back again is often called the binding of Isaac.  When it is called that, we can hear the ambiguous attitude that so much of sacred scripture holds toward religion.  Coming to us from the Latin re-ligio, the term “religion” means to re-bind.  And certainly, this has positive connotations—as a ligament binds bone to bone, as something reliable is useful and good.  But in the context of the binding of Isaac, ligio is not so positive a thing.  No indeed, for in the context of the binding of Isaac, it’s un-ligio that is salvation, both for Isaac and for the whole future people of God.  And so this story casts in a critical light re-ligio, the whole enterprise by which humans understand what life is, by which we’re encouraged to continue to live it in spite of suffering, and by which we come together with others, bound with others as it were by common cause.  And while, I’d guess we’re pretty comfortable with joining the likes of John Lennon in imagining no religion and finding it isn’t hard to do, I’d also guess that it’s upsetting to engage the question of religion more critically than that.
Because the truth of the matter is that we can’t imagine no religion—such a proposal being itself a religious one, if the religion of no-religion.  Yes, the truth of the matter is that we humans can’t seem to escape religion—this which is essential to being human among humans in a complex and teeming creation, this which is to human relationship like ligaments are to the human skeleton.  So the question is whether we can do the even harder work of discerning the good from the bad, the true from the untrue, the religion that discerns the voice of the LORD in favor of the voices of all those conventional gods.  Moreover, the question is whether we can do this in regard to our own religious thinking, to our own religious practice.  For it’s easy enough, of course, to point to suicide bombers and doom-saying fools and to conclude that they’re bound to falsehood.  It’s harder by far to cast such light on ourselves, on our way of living as Christians in America, on our way of discipleship at this time in this place, and to come to some clarity as to how truly to follow the LORD.
It’s a question I wrestle with everyday, but on Sundays it’s a much more enjoyable struggle because I get to do with the likes of you.  For this is what the church is.  To be in the company of the saints isn’t about being among the righteous but about being among the hopeful.  To be in the company of the saints—as we are whenever we gather as church—isn’t to be among the good and the right but to be among those who recognize in grief that conventional wisdom will only get us so far and who confess in hope that the Lord of Life yet speaks and is yet out guide on this journey from the way things are to the way the Lord intends things to be.  Bound for freedom, bound for glory: this is what we are when we gather as the church.

Thanks be to the LORD.
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