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So, our regulars will know that in recent weeks our
readings from the Old Testament, the Hebrew
scriptures, have been about the story of Abraham.
We first heard of him being called to leave his
homeland to travel with his wife, Sarah, to a new
promised land. Then we heard about the promise
that came to him and Sarah, even in their old age,
that they would have a son and that Abraham would
be the father of many nations. Last week, we heard
the story of their son Isaac's birth and the banishing
of his half-brother Ishmael. And | must say there was
a temptation on Monday morning when | looked at
the readings this week to perhaps pass over
Abraham's story and go to a more palatable reading
for today. But | thought, no, for consistency's sake,
I'm going to tackle what is a very difficult and
troubling story.

The famous British atheist, the scientist, Richard
Dawkins, called this story a disgraceful story of child
abuse. And you can see why he might say that. There
are some very troubling elements in this story which
are very difficult to explain. When | was looking for a
place to start, | came across a story in a newspaper
written by a 35-year-old woman called Kate who'd
been diagnosed with stage four cancer. And she
wrote about all the counsel that she'd received from
well-meaning people from whom she'd spoken to
since her diagnosis. And she divided these people
who'd been speaking to her into three different
categories, the minimizers, the teachers and the
solvers. The minimizers insist, "Well, of course, it's
not so bad." And Kate's sister was on a plane once
and she was telling the person next to her about
Kate's problems. And the neighbor said, "Well, of
course it's preferable to living under the Iranian
Revolution," as if they were signed up to some sort of
calamity Olympics.

Then there were the teachers, who focus on how the
experience of cancer is meant to be an education.
One even wished it would be for her a “Job”
experience as if she needed any more suffering than
she'd already had. And finally, there are the solvers,
who were disappointed that Kate wasn't saving
herself, as she put it: “There's always a nutritional
supplement, a Bible verse, or a mental process that |
have not adequately tried.” And when | looked at the
commentaries for this week, the books that might
explain this story of Abraham and Isaac, | saw exactly
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the same approaches. The minimizers, the teachers,
and the solvers all want to get to work on this story

of Abraham and Isaac. But | didn't find anything that
they wrote satisfactory. The horrors of the story still
remain. It can't be explained away. This story simply
can't be rationalized.

And | want to stay with it and wrestle with it because
this story plays a very important part in the rest of
the Bible story. It's a story that expresses what it
means to trust God and what it means to say that
“God will provide”. It's a story that has much to teach
us even though the circumstances of it are
excruciating. As we dare to go a bit deeper beneath
the layers of horror in the story, we can find what's at
the heart of it, and you might find it helpful to look at
the story because you'll see it's got a very clear
structure. The structure is in three parts, and it hangs
on Abraham offering the words "Here | am", which he
does three times in the story. “Here | am”, the same
phrase that Isaiah, the prophet, used when God
approached him in the temple. It's the same phrase
that Mary, the mother of Jesus uttered when the
angel Gabriel said that she would have a son. “Here |
am.” They're a sort of no holds barred all defenses
down gloves off response of empty-handed trust.
And there's a pattern, as | say, to the three "Here |
am" moments in the story. God, at the start, calls
Abraham and Abraham responds, "Here | am." And
God commands, "Take." Then at the end, the angel
calls Abraham and Abraham again responds, "Here |
am." The angel this time relaxes the command and
says, "Do not lay your hand." And in between, Isaac
calls out as they reach the top of Mount Moriah,
"Father", and Abraham again responds, "Here | am."
Isaac asks, "Where is the lamb?" But at this moment,
in the center of the story, Abraham breaks the
pattern of the other two interchanges and answers
Isaac's question by saying, "God will provide." God
will provide the central words in the story.

But at the point they're offered, they seem flatly
contradictory. Is this a statement of duplicity or
cowardice? A refusal to tell Isaac the truth of the
matter until the very last moment? Or are they the
words of the greatest faith that even up till seconds
before the terrible sacrifice, Abraham still believed
that God would find an alternative? The story is so
bold, so terse that it doesn't tell us.
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So, let's focus instead on what it does say. What we
can say about this story is that it sets in motion two
very important strands in the biblical story. The first
strand is that of the lamb. Isaac says to his father,
"Where is the lamb?" And the lamb represents God's
mercy. In the next book of the Bible, we get that
story of the Passover that you might remember,
where the people of Israel were told to sprinkle the
blood of the lamb on a doorpost so that when the
angel of death came to free them from slavery, it
passed over the doors with the lamb's blood on the
doorframe.

And the second strand is that of the son Isaac, as
we've seen in previous weeks, was the bearer of
God's blessing. It was through Isaac that Abraham
was to become the father of many nations. And in
this story of Abraham and Isaac, God's mercy in the
form of a lamb intervenes to preserve God's blessing
in the form of a son. And these two strands of the
lamb and the son come together in the central story
in the gospels of Jesus Christ, which has the same
shape as this story but a different outcome. Again, in
the story of Jesus and his crucifixion in the final days
of his life, it's set over three days, and again, we have
a son carrying the wood of sacrifice to a hill of
execution. Again, we have a son humbly proceeding
in the face of horror while only partly comprehending
what the father truly has in mind.

But this time the lamb of mercy and the son of
blessing converge into one, and the words, "God will
provide," take on a new resonance. The story of
Jesus' passion repeats and develops the story of
Abraham and Isaac. In the Garden of Gethsemane,
the night before he died, Jesus goes through a similar
struggle. "Not my will, but yours," he says to his
father. In other words, "I'll follow your lead. Here |
am." "Here | am," says Jesus, who was God incarnate,
God enfleshed. And we discover a great truth by
looking at the crucifixion. What we see there is
something that no one knew about God, that at the
moment of truth, God's sovereignty, dignity and
majesty and power will be suspended and God's life
will be placed entirely in human hands.

If Mount Moriah is where God tested humanity,
Mount Calvary is where humanity tested God and on
Mount Calvary we see God's true colors. God
provided. He provided that free gift that St. Paul talks
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about, to pull us out from our slavery to sin. God
provided. And what did he provide? A lamb. Yes. And
a son. That's why we call Jesus the lamb of God. In
the end, God provided of himself. We're to
understand the cross as God's self-sacrifice. In
Abraham, humanity says to God, "There is nothing
more important than you. Here | am. I'll give up my
whole life to be with you." In Jesus, God says to
humanity, "There is nothing more important than
you. Here | am. | will give up everything to be with
you."

For all her scathing remarks about those who couldn't
see her condition truthfully, Kate, in the article |
mentioned earlier, did find companions who
recognized the horror of her situation. "Some
people," she says, "give you their heartbreak like a
gift. One time my favorite nurse sat down next to me
at the cancer clinic and said softly, 'l've been meaning
to tell you | lost a baby.'"" And Kate adds, "The way
she said ‘baby’ with the lightest touch made me
understand. She'd nurtured a spark of life in her body
and held that child in her arms, and somewhere along
the way she'd been forced to bury a peace of herself
in the ground."

The cross of Jesus isn't something to be explained by
the minimizers, the teachers or the solvers. Like
Kate's condition, it's all consuming, bewildering,
indescribable. But the story of Abraham and Isaac,
like the nurse's soft intervention, helps us to
understand. God says, "There is nothing more
important than you." And | wonder if with gloves off
open hands, we might say that too, "There is nothing
more important than you. Here | am." Amen.



